
Honourable members of the select committee inquiring into the University of Tasmania Act 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to your enquiry.  

I am deeply interested in the future of the University of Tasmania: that it should develop as 
a vibrant centre of learning which attracts talented staff and students from all the 
communities of Tasmania, from elsewhere in Australia and from other countries. And that 
through its teaching, research and community engagement, the University should well serve 
the needs of Tasmania, producing graduates who are informed and critical thinkers and 
highly trained professionals. Graduates, and staff, with the knowledge and skills to 
collaborate with members of other organizations including government, industry and 
community groups, to identify and help in solving the problems, and taking advantage of the 
opportunities, that will face Tasmania in the future. And, indeed, the world. 

We should be very wary indeed of any restriction on the University which might hinder it in 
playing this vital role. No doubt that is why the University Act makes clear that as the 
governing body of the University the Council ‘is to act in all matters concerning the 
University in the way it considers will best advance the interests of the University.’ 

While many might suggest that the University should serve some other purposes and the 
Council should consider matters other than the best interests of the University is making 
decisions about its future, such proposals would be to the long-term detriment of the 
University and thus to Tasmania as a whole. We might helpfully think of the Act as 
establishing the ‘institutional freedom’ of the University, and of this as the most important 
protection of academic freedom. A university which is not free cannot defend the freedom 
of its academic staff. 

In describing the role of the University council thus the Act is unremarkable in comparison 
to other university acts. Indeed, while I have not made a systematic study of the matter, it 
does not appear to me that there is anything unusual or deficient in the University’s act. It 
therefore seems odd to me that the Legislative Council has established this enquiry if indeed 
it is to be focused on the Act, rather than on decisions of the Council made pursuant to the 
Act and in particular the proposal to move the main Hobart campus from Sandy Bay to the 
city. 

For while consideration of other university acts will be expected to be a major part of the 
Committee’s deliberations given the inquiry’s terms of reference, and perhaps a more 
suitable model might be found or indeed invented, I find it hard to see how any proposed 
amendment to the Act which did not curtail the freedom of the University, could respond to 
the community’s concerns about the exercise of that freedom, which concern appears to 
have precipitated the inquiry. 

In brief, then, my argument is that the University must be free to develop as the Council 
sees fit, and the Act must protect this freedom as it does now. And any amendment to the 
Act which might make the Council less likely to make a decision which the Council considers 
to be in the best interests of the University would curtail the freedom of the university itself, 
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which would have many undesirable consequences for Tasmania, and in and of itself would 
constitute a threat to the University’s capacity to defend the academic freedom of its staff. 
 
As to the academic freedom of the staff, the UTAS Act is like other university acts I am 
familiar with in that it does not deal with matters like academic freedom at all. Rather, 
the power that defines the scope of an academic’s freedom and thus limits what an 
academic might say (in the broad sense, and apart from civil and criminal legal action) are 
the universities’ disciplinary powers. These are defined in the universities’ Enterprise 
Agreements. 
 
In this respect UTAS is decidedly liberal in the freedom it affords its academic staff. For while 
the UTAS Enterprise Agreement says that serious misconduct includes ‘conduct that causes 
serious and imminent risk to… the reputation, viability or profitability of the employer’s 
business’, the University’s Academic Freedom and Freedom of Speech Policy specifically says 
‘(1.9) The appropriate exercise of academic freedom and freedom of speech will not 
constitute misconduct’; and that included in Academic Freedom is ‘(3.) The freedom of 
academic staff and students to express their opinions in relation to the higher education 
provider in which they work or are enrolled’. If a person working in a politicians’ office were 
employed under the same conditions they could not be disciplined for urging voters to vote 
for a rival candidate rather than their employer! 
 
While I have not read every line of every UTAS policy, I cannot find where UTAS 
management might gain a power to prevent ordinary academic staff making public 
statements on what they see as the merits or otherwise of any decision of the University 
Council or management and thus I cannot find a basis for concern about academic freedom 
at UTAS. 
 
It may be relevant then to say that in my experience, the problem with academic freedom is 
to get academics to use it to make valuable contributions to internal university and public 
debates where their views may not be popular, particularly with their peers, rather than any 
attempts by management to curtail it. For that reason I would suggest caution in concluding 
that the great majority of the academic staff of UTAS are opposed to the move to the city on 
the basis that the majority of the voices raised to comment on the move (mostly retired 
academics and members of the locally affected communities, it appears to me) are opposed. 
 
I used the term ‘ordinary academic staff’ to enable a distinction between academics 
employed to undertake teaching and research and academics employed in leadership 
positions and thus part of the management of the university. Management staff are likely to 
employed on individual contracts particular to their role, and these will most likely contain 
clauses limiting their freedom to publicly criticise the university. I would be surprised if UTAS 
did not have such arrangements, which function like the rules of cabinet solidarity. One has 
one’s chance as part of management to express one’s view and attempt to persuade others 
to the course of action you consider should be taken, but if the decision goes otherwise 
then you must either publicly support it or resign. 
 
