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Executive SummaryExecutive SummaryExecutive SummaryExecutive Summary and List of  and List of  and List of  and List of 
RecommendationsRecommendationsRecommendationsRecommendations    

The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) has commissioned 
PhillipsKPA to undertake a review of the AVCC’s ‘structure and operational 
arrangements’.  The terms of reference for the review however go beyond simple 
structural and operational issues to raise questions about the scope and purpose of a 
peak body for Australian universities. 

The operating environment for Australia’s universities is much more complex and 
competitive than it was when the AVCC was established as a company in 1973 and 
has changed in ways that could not have been imagined when the organisation was 
first formed in 1920.  Universities themselves are much larger and more complex 
enterprises that operate in a global context.  It is now surely accurate to characterise 
higher education in Australia as a major industry, with an enormously diverse 
range of enterprises delivering a mix of public and private benefits funded by 
revenue generated from a mix of public and private sources.  Like those in any other 
industry, Australia’s higher education enterprises simultaneously compete with 
each other and share a common interest in the advancement of the industry.  On the 
one hand, the need for an effective peak body for the university sector has never 
been greater.  On the other hand it is clear that the issues and challenges confronting 
any peak body have never been more complex. 

We believe that the new environment compels the AVCC to remake itself as a new, 
highly professional industry peak body for the university sector.  This new peak 
body must be able to project powerfully the contribution of Australia’s universities 
to the nation and to advance the long term interests of the sector while recognising 
the competitiveness of the enterprises that comprise it and the legitimate differences 
between their groupings.  We believe that this is achievable despite the divergence 
of views among universities on some issues. 

If it wishes to do this, we think the AVCC needs to adopt a package of reforms that 
draws on exemplary practice from other industry sector peak bodies and its 
counterpart organisations in other countries.  Specifically, we think the AVCC 
should consider: 

• Reconstituting itself as a body whose members are Australian universities, 
represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief Executives; 

• Adopting a new name which reflects this change of membership; 

• Adopting a more outward looking statement of purpose to signal a stronger 
emphasis on advancing and promoting the benefits of the Australian 
university sector to the nation; 

• Pursuing three broad sets of functions: advocacy, analysis and services, of 
which advocacy should be the highest priority; 
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• Developing a more sustained and strategic approach to advocacy that goes 
beyond self interest; 

• Developing ways to pursue common positions while recognising legitimate 
differences of view where they exist; and 

• Changing the nature of the position of President and the structure and 
operations of the Board. 

Overall, there is likely to be some additional cost if the recommendations of the 
review are accepted.  The scale of this cost will depend principally on the nature and 
extent of additional advocacy, analysis and external communication activities, and 
on the willingness of the members to increase their contributions for these purposes. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation 1 

The scope of coverage of the future peak body should be Australian universities 
approved for the purpose by the peak body. 

Recommendation 2 

The future peak body should take the lead in establishing a forum for the Australian 
higher education industry as a whole. 

Recommendation 3 

The membership of the future peak body should comprise Australian universities 
represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief Executives. 

Recommendation 4 

If the membership of the future peak body is changed as recommended in this 
report, and if the extent of other organisational change is real and substantial, then 
the new peak body should adopt a new name consistent with its new membership 
and charter. 

Recommendation 5 

The future peak body should adopt a more outward looking statement of purpose 
to signal a stronger emphasis on advancing and promoting the benefits of the 
Australian university sector to the nation. 

Recommendation 6 

The future peak body should pursue three broad sets of functions: advocacy, 
analysis and services, of which advocacy should be the highest priority. 
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Recommendation 7 

(a) The broad advocacy function should operate at three levels: 

(i) High profile, sustained activities in the public interest; 

(ii) Activities designed more directly to advance the positioning of the sector 
and build constituencies of support; and 

(iii) Targeted engagement with and lobbying of government in relation to 
policy development and implementation. 

(b) The balance of effort should be shifted somewhat toward levels (i) and (ii), while 
maintaining a strong capability for activity at level (iii) 

(c) In pursuit of these functions the future peak body should: 

(i) Develop a small number of strategic activities in areas where the university 
sector clearly has standing and an important contribution to make, but which 
lie beyond the immediate self interest of the sector 

(ii) Look for opportunities to engage with potentially supportive and 
influential third parties 

(iii) Build support with politicians who may not be the primary decision 
makers within the Commonwealth Government but who have significant 
influence with them 

(iv) Note the value of University Chancellors and university councils as 
conduits to business, opinion and political leaders 

(v) Build sustained, sophisticated, dispassionate intellectual arguments 
designed to engage central agency officials and to strengthen the case of the 
sector’s supporters within government 

(vi) Develop a stronger external communications capacity and an improved 
set of publications and other materials tailored for specific external audiences. 

(d) The future peak body should develop a multi-year advocacy strategy, including 
a sustained focus on a limited number of key themes or objectives, supported by 
annual plans with identified priorities, critical success factors and reviews of 
performance. 

Recommendation 8 

The future peak body should retain very strong capabilities in policy development 
and analysis, and information management and provision. 
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Recommendation 9 

The future peak body should maintain a suite of highly valued membership services 
which are self-contained, transparently costed and, where possible, provided on a 
user pays basis outside of general membership subscriptions or with variable 
subscription levels to allow members to choose the set of services they wish. 

Recommendation 10 

The future peak body should embrace the diversity of its membership and accept 
that a shared view will not be achieved on all issues.  (See also recommendation 19.) 

Recommendation 11 

The future peak body should seek agreement on working relationships and 
communication arrangements with the organisations of the university groupings 
and where relevant should seek their input, involve them in forums and operate 
collaboratively with them in the interests of the shared membership. 

Recommendation 12 

The future peak body should: 

(a) retain a system of task forces/working groups 

(b) review the current set of AVCC working groups with a view to aligning the 
structure more effectively with the revised mission  

(c) consider the creation of standing committees to consider and provide advice on: 

(i) Future developments in the higher education industry and long term 
policy issues; and 

(ii) External relations and alliances. 

Recommendation 13 

The future peak body should develop a set of specific proposals to strengthen the 
perceived value of the plenary meetings. 

Recommendation 14 

The University Chancellors’ Conference should be recognised by the future peak 
body as a source of advice to the Board and should be supported by the Secretariat 
in a similar way to a standing committee. 

Recommendation 15 

The President and Chair of the Board of the future peak body should not be a 
serving Vice-Chancellor. 
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Recommendation 16 

The future peak body should appoint a leadership team comprising a part-time, 
paid, non-executive Chair of the Board and a full-time CEO. 

Recommendation 17 

Contingent on acceptance of recommendations 15 and 16: 

(a) there should be provision on the Board of the future peak body for up to two 
Directors appointed by the President 

• The President’s remit (see recommendation 19) should specify the reasons 
why such appointments may be made, with the primary reason being to 
bring an otherwise unrepresented viewpoint on to the Board so that the 
Board is broadly representative of the membership. 

(b) consideration be given to deleting the current provision for the immediate Past 
President to be an ex officio member of the Board. 

Recommendation 18 

The future peak body should: 

(a) encourage prospective Board members to provide a statement supporting their 
candidature and outlining any particular matters which they would wish to focus 
on if elected 

(b) consider whether the Board should have the power to make one or two 
appointments of external Directors who are not Vice-Chancellors 

(c) review the operations of the Board against the principles and standards of good 
governance for non-profit organisations. 

Recommendation 19 

Formal Statements of Remit should be prepared for the President and the Board of 
the future peak body.  Inter alia, these statements should explicitly articulate the 
responsibility of the Board and the particular role of the President to identify those 
issues (or parts of issues) on which the peak body should speak on behalf of the 
whole sector and those which are most appropriately left to individual universities 
or university groups to pursue. 

Recommendation 20 

To enhance transparency and confidence in the operation of the Board: 

(a) Board agendas and non-confidential Board papers should be circulated 
electronically to all members; 
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(b) Directors should actively network with members to remain informed of their 
views; and 

(c) The President should institute a regular program of direct one-on-one 
discussions with individual Vice-Chancellors. 
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1111 BackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackground    

1.1 This Review 

The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) has commissioned 
PhillipsKPA to undertake a review of the AVCC’s ‘structure and operational 
arrangements’.  The terms of reference for the review however go beyond simple 
structural and operational issues to raise questions about the scope and purpose of a 
peak body for Australian universities.  In summary they ask us to: 

• Consider the value of the AVCC’s contributions, and whether this style of 
peak body is the optimal one for representing university interests, or 
whether alternative models should be considered; 

• Define the future role of a peak body in relation to the higher education 
sector in Australia and the parts of the sector it represents, including but not 
limited to Australian universities and/or groups of universities; 

• Make recommendations on who (or what) should be a member of the body; 

• Comment on how such a body should interact with and relate to stakeholder 
groups and government; 

• Consider the future composition and operations of the Board of Directors of 
such a body and the role and form of appointment of its Chair; and 

• Estimate the cost of the activities of such a body. 

