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Foreword 

This is a joint submission of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) and 

the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Postgraduate Association (NATSIPA). 

The Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) is the peak body representing 

the interests of the over 455,000 postgraduate students in Australia. We represent coursework 

and research, as well as domestic and international postgraduates. We are comprised of 28 

university and campus-based postgraduate associations, as well as the National Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Postgraduate Association (NATSIPA). CAPA carries out its mission 

through policy, research, and activism, communicating the interests and issues of postgraduate 

students to higher education stakeholders and federal and state governments, Opposition 

parties, and minor parties. 

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Postgraduate Association (NATSIPA) is 

the peak representative body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students, 

representing almost 650 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Higher Degree by Research 

(HDR) students and over 2200 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, postgraduate coursework 

students. 

We thank the Parliament of Tasmania for the opportunity to participate in the inquiry 

concerning the University of Tasmania. 
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Introduction 

For decades, NATSIPA, CAPA, and their affiliates have spoken out against the corporate 

practices demonstrated at Australian Universities. Centralised decision-making from the 

executive management level has removed the sense of collegiality at our universities. We have 

made numerous submissions to federal inquiries covering a range of these matters, including 

wage theft1, casualisation of work2 and worker exploitation, the declining quality of teaching 

and learning, and academic freedom3. 

Our submission will address the Terms of Reference from the perspective of postgraduate 

students and provide examples that help demonstrate the poor transparency and accountability 

associated with existing centralised decision-making practices at Australian Universities. We 

note that not all the examples have taken place at the University of Tasmania. That said, all the 

examples have taken place at Australian Universities and are indicative of broader systemic 

and cultural issues impacting all Australian Universities, including the University of Tasmania. 

Recommendations: 

1. The Government of Tasmania make the necessary amendments to the

University of Tasmania Act 1992 by adopting an amended version of the

'Model Act' proposed by Public Universities Australia.

Purpose and function of universities 

CAPA & NATSIPA believe universities play a vital role in providing "individuals and 

communities with access to knowledge through teaching; scholarship and research; and assists 

in the training of a highly skilled workforce"4. These responsibilities should be driven by 

intellectual curiosity rather than "narrow, short-term economic objectives, industry goals and 

1 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2020), http://www.capa.edu.au/wp-

content/uploads/2020/03/C0025-Submission-on-Unlawful-Underpayment-of-employees-remuneration.pdf 
2 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2020), http://www.capa.edu.au/media-release-capa-warns-

dark-days-ahead-for-the-higher-education-sector/ 
3 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2020), http://www.capa.edu.au/wp-

content/uploads/2020/10/Independent-Review-of-the-Adoption-of-the-Model-Code-on-Freedom-of-Speech-

and-Academic-Freedom.pdf 
4 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2015), http://www.capa.edu.au/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/CAPA-Policy-2015.pdf 
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vocational training"5. Our contemporary views are shared among other organisations within 

the Higher Education community through Public Universities Australia's declaration stating: 

They serve, and ought to be accountable to, the larger polity within which they are immersed, 

and the communities that benefit from, and depend on, their preservation, transmission and 

advancement of knowledge.6 

We note that these views are similar in sentiment to traditional European universities, as 

reflected in the Magna Carta Universitium (Great Charter of Universities) about the research 

teaching culture where universities are described as: 

an autonomous institution at the heart of societies differently organised because of geography 

and historical heritage; it produces, examines, appraises and hands down culture by research 

teaching.7 

Finally, we refer to the 1957 Report of the Committee on Australian Universities (The Murray 

Report) that expands further on the visions adopted by the Menzies government in the 1950s8. 

Based on these three main points, our argument will be established.  

(1) To educate:

It is the function of the University to offer not merely a technical or specialist training out, a 

full and true education, befitting a free man, and, the citizen of a free country. 

(2) To research:

But there is one kind of research which is in general best done in universities and the greater 

part of which in recent generations has in fact been done in universities. It is obvious that 

most of the basic secrets of nature have been unravelled by men who were moved simply by 

intellectual curiosity, who wanted to discover 'new knowledge for its own sake. 