I think this must be the case for the university to be effectively managed, as it would be in 
any larger organization. In particular, it needs to be remembered that the University is a 



major employer and critical public statements by senior academics (or professional staff) in 
leadership positions will damage the University and with it the prospects for continuing 
employment of possibly many staff. That could not be tolerated in any organization be it a 
university, hospital, airline or bank – nor indeed, a political party or politician’s office. But 
the requirement that academic managers support the University’s decisions is not a threat 
to academic freedom, since any academic who was promoted into a management position 
and later found their views in conflict with a decision of the University would have the 
option of stepping down from a management role and returning to the ranks of the 
‘ordinary academic staff’ with the protection that gives, especially at UTAS, for the 
expression of views critical of the University. 
 
None of which is to say that there are not important questions related to the UTAS move 
which a select committee of the Legislative Council might be well placed to answer, and 
thereby assist both the University and the public to give more thorough consideration to 
UTAS’ future. 
 
While the terms of reference of the current enquiry do not easily allow their consideration, I 
suggest the following. 
 

Compared to other Australian states and comparison countries, what proportion of 
our population is accessing higher education? 
 
If there is any significant difference here, what are the long-term consequences for 
Tasmania of that difference? 
 
How does UTAS’ undergraduate intake compare with other Australian universities on 
various measures? 

• Public versus private schools 
• Higher versus lower SES suburbs 
• City versus country students 
• First in family versus students at least one of whose parents is a graduate. 

 
If there are any significant differences in the pattern of UTAS’ undergraduate intake, 
what are the causes of this? 
 
How, if at all, would UTAS’ undergraduate intake have to change to be more like 
those of other Australian universities? 

 
What implications would this have for the size and location of UTAS’ campus in the 
greater Hobart region? 
 
What can be learned from the development of university campuses in other 
Australian cities, in particular the revitalization of the NW quadrant of Adelaide by 
UniSA’s City West campus, and the establishment of the Adelaide BioMed City 
Health Innovation and Translation District.? 
 
How might implementing such lessons strengthen UTAS’ research and teaching? 
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What are the international trends in the relationships between universities and 
cities? 
 
How might implementing such lessons strengthen UTAS’ research and teaching? 

 
What problems and opportunities does this suggest Hobart will be presented with by 
UTAS moving to the city? 
 
What collaboration between government, federal, state and local, and UTAS, will be 
required to minimize problems and maximize opportunities? 
 
What problems and opportunities will Sandy Bay be presented with by UTAS moving 
to the city? 
 
What collaboration between government, federal, state and local, and UTAS, will be 
required to minimize problems and maximize opportunities? 

 
Without knowing the answers to these questions, I cannot with confidence say whether the 
move of UTAS from Sandy Bay to the city should be supported. But on the basis of my 
experience of the success of UniSA’s sale of two suburban campuses (Salisbury and 
Underdale), their conversion into housing, and the proceeds of the sale in part funding the 
development of the University’s City West Campus, I can assure you with certainty that 
anyone who asserts that the move will obviously be a bad thing for the University, for Sandy 
Bay, or for the city, is not making a serious contribution to the debate if they cannot provide 
compelling evidence for their view. 
 
To give you some perspective on my experience, I was the Dean of Arts when UniSA (to my 
surprise, and indeed dismay) started buying land in the run-down City West precinct, 
(Acting) Deputy Vice Chancellor when the City West Campus was opened, and Pro-Vice 
Chancellor (Education, Arts and Social Sciences) when the new campus developments were 
in their early ‘teething problem’ years. In addition, I was an auditor for the Australian 
University’s Quality Agency, chairing the audits of the Australian Catholic University and 
Victoria University, and a member of the panel auditing the University of Sydney.  
 
From my experience I learned that while hardly anything is more likely to rouse the ire of an 
academic than a suggestion that they should relocate their office, campus location is simply 
a not a relevant variable in determining the quality of a university. What counts is the 
quality of the academic staff, the quality of their support by the university’s senior 
leadership and professional staff, their access to cutting edge technologies in their fields and 
their opportunities to meet with the leaders in their fields. That is why the world’s best 
universities are located in all manner of situations, including the like of what is proposed for 
UTAS in Hobart. And as for students, they learn best from the best academics, which often 
means their best sources of information are the on-line contributions of professors in 
universities all over the world. Again, the location of the university seems to be irrelevant, 
though if we took the results of the annual Course Experience Questionnaire at face value, 
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with regional universities doing well in the scores for student satisfaction, perhaps UTAS 
students would be best served by bringing the whole of UTAS together in Campbell Town. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider my views on this matter. 
 

 
 
 
Michael Rowan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