The complete terms of reference are reproduced in Appendix A. 

In the process of the review we consulted widely with current and former Vice-
Chancellors, university Chancellors, politicians and Ministerial staff members from 
both major parties, senior public servants, representatives of industry peak bodies, 
and representatives of bodies equivalent to the AVCC in the UK and New Zealand.  
In addition we analysed structures and operations in a range of higher education 
peak bodies in other countries, and in peak bodies in other parts of the education 
sector and in other industries in Australia.  We also reviewed relevant 
documentation provided by the AVCC, including the 1995 McKinnon Walker 
Review of the Organisation of the AVCC.  Mr John Mullarvey, CEO of the AVCC, 
provided very valuable background information, advice and assistance. 

A list of consultations is provided in Appendix B. 
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1.2 This report 

This is the final report of the review, for consideration by the AVCC at its Plenary 
meeting in September 2006.  This report incorporates feedback from the AVCC 
Board on a draft version of the report which was discussed at the Board meeting of 
1 August 2006. 
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2222 Directions for the Directions for the Directions for the Directions for the futurefuturefuturefuture    

2.1 The changing environment 

The organisation that ultimately became the AVCC was formed at a conference held 
in Sydney in May 1920 of Australia’s then six universities.  On 26 March 1973, 16 
Vice-Chancellors signed a memorandum of association to form the Australian Vice-
Chancellors’ Committee as a company limited by guarantee.  In 2006 the AVCC has 
38 members, being the Vice-Chancellors of every Australian university other than 
the University of Notre Dame Australia. 

In March 1973, when the AVCC was created in its current form, the Whitlam Labor 
Government was in office and was in the process of assuming public funding 
responsibility for universities from the state governments.  That fundamental shift 
at once strengthened the common interests of universities and sowed the seeds of 
increasing competition between them.   

In more recent years, increased competition between universities has been 
deliberately encouraged by Commonwealth Government policy, through 
constraints on public funding, the introduction of competitive funding mechanisms 
especially for research, opening of the overseas and coursework postgraduate 
student markets, and the partial deregulation of fees and HECS for Australian 
undergraduate students.  Student fees have increased as a proportion of university 
higher education revenue from 14% in 1996 to 22% in 2004.  Commonwealth 
Government funding has fallen from 58% to 41%.  20 ‘public’ universities now 
derive more higher education revenue from student fees (including HECS) than 
they do from Commonwealth Government grants. 

Increases in the share of private funding of universities are common across the 
OECD.  However in almost every other OECD country, increases in private funding 
have not been accompanied by reductions in public funding.  Australia is almost 
unique in substituting private funding for public funding.  In 2004 the OECD 
reported as follows: 

It is important to note that rises in private educational expenditure have not 
generally been accompanied by cuts (in real terms) in public expenditure on 
education at the tertiary level1 ... On the contrary, public investment in 
education has increased in most of the OECD countries for which 1995 to 2001 
data are available, regardless of changes in private spending.  In fact, many 
OECD countries with the highest growth in private spending have also shown 
the highest increase in public funding of education. This indicates that 
increasing private spending on tertiary education tends to complement, rather 
than replace, public investment. The main exception to this is Australia, where 

                                                      

1 In this quote ‘tertiary’ means only tertiary type A and advanced research programs, which we would 
call higher education in Australia 
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the shift towards private expenditure at tertiary level has been accompanied 
by a fall in the level of public expenditure in real terms. (our emphasis) (OECD 
2004, p240) 

Australia’s almost unique status on this issue reflects the political reality that higher 
education has not been a high budgetary priority for many years. 

Of course, Australian universities operate in an international as well as a national 
context.  They are part of an increasingly competitive, global higher education 
industry in which higher education institutions from around the world compete for 
students, staff and resources.  To date they have been remarkably successful in this 
global industry, creating one of Australia’s largest export sectors.  Over the decade 
to 2004, the number of international students in Australian universities increased by 
464% to over 228,000, of which 28% were offshore.  In 2004, one in four students in 
Australian universities was from overseas.   

In recent years however, the patterns of international student demand have 
changed.  International competition in the higher education industry is intensifying, 
with growing numbers of higher education providers offering services 
internationally, major institutions from the US, UK and Europe establishing 
campuses and partnerships in Asian countries and elsewhere in direct competition 
with Australian providers, and rapid development of higher education capacity 
within the countries which have been key markets for Australia. 

Within Australia, there has been rapid growth of higher education providers 
alongside the public universities.  Government policy is now actively encouraging 
the establishment and expansion of private providers and is facilitating the entry of 
universities from other countries.  There are now many more private higher 
education providers than public universities.  Although most private providers 
remain relatively small, the extension of FEE-HELP loans is facilitating rapid 
growth at the same time as some public universities are experiencing declines in 
demand from Australian students. 

The diversification of income sources in a competitive environment, combined with 
growth in student numbers, has made universities generally much larger and more 
complex enterprises than they were in the 1950’s, 60’s and 70’s when Australia’s 
current political and industrial leaders may have been students.  The largest of 
Australia’s universities now has annual revenue in excess of $1 billion dollars.  
Several universities are larger than many of the corporations that are members of 
the Business Council of Australia, in terms of revenue, turnover, employment and 
export value. 

It is now surely accurate to characterise higher education in Australia as a major 
industry, with an enormously diverse range of enterprises delivering a mix of public 
and private benefits funded by revenue generated from a mix of public and private 
sources.  Like those in any other industry, Australia’s higher education enterprises 
simultaneously compete with each other and share a common interest in the 
advancement of the industry. 
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Also in common with those in other industries, higher education enterprises fall 
into different groupings and sub groupings.  The public university sector is the 
dominant grouping within the higher education industry, and sub groups have 
emerged in recent times within the sector.  The Group of Eight (Go8), Australian 
Technology Network (ATN) and Innovative Research Universities Australia (IRUA) 
have formalised their alliances and established permanent secretariats.  The New 
Generation Universities (NGU) meet as a group but have not established a more 
formal structure.  Around a third of universities do not identify with any sub group. 

In the environment described above it could be argued that the need for an effective 
peak body for the university sector has never been greater.  On the other hand it is 
clear that the issues and challenges confronting any peak body have never been 
more complex. 

2.2 The way forward 

Three broad options for the future could be imagined. 

The first is that that there is no peak university body at all.  This does not seem to be 
a stable long term option.  Common interest would soon reinvent some form of 
body able to act, at least minimally, in the collective interest of Australian 
universities and to be an interface for the whole sector with government, industry 
and other organisations nationally and internationally. 

The second conceivable option is that the AVCC might become an organisation with 
more limited scope than at present, focussed perhaps on the performance of some 
broad representational, information provision and shared services functions.  In this 
scenario other sectoral organisations, including but not limited to the existing sub-
groupings of universities, would emerge to perform the functions vacated by the 
AVCC, in relation to policy development, advocacy, and lobbying, not for the sector 
as a whole but for each specific sub-group.  In a sector with fewer than forty 
enterprises, such a fragmented approach, while conceivable, seems far from 
optimal.  It may however be the outcome if a way forward cannot be found for a 
genuinely effective peak body. 

In our view, the development of higher education as an industry provides a 
powerful logic for a third option: that the AVCC should remake itself as a new, 
highly professional industry peak body for the university sector.  This new peak 
body must be able to project powerfully the contribution of Australia’s universities 
to the nation and to advance the long term interests of the sector while recognising 
the competitiveness of the enterprises that comprise it and the legitimate differences 
between their groupings.  We believe that this is achievable despite the divergence 
of views among universities on some issues. 

If this is accepted as a desirable way forward, then there are two key challenges: 
making the transformation to such a body in a thorough, effective way, and doing 
so at a time of increasing diversity in the sector. 
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3333 The value of the AVCC’s contributionsThe value of the AVCC’s contributionsThe value of the AVCC’s contributionsThe value of the AVCC’s contributions    

3.1 Introduction 

The first term of reference asks us to: 

Consider the value of the AVCC’s contributions, and whether this style of 
‘peak body’ is the optimal one for representing university interests, or 
whether alternative models should be considered. 

This section reviews the value of the AVCC’s contributions, as perceived by its key 
internal and external stakeholders.  Section 4 then addresses the key question of 
whether the organisation, as it functions currently, is the optimal style of peak body 
for representing university interests in the future. 

3.2 Current objectives of the AVCC 

On its website, the AVCC summarises its current objectives as follows: 

The AVCC is a forum of Vice-Chancellors to: 

• Support Vice-Chancellors in the performance of their roles; 

• Promote the needs, interests and purposes of Australian universities 
and their communities to government, industry and other groups;  

• Develop policy positions and guidelines on higher education matters 
through discussing higher education issues, including teaching, 
research and research training;  

• Advance internationalisation of Australian universities; 

• Provide information for and about Australian universities; and  

• Provide services and programs to universities including the 
negotiation of common purchasing arrangements.  

The value of the AVCC’s current contributions can be considered under these six 
headings. 

