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UWA structural reform 

 
The University of Western Australia is on a mission; we have been since 1911, when the WA 
Parliament charged us with the mission of advancing the prosperity and welfare of the 
people of this State. Our institution reaffirmed its priorities and aspirations last year through 
UWA 2030, and through the 2020-2025 Strategic Plan: we are committed to creating the 
next generation of global leaders through experience-rich education and world-leading, 
trustworthy research.  
 
We can rightly be proud of what our University and its people have achieved over the last 
century. We have unearthed countless new truths about humanity and the world around us; 
we have taught generations of Western Australians to Seek Wisdom; we have imbued our 
community with a repository of intellectual heft that has contributed significantly to its 
success and present opportunities. We have shaped the thinking of a future Prime Minister 
and a host of Premiers; a High Court Chief Justice and more than a couple of WA Supreme 
Court Chief Justices; a Nobel laureate and a Fields Medallist; and thousands of leaders 
across WA industry, government and society. 
 
Our University holds its head high among the world’s great learned academies. Inspired by 
the successes of our past, we are stepping forward into our next century with unbridled 
ambition – for ourselves, our students and our community. 
 
At the heart of seeking wisdom is the obligation to be honest with oneself. UWA’s many 
triumphs have been counterbalanced with challenges, not least those currently facing us. 
 
It is no secret that UWA has been impacted by the COVID-19 global pandemic, and we have 
responded tremendously to the challenges this presented. Certainly, I am acutely aware of 
the sacrifices that UWA staff are making, including through our enterprise agreement 
variations, in the interests of responding to the challenges we currently face. 
 
However, whilst not discounting the pandemic and its consequences, UWA has a structural 
budget deficit in the order of some $70 million, before inflation and future cost escalations. 
Over recent years, the full extent of this underlying deficit has been offset by one-off gifts, 
unrealised investment gains and other unexpected or non-recurrent funding, leading to 
headline surpluses. The University has also underinvested in core digital and physical 
infrastructure during this time.  It is now existentially important for our University to learn to 
live within its means. If we are to continue to fulfil our mission, continue to extend the 
frontiers of human knowledge, continue to mould the minds of future generations, things 
must change. 
 
You may rightly ask how it has come to this, and I wish there were an easy answer, with a 
discrete and straightforward fix. The answers are complex and nuanced. No one person or 
single decision-making body has created this problem. As much as we might instinctively 
seek to pin blame on one individual or group, to do so would trap us into thinking that finding 
the solutions to our collective problems is a matter for someone else. 
 
Our structural deficit can be directly linked to a number of decisions that have been made – 
in good faith, for good reasons – that have led to unintended consequences. For example, 
our ‘UWA Model’ of providing professional qualifications at the postgraduate level is 
academically sound and was created to improve educational outcomes for our students. 
However, it has led to a situation where we were being out-competed by other universities 
with more straightforward offerings, even in our traditional strength areas. We lost a 
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considerable share of the State’s postsecondary students – a situation that we are only now 
turning around. 
 
Another example is our institutional reluctance to admit international students in higher 
numbers. Over two decades, UWA failed to capitalise on opportunities to augment our 
research and infrastructure budgets with international student fees at a level commensurate 
with other Australian universities of our size. For example, in 2018 the Australian National 
University received $170 million more per year than UWA from international students, and 
the University of Adelaide received $75 million more per year.  
 
Addressing our structural deficit is not however a simple matter of reversing prior decisions. 
The challenge facing us goes deeper than that. Our institutional decision-making processes 
have become moribund and the constituent parts of our University have become misaligned. 
Decision-making processes are unworkable, slow-moving, and detached from 
consequences and impact. Schools and professional service areas have become 
disconnected, and policy and processes are no longer fit for purpose, effective or efficient. 
The limitations of our decision-making processes and the lack of alignment between our 
constituent parts are the root cause of our structural deficit and unless we address them, 
UWA will continue to lurch from one crisis to the next. A ‘business as usual’ approach could 
mean that our University is even more caught short when faced with the next pandemic, the 
next geopolitical shock, or the next government reform package. I, for one, would prefer that 
we take steps now to ensure our long-term financial sustainability. 
 
