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Attention MS Jenny Manneringntion:

 Submission to the Legislative Council Committee of Inquiry
This submission is calling on the Committee of Inquiry to look into the governance of the
University of Tasmania with regard to:

a. The lack of consultation and care for the community aspirations regarding the
university.
b. The financial waste and mismanagement.
c. The diminishing quality of education and the inherent discrimination associated with
online learning.
d. The Selection process and criteria for the University Council and other governance
appointments
e. The lack of comprehensive research into the impact on the quality of education and
the social impacts of the decision to relocate into the CBD.
f. The manipulation of and disregard for the original intent of the community’s gift of
the land.

Lack of Consultation and Care for the Community

In the document, Public Universities Australia, it states that, “Governing bodies in Australian
public universities must be accountable to both the entities they govern and the public they
serve.” It is increasingly obvious that the overwhelming majority of the public were very
surprised and disturbed by UTAS’s plans to relocate as announced in October 2021. There was
no public consultation about the plans for the wholesale relocation during the decision-making
process and when these plans were released to the community, it was presented as a fait
accompli. Since then, there has been a great deal of public anger and angst about UTAS plans.
We have heard frequently from VC Black about his desire to listen to the public’s concerns but
he refuses to genuinely negotiate with the concerned public or to modify plans to address the
many community concerns. Even the new community “Shake Up” panel, selected by the
university’s appointees, clearly state that the community consultation is allowed to discuss how
to make the relocation work. Maintaining the Sandy Bay site is not allowed to be discussed. That
is NOT community consultation. This is in complete contrast to the university’s responsibility to
the public it is supposed to serve, as decreed in the Document, Public Universities Australia. In
light of this decree, I would hope that this inquiry is able to make the recommendation that the
public’s aspirations regarding the location of the university be reflected in any decision made.

Financial Waste and Mismanagement

I would like to draw your attention to the current financial mismanagement and wasteful
practices employed by VC Black and the University Council in relation to its taxpayer funded
budget. The previous and current University Councils have embarked on a spending spree on
CBD real estate at grossly over inflated prices, while deliberately neglecting to carry out the
required maintenance on the buildings on the Sandy Bay site in order to manufacture excuses
and to justify their plans to relocate. This same council is now claiming that it is cheaper to turn
old warehouses and hardware stores into fit for purpose educational buildings rather than
upgrading existing buildings which were built specifically for educational purposes. The vague
and very unrealistic costs released by the university associated with each option needs a
thorough and independent investigation to ensure the figures quoted by the university are valid
and realistic.

There is so much further waste and financial mismanagement in the hiring of multiple, external,
high end and very expensive, public relations specialist firms, to try and win over the outraged
community. We have also seen the university pay for full page, colour ads in the papers every
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day for months at a time. These ads are more than $8000 each. This has been a gross and
excessive waste of university funds.

The university is also paying for naming rights to a football stadium and the sponsorship of a
major sporting team. The huge cost for such folly, does nothing to assist the education of young
Tasmanians.  However, it does highlight the inappropriate and almost obscene focus of the
current university council and its obsession to view UTAS as a business rather than a centre for
learning, research, engagement, motivation and excellence. This should not be surprising given
the fact that many of the academics on the university council have been replaced with business
focussed members.

Most universities invest their funds wisely in sustainable ventures that do not adversely affect
the quality of teaching, learning and research opportunities, to ensure quality education, long
term growth and viability. The UTAS University Council needs to change its focus from selling off
its most valuable asset and drawcard and develop investment strategies that don’t involve the
demise in the reputation and the quality of the education for Tasmania’s only university.

Diminishing Quality of Education and the Inherent Discrimination in the Online Lecture
delivery Model

The current model of education offered by UTAS requires students to sit in front of a computer
screen for hours on end, listening to lectures in isolation. While that model may suit a very small
minority of students, it is a very inequitable, alienating and discriminating practice which will
have a significant and adverse effect on the quality of education delivered as well as the success
rate for students, particularly those from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

An intrinsic aspect of quality education is the development of friendly and supportive
relationships where students feel they can approach staff if they have a query or need further
clarification. Just as important are supportive friendships and cross faculty interactions for both
staff and students. The online delivery model UTAS has adopted is not at all conducive to and will
indeed hinder, the development of these very important, enriching, supportive and problem-
solving relationships needed for success.

The students from poor socio-economic backgrounds have much less access to quality hardware
and software, have parents less likely to be familiar with the university experience and therefore
less able to offer support and assistance when needed and they are less likely to have a
dedicated and suitable learning space in their home. This leads to very inequitable learning
outcomes for students from those backgrounds (as became very evident throughout the school
experiences during the pandemic).

If students are struggling, they need the support of approachable lecturers who know and
understand the pressures as well as supportive friends who they can discuss issues with and
exchange ideas. It is important to have cross-faculty interactions to further assist with
developing a sense of belonging and friendships. UTAS plans for continued and expanded online
lectures should be seen as a real travesty for all students but particularly, the most
disadvantaged students as it diminishes the opportunities for these integral support networks to
develop. As a result, we will see a much higher drop-out rate than previously, especially among
those most disadvantaged students.

This very impersonal approach to pedagogy will ultimately lead to a demise in the once, highly
respected, reputation of Tasmania’s only university. Consequently, as students will be paying the
same for an online UTAS degree as those students enjoying the full university experience
elsewhere, our young Tasmanians will be fleeing to interstate universities, seeking the enriching
experience of a full campus life and the quality education they used to have right here.  This will
be an absolute travesty for not only the students but for Tasmania in general.