3.3 Support for Vice-Chancellors 

3.3.1 Informal collegial support for VCs 

In our consultations a substantial number of Vice-Chancellors emphasised that they 
value highly the informal collegial support and interaction among VCs provided 
through the AVCC.  This observation was made most strongly by recently 
appointed Vice-Chancellors and those from universities outside of the major east 
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coast capital cities.  These VCs pointed to the benefits they derive from personal 
interactions with experienced colleagues who, uniquely, understand the issues and 
challenges confronting CEOs of Australian universities. 

They drew attention to these points, not to suggest that informal support and 
interaction are the most valuable of all the AVCC’s contributions, but to ensure that 
these important roles are not overlooked by a focus only on the AVCC’s more 
formal and more contentious functions.  There is also an implication for other 
aspects of the terms of reference.  If it is accepted that collegial support among VCs 
is a valuable aspect of the contributions made by the AVCC, then it adds weight to 
the case that Vice-Chancellors, rather than other representatives of universities, 
should be the usual participants in the primary meetings of the organisation. 

3.3.2 Operational support for VCs 

The AVCC provides a range of operational level support to Vice-Chancellors 
through, for example, the provision of information, statistics, and analysis.  This 
support is provided both generally, through information that is available to all VCs, 
and in response to ad hoc individual requests.  The secretariat’s capacity to provide 
these types of operational support is underpinned by the maintenance of an 
ongoing information base and analytical capacity. 

These support services are generally highly valued by VCs, although many regard 
them as ‘second order’ functions ranking after what they see to be the primary roles 
of the organisation in representation and advocacy.  Again, the highest value is 
placed on the support functions by VCs from smaller universities with limited in-
house analytical capacity and less well developed direct links to national decision 
makers.  A number remarked in particular on the high level of responsiveness of the 
Secretariat to direct requests for information and analysis, and on the value of 
prompt advice of national and international policy developments. 

There are clear benefits in providing these types of support functions through a 
peak body – in terms of economies of scale, development of expertise, and access to 
information sources and decision makers.  The capacity to provide such support is 
an ancillary benefit of a substantial capability in data gathering, analysis and policy 
development which is needed for effective advocacy, which many VCs regard as the 
organisation’s primary role. 

3.3.3 Support and engagement of other senior university officers 

It is worth noting that the AVCC functions as a coordinating body for forums of 
Deputy and Pro Vice-Chancellors.  These forums are generally regarded as very 
valuable, for the participants in the forums and their universities, and for the input 
they provide to AVCC policy review and development. 
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3.4 Advocacy for Australian universities 

The Chief Executive Officer’s Report for 2005, approved and issued by the Board, 
emphasises that the AVCC regards advocacy as its highest priority.  The report 
states that: 

The AVCC has focussed its goals and priorities for 2005 on: 

• Ensuring the AVCC retains its status as a national industry voice on 
broad matters affecting the higher education sector in Australia; 

• Ensuring the AVCC is recognised as the peak influential group on the 
formation of public policy affecting the sector; and 

• Ensuring communication is maintained and strengthened with both 
external and internal stakeholders (Vice-Chancellors, universities and 
the broader higher education sector, politicians, business and industry, 
and the wider community). 

The AVCC’s 2006 priorities continue to list advocacy with government as the first 
priority. 

The clear majority of Vice-Chancellors, and possibly all, regard effective advocacy 
for the sector as potentially the most valuable function of the AVCC.  The 
contentious issue is not the primacy of the objective, but the efficacy with which it 
has been pursued. 

This is a difficult issue to judge objectively.  Critics of the AVCC point to facts such 
as the declining public funding per student as evidence that the AVCC has not been 
successful in influencing the things that matter.  Of course the counterfactual cannot 
be tested – would the outcome have been worse on this and similar issues in the 
absence of the AVCC’s advocacy? 

Similarly, proponents of the AVCC can point for example to the beneficial aspects of 
the Backing Australia’s Ability and Backing Australia’s Future packages as evidence of 
the positive impact of the AVCC’s advocacy.  Again the counterfactual cannot be 
tested. 

At a broader level there is some polling evidence that demonstrates that universities 
do not rate highly in community priorities and that the community certainly places 
a much higher priority on schools.  Of course a much higher proportion of the 
community has a direct engagement with schools than with universities, so at one 
level these findings are not altogether surprising.  It is true that Commonwealth 
funding for schools has outstripped funding for universities, but this has principally 
been driven by political support for and increasing enrolments in private schools.  
Again, it is difficult to judge objectively whether the observed outcomes reflect a 
lack of influence of the AVCC or the relatively greater difficulty of its cause. 
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What is clear is that the AVCC has not been as successful in its top priority function 
as its members would have wished, and that there is a widely held perception, 
among both internal and external stakeholders, that it partly has itself to blame. 

Of greatest concern is the view held by senior figures on both sides of Federal 
Parliament, that the AVCC is a “negative organisation”, characterised in its dealings 
with government by “political naivety” and “whingeing self interest”.  These harsh 
words are not ours, but direct quotes from key players consulted for the purposes of 
this review.  Some tension is to be expected from time to time between any lobby 
group and the Government, but these perceptions go beyond normal tensions and 
are not confined to representatives of the current government. 

Regardless of the fairness or otherwise of these views, there is no doubt that they 
exist.  In the absence of significant change, they will continue to impede the 
effectiveness of the AVCC as an advocate for the sector with the Commonwealth 
Government. 

Political players consulted for this review also commented that they felt the 
influence of the AVCC was weakened by: 

• A perception that the AVCC is “never satisfied” with government decisions, 
regardless of how favourable they might be to the sector; 

• A perception that university staff and students generally, and Vice-
Chancellors in particular, are a privileged elite; 

• Uncertainties about the Committee’s true capacity to speak officially on 
behalf of universities given that it is an organisation of individual Vice-
Chancellors rather than of universities; and 

• Increasing diversity within the sector undermining the authority with which 
the AVCC can speak on behalf the whole sector. 

Relationships between the AVCC and peak business organisations appear to be 
more positive, although with opportunities for improvement.  In submissions to this 
review, the Business Council of Australia expressed its desire “to continue to have a 
productive and constructive relationship with the AVCC”.  The Australian Industry 
Group (Ai Group) noted that it has developed a relationship with the Go8 but 
would welcome a stronger relationship with the AVCC.  It argued that, flowing 
from the review, “an important priority of the AVCC should be to strengthen links 
with industry”.  Anecdotally, Vice-Chancellors report incidents that illustrate gaps 
in the understanding of business leaders of the true nature of the modern university 
and of the changes that have occurred in the higher education industry. 

The perceptions of external stakeholders are reflected in the views expressed by 
Vice-Chancellors themselves.  In our consultations many VCs noted the 
commitment and energy that has gone into the AVCC’s efforts to improve the 
positioning of the sector in the priorities of politicians, business leaders and the 
community.  At the same time however, concerns were expressed that: 
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• While there are examples of good results from lobbying on specific issues, 
the AVCC has become reactive and has failed to identify the big picture 
issues that matter and stick with them. 

o It was noted that in recent years the AVCC has had little alternative 
but to respond to the incessant demands arising from the flood of 
reform. 

• The AVCC’s lobbying presence is “low-powered” relative to other large 
industries. 

• The AVCC does not appear to have succeeded in influencing key Ministers 
and decision makers in portfolios other than DEST, most notably in the 
central agencies of Treasury, Finance and Administration, and Prime 
Minister and Cabinet. 

• The AVCC has tended to engage with Government through the bureaucracy 
and has focussed too much at this level.  At times this may have been 
counterproductive and contributed to the perception that the AVCC is 
excessively self-interested and adversarial. 

• The AVCC’s public messages have at times been too complicated and 
contradictory 

o for example is the sector uniformly of international quality or is it in 
desperate need of extra funding? 

• There appears to be no major constituency for universities among business 
or the wider community. 

• The AVCC’s impact is restricted by the limited commonality of views among 
its members. 

In our estimation there is some truth in each of these observations.  At the same time 
we recognise that it is easy to overstate the criticisms and to understate the real 
difficulties of the challenges the AVCC has faced, to downplay its significant 
successes, and to overlook the limitations on its resources.  We also caution that 
criticisms of organisational weaknesses need to be differentiated from concerns 
about individual performance.  Some of the harshest criticisms directed at the 
AVCC in recent years derive substantially from dissatisfaction with particular 
individuals rather than with weaknesses in the organisation per se. 

3.5 Engagement in policy development and implementation 

The AVCC has developed a strong capability in policy development and 
implementation, which is an important underpinning for effective advocacy.  In the 
last few years the organisation’s policy capability has been heavily engaged in 
responding to specific initiatives and requests from DEST, in particular through the 
higher education reform processes and more recently the development of the RQF. 
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Vice-Chancellors regard this type of engagement as necessary and valuable, 
although as noted above some question whether the extensiveness and 
intensiveness of the recent engagement with DEST may have been detrimental to 
the longer term interests of the AVCC and the sector.  Essentially this is a question 
of the balance of effort between short term policy responsiveness and longer term 
policy development. It is also partly a question of the balance of effort between 
responding to the policy agenda and attempting to set it. 