(3) And to uphold intellectual integrity:

5 https://vital.voced.edu.au/vital/access/services/Download/ngv:53782/SOURCE2 
6 Public Universities Australia (2022), Declaration, https://puau.org/https-puau-org-2021-12-07-lift-off-

document-public-universities-australia/ (last accessed: 3rd August 2022) 
7Holt, J. (1992). Magna Carta. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, http://www.magna-

charta.org/resources/files/the-magna-charta/english 
8 Murray K., Clunies-Ross I., Morris C., Reid A., Richards J. (1957), Commonwealth of Australia, Report of the 

Committee on Australian Universities,  

https://vital.voced.edu.au/vital/access/services/Download/ngv:53782/SOURCE2 
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They are, or they should be, the guardians of intellectual standards, and intellectual integrity 

in the community. Scholars and scientists who spend their lives in the search for knowledge 

should, at least in their own spheres of inquiry, be proof against the waves of emotion and 

prejudice which make the ordinary man, and public opinion, subject from time to time, to 

illusion and self-deceit. 

CAPA's arguments will address how the University of Tasmania Act 1992 (the Act) and the 

operations of the University of Tasmania (UTas) compare with the objectives stated above.  

Function and powers of the University of Tasmania 

Under Division 2, section 6 of the Act, the responsibilities and functions of the UTas to the 

community are: 

(g) to engage in activities which promote the social, cultural and economic welfare of the

community and to make available for those purposes the resources of the University.9 

Section 6(g) of the Act essentially conveys that UTas has a role in participating in and 

contributing to the public good and community, which is consistent with the sources we 

referred to above. In later sections, we will argue that the current governance structure of UTas 

does not enable UTas to meet its obligations under section 6(g) of the Act. 

Powers of the University of Tasmania 

Under Division 2, section 7 of the Act, the powers of UTas include a range of enterprising 

activities under the pretence of its function: 

(1) The University has power to do, both in Tasmania and elsewhere, all things necessary or

convenient to be done for or in connection with the performance of its functions and, in

particular, has power –

(a) to acquire, hold and dispose of real and personal property; and

(b) to form, and participate in the formation of, companies; and

9 Tasmanian Government (2013), University of Tasmania Act 1992,  

https://www.legislation.tas.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1992-051#GS18@EN (last accessed: 1st 

August 2022) 
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(c) to subscribe for and purchase shares in, and debentures and other securities of, companies;

and

(d) to enter into partnerships; and

(e) to participate in joint ventures and arrangements for the sharing of profits; and grants

powers beyond the remit of its institutional purpose.

CAPA and NATSIPA's primary concern in section 7 relates to the broad allowances afforded 

to UTas to pursue for-profit enterprise activities. For example, the unfettered ability to 

"purchase of shares, and other securities of companies" has little relevance to the pursuit of 

knowledge. Instead, it promotes conflicting priorities to pursue lucrative business ventures 

without state or federal approval.  

To illustrate our concern, we will use the example of the expansion of universities into the 

student accommodation sector as a supplementary income source. These side ventures have led 

to unethical business practices in direct opposition to the public good. A case in 2018 involved 

the University of Technology Sydney using unfair leverage over an international student by 

withholding him from graduating due to a separate accommodation dispute they also had with 

the student.10 Other examples include universities exploiting their higher education provider 

exemptions under their respective state tenancy legislation to include hidden fees added to the 

accommodation cost111213.  

There is genuine concern from the postgraduate community that universities are pursuing these 

for-profit ventures in the student accommodation sector. It borders on exploitative practices to 

secure funding for other university operations instead of providing affordable housing for 

students and meeting their public good obligations. We reiterate that the sole focus of 

universities should purely be in the interest of the public good through teaching and research. 