 I sincerely hope that this review can recommend that the Sandy Bay site, gifted to the university
for educational purposes, be retained and refurbished with a return to face to face, on campus
delivery to ensure equitable outcomes and educational benefits that come from a stimulating
and supporting environment.



The Process, procedures and conventions involved in appointments to the University Council
and other Governance positions within UTAS.

The Public Universities Australia Document says that while financial, commercial and community
expertise should be maintained, it must NOT dominate the composition of any university
governing body. It seems apparent that there is a trend at UTAS to appoint members from
business, corporate and financial backgrounds to the university governance positions at the
expense of appointing respected academics. This trend is going against what is set out in the
Public Universities Australia Document.

In researching the process for selecting members onto the University Council and other
governance positions, it became very clear that it is a flawed process whereby the Vice
Chancellor is quite easily able to overly influence who is appointed to the university council and
other governance positions. The flawed process which gives the Vice Chancellor enormous
power and sway in these appointments, needs to be reviewed and amended to ensure the most
appropriate candidates are appointed. For example, I found it most surprising (and
disappointing) that just last year, UTAS appointed Allison Watkins to the position of University
Chancellor.   Ms Watkins is a highly respected and successful member of the business
community, having been appointed as director to many large corporations and even receiving an
OAM for significant service to business. However, a university chancellor would generally be
chosen because of their long association with and commitment to rigorous academia. There is
no such history in Ms Watkins illustrious career. This appointment highlights the UTAS governing
bodies concern with financial and corporate matters over academia and quality education 

 

Lack of Research into the impact on the Quality of Teaching and Learning and the Social
Impacts of the UTAS decision to Relocate.

Throughout the whole debate about UTAS plans for relocation, there has been no research into
the impact on the quality of teaching and learning and the social impacts that such a massive
upheaval will create. Surely the University Council should ensure independent research is
conducted into the impacts of such a move as it will most certainly have very undesirable and
not previously considered impacts e.g. What effect will the demise of face to face lectures, the
lack of an integrated campus and lack of cross faculty relationships have on staff, students,
research sharing and collaboration, drop-out rates and the effects on the mental health for both
staff and students, when the sense of belonging is replaced with feelings of alienation and
isolation etc? What provisions will be made to allow for the large scale and highly industrial
research equipment (such as the full-size jet engine in the Engineering Department), if the move
into the CBD eventuates? Will its use be shut down or limited in order to appease neighbours
living and working in close proximity in the CBD who quite rightly would object to having to put
up with the roar of a jet engine etc?  And will this CBD relocation limit the opportunity for future
expansion of other large scale, practical research projects etc

We must also consider the quality of education offered from the CBD location, when in the very
near future, online course delivery will have to be abandoned because of the problems (most of
us can already foresee). The CBD location has no dedicated space for lectures and large scale
face-to-face teaching? And what happens in the future if the university needs to expand to
accommodate whole new courses and fields of study, that as yet, have not even come into
existence. Who knows what space will be required to deal with these future areas of study. A
CBD location would prevent UTAS from researching, developing or offering studies in the future.
The Sandy Bay location has space to allow for all sorts of future endeavours in research and
research partnerships etc.

 Hopefully this inquiry can recommend the need for thorough and independent research into the
social impacts of the relocation and the quality of education with the online learning model (that
is at the heart of the move), as it will affect not just the university’s reputation, the students’
experience and drop out /success rate etc but the entire state will suffer if such an ill-conceived
and short-sighted relocation goes ahead without appropriate and necessary research guiding the
decision-making process.

 

The manipulation of and disregard for the original intent of the gifting of the land for



educational purposes by the current University Council.

The intentions of the original gifting of the land and the spirit in which it was done so are now
being deliberately manipulated or down right ignored by the current university board. It was
made clear at the time that if at some point in the future, it was deemed unsuitable for
educational purposes, then the land would revert to the community ownership. The Tasmanian
University Act 1992, amended this to allow a small scale sell off. However, the current University
Council is now, manipulating that amendment to completely go against the spirit of the original
gift. In doing so they risk compromising the quality of teaching, learning and research offered at
UTAS and destroying the reputation of UTAS as an enriching, high quality educational and
research university.

I urge this inquiry to recommend a further amendment be made to the Tasmanian University Act
1992 to reword the act to closely resemble that of the original gift to ensure this current council
or any future university council cannot again put greed and profit over quality education and
research. This unique and most wonderful campus needs protection for the corporate interests
of few narrow minded corporate centric individuals.

 

In conclusion then, I urge the committee to recommend:

A)  An independent assessment of the TRUE costs associated with relocating and the true cost of
refurbishing the existing campus.

There should also be an investigation into the highly inappropriate use of university funds to buy
the naming rights to a football stadium and sporting team sponsorship along with the engaging
of multiple, expensive PR firms. 

B)  A thorough review of how appointments are made to governance positions and the university
Council and a return to appointing respected academics to the University Council instead of
those from business, corporate and financial backgrounds.

C)  That thorough and independent research be conducted into the social impacts of relocation
into the CBD and the inequities in learning outcomes associated with online delivery model
(which is an intrinsic part to the relocation plans).

D) A Royal Commission into the management, university council makeup and the and
accountability along with the financial arrangements of UTAS.

E)  most importantly and urgently, an amendment be made to the University of Tasmania Act
1992, that would change the wording of the act to reflect the original wording and intent,
that should the Sandy Bay site no longer be required for educational purposes, then
ownership of the land be reverted back to the community.

 

Thanking you,

Anne Caughey

 