As long as resources are finite there will be trade offs to be made in this respect.  The 
clear majority opinion among Vice-Chancellors at present is that the AVCC needs to 
re-balance its policy efforts more toward longer term, agenda-setting activities.  This 
does not necessarily mean the generation of comprehensive policy reform packages 
around which consensus may be difficult to achieve.  It does mean the sustained 
and sophisticated pursuit of key issues or policy objectives. 

The pressures and opportunities for short term policy responsiveness from the 
AVCC are likely to remain strong.  In its input to this review, DEST stated that 

The Department finds it valuable to be able to deal with a body representing 
the university sector as a whole and to engage with that body on a range of 
issues at a number of different levels on both a formal and informal basis.  The 
AVCC has made a valuable contribution to the development of Australian 
Government policies and programme delivery for the higher education sector 
over many years. 

There does appear to have been an increasing number of examples from DEST in 
recent years of processes in which stakeholders have been involved at various 
points from an early stage of policy development right through to quite detailed 
phases of program design.  While this is to be welcomed in many respects, it also 
places a strain on the resources of the AVCC if it is to respond in every instance. 

In order to strike the right balance between these short term demands and its own 
longer term agenda, the AVCC needs a more deliberate and strategic approach to 
priority setting than it currently operates.  This matter is discussed further in section 
5. 

3.6 Advancement of internationalisation of Australian 
universities 

Vice-Chancellors recognise the value in the AVCC’s engagement with the 
Commonwealth Government on matters of international student policy.  They also 
accept that the AVCC should function as a point of contact and source of 
information for international bodies with an interest in the Australian university 
sector.  They are less sure of the value of the AVCC’s involvement in international 
forums and meetings of a more general character.  For example, in 2005 the AVCC, 
in cooperation with individual universities:  



PhillipsKPA Project No. 3063 
Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee 

Review of the AVCC 2006 
 

 20 

• had the lead role in a shadowing program for Chinese Vice-Presidents and 
the Middle Managers program for research deans and managers, both 
conducted in Australia; 

• participated in meetings with 10 sister organisations in Latin America, 
Europe and the Asian Pacific region2; and 

• hosted 20 incoming delegations to Australia. 

The AVCC has also played a role in relation to the UMAP and UMIOR programs 
(University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific, and University Mobility in the Indian 
Ocean Region).  The involvement with UMIOR ceased a little over a year ago.  The 
full cost of the AVCC’s role as the National Secretariat for UMAP is met through a 
grant from DEST. 

In our consultations some VC’s directly questioned whether the objective of 
‘advancement of internationalisation of Australian universities’ is an appropriate 
one for the AVCC given the roles of individual institutions and government 
agencies. 

Given the globalisation of higher education it seems inconceivable that the national 
peak university body should not have an international role.  The issue for the 
organisation is to define the scope of that role clearly and to determine its strategic 
priority. 

International activities accounted for just under 10% of budgeted expenditure on 
secretariat related activities in 2005 and around 10.4% of members’ contributions to 
secretariat related activities.  We understand that international travel has been 
intentionally curtailed to some degree in 2006. 

3.7 Provision of information 

The AVCC requires a well developed capability in information collection, analysis 
and dissemination to both internal and external audiences.  This is a vital 
underpinning to a range of other high priority functions and the foundation stone of 
the organisation’s claim to be the authoritative voice on higher education issues.  
Vice-Chancellor’s value this role. 

 Specific examples of valuable information collection and analysis include: 

• The ongoing collection and maintenance of the AVCC statistical collections 
which complement the DEST collections and enable alternative analyses of 
issues such as student/staff ratios and funding levels per student; 

• The survey of unmet demand; 

                                                      

2 Some of these meetings were as a result of invitations by the then Minister to the AVCC to 
accompany the Minister to those countries. 
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• The international links survey; 

• The student mobility survey; and 

• Commissioned research such as the survey of student finances. 

Our review of other industry bodies in Australia and comparable organisations to 
the AVCC overseas suggests that the AVCC is relatively strong on information 
collection and analysis, and on internal dissemination, but relatively weak on 
external dissemination which has not been seen as part of its remit. 

It does not, for example, produce a regular, authoritative ‘state of the industry’ 
report for external stakeholders.  It does not produce regular reports about the 
contribution of higher education to the nation.  From an organisational perspective, 
it does not produce an annual report of the kind typically produced by industry 
bodies that are oriented to their external stakeholders.  It does not produce a 
strategic plan or similar document that provides information on the organisation’s 
directions and priorities. 

It is instructive to compare the AVCC’s annual report, which takes the form of a 
simple Word table report from the CEO to Members, and its other publications, 
with the annual reports and publications of other industry peak bodies.  The 
AVCC’s publications and information resources appear generally to be more 
internally focussed and less well designed to support the organisation’s advocacy 
role than those of comparable bodies.  Its publications for external audiences other 
than government are principally for basic information provision, not for advocacy 
purposes.  As one of many possible comparative examples, we draw attention to the 
website of the Australian Food and Grocery Council, the peak body for the food 
manufacturing and distribution industry, at www.afgc.org.au and its publications 
and annual report at www.afgc.org.au/index.cfm?id=141. 

3.8 Provision of services and programs 

In addition to the types of services and support outlined above, the AVCC also 
provides a range of specific services and programs including: 

• The Staff Development and Training Program; 

• The national site licence for the ISI Web of Knowledge 

• Access for universities to sector-wide purchasing agreements and systems 
user groups through the AVCC subsidiary company, Higher Education 
Services; and 

• Advice to and negotiation on behalf of the sector in relation to intellectual 
property and copyright issues. 

The first three of these are examples of collective services that universities may opt 
to participate in for an additional fee. 
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In our consultations, Vice-Chancellors were generally supportive of the existing 
range of service programs, although some VCs were critical of value to their 
universities of the Staff Development and Training Program.  This program was 
almost fully funded by direct payments outside of member subscriptions in 2005 
and is budgeted to make a small net positive contribution in future years. 
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4444 The The The The optimal style of peak bodyoptimal style of peak bodyoptimal style of peak bodyoptimal style of peak body    

The review of the value of the AVCC’s current activities set out in the previous 
section points to some lack of clarity in the organisation’s view of itself and its 
purpose.  On the one hand, the CEO’s 2005 report identifies that first priority focus 
last year was on “ensuring the AVCC retains its status as a national industry voice”.  
A similar priority has been adopted for 2006.  On the other hand, the AVCC’s 
website states first that the AVCC is a forum of Vice-Chancellors, and identifies as 
its first objective, “to support Vice-Chancellors in the performance of their roles”.  
While these two statements are not necessarily inconsistent, they are indicative of an 
organisation that, to some degree, is still in transition from a forum of Vice-
Chancellors to a genuine industry sector peak body. 

Our view is clear: the AVCC should remake itself as a highly professional industry 
peak body for the university sector, capable of effectively advancing the long term 
interests of the sector while recognising the competitiveness of the enterprises that 
comprise it and the legitimate differences between their groupings. 

It is possible that there could be some internal sectoral resistance to the language 
and practices of an industry peak body.  It is true that the extent of the university 
sector’s public benefits and public funding make it different from many other 
industry sectors, and give it a somewhat different relationship with government.  
These differences need to be recognised.  However it is also true that higher 
education is increasingly a global industry, that universities operate as competitive 
as well as collaborating enterprises in that industry, and that an increasing majority 
of the sector’s revenue comes from sources other than government.  Further, it is 
true that the sector’s relationship with government is not good, that its standing in 
the community could be improved, and that there are gaps in its relationships with 
business.  The imperative for an effective peak body that can operate in the context 
of a complex industry, albeit one with particular public good dimensions, therefore 
seems clear. 

In many ways the AVCC has already accepted this view, as the priorities set for 
2005 and 2006 make clear.  However it has not yet taken all the steps necessary to 
follow the transition through in a thorough, effective way. 

If it wishes to do this, we think the AVCC needs to adopt a package of reforms that 
draws on exemplary practice from other industry sector peak bodies and its 
counterpart organisations in other countries.  Specifically, we think the AVCC 
should consider: 

• Reconstituting itself as a body whose members are Australian universities, 
represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief Executives; 

• Adopting a new name which reflects this change of membership; 
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• Adopting a more outward looking statement of purpose to signal a stronger 
emphasis on advancing and promoting the benefits of the Australian 
university sector to the nation; 

• Pursuing three broad sets of functions: advocacy, analysis and services, of 
which advocacy should be the highest priority; 

• Developing a more sustained and strategic approach to advocacy that goes 
beyond self interest; 

• Developing ways to pursue common positions while recognising legitimate 
differences of view where they exist; and 

• Changing the nature of the position of President and the structure and 
operations of the Board 

Each of these matters is examined in detail in the subsequent parts of this report. 
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5555 The future scopeThe future scopeThe future scopeThe future scope,,,,    membershipmembershipmembershipmembership, and role, and role, and role, and role    
of a peak bodyof a peak bodyof a peak bodyof a peak body    

The terms of reference ask us to: 

(2) … define the future role of a peak body in relation to the higher education 
sector in Australia and the parts of the sector it represents. In doing so, review 
and define the body’s role in relation to the higher education sector, including 
(but not limited to): 

(i) Australian universities and/or groups of universities; 

(ii) international universities operating in Australia; 

(iii) private providers whose students are eligible to access Commonwealth 
FEE-HELP funds; and 

(iv) private providers whose students are not eligible to access 
Commonwealth assistance. 

