
Submission to the Legislative Inquiry - University of Tasmania Act, 1992 

Thank you for this inquiry and the opportunity to comment on the fitness for purpose of the 
University of Tasmania Act 1992. 

I am a member of the UTAS alumni (1980 – 1984). 

My submission to the inquiry comes from two points of view. 

Firstly, my awareness of the dreadful toll and impact that the behaviour, decisions and actions 
of the current Vice Chancellor (VC) and UTAS administration are having on past and present 
university staff, their morale, their work and their mental health. The failings of this 
administration are compounding the poor treatment of staff that has occurred over a number 
of years. 

Secondly, the decision to dismantle and move our university from its present campus which 
sits on land bequeathed to it for the express purpose of creating and perpetuating a space 
where excellence in academic learning and research could occur using a loophole in the weak 
University Act of 1992. 

It is my belief that the administration over the last decade, but particularly the current 
administration, have failed to support and provide for the best interests of the community in 
accordance with the letter and intent of the Act. Furthermore, the wording of the Act is no 
longer fit for the purpose of governing the university, its wording is not defined clearly 
enough to ensure the best outcomes for all Tasmanians: students, staff and the broad 
community it exists to serve. Neither are the strictures of the Act fit for the purpose of 
protecting the institution itself, nor the academic capital it holds, the reputation it has won, or 
the legacy of excellence it bequeaths to future generations. UTAS has no business in 
engaging in property development and the Act should define its core business of academic 
learning and research in precise terms to prevent further diversions degrading its core 
function. The Act requires urgent overhaul. 

ToR 1 

The constitution, functions and powers of the University 

I would like to raise my objection to the style of management at UTAS and the very poor 
treatment of academic staff. There are numerous accounts of bullying tactics, the ignoring of 
UTAS’s Statement of Values/Code of Conduct by the VC and HR administration in their 
pursuit of and determination to remove dissenters of the new directions undertaken, and the 
enforcement of plans to relocate the campus. These incidences of temper tantrums, 
manipulative bullying behaviour and underhand treatment have been hidden from public 
scrutiny by the excessive use of Non-disclosure agreements. I fervently hope that these staff, 
so demeaned and mistreated have the courage and strength to tell their stories to your inquiry. 
In the event that the ongoing impact on mental health prevents these stories coming to light, I 
proffer the following questions to aid investigation: 

1. What is the ratio of administrative (non-teaching) staff compared to academic staff?
2. What is the ratio of the salary budget for the VC and administrative staff compared to

the costs of academic staff salaries? Please do not include the academic support staff
in the teaching side of this equation.
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3. Why are we supporting a campus in Shanghai when students in Tasmania are no 
longer able to study Asian studies in Tasmania? Why is Asian studies not being taught 
at UTAS? 

4. Why has teaching in some languages been outsourced when it is obvious that face to 
face interactions must occur for learning to speak a new language? 

5. What happened in the Law School? Why did it require the efforts of some of 
Tasmania’s eminent lawyers and others, including a previous governor to convince 
the VC to repair the damage that had occurred on his watch? 

6. How can UTAS ethically justify the breaking of contracts, especially of well 
respected and productive researchers in many schools? 

7. If UTAS is working as a democracy, how do academics actually have a voice? 
8. Why is the provost not being replaced – the VC now has absolute power? 
9. Why is the College of Sciences and Engineering (a vast college that includes IMAS 

and the AMC) being run by a non-academic, someone who has no direct ongoing 
experience with research or teaching in the world of academia, someone who 
apparently has not even the qualification of a phD (according to his title of Mr). How 
can this leadership foster the best environment for learning and research outcomes in 
our sciences? 

10. How many staff with rigorous academic backgrounds have genuine opportunities to 
be involved in decision making? 

ToR 2 

The constitution, role, powers and obligations of the Council and Academic Senate 

The inadequacies of the decisions made by the University Council, the Academic Senate and 
the VC. 

In the past, UTAS has been most efficiently run by a Vice Chancellor and University Council 
who have themselves, for the most part, had direct experience of academic teaching and 
academic research. This situation created and perpetuated an environment in which academic 
learning and research endeavour could flourish to an international standard. Ironically, the 
‘academic capital’, standards and reputation developed by this expert administration style is 
exactly what has made tertiary education at UTAS such a marketable and desirable option to 
international students. 

In recent years the Vice Chancellors and administration staff have been hired more from 
corporate backgrounds. (I note particularly that the current VC has spent many years of his 
career working for McKinsey – a notoriously ruthless, short term profit driven outfit that has 
seen the collapse of institutions, community values and assets around the globe.) This new 
style of management has ignored and circumvented the intentions of the UTAS Act as it was 
reframed in 1992. The conventions and traditions supporting best academic experience have 
been forfeited, and for instance, the ambiguity in the Act vis-à-vis sale of land exploited. 

Worst of all there is a new ethos that considers people with solid academic research and 
teaching expertise as being unfit for leadership roles. Consequently the nature of the 
decisions being made do not keep the core-business, the core-functions of the university 
uppermost at all times. 



Corporate values and methods are employed in the callous ill treatment of professional 
academic staff. 