We assert that universities cannot transparently meet their third responsibility (as stated 

10 Blakkarly J., McKenny L.(2018), You won’t graduate': Claims international students are being exploited by 

housing providers, SBS News, https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/you-wont-graduate-claims-international-

students-are-being-exploited-by-housing-providers/tuwszdk04 
11 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2019), Submission to review of NSW Residential Tenancies 

Regulation 2019, http://www.capa.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Residential-tenancies-NSW.docx 
12 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2019), Submission to 2019 review of the Residential 

Tenancies Act 1987 (WA), http://www.capa.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Residential-tenancies-

WA.docx 
13 Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (2019), Submission to Review of the Residential Tenancies 

and Rooming Accommodation Act 2008 (Queensland) http://www.capa.edu.au/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/Residential-tenancies-Qld.docx 
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previously) as the "rational arbitrator of public discourse" if they have a pervading and 

competing interest in fiscal expansion. 

Roles, power, and obligations of Council and Academic Senate 

CAPA and NATSIPA broadly agree with the powers afforded to the Council as the governing 

body of UTas, as per the Act. However, Under Division 3, section 9: 

(2) The Council is to act in all matters concerning the University in the way it considers will best

advance the interests of the University.

Section 9(2) should be amended to include that the Council is also responsible for ensuring 

UTas meets its obligations to the community (especially the Aboriginal Community), 

consistent with Division 2, Section 6(g) of the Act14. We note that the 'interest of the university' 

is open to interpretation and will not always align with the community's social, cultural and 

economic interests.  

We argue that disparity exists between the UTas' responsibility to the community and the 

Council's responsibility. The current wording of section 9(2) doesn't require the Council to 

question decisions that may be in the interest of UTas. Still, it may potentially harm the 

community it participates in and contributes to.  

Another key concern is that many Council members do not have close ties to their respective 

university communities. A recent study examining the Councils governing Australian public 

universities found that Council members are predominantly business leaders and consultants 

from unrelated industries, with only one in three having any experience in the tertiary education 

sector,15 and very few if any have ties to the Aboriginal community. 

We argue that this existing governance trend of Councils being largely constituted by corporate 

decision-makers from sectors outside of higher education, skews university decision-making 

towards predatory for-profit activity (as noted in the student accommodation example), with 

little or no regard for the university's obligations to the community and public good.  

Under Division 3, section 5 of the Act, there are explicit limits to the number of Council 

members that may belong to the community (students and staff): 

14 Ibid. 
15 Vodeb, O., Joannes-Boyau, R., Lake, S., Lucas, A., McCallum, A., O'Connor, J., Pelizzon, A. and Tregear, P., 

2022. Australian public universities and the destruction of the academic community. Social Alternatives, 41(1), 

pp.35-43. 
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(1) The University has a Council consisting of not less than 10 and not more than 14 members,

comprising the following:

(a) the Chancellor;

(b) the Vice-Chancellor;

(c) the Chairperson of the Academic Senate or, if the Vice-Chancellor occupies that office,

the Deputy Chairperson of the Academic Senate;

(d) 2 persons appointed by the Minister, each of whom must not be a student or member

of the academic staff or professional staff and of whom at least one must be a graduate

of the University;

(e) one member of the academic staff elected by the academic staff;

(f)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

(g)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

(h) one member of the professional staff elected by the professional staff;

(i) a minimum of one student appointed by the Council, after consultation with any

relevant student associations;

(j) up to 6 persons appointed by the Council, each of whom must not be a member of the

academic staff or professional staff or a student and of whom at least one must be a

graduate of the University.

(k) .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

The UTas Council can have a maximum of fourteen (14) members, but only three (3) are 

elected individuals representing the university community – who are not from UTas' 

management and executive. Students and non-managerial staff are ineligible for eight (8) of 

the fourteen (14) seats on the Council, with the remaining three (3) positions belonging to an 

appointed Chancellor, Vice-Chancellor and Chairperson of the Academic Senate.  

Tensions and overlooked interests will inevitably exist between the Council, UTas, and the 

community when there is a strong disparity between the number of Council members from the 

community and those externally appointed for their corporate expertise. 