We are also asked to: 

(3) … make recommendations on who (or what) should be a member of the 
body, taking into account what is happening internationally. In doing so 
review and comment on the following options for future membership (but not 
limited to): 

(i) Vice-Chancellors; 

(ii) universities; and 

(iii) groups of universities such as State Vice-Chancellors groups, ATN, Group 
of Eight, IRUAustralia, New Generation Universities. 

These questions fall into three categories: 

1 The future scope of coverage of a peak body, i.e. the parts of the higher 
education industry it should seek to cover (discussed in section 5.1 below); 

2 The future membership of a peak body, i.e. how the membership should be 
drawn from the parts of the higher education industry within the organisation’s 
scope (section 5.2); and 

3 The future role of a peak body, i.e. its mission, broad functions and key 
objectives (section 5.3). 
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5.1 The future scope of coverage of a peak body 

The terms of reference ask us to consider the scope of a future peak body in terms of 
its coverage of different types of institutions across the higher education industry.   

The members of the current AVCC are the individual Vice-Chancellors of all self-
accrediting Australian universities who wish to be members3.  Thus under current 
arrangements, the scope of the AVCC is Australian universities and the 
membership is comprised of VCs.  There are other conceivable ways to set the scope 
and membership of the future peak body. 

The future peak body could for example have a more limited scope, to include only 
those universities with full access to public funding.  This would exclude Bond and 
Notre Dame.  The logic of this narrower construction would be that, as the number 
and scale of private higher education providers grow they will compete more 
strongly with the public universities for students, staff and resources.  
Correspondingly, the interests of the private universities will diverge further from 
those of the public universities. 

The future peak body could also conceivably have a wider scope.  Several options 
are conceivable, including: 

• All higher education providers; 

• All higher education providers whose students are eligible for FEE-HELP; 

• All higher education providers that offer higher degrees; and 

• All universities with campuses in Australia (which would include Carnegie 
Mellon) 

It would also be conceivable to have different categories of membership within a 
broadened scope, for example full membership for universities and associate 
membership (with a different fee structures and forms of participation) for specified 
other categories of higher education providers.  Different membership categories are 
in place for example in the US, UK and German counterpart organisations to the 
AVCC (although the associate membership category for Universities UK applied for 
institutions in transition to university status and is expected to cease).  The AVCC 
itself had an associate membership category at one time. 

The logic of a broader construction is that the Australian higher education industry 
is much broader than just the university sector, and increasingly so.  Non-university 
providers are expanding in number and scale and are attracting policy support from 
government.  Expansion of scope would provide a real impetus for reform of the 
AVCC, would force a serious reconsideration of the mission of the peak body, and 
                                                      

3 The one Vice-Chancellor who is not a member is Professor Peter Tannock of the University of Notre 
Dame Australia. 
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has the potential to produce a major step forward in the standing and impact of the 
organisation. 

In this context it is important to recall that there are other industry sector peak 
bodies operating in the higher education industry, most notably the Australian 
Council for Private Education and Training (ACPET) and the Council of Private 
Higher Education Inc (COPHE).  As TAFE institutes increase the range of their 
higher education offerings, TAFE Directors Australia (TDA) will also have an 
increasing interest and standing in the sector. 

Judgement on where the boundary of scope should lie for the future peak body 
depends in part on perceptions of the extent of common interests.  There is clearly a 
bond of common interest among universities with full access to public funding.  
There is a somewhat weaker bond between all Australian universities.  The bonds 
become weaker still as the scope is broadened across the industry, but ultimately 
there is some measure of common interest across all higher education providers 
operating in Australia. 

The clear majority view among Vice-Chancellors is that the scope of the future peak 
body should remain roughly as it is at present: all Australian universities.  The 
arguments in favour of this approach are that: 

• There is something important and distinctive in the concept of a university 
that distinguishes it from other types of institutions and which provides a 
bond of common interest among universities. 

• Foreign universities operating in Australia do not really share the same 
operating context and long term interests as Australian universities. 

• Non-university higher education providers generally are small niche 
providers and/or principally vocational and technical education providers 
with some higher education programs. 

• Non-university private higher education providers have coverage through 
ACPET and COPHE (and TDA in the case of TAFE institutes). 

• If the scope is set beyond universities it is difficult to see where the next 
point of discrimination lies, short of inclusion of all registered higher 
education providers. 

• Any scope broader than the current one would introduce further diversity in 
the membership and exacerbate the difficulties of achieving common 
positions. 

We think these arguments are persuasive and we also see merit in retaining the 
current scope at a time when we are proposing other substantial reforms.  We 
therefore recommend that the scope remain confined to Australian universities. 
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A specific point of note in this context is that the current AVCC does not 
automatically extend membership to the Vice-Chancellors of all Australian 
universities.  The articles of association (clauses 4 and 5) specify that the members 
shall be the Vice-Chancellors of universities approved for the purpose by the AVCC.  
The AVCC has developed guidelines for this purpose.  This point was relevant in 
the decision not to admit Melbourne University Private on the grounds that it was 
not an independent university.  It could also be relevant in future if the national 
protocols determining the use of the title ‘university’ were to be loosened very 
substantially.  In that circumstance the future members of the future peak body may 
wish to apply some additional criteria for membership.  In this scenario, 
membership could become a form of quality recognition, as is the case in Canada 
with membership of the AUCC.  It therefore seems prudent to leave this option 
available by retaining the condition that universities need to be approved by special 
resolution before membership is granted. 

Recommendation 1 

The scope of coverage of the future peak body should be Australian 
universities approved for the purpose by the peak body. 

While we recommend that the scope of the future peak body should continue to be 
limited to Australian universities, we do see a strong case for the university sector 
peak body to take the lead in developing some sort of overarching forum for the 
Australian higher education industry as a whole.  We note DEST’s observation in its 
submission to this review, that: 

The Department considers that it would … be valuable to have an overarching 
body representing the university if not the higher education sector as a whole 
to interact with in the future. 

There is currently no overarching peak body for the industry as a whole, and the 
time might be opportune for the AVCC to take the lead in establishing such a body 
as part of the reform program flowing from this review.  We understand that some 
tentative steps have already been taken in this direction.  In the short term the 
appropriate way forward may simply be through an annual or biannual forum 
convened by the AVCC and involving the other peak bodies and possibly invited 
representatives of higher education providers who are not members of any peak 
body. 

Recommendation 2 

The future peak body should take the lead in establishing a forum for the 
Australian higher education industry as a whole. 
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5.2 The future membership of a peak body 

We are also asked to make recommendations on the related issue of who or what 
should be the members of a future peak body. 

Having recommended that the scope of the future peak body should remain as 
Australian universities, we see three options for formulating the membership of the 
organisation: 

• Groups of universities in a ‘federated’ model; 

• Vice-Chancellors (as per current arrangements); or 

• Universities represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief Executives. 

There is no clear consensus among Vice-Chancellors on a preferred option. 

5.2.1 Groups of universities in a ‘federated’ model 

We believe that the first option, a ‘federated’ model, can be set aside, at least for the 
immediate future.  This option was floated in the letter from Professor Davis as 
Chair of the Go8 to Professor Yerbury as the then President of the AVCC on 22 
September last year. 

The core issued raised in the Go8 letter was that “the environment within which our 
universities must operate makes it increasingly difficult for a single body to develop 
a view that reflects the interests of all universities on all matters”.  They argued that 
it is important to find a way to differentiate clearly between those “issues on which 
a genuine ‘AVCC view’ that represents the interests of the whole sector can be 
developed” and those issues on which there is legitimate divergence of views 
between universities. 

In order to do this, the Go8 proposed that the AVCC should operate as a federation 
in which the members are groups of universities, with provision for individual 
membership for unaligned Vice-Chancellors. 

While we agree with the diagnosis of the issue we are not persuaded that it leads to 
the proposed solution.  Our view is shared by the clear majority of Vice-Chancellors.  
Our reasoning is as follows. 

The Go8 letter stated that “the AVCC is in practice largely a federation of groups”.  
The majority view of Vice-Chancellors is that this is not the case.  The three sub-
groups that are formally constituted in some way – the ATN, Go8 and IRU Australia 
– represent 19 universities, half the AVCC’s current membership.  The NGU is not 
formally established.  Around 30% of universities are completely non-aligned, some 
fiercely so. 

