Mr John Carter, Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, 

Small Business and Education References Cttee.

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra, ACT 2600

May 23, 2001

Dear Mr Carter,

The capacity of public universities to meet Australia's higher education

needs

My comments relate particularly to paragraph (g) of your terms of

reference, namely:

(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global

environment.

However, because my comments bear on improving the cost-efficiency,

entrepreneurship and accountability of universities, especially at the

Department or School level, they are also relevant to many other aspects of

your enquiry.

I write as a senior academic who has logged more than 15 years of

experience of leading and managing a large, complex research School in a

scientific discipline (Earth Sciences) within a regional university. The

views expressed are my own, not those of my employer. They are, however,

firmly grounded in experience.

Many of the submissions to your committee have commented on the recent

growth of University spending on administration, and on the introduction of

unnecessary new hierarchies of executive managers and marketers. In a

zero-sum budget situation, this extra spending has inevitably been at the

expense of support for the primary teaching and research roles of the

University. The loss of money in support of the University functions for

which it is primarily provided is, however, only part of the problem. At

least as damaging is the extra management complexity, and the breakdown in

trust and communications, which results from the unwieldy executive

management structures that are now widespread in Australian universities.

Far from adding value, as asserted by their supporters, complex management

pyramids subtract it.

An anecdotal, but illuminating, example of the current management innocence

of our universities can be drawn from my own position as a Professor and

Head of Department at James Cook University (JCU). In 1981 I was appointed

to these positions by a Committee chaired by the Vice-Chancellor, and in

subsequently running the Geology Department I reported directly to the

Vice-Chancellor. When I finally stepped aside (exhausted!) from the

descendant position of Head of the School of Earth Sciences at JCU in 1998,

it was within a management system where I reported to an Executive Dean,

who, for some purposes, such as research, communicated with the

Vice-Chancellor through first a Pro-Vice-Chancellor and 

second a Deputy Vice Chancellor. In other words - and this is not atypical

-  the management position of Heads of Schools at JCU has moved from

reporting directly to the CEO to reporting to the CEO through THREE other

levels of executive manager, all of whom now have their own turf and

interests to protect. Pity particularly, however, the Professor who during

the JCU management restructure was not appointed as a Head of School; he or

she is now FOUR steps removed from the Vice-Chancellor. Little wonder that

Professors who do not hold management positions are now a threatened

species on many Australian campuses.

The damage which has been caused by interposing a bureaucratic level of

Executive Deans between Departments/Schools and higher management - as is

currently the fashion in Australian universities - is far too little

appreciated. Such a management structure not only adds to direct costs

(those of running the Dean's office), but also reduces the key academic

leadership role of Professor and Head of Department/School to that of a

middle or junior manager. The result has been a loss of entrepreneurship, a

loss of productivity, a loss of trust, and a huge loss of academic

integrity and leadership.

Professor John Quiggan has pointed out, most recently in his submission to

your Committee, several ways in which the market model is inappropriate as

applied to Universities. Yet, where it is most needed - to introduce some

true competition and accountability into the functioning of university

bureaucracies - the market mechanism has not even been tried. 

The attached brief paper outlines a mechanism for exposing internal

University bureaucracies to legitimate and much-needed competition, and

draws an analogy between the role of the traditional Professor/Head of

School within a University and the Managing Director of a small business.

Applied together with a flattening of the structures of executive

management, and a restoration of historic leadership responsibilities to

Heads of Department/School, introducing competition into university

administration would effect a dramatic improvement in both academic and

financial efficiency. It would also liberate  entrepreneurship and

innovation, and restore a needed measure of academic leadership. 

I apologize for the lateness of my submission, which is due to ill health.

Thank you for accepting a late submission to your enquiry.

Yours sincerely

R.M. Carter

Professor of Geology 

Marine Geophysical Laboratory

James Cook University

Townsville, Qld. 4811
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