We look at examples of no-consultation decision-making that took place in March 2020 when 

UTas executive management made the unilateral decision to reduce their course offerings from 
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512 to 120 without consultation16. More recently, the decision to move campuses from Sandy 

Bay to Hobart without proper consultation has been met with resistance from the local 

community.17  

The function of the Academic Senate, as per the Act, refers to its responsibility to "advise the 

Council on all academic matters relating to the University". Powers and functions of the 

Academic Senate are prescribed by Ordinance through the Council and Chairperson of the 

Academic Senate. Regardless, the Senate's responsibility for academic governance is explicitly 

a secondary priority to the Council's duty to the University's interest – however, it chooses to 

interpret it. 

We highlight the importance of the Academic Senate as the safeguard within UTas' governance 

structure that ensures academic interests and integrity are upheld. Accordingly, we argue that 

the composition of the Academic Senate be amended to include more individuals representing 

the academic community than managerial appointments and that amendments are made to the 

Act to protect these seats. 

In its current form, we argue that the Act promotes an autocratic and managerial form of 

operation. Membership into governing bodies is appointed mainly to university executives and 

corporate experts from sectors outside of higher education. At the same time, elected 

representatives representing the students and academic community are limited by quota. We 

assert UTas' current governance model is alarmingly similar to an oligarchy with no 

accountability and transparency to the general public. 

Accountability to the Public and Local Community 

CAPA and NATSIPA believe the UTas and all other Australian public universities should 

ultimately be accountable to the general public (taxpayers). Unfortunately, the managerial 

culture practised at universities prioritises the preservation of its reputation, as noted in the 

16Humphries .A (2020), University of Tasmania slashes degree offerings in cost cutting exercise to stay 

'sustainable', ABC News, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-10/university-of-tasmania-cuts-degree-number-

in-cost-cutting/12043294 
17 Baker .E (2022), UTAS campus move from Sandy Bay into Hobart CBD opposed by group calling for 

consultation, ABC News https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-02-15/utas-campus-move-into-hobart-cbd-

opposed/100828810#:~:text=The%20University%20of%20Tasmania%20announced,does%20not%20make%20

financial%20sense 
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French.18 This prioritisation allows for operational misconduct to occur at our universities, 

which we highlight with the following examples. 

Our first example is Professor David Rathjen, former Vice-Chancellor of UTas, who misused 

public funds and spent $277,000 on travel over four years between 2014 and 201719. In a later 

tenure as the Vice-Chancellor at the University of Adelaide, Professor Rathjen misused public 

funds again and accrued $305,000 on travel and related expenses.20 These findings were only 

uncovered when leaked documents were provided to the ABC. Such scandals and failures of 

university governance hold the executive accountable for the damage and trust between the 

general public and universities. 

Our second example is the failure of university governance to identify wage theft at their 

respective institutions. In 2020, the Fair Work Ombudsman investigated UTas and uncovered 

widespread wage theft practices leading back to 2013/1421. Claims of "historically inconsistent 

practices and differing interpretations of complex staff agreements" were the explanations 

provided. However, we argue that the inability to identify these matters for years is an 

inevitable result of inadequate internal governance processes and an unbalanced focus on for-

profit business practices without due consideration for the public good22. Ultimately, the lack 

of transparency and accountability to its local community is a common theme in the governance 

structures of all Australian public universities.  

Academic freedom, independence, and autonomy 

Despite the governance shortcomings of our public universities, including UTas, we believe 

that all universities must remain independent and autonomous to fulfil their true purpose to 

society. As stated in the previous section, universities are responsible for upholding 'intellectual 

18 French R. (2019), Department of Education and Skills & Employment, Report of the Independent Review of 

Freedom of Speech in Australian Higher Education Providers,  https://www.dese.gov.au/higher-education-

publications/resources/report-independent-review-freedom-speech-australian-higher-education-providers-

march-2019 
19 Nielsen B. (2020), University of Adelaide former vice-chancellor Peter Rathjen's $300k expenses revealed 

under FOI, ABC News, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-29/university-of-adelaide-peter-rathjen-travel-

expenses-revealed/12712572 
20 Humphries A. (2020),  Former University of Tasmania vice-chancellor Peter Rathjen's $277,000 travel bill, 