Those universities aligned with a group do not act as a faction or voting bloc within 
the AVCC.  Rather, their Vice-Chancellors continue to operate, as one would expect, 
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as the representatives of their universities, not the group to which they may be 
affiliated.  The groups themselves tend to emphasise that their primary purpose is 
enhancing collaboration between members rather than acting as lobby groups able 
to speak on behalf of the member universities.  Furthermore, at present it is far from 
clear that the memberships of the sub-groups are stable and fixed. 

A move to a federated model for the peak body would be likely to force the 
formalisation of groups in a way not currently desired by the majority of Vice-
Chancellors.  It would encourage factionalism and exaggerate and rigidify 
differences of view between the groups.  In a way it would become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, acting to reduce the areas of consensus on which the peak body could 
speak for the sector.  It would be likely to weaken the standing and influence of the 
peak body with government, industry and the community, to the detriment of the 
long term interests of the sector as a whole. 

At an operational level, there would be significant legal and representational issues 
to be resolved, not the least of which would be providing for fair representation on 
the board for unaligned universities and for groups comprising different numbers 
and sizes of universities. 

Finally, even in a federated model, there would need to be a process to identify 
those issues (or aspects of issues) on which the peak body could present a 
unanimous or consensus view of the sector and those issues on which it should 
remain silent or defer to individual universities and the sub-groups.  A move to a 
federated model does not, in itself, resolve that core issue identified in Professor 
Davis’s letter of last September. 

Ultimately, it seems to us that individual universities are the indivisible particles 
that make up the matter of the university sector.  They may combine in different 
ways at different times for different purposes.  However a peak body based on a 
particular set of combinations at a point in time will be inherently less stable, and 
less representative of the true nature of the sector, than one comprised of individual 
universities. 

We stress that in recommending that the federated model should be set aside we are 
not questioning the validity of the core observations of the Go8 that the future peak 
body needs to be able to recognise and operate effectively with legitimate 
divergences of view between its members.  This issue is explored further in section 
6.1 below. 

5.2.2 Vice-Chancellors or Universities represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief 
Executives? 

If the federated model is set aside, the remaining alternatives are the status quo in 
which Vice-Chancellors are the members, or a change to make universities the 
members, represented by their VCs/Chief Executives. 

Under the current arrangement the members of the AVCC are the Vice-Chancellors 
for the time being of ‘Approved Universities’ who wish to be members.  A similar 
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membership arrangement applies also in the case of Universities UK (UUK).  Under 
the alternative arrangement the members would be the universities and the articles 
of association would specify that the members would be represented in the forums 
of the organisation by their Chief Executive Officers.  Universities (and similar 
institutions) are the members of most higher education peak bodies in other 
countries, including the American Council on Education (ACE - which also has a 
category of membership for higher education associations), the AUCC, the 
Association of American Universities (AAU), the German Rectors’ Conference 
(HRK) and the New Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (NZVCC).  Of these 
examples, the AUCC, AAU and NZVCC specify that member institutions are 
represented by their chief executives. 

Both forms of membership (CEOs and enterprises represented by their CEOs) are 
found in other industry peak bodies in Australia, but membership by the enterprise 
is the much more common model. 

Arguments presented by proponents of the current membership arrangements 
include the following: 

• It allows a degree of freedom and openness in debate that may be 
compromised if universities were to be the members and Vice-Chancellors 
were therefore to feel constrained to consult with their universities and 
represent the institutional position on all matters. 

• It is important to have individual VCs as the members given the purpose of 
the organisation in providing support for Vice-Chancellors and the collegial 
benefits that it provides. 

• Criticisms of the AVCC as a ‘club’ of privileged individuals can be countered 
by changing the way in which the organisation operates without requiring a 
change of membership. 

Arguments presented by proponents of the university membership model include 
the following: 

• It would be a valuable step in overcoming the negative perceptions of the 
AVCC, one of which is that it is a ‘club’ of privileged individuals, and it 
would help signal broader changes that need to be made to the AVCC to 
make it a more effective peak body for the university sector. 

• It would remove any uncertainties in the minds of politicians and their 
advisers about the organisation’s capacity to speak officially on behalf of 
universities. 

• It would recognise the realities that: 

o Universities are the enterprises that comprise the industry sector that 
the peak body represents 
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o VC’s are currently members, not through appointment as 
individuals, but by virtue of their employment at a university 

o Universities pay the subscription fees 

o VCs do not and should not take positions contrary to the positions 
and interests of their universities 

o The AVCC engages with universities as organisations in a range of 
ways, for example through DVCs/PVCs and media and policy 
officers, not simply with their Vice-Chancellors. 

• Arguments about the importance of ensuring the involvement of VCs are 
addressed by specifying that the members are universities represented by 
their VC/CEO. 

We recommend that the membership of the future peak body should comprise 
Australian universities represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief Executives.  
Importantly, such a change would be consistent with and would reinforce the 
transition of the organisation into a highly professional industry sector peak body.  
It would send an important signal to external stakeholders that the organisation is 
deliberately moving away from its origins as a loose association of Vice-Chancellors 
to become a focussed peak body representing one of the nation’s most important 
social institutions and one of its most dynamic industry sectors. 

Recommendation 3 

The membership of the future peak body should comprise Australian 
universities represented by their Vice-Chancellors/Chief Executives. 

 

5.3 The name of a future peak body 

These considerations lead directly to the question of whether the title ‘Australian 
Vice-Chancellors’ Committee’ remains the best and most appropriate name for the 
future peak body. 

On the one hand, if the AVCC chooses to make the changes recommended in this 
review, including changing its membership to Australian universities, broadening 
its focus, and changing its modes of operation, then there is a strong case for a 
change of name.  A title incorporating the term ‘university’ rather than ‘Vice-
Chancellor’ would be more accurate, more commonly understood, and a further 
important signal of major change in the organisation.  Titles such as ‘Council of 
Australian Universities’, ‘Association of Australian Universities’, or perhaps more 
simply ‘Australia’s Universities’ or ‘Universities Australia’ could be considered. 

On the other hand, there is a level of community and political cynicism about clever 
name changes that are not accompanied by real and substantial organisational 
change.  There is also a long history and high level of recognition for the current 
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name that should not be discarded lightly, although it is regrettably true that the 
brand has become tarnished and carries negative connotations with some important 
stakeholders. 

On balance we favour a new name, provided that the membership is changed and 
the extent of other organisational change is real and substantial.  If those changes 
are made then there should be no room for doubt that the new organisation 
represents the interests of Australian universities, not Vice-Chancellors. 

Recommendation 4 

If the membership of the future peak body is changed as recommended in 
this report, and if the extent of other organisational change is real and 
substantial, then the new peak body should adopt a new name consistent 
with its new membership and charter. 

In the remainder of this report we adopt the working title of ‘Universities Australia’ 
(UA) when referring to the proposed future peak body for the Australian university 
sector. 

5.4 The role of ‘Universities Australia’ 

5.4.1 The mission of UA  

The core objective of UA should be advancement of the long term interests of the 
sector. 

If it is to be able to achieve this objective, UA will need to tackle the negative 
perceptions that the AVCC has been excessively self-interested and that the 
university sector more broadly is a privileged elite.  One of the most effective ways 
to do this would be to reorient the mission of the organisation to focus more 
strongly on promoting the sector’s contribution to the nation. 

In this context it is interesting to contrast the AVCC’s current statement of purpose 
with that of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC). 

AVCC: 

The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee advances higher education 
through voluntary, cooperative and coordinated action.  The Committee is 
non-partisan and exists exclusively for educational purposes.  Its continuing 
aim is to serve the best interests of the universities and, through them, the 
nation. 
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AUCC: 

AUCC develops relationships with governments, industry and the public to 
raise the profile of higher education.  We provide information and advocacy 
on the contributions of Canadian universities to economic growth, cultural 
richness and vital communities in Canada and around the world.  

Universities have a central role in the success of Canada’s economy and 
society.  Our competitiveness, productivity and quality of life depend on the 
knowledge and skills of a highly educated population, and thus on the ability 
to offer learning opportunities in research-enriched and internationalised 
universities.  AUCC is helping to shape the dialogue on higher education, 
ensuring recognition of the importance of a university education to Canada’s 
present and future prosperity.  

We recommend that UA should adopt a more outward looking statement of 
purpose along the lines of the AUCC. 

A revised statement of purpose should be drafted to signal a stronger emphasis on 
advancing and promoting the benefits of the Australian university sector to the 
nation.  It should be followed through in a reorientation of the functions of the 
sector peak body. 

Recommendation 5 

The future peak body should adopt a more outward looking statement of 
purpose to signal a stronger emphasis on advancing and promoting the 
benefits of the Australian university sector to the nation. 

5.4.2 The functions of UA 

In order to deliver on such a statement of purpose, UA should adopt advocacy as its 
highest priority function.  The broad advocacy function should operate at three 
levels: 

• High profile, sustained activities in the public interest; 

• Activities designed more directly to advance the positioning of the sector 
and build constituencies of support; and 

• Targeted engagement with and lobbying of government in relation to policy 
development and implementation. 

