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1. The following submissions are intended to contribute to the Senate Inquiry into “The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs”.

2. The following discussion is directed primarily at the issue of the quality and calibre of academic staffing at Australian Universities and thus fits within the ambit of section (g) of the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry.

3. The submissions support and augment those of Dr. Peter Freckleton which have been also forwarded to this Inquiry.

4. I wish to bring to the Senate Inquiry’s attention a number of aspects of the selection procedures at the University of Melbourne about which I have grave concerns owing to the implications they have for the integrity of the system as a whole and thus for the quality of the university’s teaching and research into the future..

5. The Senate should know that I was a Lecturer in Sociology at Melbourne for some 4 years between 1989 and 1992 and have held numerous teaching posts at other Victorian universities over some 20 years or so of academic life. 

6.  My experience with Melbourne from 1992 to the present, however, has led me to the reluctant conclusion that the system of academic selection is now severely wanting, so much so that abuses of process in some domains seem to be all but endemic.  Associated with these failings there has emerged what I would describe as a culture of “cronyism” and corruption in which it is an accepted practice for appointments to be arranged in advance of and outside the formal selection processes.   That is, in some areas of the academy candidates who are personal favourites of certain key individuals are more or less guaranteed selection or promotion regardless of whether they are superior to, or even comparable with, other candidates in purely academic terms.

7. These claims may appear far-fetched and possibly exaggerated to those outside the University experience.  And, given that I have been an unsuccessful applicant on several occasions and may be accused of having a jaundiced view of an institution that has failed to employ me, the question arises as to why my claims should be believed.  Recently, however, I have received proof of the kind of allegations I am making in the form of a considerable body of documents that have been released as a result of a series of legal actions initiated under provisions of the Freedom of Information Act.  

8. These documents, in my view and that of many others including the judge who decided the case of Dr. John Love v The University of Melbourne this year,  make it abundantly clear that abuses of the system of selection at Melbourne have become quite normal and routine.  Furthermore, it is particularly alarming that the University not only consistently denies there is or has been any problem, but it responds to the above kinds of criticism with highly deceptive and misleading statements of various kinds.

9. In one particular instance about which I now have an abundance of documentary and other evidence, the University continues to dispute that any procedural or other failings occurred, and consistent with this strategy of denial has embarked upon an extremely costly and provocative set of legal actions against me.  It has not only sought to avoid, often by quite extraordinary means, having the relevant documents disclosed and made public, but in order to intimidate and discredit me has attempted to characterise me as a vexatious litigant.  It has continued to do adopt this no-fault posture even in the face of a highly critical and damning judgement of its conduct by Mr. Rohan Walker in the decision referred to above (Dr. John Love v The University of Melbourne), a copy of which I shall append to this submission.

10. In a nutshell, that judgement describes one particular process of selection at the University of Melbourne in 1989-1999 as has having been utterly incompetent and bungled from beginning to end.  It refers at length to the complete lack of understanding and apparent ignorance of those involved, both on the panels as well as in the Human Resources section, of proper procedures in most aspects of the process.  The judgement alludes to failures as regards advertising, setting criteria, selecting panel members, organising meetings, conducting deliberations, observing due process, eliminating bias and prejudice, making offers and so on.

11. In the selection event in question there is hardly any aspect that does not exhibit questionable conduct from either an academic or a legal/equitable point of view.  The worst abuse of the lot is clearly that when certain weaknesses and difficulties connected with an initial decision became apparent to the persons involved, many of them including very senior officers of the University then actively colluded in setting in place an arrangement to conduct a further, but utterly phoney, selection procedure.  That is, they deliberately and knowingly agreed to advertise a position and call for applications with the express intention of doing all this for the mere sake of appearances, so better to disguise the fact that they had already decided who they would appoint.  A more calculated and devious abuse of process is difficult to envisage—but the University hierarchy has even been able to trump this.

12. In response to my exposure of these abuses and the actions I have taken in the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal and elsewhere, the University has in effect sought to shoot the messenger as it were by attempting to label me in consequence of the criticisms made as being frivolous and vexatious, claiming in various submissions it has made that my complaints are completely lacking in substance and without merit.

13. In this submission I would like to invoke the events discussed above as evidence that an inquiry into the selection procedures at universities like Melbourne is clearly long overdue.  The key problem as I see it is that there is no accountability for the procedures involved, so that when abuses occur they cannot be recognised and corrected.  The evidence from the University of Melbourne is that the University does the exact opposite of facing its weaknesses and dealing with them appropriately.  Instead of investigating suspect instances of personnel selection or whatever, it seems it is often prepared to go to quite bizarre lengths to deny any failing whatever, claiming that to open its processes to even reasonable forms of public scrutiny would be to undermine the entire system.

14. To grasp the real extent of the problems involved, it has first to be recognised that at the University of Melbourne there is no internal means of adequately appealing or reviewing selection procedures (or any other administrative failings as far as I can tell).  The University has thus traditionally had to rely on a system of trust and patronage, which in my view amounts to the mere hope that the persons to whom they entrust selection processes will act honourably and diligently in the interests of the University.  

15. But, it is a widely-recognised feature of virtually all large-scale organisations that no-one is above the temptation to take advantage of administrative prerogatives where and when they perceive they can do so and will get away with it.  Unfortunately, where maladministration has become common and is largely unchecked, those who have abused the system gain confidence in their ability to pursue their own interests at the expense of the organisation’s and become more brazen in their improper exercise of power.

16. Thus, if anybody wishes to challenge a decision or investigate an administrative outcome of the University, it is necessary for them to embark on a protracted, extremely expensive and risky exercise through the courts to discover what has transpired in order to bring about a serious review or accounting.

Recommendations

In this submission I would like to propose a number of administrative reforms in the interest of redressing the abuses referred to above:

1. All selection processes should be subject to some mechanism(s) of review and/or appeal.

2. The universities in Australia should either individually or in collaboration with each other establish an Ombudsman to whom complaints concerning selection can be made and who would have appropriate powers of investigation and discipline.  This office could also of course deal with other related matters of concern to universities. (I believe some universities already have an Ombudsman.)

3. In all cases of appointment to an academic position, it should be a requirement that the identity and curriculum vitae of the successful applicant are published in an appropriate university organ.

4. In all cases of appointment to an academic position, it should be a requirement that the names of the selection committee and their qualifications to be so empanelled be published in an appropriate university organ.

5. In all cases of appointment to an academic position, the requirements of the position should be stated clearly and fully in advance and these criteria should be the basis of the selection process.

6. In all cases of appointment to an academic position, those with vested interests in the outcome should not be permitted to be part of the selection process.

7. That as far as is possible, selection processes should be made transparent and accessible to public scrutiny.
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