While I have not yet met all of you, I’ve had the chance to hear from so many UWA 
academic and professional staff about how UWA works. In many of those discussions, I 
have been struck with the sense of commitment that many have to the institution. I have also 
been inspired by the pride with which people tell me how the University pulled together to 
face the challenges thrown up by COVID-19. Within weeks, 3,000 courses were moved 
online and a similar number of staff migrated to home-based working. We rapidly expanded 
our IT capacities and capabilities and worked out how to ensure the continuity of our 
students’ education. We mobilised our community – within and without – to provide material 
support to students impacted by the worst aspects of the economic downturn. In short, UWA 
rose to the challenge. 
 
In that same spirit, I believe that, together, we can turn our institutional fortunes around. We 
know what we must do: 

 eliminate the structural deficit quickly and decisively; 

 make our academic programs and student experience attractive to domestic and 
international students; 

 reform our academic cohort to ensure that we are focused on providing the best student 
offerings and research outcomes that we can; and 

 reform our professional services and institutional decision-making system into one that is 
agile and can swiftly turn decisions into actions. 

 
You have also shared your ideas with me on how we can move forward and create a 
brighter future for UWA. Many have shared your thoughts on how we can be more agile and 
efficient in what we do. The following areas emerged as the ones requiring our attention in 
the near term from my conversations with many of you. 
 
You have told me that we need to: 
1. empower colleagues by streamlining our administrative decision making structures and 

processes; 
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2. create the ability to make academic program changes including addition, modification, 
deletion of courses, units, certificates, micro-credentials etc., by streamlining our 
academic decision making structures and processes; and, 

3. find cost effective ways of delivering various services by eliminating layers which do not 
add value. 

 
I agree with your feedback. We need to act on all the above areas and need to engage our 
administrative and academic bodies in reviewing all of our activities and coming up with 
solutions to address them urgently. 
 
As Vice-Chancellor, I cannot do this alone. I need your support to redesign how we work to 
improve our effectiveness, become more efficient and eliminate duplication. We need to 
refocus our risk appetite and become more agile and leaner. We need to develop 
sustainable budgets and hold each other to account to ensure we stick within them, to 
prevent us from building structural deficits in the future. We need to be efficient in our 
governance processes for realising academic and professional change, ensuring quality but 
not hindering innovation. 
 
We also, together, need to develop and execute an ambitious growth plan to ensure UWA 
continues to have the critical mass – intellectually and financially – to support our institutional 
mission and aspirations. But growth in domestic and international student numbers alone will 
not be sufficient – we need to re-engage meaningfully with our alumni and friends to 
maximise our ability to faithfully steward their reservoirs of good will.  
 
Whatever we choose to do now, the path ahead will be thorny and I acknowledge that we 
may get some things wrong. This is part of becoming a more agile institution that can affect 
change rapidly, learn from that change and adjust as needed. From my perspective, I 
believe this process is vital to UWA’s present sustainability and future viability. 
 
Of course, strategic change must start at the top, and before anything else we must reform 
the Executive to ensure that it can deliver on the outcomes we need as a University. The 
Executive currently includes the  

 Vice-Chancellor; 

 Chief Financial Officer; 

 Chief Operating Officer (currently vacant); 

 Deputy Vice-Chancellor Education; 

 Deputy Vice-Chancellor Global Partnerships; 

 Deputy Vice-Chancellor Research; 

 Executive Dean, Faculty of Arts, Business, Law and Education; 

 Executive Dean, Faculty of Engineering and Mathematical Sciences; 

 Executive Dean, Faculty of Health and Medical Sciences; 

 Executive Dean, Faculty of Science; 

 Pro Vice-Chancellor Indigenous Education; and, 

 Senior Deputy Vice-Chancellor.  
 

An appropriately structured Executive team is the key to the future effectiveness of any plans 
we may develop to address our challenges. I have been considering this issue and would 
welcome further thinking from the university community. 
 
I would invite your ideas and suggestions on what you think we need from the Executive in 
order to help us achieve our collective aspiration to create the next generation of leaders 
through experience-rich education and world-leading, trustworthy research.  
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I intend to submit a proposal to Senate at its October meeting for the first tranche of 
structural reform that is necessary to ensure that our decision-making processes 
and structures meet the ongoing needs of our University. Your feedback on the question 
above will assist me in developing and refining the proposal.  
 
Please email me on VCreform@uwa.edu.au with your thoughts. I regret that I do not expect 
to be able to respond to each submission individually, but each will be reviewed and 
considered. Submissions marked confidential will be regarded as such and if you would like 
to make an anonymous submission, please write to me at  
 
Vice-Chancellery 
The University of Western Australia 
35 Stirling Highway 
Perth WA 6009 
Australia. 
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