These corporate values and methods now see the VC and the University Council pushing to 
‘sell the farm’, realising short term profits, undermining the quality and effectiveness of the 
entire university experience for students and has created that highly stressful and 
disappointing working environment, affecting the mental health and work of these highly 
competent education and research experts, and the community of Tasmania and Hobart in 
particular is being sold short with one of the most liveable cities in the world destined to 
become like Fremantle in WA. 

The establishment of Notre Dame University and conversion of Fremantle into a university 
town has resulted in a deadening of the CBD, the collapse of many businesses and created an 
impossibility of parking in the surrounding residential areas where students park and ride free 
bus service to their lectures. Surely Tasmania can learn from this error in judgement. The 
‘transformation’ of Fremantle into a university town has not lived up to the ‘European idyll’ 
that proponents promised it would. Hobart would do well to take account of this failure of 
Australian society to be moulded to designer/developer dreams. 

The creation of the ‘corporation style’ UTAS and the diversification from Higher Education 
and academic research into property deals and development has caused a disconnect between 
the decisions being made by University Council and the functions of the university dictated in 
the Act. I believe that in as much as the Act is no longer ‘fit for purpose’, the University 
Council is likewise so. It has strayed far away from the functions that the people employed by 
the university, the student body and the public of Tasmania have the right to expect. These 
core functions of ‘providing’, ‘sustaining’, ‘preserving’ as listed in the Act, are coming off 
second best with the drive to attract international student income. The community of 
Tasmania is being sold far short of what the university could and should be. The Act needs to 
protect the rights of the Tasmanian community’s access to the highest standard of teaching 
and education, as well as foster the research that will be needed to maintain the state’s 
economic, social and environmental needs into the future. 

The current administration has 

1. Failed to serve the best interests of its students through ignoring the need to maintain 
university buildings and assets on the Sandy Bay campus 

2. Failed to serve the best interests of the community of Hobart by causing the loss to 
business in the CBD through social engineering it has entered into without any shred 
of sound research into the impact the relocation and redevelopment will have on any 
of the stakeholders. 

3. Failed to gain a social licence from the people of Hobart to move along with an abject 
failure to engage in any genuine consultation. 

4. Failed to safeguard the mental health of its staff by adhering to the statement of 
Values in all its interactions with its employees. 

ToR 3 

The appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and academic 
decision-making 



It is so difficult to get past the thought that if decisions for 

1. such large financial commitments have been made on CBD real estate 
2. the establishment of overseas/interstate campus facilities – while courses at Sandy 

Bay have been axed because they do not attract a ‘required threshold of international 
students’ (regardless of the interest and needs of local students) 

have all been made under the full auspices of the current university Act, then the Act is 
absolutely not fit for the purpose of serving the public and the community of Tasmania. 

If these decisions could be made without due process in determining the economic and social 
ramifications then clearly the Act has not been fit for purpose. 

The logical extension of this is that the University Council itself is not fit for purpose in terms 
of its accountability – namely to protect UTAS’s best interests in its core functions of 
teaching and research either. 

In all honesty, I just throw up my hands in the air at the question of accountability in financial 
(or any) decision making. Now that VC Black has been able to restructure the University 
Council to contain only those whom he has handpicked and agree with him, there is no 
prospect of there being any internal accountability on decisions made. How does the Act 
ensure accountability to the people of Tasmania? 

ToR 4 

The appropriateness of the Act to protect and promote academic freedom, 
independence and autonomy 

Currently 

1. the Act does not in any way establish or protect the academic freedoms, independence 
or autonomy of the academic teaching and research staff. 

2. there is no ‘in practice’ power in the Act to safeguard the independence of thought 
endeavour. 

Academic freedom is a basic tennet of ensuring best practice with international standards. 

These failings need to be rectified in a rewriting of the Act. 

 

It’s true to say that universities need to change and morph to fit the needs of society and the 
world we live in. However, without the depth of talent and experience of academics in 
administration, without preserving and nurturing the knowledge base we have achieved, then 
universities stand no chance of staying relevant to the needs and uses of society into the 
future. Decision making needs to be done by those who best understand the challenges, 
nuances and needs of the courses being offered and how to achieve the best outcomes in both 
teaching and research. Without the diversity of opinion at the table, the best decisions can 
never be made. This vital accommodation of diverse opinion is not occurring under the 
current UTAS administration. Those with opinions differing to the VC have been ‘put to the 
sword’ in a deliberate way to reach his singular consensus. He has sacrificed the breadth of 
experience and profound wisdom of highly respected academics because they do not agree 



with his point of view. He has no respect for the points of view of others and has effectively 
silenced academics throughout the university as they fear for their jobs if they speak out. This 
is not in the best interests of Tasmania. The Act does not currently have the capacity to 
protect and promote academic freedoms and therefore UTAS is failing in its functions. 

I am concerned that those who have experienced unacceptable behaviours from the VC have 
nowhere to go to seek some sort of justice. 

Therefore, I would strongly suggest that the Act needs to be strengthened to include a process 
of accountability at all levels, but particularly the accountability of the Vice Chancellor and 
the University Council. 

The collapse of UTAS, our once revered and respected university, has been so shocking, 
particularly in the last two years that I would like to see a Royal Commission take place. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

Susan Flis 

28th August 2022 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 


