
 

 

 

 

 

25 August 2022 

Dear Sirs, 

Submission to the Legislative Council inquiry into the fitness of the University of Tasmania Act 

This is a personal submission to the Legislative Council inquiry into the fitness of the University of 
Tasmania Act and is not an official view of the University of Tasmania 

I am a retired Emeritus Professor of Engineering at the University of Tasmania. I came to Tasmania in 
1985 after working as a member of academic staff in the School of Mechanical and Industrial 
Engineering at UNSW between 1968 and 1985. I was Professor and Head of the Department of Civil 
and Mechanical Engineering at UTAS from 1985 until 2000. I continued as Professor in the School of 
Engineering from 2000 until my retirement in 2013. I continued lecturing on a voluntary basis until 
2017 and I still maintain an active involvement in a long running collaborative research project with 
INCAT Tasmania. This collaboration began in about 1986 and my past postgraduate students have 
gone on to hold senior positions in INCAT Tasmania, Austal Ships, BAe Systems, CSIRO and the 
Department of Defence, and academic staff positions in the UTAS School of Engineering and the 
Australian Maritime College. One former graduate from this research project is now Professor at 
University College London. A number of papers published from this project have been awarded 
medals by the Royal Institution of Naval Architects (London) and the Society of Naval Architects and 
Marine Engineers (Washington).  

I will divide my submission into several sections as follows: 

1. The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the University Council and Academic
Senate in managing the academic activity of the Schools in the University:

About six years ago the University administration, overseen by the UTAS Council and Senate, 
introduced a programme under the heading “Degrees of Difference”. This laid down a University 
wide mandate regarding the undergraduate academic curriculum which required 4 units of 
general electives, 2 units of general breadth study and increased by 2 units the weighting given 
to projects in the Honours programme. These requirements were imposed on the School of 
Engineering and necessitated the removal of 8 units of engineering technical content from the 
four year Bachelor of Engineering degree programs, a reduction of one full year of technical 
study. This has had a massive impact on the technical competency of Engineering Graduates and 
industrial employers are expressing negative views on the competency of graduates. This 
situation will damage the standing of the University and will impact on its ability to attract new 
student enrolments. It will also damage the technical competency of graduates in the workforce 
and so impact negatively on the competitive position of Australian Industry in relation to 
industries in other countries, particularly in SE Asia.  

In my view it is absolutely inappropriate for a University administration to impose such far 
reaching curriculum requirements on specialist Schools where these requirements conflict with 
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long established specialist curricula. The University administration has no expertise in 
Engineering or other specialist professional disciplines and should therefore be advised by the 
Schools in relation to the operation of their degree programs. It is fair to say that these 
developments have not been supported by the rank and file academic members of staff and 
have led to a deterioration of staff morale and commitment.  My very strong impression is that 
the staff have been made reluctant to resist the changes which were made.  

It has been reported in the media on many occasions that the University has been lowering 
standards for entry and graduation in degree programs, with Tasmania featuring as being near 
to the lowest of all Universities for entry requirements and course completions. Here again it is 
clear that the University Council and Senate have not been managing the academic activities 
effectively and that the reputation and standing of the University is being damaged as a result. 
Ultimately it is the responsibility of the University Council and Senate to provide good academic 
leadership and it is quite evident that they are failing in this respect.   

The problem here lies in the presumption that senior administrators can give sound academic 
leadership in specialist areas. This is an invalid presumption and Council and Senate should act 
to rectify these inappropriate approaches to academic management.  

As it stands it appears that Council and Senate have not been exercising careful oversight of the 
management of academic programs with regard to the quality and professional integrity of the 
degree programs.  

 

2. The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the University Council and Academic 
Senate in managing the built infrastructure of the University: 

The University Council has endorsed the proposal to redevelop the Sandy Bay Campus for high 
density housing without fully exploring the response of staff, students and the outside 
community to such a proposal.  It is clearly evident that there is widespread opposition to the 
use of land which was given by the community to the University as its campus for financial gain 
to finance a rebuilding programme (as stated by the Chancellor and Vice Chancellor) on the 
Northern fringe of the City of Hobert. If the Council of the University were acting appropriately 
then we would not have seen such active opposition and such lack of detail response from the 
University. Of particular concern is that the University has essentially declared that the 
departure from Sandy Bay is not open for review. The University envisages the Sandy Bay 
campus being redeveloped into a large number of high density, medium rise dwellings, a 
development which is quite out of keeping with the surrounding residential areas and which is 
strongly opposed by the local community. This shows a very inflexible and ill-considered 
approach and the University Council should not have allowed such a confrontation to develop. 