This broad advocacy function would need to be underpinned by strong capabilities 
in policy development and analysis, and information management and provision.  
These could be considered as a second set of functions for UA. 
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These capabilities would also contribute to a third set of functions, being the 
provision of services to members where the peak body can deliver economies of 
scale. 

This way of conceiving of the functions of UA is illustrated in the following 
diagram. 

 

Recommendation 6 

The future peak body should pursue three broad sets of functions: 
advocacy, analysis and services, of which advocacy should be the highest 
priority. 

These three broad sets of functions, advocacy, analysis and services, are consistent 
with the priorities adopted by the AVCC in recent years.  However there are some 
important ways in which UA should adopt a different approach to these functions. 

ADVOCACY 

Public 
Interest 

Positioning the 
sector and 
developing 

constituencies of 
support 

Engagement with and lobbying of 
government in relation to policy 

development and implementation 

ANALYSIS 
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5.4.2.1 Advocacy 

Critically, if UA is to be an effective advocate for the long term interests of the 
university sector it will need to: 

• Overcome the negative perceptions of the AVCC that have developed 
among politicians; 

• Enhance the positioning of the sector with government; and 

• Enhance the positioning of the sector with business and the wider 
community. 

To achieve these goals, it will be important for UA to: 

• Develop a sustained approach that goes beyond self interest; 

• Develop constituencies of support outside of the sector; and 

• Adopt a more strategic approach to its core business of advocacy. 

A sustained approach that goes beyond self interest 

We have suggested above that the first level of UA’s advocacy function should 
involve some high profile, sustained activities in the public interest.  Such activities 
should be in areas where the university sector clearly has standing and an important 
contribution to make, but which lie beyond the immediate self interest of the sector. 

Possible activities might include organising forums or commissioning research to 
make a positive input to major issues of the day such as the future development of 
the knowledge-based economy and society in Australia, productivity and the ageing 
population, skills shortages, indigenous health and education, environmental 
change, nuclear power and so on. 

UA would clearly need to be highly selective about the activities of this type that it 
pursues, to ensure maximum impact for limited cost.  They would need to be high 
visibility, high quality activities that reinforce the core message of the value of the 
contribution that universities can make to the nation.  There would be opportunities 
to engage in such activities in collaboration with other groups, such as peak 
business or community groups, simultaneously reducing cost and building linkages 
and alliances. 

Constituencies of support outside of the sector  

One of the objectives of these types of outward looking activities should be to 
develop constituencies of support outside of the university sector itself.  This will 
also require a sustained and strategic approach to the task of communicating the 
true nature of the modern university and the opportunities and challenges for the 
sector and its contribution to the nation. 
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This is the focus of the proposed second level of UA’s advocacy function: activities 
designed more directly to advance the positioning of the sector and build 
constituencies of support.  These activities should aim in part to demonstrate in 
more direct ways the value of universities to individuals, communities, business 
and the nation.  This would involve the development of more targeted research and 
advocacy materials which are designed to advance the positioning of the sector with 
different audiences.  The study recently commissioned by the AVCC of the 
economic benefit of universities is an example of this type of activity.  One could 
also envisage a rolling series of studies on the value of universities to particular 
states, regions, electorates or industries. 

Activities at this second level should also aim to articulate the major issues of direct 
and common interest to the sector and the potential impact of these issues on the 
contribution that the sector can make to various constituencies.  This will required 
sustained and sophisticated argument focussed on a limited number of key issues 
and tailored where relevant for particular audiences.   

Again there may be opportunities for joint activities with other influential industry 
sector bodies.  For example in April 2006 the Ai Group released a report, 
Manufacturing Futures: Achieving Global Fitness.  A key recommendation in that 
report is improving the linkages between business and public sector research, 
including addressing barriers to public/private research collaboration.  The Ai 
Group is currently exploring a national study to address issues relating to 
public/private research in Australia.  Later this year it will be undertaking research 
on innovation. 

In general, the impact of UA’s advocacy will be increased if influential third parties 
support its position on key issues and if it is able to engage with government in 
collaboration with supportive third parties, be they from business, media, other 
parts of the education sector, or the broader community. 

UA’s advocacy with government will also have greater impact if it can find 
opportunities to build support with politicians who may not be the primary 
decision makers within the Commonwealth Government but who have significant 
influence with them.  These individuals and groups include key backbenchers and 
Senators, committee chairs and members, and State Ministers and Premiers. 

In this context, UA should not overlook the potential value of University 
Chancellors and university councils as conduits to business, opinion and political 
leaders.  Similarly, through its member’s students and graduates, UA has access to a 
potential network of influence in professional bodies and industry.  It makes sense 
for a peak body whose members are the universities to make full use of all of the 
resources and networks that its members can provide. 

A particular challenge, which the AVCC has identified in its recent priorities, is to 
increase understanding of and support for the sector among the central agencies 
and their Ministers, including the Prime Minister.  There is a prevailing scepticism 
within these agencies and corresponding Ministerial Offices about the economic, 
social and political value of public investment in higher education.  The political 
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question can best be addressed by building constituencies of support as discussed 
above.  The economic and social questions must be addressed by through sustained, 
sophisticated, dispassionate intellectual argument designed to engage central 
agency officials and to strengthen the case of the sector’s supporters within 
government. 

In section 3.7 we noted that the AVCC has been relatively strong on information 
collection and analysis, and on internal dissemination, but relatively weak on 
external dissemination.  If it is to be effective in building constituencies of support 
outside of the sector, UA will need to address this issue and develop a stronger 
external communications capacity and an improved set of publications and other 
materials tailored for specific external audiences. 

A more strategic approach to advocacy 

We have recommended that UA should approach its core advocacy role at three 
levels: 

1. Activities in the public benefit; 

2. Activities designed to advance the positioning of the sector and to build 
constituencies of support; and 

3. Engagement with and lobbying of government in relation to policy 
development and implementation 

The current balance of effort is weighted toward the third level.  We propose that 
UA should rebalance its efforts somewhat toward the first and second levels while 
maintaining a strong capability for activity at the third level.  We believe that this 
would be in the best long term interests of the sector and of UA.  It would also be 
consistent with the increasing diversity in sector and the emergence of sub-groups 
which may begin to limit the range of detailed matters on which the peak body can 
represent the sector as a whole.  A shift in the balance of effort toward levels one 
and two would increase the scope for consensus among universities. 

There would of course need to be a balance struck between the resources applied to 
these three levels of advocacy activities.  In order to make decisions on that balance, 
and on priority themes and activities, UA would need a strategic planning process 
that has a timeframe greater than one year.   

In recent years the AVCC practice has been for a set of annual priorities to be 
developed immediately prior to the end of the preceding year.  In 2006 the priorities 
for the year were not approved until the Board meeting in February 2006.  This 
process contrasts with good practice among other industry sector peak groups 
which involves, for example, a five year strategy with a sustained, multi-year focus 
on a limited number of key themes or objectives, supported by annual plans with 
identified priorities, critical success factors and reviews of performance.  This is the 
type of strategic approach and planning discipline typically found within modern 
universities, but it is not yet in place for the sector’s peak body. 
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We do not envisage a rigid approach to planning that does not allow adequate 
flexibility to respond to unforseen developments.  At the higher levels of advocacy it 
should be possible to identify priority themes, objectives and strategies to be 
sustained over a longer time frame.  At the level of more detailed engagement with 
and lobbying of government in relation to policy development and implementation, 
it should be possible to identify annual priorities, but there will always need to be 
room to respond to unplanned opportunities or threats. 

Recommendation 7 

(a) The broad advocacy function should operate at three levels: 

(i) High profile, sustained activities in the public interest; 

(ii) Activities designed more directly to advance the positioning of the 
sector and build constituencies of support; and 

(iii) Targeted engagement with and lobbying of government in 
relation to policy development and implementation. 

(b) The balance of effort should be shifted somewhat toward levels (i) and 
(ii), while maintaining a strong capability for activity at level (iii) 

(c) In pursuit of these functions the future peak body should: 

(i) Develop a small number of strategic activities in areas where the 
university sector clearly has standing and an important contribution to 
make, but which lie beyond the immediate self interest of the sector 

(ii) Look for opportunities to engage with potentially supportive and 
influential third parties 

(iii) Build support with politicians who may not be the primary 
decision makers within the Commonwealth Government but who 
have significant influence with them 

(iv) Note the value of University Chancellors and university councils 
as conduits to business, opinion and political leaders 

(v) Build sustained, sophisticated, dispassionate intellectual 
arguments designed to engage central agency officials and to 
strengthen the case of the sector’s supporters within government 

(vi) Develop a stronger external communications capacity and an 
improved set of publications and other materials tailored for specific 
external audiences. 

