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Legislative Council Select Committee of Inquiry 
into the Provisions of the University of Tasmania Act 1992 

Submission 

Professor Emeritus Stuart McLean (details on page 5) 4 August 2022 

This submission addresses the terms of reference [TOR] as follows. 

TOR 1  The functions and powers of the University. 
TOR 2  The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the Council and 

Academic Senate. 
TOR 3  The appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and 

academic decision making 
TOR 4 The appropriateness of the Act to protect and promote academic freedom, 

independence and autonomy. 

Although this submission is about the University of Tasmania (UTAS), some of the 
arguments on funding and governance apply to the Australian university system 
generally. I have worked for 44 years at UTAS, the last 15 years as an honorary 
academic focusing mainly on research. The opinions are my own and are based on 
my extensive experience of UTAS and other universities and my recent reading on 
the topic. 

The University of Tasmania (UTAS) is currently struggling to explain its plans to 
relocate the Sandy Bay Campus in the face of considerable community 
opposition. Whether the plan is good or not remains controversial, which must 
be seen as a failure of either the concept or its explanation. If nothing else, every 
university should be able to demonstrate rationality in decision-making and 
clarity in its communications, and both seem to be lacking in this case. [TOR 1, 3] 

To further illustrate the problem of communication and the thinking behind it, 
let us consider the nature of a university [TOR 1].  

A university is best defined by its functions, usually encapsulated in a mission 
statement. For example, The University of Cambridge, UK, a world leader, states 
that “The mission of the University of Cambridge is to contribute to society 
through the pursuit of education, learning and research at the highest 
international levels of excellence.”  

UTAS has a statement of values, which starts with: “Our values rest on a 
thousand year tradition of higher education and enduring foundations of shared 
purpose. We are a university: a diverse community that becomes more than the 
sum of its parts in its dedication to the stewardship of learning and knowledge, 
academic freedom, excellence and integrity. We continually evolve and 
transform to meet the challenges and opportunities that face us.” This is followed 
by several paragraphs detailing the University’s characteristics and particular 
values.  
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https://www.utas.edu.au/ourvalues/utas-statement-of-values 
 
No one person can speak for the entire university community, diverse as it is. 
However, a brief statement of the essentials – education, learning, research, 
service, and excellence – would surely be generally supported. To expand this 
with a list of worthy values, all of which would be assumed to be present in any 
decent enterprise, serves only to confuse. The UTAS Act gives a clear and 
comprehensive list of the functions of the University (UTAS Act, Section 6).  
 
To articulate a clear message, there must first be clear thinking about its content. 
This is supposed to be a generic skill that universities teach, and should 
therefore be able to practise. Why this is not happening goes to the management 
and governance of the University. [TOR 1, 2, 3] 
 
For many years, the Federal Government has been reducing the funding for 
university teaching and research, even though Australian universities are public 
institutions that are essential for a modern country. At present the government 
provides a little over half of higher education revenue [1]. This has driven 
universities to become increasingly reliant on fees, especially from overseas 
students. This has been highly profitable, but perhaps inevitably was 
accompanied by a fundamental change in the governance and mission of 
universities, to the detriment of their academic functions. 
 
In the pursuit of ever-increasing income from fees, as well as investments and 
property sales, Australian universities have shifted to a commercial corporate 
model of governance with the pursuit of profit as the overarching objective [2]. 
This was demonstrated in 2021 when about 40,000 (1 in 5) university jobs were 
lost despite record profits for most universities [3]. Given the uncertainty of 
future fees and market activities, about 70% of university staff nationally are 
now on insecure contracts [1].  
 
The corporatisation of Australian universities has been accompanied by a change 
in their governing bodies, so that only about 1 in 3 members have experience of 
working in the sector [4]. The governing body of UTAS is the University Council 
that has ultimate responsibility for the running of the University. Clearly, it 
should have a deep understanding of the purpose and activities of the University, 
and encompass a diversity of views that reflect the diversity that is characteristic 
of the University itself. My criticism is of the constitution of Council and not of its 
individual members and their contributions to the University [TOR 2]. 
 
Under the UTAS Act (Section 9 (2)) “Council is to act in all matters concerning 
the University in the way it considers will best advance the interests of the 
University”. The UTAS Act (Section 5) states that, as well as Council, the 
University consists of members of staff and current and former students, but 
corporatisation has seen them largely excluded from decision-making. The UTAS 
Council has 13 members, 2 elected from staff and one appointed from students. 
There are another 8 appointed members, 2 by the Minister and 6 by Council, 
none of whom can be a member of academic or professional staff. In contrast, 
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Oxford University, possibly the world’s best, has a Council of 26 members, only 4 
from outside the University. 
 
Current corporate government standards require a large proportion of board 
members to have experience in their industry. They are also accountable to 
shareholders, but university councils are not accountable in the same way to 
either the university community or the wider community [2].  [TOR 2, 3] 
 
On campuses there are two classes of staff: academic and support staff who carry 
out the teaching, research and service activities, and a managerial group who 
take the big decisions and increasingly seek to micromanage the traditional 
university activities. In my experience there is little or no personal contact 
between these two groups, and few in either group have much knowledge or 
appreciation of the work undertaken by the other group.  
 
The consequence of detachment of UTAS governance and management from the 
University community leads to decisions that are not always taken in the best 
interests of the University. [TOR 3] 
 
I don’t know the thinking behind the University’s values statement. However, to 
explain the decision to move to the city we have seen a series of presentations 
and advertisements that are highly professional but rather superficial and short 
on detailed content, especially as to the benefits for the University itself. It is 
astonishing that the University should rely on advertisements to explain itself, 
rather than the advancement of its own reasoned, evidence-based arguments. 
Reasoned debate is in one of the UTAS values [5]. 
 
Academics who teach and conduct research are typically hard-working and 
focused, as a maximal effort is required to achieve well in both areas. 
Traditionally, they work on and off campus, and at times and on days that best 
suit them and their duties. Academic freedom is generally understood to mean 
that there are no limits to the topics that can be questioned or commented upon 
provided the usual standards of civility, decency and legality are observed 
[TOR4].  
 
Academic responsibilities include standards of admission of students and 
examination of students, as well as methods of teaching. This is done collectively 
rather than individually, but should be separate from University management. 
Ultimately, the reputation of the University depends on its academic standards. 
Of course there are financial aspects since the University’s income depends to a 
large extent on enrolment income, but this is not its reason for existence, and 
excessive pursuit of this objective trades short-term gains for long-term decline.  
 
As a related issue, it would have been wiser to invest the impermanent income 
from the fees of international students rather than use it for running expenses. 
[TOR 3] 
 
Trust is required, and is justified by productivity as measured by teaching 
evaluation and research performance. In return, academics generally trust that 
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