My direct concerns are that the University Council has not ensured that the proposal will provide 
effective replacement of the facilities on the Sandy Bay campus. The primary motivation for the 
move from the city to the Sandy Bay campus in about 1960 was to give the university space for 
ongoing development, in particular for the Sciences and Engineering. A move to the city area 
would be re-imposing the space restrictions that led to the move to Sandy Bay. At this stage 
there are no definitive plans for the city redevelopments and so it is quite unclear whether the 
University has the funds or space on city sites to provide effective replacement facilities.  
However a simple consideration of the land area available on the city sites and at Sandy Bay 
seems to indicate quite clearly that any new facilities would be greatly diminished from those at 



Sandy Bay. In the absence of clear plans it is apparent that the University Council has not made a 
responsible endorsement of the proposed move.  

During my academic career I have visited most Engineering Schools around the country and it is 
quite clear that newly built schools simply do not have the facilities of the older established 
Engineering Schools such as Tasmania. I was most concerned that during the public meeting run 
by the Hobart City Council this year a speaker from the Law School described how difficult it had 
been to have the University include a Moot Court in a City development. If that is the approach 
taken to the Law School then I am extremely concerned that the University administration will 
not provide appropriate new facilities in Engineering and physical sciences. Without detailed 
plans the University Council has clearly not considered fully the consequences of its decision to 
vacate Sandy Bay. A staff colleague tells me that a member of the University administration has 
stated that Engineering facilities at Sandy Bay cannot be replicated in the city. Further University 
administrators have expressed the view that these limitations apply to both laboratory and 
lecture facilities.  

Since I came to Tasmania in 1985 the School of Engineering (and the preceding Engineering 
Departments) has carried out collaborative work with many industries and agencies in Tasmania. 
These include the Hydro-Electric Commission, police, paper mills, metals processing, food 
processing, shipbuilding and timber industries.  In almost all cases the Sandy Bay Engineering 
laboratories have been essential to the support and collaboration which was possible. The loss 
of these facilities would greatly damage if not destroy the capacity of the University to support 
engineering developments in the state.   

it is clear that the University Council has failed in its responsibility to ensure continued support 
and future growth for industrial collaboration by virtue of its endorsement of the planned 
departure from Sandy Bay without there being clear financial and space provisions in future 
plans for experimental laboratory facilities and for lecture room facilities in city developments. 

3. The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the University Council in managing the 
redevelopment of the Sandy Bay campus: 

The University has stated that it will remain the custodian of the Sandy Bay campus. I have been 
quite alarmed at aspects of the proposed redevelopment of the Sandy Bay Campus. It involves 
extensive development of high-density housing with much located in recycled academic 
buildings. This seems a recipe for very substandard low-cost housing development as the 
existing buildings are not structured as apartment complexes.  There are also issues of traffic 
and other impacts of such a large housing development. Here again it is the University Council 
which should be exercising due diligence in respect of oversight of these proposals. However the 
University Council could not have closely scrutinised what is proposed nor considered whether 
the project is financially viable because such detail was not available at the time the University 
Council endorsed the proposed move. Its endorsement of a proposal to move was entirely 
premature. My feeling is that it is the University Council that should be taking overall 
responsibility, but it is quite clear that the planning of the redevelopment is in such a vague state 
that the University Council even now could not responsibly endorse the redevelopment. Most 
concerning is the impact of financial viability on the eventual outcome. 

The University Council has not thoroughly considered the financial and physical aspects of the 
proposed Sandy Bay redevelopment to ensure that a good outcome could be achieved.  

4. Summary: need for transparent oversight of the management of the University of Tasmania 



In summary my view is that the University Council and Senate have not been effective in 
providing quality academic leadership,  in providing for adequate future facilities and ensuring a 
financially and physically viable future for the Sandy Bay campus. In respect of the 
redevelopment of the Sandy Bay campus it beggars belief that the University Council could 
continue to endorse the loss of one of the finest University campus sites in the country in the 
face of widespread community, staff and student opposition.  

The present situation appears to have developed because there is no effective transparent 
oversight by Government of the management of the University by its Council and Senate. The 
University Council appears to be acting in a vacuum and to be making serious mistakes in 
discharging its duties. If the situation is not rectified the academic standing of the University will 
be seriously diminished, its capacity to support the community and industry greatly reduced and 
the University will be fractured into an assortment of buildings around the city with no cohesive 
Campus identity.   

As you will see I am strongly of the view that there needs to be very much increased oversight 
on the part of Government acting for the community of the management of the University of 
Tasmania by its Council and Senate.  

If I can assist in any way by the provision of further detail [please do not hesitate to contact me. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

  

Michael R Davis, FIEAust, FRAeS, 

Emeritus Professor of Engineering, 

        University of Tasmania 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 




