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Dear MsJenny Mannering 

SUBMISSION TO THE LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL INQUIRY
REGARDING THE UNIVERSITY OF TASMANA

During most of its 132 years, the University of Tasmania has served the
State of Tasmania well, for its teaching staff, its students, and the
community.  It was run by academics who understood the need to provide a
well-rounded education at the tertiary level.  It had some notable lecturers
and scholars who taught and conducted research. It provided sources of
information and advice for the community, particularly in the earlier years
before computers and television.

More recently, the whole nature of UTAS has changed, particularly in the
past 10 years or so. The academic staff has no say in its operation, and the
Vice Chancellor and his administrative staff are in complete control.  The
academics are muzzled; students have little face-to-face contact with their
teachers, and instead they receive information on-line, isolated from other
students with different interests.  There is little contact with the community,
and public comments and concerns are disregarded.

These major changes have mainly taken place during the tenures of Vice
Chancellors Peter Rathjen (2011-2017) and Rufus Black (2018-).  However
they were initiated earlier during the tenure of Alan Gilbert (1991-1995),
who was responsible for the amendments in the University of Tasmania Act
1992.  The initial Act was enacted in 1889, at the time when the University
was being created, and it was amended in 1951 during the shift to Sandy
Bay.  I draw attention in particular to Clauses 8 and 26 in the 1992 Act
(which were not in the previous versions) and submit that these have
enabled Rathjen and Black to make far-reaching changes to the character
and functioning of UTAS, and for which there is now so much public
concern   These are:

The University of Tasmania Act 1992

LCSC/UTAS 32



 

Clause 8: Membership of University Council

 
Prior to 1992, the academic staff always had a strong voice on the
University Council.  At least 3 of them were elected as members, and
in 1981, for example, there were actually 6 who were elected by the
teaching staff (UTAS Calendar 1981). Their involvement had obvious
benefits for all concerned, as it enabled lay members of Council to
be kept informed directly of staff and student successes and
concerns.  But it all changed in the 1992 Act where Clause 8
stipulates that only one member of academic staff shall be elected to
Council, and, furthermore[BS1] , all other members shall be non-
academic.
 

 Clause 8, which deliberately limits academic involvement in Council,
may well be the trigger which, in the spate of less than 30 years, has
enabled UTAS to change from one run largely by academics (as
universities have done for centuries) to one totally dominated by the
Vice Chancellor and his administrative team.
 
 Prior to 1992, Council left most academic matters to the academic
staff, through the Departments, Faculties and the Professorial Board.
While the Vice Chancellor was Ex-Officio in all these bodies, he
usually did not interfere. Now the Professorial Board and most of its
committees have gone, and the academic staff has little say in
university operation.
 
The University of Tasmania Council itself now has little relevance to
current university operation.  In 2022, its 13 members has 2 living in
Melbourne (including the Chancellor) and the majority of those
remaining are from the North of the State. Apart the Vice Chancellor,
only three actually live in Hobart, which is where its future there is
currently being hotly debated.
 

  Clause 26:  Ability of UTAS to dispose of its land.

 

Prior to 1992, the university Acts stipulated that any land vested in the
University shall be vested back to the Government if no longer needed,
where it was to be used “for educational purposes”.  Clause 26 of the 1992
Act now changes that and states that the University is free to sell its land. 



While it is not the purpose of this Inquiry to explore the merits of relocation
and sale of the Sandy Bay campus, it may nevertheless wish to consider the
broader implications of Clause 26, and whether the Government should be
able to vest land to any organization which then can sell it for financial gain,
without proper scrutiny.

 
The Inquiry may wish to consider why the Government made the above
changes to the Act in 1992, at the time when Alan Gilbert (1991-1995) was
VC, and which later gave VCs, Peter Rathjen (2011-2017) and Rufus Black
(2018- ) the legal power to make sweeping changes to the University.  
Furthermore, it may wish to consider whether these changes are beneficial
for the University, the community or for the State of Tasmania.
 