ABC News, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-18/utas-former-vice-chancellor-peter-rathjen-travel-

expenses/12566952 
21 Gill E. (2022), National Tertiary Education Union – Tasmania Division, Wage Theft identified at UTAS – 

Media Release, https://www.nteu.org.au/nt/article/Wage-theft-identified-at-UTAS---Media-release-23135 
22 Hewett R. (2022), University of Tasmania caught up in staff underpayment bungle, ABC News, 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-02-03/tas-utas-latest-university-caught-up-in-wage-theft-bungle/100802666 
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integrity'. Society does not act without emotion or bias, and the responsibility of universities is 

to provide objective proof and reason, as highlighted in the Murray report: 

The public, and even statesmen, are human enough to be restive or angry from time to time, 

when perhaps at inconvenient moments the scientist or scholar uses the licence which the 

academic freedom of universities allows him, and brings us all back to a consideration of the 

true evidence and what it may be taken to prove; and certainly the academic scholar has a 

clear duty to maintain a strong self-discipline to keep himself from attempting to speak with 

any authority outside his own field of knowledge.23 

For universities to maintain rational bipartisanship in civil discourse and be faithful to their 

responsibilities to society (as stated earlier), they must be immune to external influences 

(political and financial). As noted in the Murray Report, it must be an environment where "no 

immediate practical aim or profit in view" and all other motives are mitigated, 

apart from any desire for the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, university research is 

recognise as indispensable to the welfare of the nation.24 

Over the years, Australian universities' reliance on international student enrolments as an 

alternative source of revenue has received significant media attention. The fierce competition 

for international student enrolments has led to greater emphasis by management on improving 

international reputation through their university rankings and global marketing campaigns. 

Vice-Chancellors are held to Key Performance-based Indicators (KPIs), which are incomplete 

or inaccurate performance measurements. Student employability or student satisfaction surveys 

and university rankings are unjustly weaponised to measure the quality of education and 

intellectual curiosity, respectively. In recent years, there has been greater emphasis on gaming 

the performance-driven funding models than on providing quality teaching, learning, and 

research.  

We note the pursuit of climbing university rankings and funding cuts has promoted cost-cutting 

measures that have led to wage theft and increased casualisation of staff, along with the 

unhealthy 'publish or perish culture' placed on academic staff. Whilst the Act includes 

23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 



13 

governance provisions for the Council and Academic Senate, they have become echo chambers 

stacked with executives appointed and accountable only to themselves.  

CAPA and NATSIPA believe external pressures (financial, reputational, and political) have 

led to the loss of independence and autonomy from Commonwealth government support. This 

has contributed to the deterioration of governance practices at UTas and other public Australian 

universities. The current provisions within the Act do not adequately ensure universities 

operate with transparency and accountability to their stakeholders, particularly the community. 

We argue that Australian universities have categorically failed to facilitate a culture of 

intellectual inquiry and teaching, disconnected from commercial ambitions. However, we also 

acknowledge the external influence of competition for Federal and private funding has 

catalysed this outcome.  

Therefore, the dysfunctionality of university governance must be addressed if universities are 

to fulfil their responsibilities to the general public and for a free democracy. To quote a former 

Prime Minister, Sir Robert Menzies: 

The corruption of the University will therefore corrupt our democracy, for the University is 

a crucial character-forming institution for leaders, and it takes character to stand against the 

tide of populism and civil vice that always threatens a democracy.25 

Recommendations: 

Thus CAPA and NATSIPA recommends the Government of Tasmania make the necessary 

amendments to the University of Tasmania Act 1992 by adopting an amended version of the 

hypothetical 'Model Act' presented by Public Universities Australia. 

25 Chavura S. and Melleuish G. 2021,  The Forgotten Menzies: The World Picture of Australia’s Longest-Serving 

Prime Minister, Melbourne University Publishing 


