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Parliamentary Inquiry into Provisions of the University of Tasmania Act 1992 

Submission by Professor Peter Dawkins AO, Emeritus Professor of Economics, Victoria 

University, and member of the University Council of the University of Tasmania. 29th August 

2022. 

Introduction. 

I am pleased to provide a submission to this inquiry.  I do so as a former Vice Chancellor and 

President of Victoria University (2011-2020), and a current member of the Council of the 

University of Tasmania which I joined in 2021. Prior to being the Vice-Chancellor of Victoria 

University, I was the Secretary of the Victorian Department of Education from 2006 to 2010, 

during which time I was a member of the Council of the University of Melbourne.  

I was invited to join the University of Tasmania Council because of my experience in the 

Australian university sector, outside of Tasmania, and my experience in state government 

outside of Tasmania. The UTAS Council has been keen to take advantage of that experience 

in my time on the Council. 

I am pleased to comment on each of the four main aspects of the terms of reference. In so 

doing, I should say that the three University acts I am most familiar with, for obvious reasons, 

are The University of Melbourne, Victoria University and The University of Tasmania. In 

commenting on the University of Tasmania Act 1992 (UTAS Act), I am to a large extent 

benchmarking it against the act of the University of Melbourne and Victoria University.  

As a State Government nominee on the University of Melbourne’s Council. I was particularly 

cognisant of the interests of the State of Victoria in my contribution to the University of 

Melbourne Council.  As the Vice-Chancellor of Victoria University, I was particularly cognisant 

of my accountability to the Council, the nature of its oversight and the responsibility of the 

University to contribute to the State of Victoria. In my judgment the acts of those two 

universities provided a clear and strong framework for successful operations and good 

governance in the best interests of the universities and of the State of Victoria. My overall 

judgement, elaborated below, is that the UTAS Act similarly provides a strong framework for 

the successful operation and good governance of UTAS. If anything it is slightly superior, for 

the reasons outlined below.   

1. The constitution, functions and powers of the university.

The constitution, functions and powers of the University are very similar to the same section 

of the acts of the University of Melbourne and Victoria University.  
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Universities in Australia are large and complex organisations, with multiple objectives and 

diverse stakeholders. This is evident from the listed functions of the University. The powers, 

conferred on the University by the Act, are needed to be successful in this context. 

In using its powers and carrying out its functions it needs to be recognised that the University 

is also subject to the oversight of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, the 

national higher education regulator, whose job is to ensure that the University meets the 

national Higher Education Standards.  

 

 

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

This section of the Act is also similar to the comparable sections of the University of 

Melbourne and the Victoria University acts. I think the University of Tasmania Act, however, 

is superior to the Victorian ones.  

Over the last twenty five years, universities, in general, with support from their State 

Parliaments, have made great progress in modernising the constitution of their Councils, to 

enable them to operate in a more contemporary way.  

This has been critically important because of the growing size and complexity of universities. 

Having gained some knowledge of that history at the University of Tasmania, the University 

of Melbourne and Victoria University, I think that the University of Tasmania has been a leader 

in these changes.  

In particular, back in the 1990s Councils were very large and the numbers of people from 

different ‘constituencies’ quite heavily prescribed. This made strong and consistent 

governance, in the best interests of the universities, very difficult to practice 

The University of Tasmania has gone from a Council of 24 persons, prior to 2001, to a Council 

of not less than 10 and not more than 14, now, with much less prescription about categories 

of people from which they need to be drawn. The University of Melbourne and Victoria 

University Councils have also reduced in size and prescriptiveness but not as much as the 

University of Tasmania. I think the University of Tasmania has superior provisions to the 

Victorian universities, and is very likely best practice.    

I should add that in my period of a year on the University Council, I am very impressed by the 

way that the Council and the Academic Senate are operating. The composition of the Council, 

which is made possible by the Act, draws together an appropriate range of expertise and 

experience from business, education and the broader community, mostly from within 

Tasmania, to provide strong governance of the University.  Having a member from outside 

Tasmania, currently myself, with extensive experience of both governance and senior 

management of universities in another part of Australia, I think, helps to ensure that 

governance meets the highest standards practised nationally.  
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3. The appropriateness of the Act to ensure accountable executive, fiscal and academic 

decision making.  

In this regard the power of the Council and its committees, and Academic Senate in 

oversighting management, are very similar to the arrangements provided for by the 

University of Melbourne and the Victoria University acts.  

Along with all the other legislation and regulation with which the University must comply, in 

practice this makes the operation of the University similar to the operation of large Australian 

businesses, with the added complexity that a university has unusually diverse and complex 

objectives,  financial surpluses are reinvested in the university, and academic decision-making 

needs to be guided and influenced by appropriate academic governance by the Academic 

Senate in accordance with the provisions of the Higher Education Standards. It also has the 

added requirement that if it wishes to borrow funds for infrastructure investment it must get 

the approval of the State Treasurer. 

The Council and its committees have a key role in oversighting the effective financial 

management of the University and, as I am sure the Tasmanian Parliament would expect, is 

well qualified to do that. 

 

 

4. The appropriateness of the Act to protect and promote academic freedom, 

independence and autonomy. 

 

Academic freedom, and the related but different topic of free speech, was a major issue for 

discussion and resolution across the university sector in 2021 when the Federal Government 

requested that universities find a way to comply with the French Model Code in their polices. 

I think the development of that code has been a positive development for the sector on this 

complex issue, and am pleased that UTAS adopted it as did the University where I was Vice-

Chancellor at the time, Victoria University. I don’t think it is necessary for that issue to be 

dealt with in a university’s enabling act.  

 

 

5. Other matters. 

One issue that is not mentioned in the UTAS Act is the special role that UTAS plays for the 

state of Tasmania. The functions of the University are specified in a way that could apply to 

any university. That again is similar to the acts of universities in other states. One exception 

was my former University, Victoria University in which its special role in the West of 

Melbourne was elaborated in the preamble to the act, which was something we took very 

seriously at Victoria University. 
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As the University of Tasmania is the only university in Tasmania, its special role in the delivery 

of education and research in Tasmania and for Tasmania probably goes without saying, and 

it is not necessary to mention it in the UTAS Act. 

However, I do want to make the comment, as someone coming from outside the State of 

Tasmania, that I have been extraordinarily impressed by the emphasis that the University, led 

by its current Vice-Chancellor, places on its leadership role in promoting the economic, social 

and environmental wellbeing of Tasmania and Tasmanians.  The prominence of this in its 

strategy is exemplary. At Victoria University, the prominence placed on the universities role 

in the West of Melbourne was similar, but I think the University of Tasmania is now seeking 

to take this to a new level. That does not prevent the University from simultaneously seeking 

to be recognised globally as a world class university. The recent ranking of UTAS as number 1 

in the world for impact in the field of climate change is an outstanding example of this. 

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if I can be of assistance in any way. I should add, 

however, that I will be on leave, overseas, from the 1st September until the 8th October. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Peter Dawkins AO 

Emeritus Professor of Economics  

Mitchell Institute for Education and Health Policy 

Victoria University  

 

 

 