Much will be required to get UTAS back to its proper working state. Many
buildings need maintenance. Existing academic staff need encouragement
and support to resume their proper roles in university affairs, and those who
have left must be replaced by quality teachers, researchers and scholars.
Administrators must be appointed who realise that their main role is to
promote and support the academic activities of the University. And students
must be encouraged to continue their tertiary studies here in Tasmania,
assured they will receive a well-rounded education, as well as the
professional training they desire

.

I attach a copy of a Talking Point article I wrote, and which was published
by The Mercury on 23 July 2022

 

Dr Bruce Scott

(aged 98)

 [BS1]



TALKING POINT FOR THE MERCURY            July 23 2022 

Having happily spent a sizeable slice of my life at UTAS, first as a student and 
then 43 years as a member of staff, I mourn for those now not receiving similar 
experiences, being trapped in what is now an uncaring institution – an 
institution where the academics have no say in how it operates, where 
education is of lesser importance than real estate, and where public opinion is 
disregarded. How could UTAS have fallen so low in community regard and 
expectation? 

In my day, UTAS was run by academics and was a valued and respected 
institution in the community. The former rifle range at Sandy Bay had been 
gifted to it as an ideal location on which to operate.  Over the years I have 
visited many universities in mainland Australia and overseas, and the UTAS 
campus stands out as one hard to beat.  Faculties and departments were 
moved there from the old Domain campus in the 1950’s and 1960’s and it 
became a true university where academics could teach in lecture theatres, 
classrooms and laboratories, and undertake research in an uncluttered 
environment.  There were fine facilities for students of a wide range of 
disciplines where they could meet, interact and debate, play sports and form 
clubs and societies. Members of the community were welcome to join in 
university activities, and academics were frequently called on to provide public 
lectures on special topics of concern. Buildings on the campus are now no 
more than 70 years old, and most would be still ”fit for purpose” with a bit of 
maintenance. 

Medicine was the first major faculty to depart from the well-rounded 
university education provided by UTAS in Sandy Bay.  Since it was established 
in the 1970’s the faculty has always been closely aligned with hospitals in the 
CBD, and all senior teaching was provided by doctors there.  But more recently 
it was decided that the more general aspects of the university experience at 
Sandy Bay would be abandoned, and the whole medical curriculum would be 
taught in a hospital environment in the CBD. While it is acknowledged that 
new doctors have much to learn, it is sad that this must be done without also 
interacting with other students with wider interests. I sometimes wonder 
whether the reluctance of new young medicos to serve in the community as 
General Practitioners is in some way related to the cloistered nature of their 
training.  The concept of a Family Doctor appears to be disappearing fast. 



This departure from the broader university education for medicos will 
unfortunately soon become the norm.  The Faculty of Agriculture is to be 
banished to the north of the State, thus depriving staff and students of contact 
with the disciplines of biology, chemistry and the other sciences, engineering, 
economics and all the rest.  Likewise, marine science is isolated away from 
other faculties at the Sandy Bay campus. And now the Law and Economics 
Faculties are earmarked to go to the old forestry building in the CBD. Year by 
year other disciplines will disappear from the Sandy Bay campus and emerge as 
isolated pockets scattered around the CBD and elsewhere. Even within those 
pockets, education is often far from ideal, when senior staff are not there to 
provide inspiration and debate through lectures to groups of students.  
Teaching is now often on-line, leaving students lonely and frustrated. 

It is distressing to read of the bad UTAS experiences of existing students.  Their 
comments are obviously a concern for prospective students, and for their 
parents trying to find what is best for them.  Since there is no other university 
in the State, many who can afford it may look to study at mainland universities, 
and a mass exodus would be a tragedy for Tasmania if it leads to a brain drain 
of our brightest youngsters.  

The academic staff are unhappy; the students are unhappy, and nobody in 
UTAS management seems to care. My hope is that there are enough people in 
Tasmania with clout: politicians, city councillors and members of the public 
who know what a true university should be -  a community of teachers, 
researchers and scholars within the broader community, as it has been for 
centuries - and not merely a place for professional training. Together we can 
take the necessary steps to halt and reverse the direction that UTAS is taking 
and put our only university back the way it was. 

Bruce Scott 
Sandy Bay 




