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22 July 98

To 24 members of the Senate of Murdoch University

A world first for Murdoch

Murdoch University has scored another world first: a world first in how to deal with a whistleblower.

The procedure

I blew the whistle in 1993 on the then Chancellor and Vice Chancellor, and I got thrown out of the University for my pains.  How was it done?  By due process?  Hardly.  A secret committee was set up to do it.  It was secret in that its membership was kept secret until after the event, except for the non-inclusion of the then Chancellor and Vice Chancellor.  In this way it was recognised that the issue was between them and me, and an impression was given of a procedure that was fair as between them and me.  The impression was only superficial.  The secret committee was chaired by the Pro Chancellor, and the documentary evidence shows that the Pro Chancellor cannot have been unbiased.  Ruth Shean and Stuart Bradley were members of the secret committee, and the nature of the documentary evidence is made clear in the enclosed letters to them.

Further, the Pro Chancellor gave evidence under oath which was false and which he must have known to be false.  This is quite independent of anything I might have done.  Even if I had committed every crime in the book, it would still be the case that the Pro Chancellor gave evidence under oath which was false and which he must have known to be false.

The underlying conceptual error

Of the key documents referred to in my letter to the Chancellor and Vice Chancellor a month ago (enclosed), the most basic is “A battle over a conceptual error”.  The error is to suppose that criticism of research claims can be treated as an attack on the author of those claims.  It is a fatal error in a university because it prevents the university from fulfilling its objective of advancing knowledge.  In the case of Murdoch University, this is a statutory objective: it is laid down in section 5 of the Murdoch University Act.

The claims in Marinova’s paper,  which Newman got the then Deputy Premier to launch in 1991, are quite wrong; but even if they had not been quite wrong, it would still have been unforgivable for the then Vice Chancellor, Professor Boyce, to accuse me of serious misconduct for criticising the paper.  Free critical debate over research claims is essential for the advancement of knowledge.  Boyce’s action can be thought of as an institutional level equivalent of the suppression of “Jewish physics” in Hitler’s Germany or of “bourgeois genetics” in Stalin’s Russia.

A university cannot properly fulfil the function of advancing knowledge if the Vice Chancellor does not recognise the importance of free critical debate over research claims.

Unfortunately, Boyce’s error was magnified by the three judges in the case: Chancellor Wilson, Pro Chancellor Murray and Assessor Muirhead.

The choice for Senate to make

Senate should now address itself to the choice I put a month ago to the Chancellor and Vice Chancellor.  Is the Senate going to protect the integrity of the University, or is it going to protect the Pro Chancellor?  Clearly, only one of the two options is honest and only one will stand the test of time.

I am preparing a seminar to be given here in September on the subject of whistleblowers in universities.  Could you therefore please give me an indication of your intentions by Friday 14 August?

Professor Fred Jevons, AO

Enclosed:  Letters to the Chancellor and Vice Chancellor, 22 June; to Dr Shean 16 and 24 June; and to Dr Bradley, 16 and 24 June.