(d) The future peak body should develop a multi-year advocacy strategy, 
including a sustained focus on a limited number of key themes or 
objectives, supported by annual plans with identified priorities, critical 
success factors and reviews of performance. 
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5.4.2.2 Analysis 

It follows from the previous discussion that UA must retain very strong capabilities 
in policy development and analysis, and information management and provision.  
These are required, not only as a vital underpinning for advocacy, but also to 
sustain the credibility, influence and leadership role of the peak body and to 
provide vital information and assistance to its members.  The analysis function 
should be the engine room of the organisation and should be resourced accordingly. 

Recommendation 8 

The future peak body should retain very strong capabilities in policy 
development and analysis, and information management and provision. 

5.4.2.3 Services 

In principle it makes sense for a peak body to take advantage of its position to create 
arrangements which provide economies of scale or which reduce costs through use 
of bargaining power.  Provision of a set of valued, uncontentious services to 
members can provide a stable base to the organisation. 

In general we agree with the broad conclusion of the McKinnon Review that the 
development and delivery of services should not be pursued in a way which 
distracts from a clear focus on the core tasks of representation, advocacy, policy 
engagement and information provision.  This means that service delivery 
arrangements should be self-contained, transparently costed and, where possible, 
provided on a user pays basis outside of general membership subscriptions or with 
variable subscription levels to allow members to choose the set of services they 
wish.  If these types of arrangements are set in place we are less concerned than the 
McKinnon Review that “the AVCC should not undertake on-going service tasks or 
administration of programs on a long-term basis”.  While we do not see service 
provision as the highest priority for UA, we do see merit in the maintenance of a 
suite of highly valued, self-contained membership services. 

Recommendation 9 

The future peak body should maintain a suite of highly valued membership 
services which are self-contained, transparently costed and, where possible, 
provided on a user pays basis outside of general membership subscriptions 
or with variable subscription levels to allow members to choose the set of 
services they wish. 
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6666 Relationships with stakeholdersRelationships with stakeholdersRelationships with stakeholdersRelationships with stakeholders    

The fourth term of reference asks us to: 

Evaluate and comment on how such a body should interact with and relate to 
the following: 

(i) members and/or members’ universities and/or groups of universities; 

(ii) government (Commonwealth and State/Territory) 

(iii) special interest groups, including University Chancellors; and 

(iv) other higher education related bodies. 

6.1 Members and/or members’ universities and/or groups of 
universities 

6.1.1 Dealing with divergent views 

The first issue here is the one raised by Professor Davis in his letter of September 
last year, i.e. how should UA recognise and operate effectively with the legitimate 
and increasing divergence of view between its members? 

We see six areas in which changes should be made: 

1. Acceptance of legitimate differences of view 

2. The balance and focus of the peak body’s advocacy function 

3. Better strategic planning 

4. The composition and mode of operation of the Board 

5. Relationships with university groups 

6. Engagement of the membership 

1 Acceptance of legitimate differences of view 

Some of the tensions within the AVCC have arisen from a perception that the 
organisation has ignored differences of views, or worse, misrepresented certain 
views, by seeking always to establish and promulgate a single ‘AVCC position’ on 
all issues.  There is a related perception that, in the pursuit of a common position on 
issues, the AVCC has adopted compromise or ‘lowest common denominator’ 
positions which result in matters of importance, at least to some institutions, being 
diminished. 



PhillipsKPA Project No. 3063 
Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee 

Review of the AVCC 2006 
 

 42 

It is true that a position held unanimously by Australia’s universities carries great 
force.  But no one in the sector, in government, in business or in the wider 
community would expect all universities to speak with one voice on all issues.  On 
the contrary, many key stakeholders and decision makers – especially Ministers and 
their advisers in the Education, Science and Training portfolio - understand the 
diversity of the sector and want to understand the range of views that exist on an 
issue.  Overstatement or misrepresentation of consensus by the peak body will be 
treated with suspicion and will diminish the credibility of the organisation. 

In contrast, if differences of view are acknowledged and accurately presented where 
they exist, then the power of a genuinely unanimous or consensus position is 
reinforced. 

This does not mean that UA should not strive to develop unanimous or consensus 
positions through internal debate and discussion.  The shared view remains the 
most potent.  It does mean that UA should embrace the diversity of its membership 
and accept that a shared view will not be achieved on all issues and that it should 
not be forced, misrepresented, or pursued through unwarranted compromise. 

In practice this will require not only an acceptance of legitimate differences of view, 
but structures and processes that enable UA to identify those issues (or parts of 
issues) on which a common view exits or can be reached and those issues (or parts 
of issues) on which there are divergent views among universities or groups of 
universities.  In the former case, UA can confidently and powerfully present the 
views of the sector.  In the latter case UA either should take no position or, where 
relevant, should note any areas of consensus and the existence of a range of views 
and defer more detailed comment to individual universities or groups of 
universities.  There may also be issues from time to time which are of importance to 
only a minority of members.  UA should be able to act as an advocate for the sector 
on such issues if there is no opposition from the membership.  In subsequent 
sections we make recommendations on structures and processes that will enable UA 
to identify these different types of issues and to operate in these ways. 

It is worth noting the obvious point that differences of view within the membership 
is not unique to the AVCC.  It is a common feature of all industry sector peak 
bodies.  In its submission to this review, the BCA, drawing on its own experience, 
stated that: 

The BCA recognises that it is desirable to encourage diversity within 
Australia’s higher education system.  It therefore follows that universities with 
diverse policy interests and priorities will often have issues where 
representation through a peak body is not considered appropriate.  However, 
this should not detract from the important roles and responsibilities of a peak 
body.  In fact, it reinforces the value of a peak body arrangement where two 
processes occur in parallel.  One where the peak body raises issues of common 
interest and a second where individual institutions can pursue issues of 
specific interest. 
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Universities UK has confronted similar issues of divergent views within its 
membership.  The emergence of the Russell Group, the 94 Group, the Campaigning 
for Mainstream Universities Group and even a ‘Non-aligned Group’ has highlighted 
differences between UK universities, although it is interesting to note that the 
groupings themselves are shifting and subject to internal differences (see for 
example Rifts threaten unified voice, The Times Higher Education Supplement, 8 May, 
2006).  Partly in response to concerns raised by the groups, UUK initiated a series of 
reviews of its structure and operations in 2005.  Proposals arising from those 
reviews went to the UUK Board on 7 April this year.  We have considered these 
proposals in formulating our recommendations. 

Recommendation 10 

The future peak body should embrace the diversity of its membership and 
accept that a shared view will not be achieved on all issues.  (See also 
recommendation 19.) 

2 Balance and focus of advocacy 

An important response to divergence of view across the membership lies in our 
recommendation that UA should rebalance its advocacy efforts toward activities in 
the public benefit and activities designed to advance the positioning of the sector 
and to build constituencies of support.   

The divergent views that have arisen within the AVCC have been principally at the 
level of specific government policies and their implementation.  There is no major 
difference of opinion between universities on, for example, the fundamental 
importance of ensuring that key decision makers in government, business and the 
community understand the true nature of the modern university and its 
contribution to the nation.  There is also no major difference of opinion about the 
need for public investment in higher education to be sustained rather than 
withdrawn in the light of increasing private investment.  In particular there is 
unanimous support for the view that decline in the level of funding per student 
should be reversed.  There would be no dispute about the value of forging stronger 
links and alliances between universities and business.  On these and a wide range of 
other issues important to the positioning and health of the sector, UA could speak 
with confidence on behalf of the whole sector. 

Even at the level of specific government policies and their implementation the 
extent of divergence can be overstated.  In recent times there has been consensus or 
unanimity around issues such as voluntary student unionism, indigenous 
education, the changes to the Australian Research Council, the centrality of peer 
review, grant indexation, student finances and income support, 
Commonwealth/State responsibilities for higher education, the implementation of 
the Australia-US Free Trade Agreement, government interventionism and red tape, 
and so on. 
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That said, there are clearly strong differences of view on some other issues, 
especially those which bear directly or indirectly on the distribution of funding 
between universities. 

Our view is that it would both be in the interests of the sector, and an appropriate 
response to growing divergence of views between universities, for UA to rebalance 
its advocacy efforts toward the higher level activities as we have outlined.  This 
does not mean that it should no longer engage in policy development and lobbying 
at the level of specific government policies and their implementation.  That should 
remain a high priority function.  It does mean that UA should be selective about the 
issues on which it engages at this level, as outlined above. 

In resource terms, UA would have greater capacity to increase its involvement in 
the higher level activities if it were to step back from engagement with some specific 
issues where the views of members differ and consensus cannot be achieved. 

3 Better strategic planning 

As emphasised in section 5.4.3, a rebalancing of advocacy activities should be 
achieved through a more professional approach to strategic planning involving a 
multi- year strategy with a sustained focus on a limited number of key themes or 
objectives, supported by annual plans with identified priorities.  This type of 
planning approach would assist UA in working with divergent views in several 
ways. 

First, it would facilitate a discussion involving the whole membership on the key 
themes or objectives to be pursued in a sustained way, and the major strategies to be 
adopted.  These key themes and objectives would represent core areas of common 
interest to the sector.  The strategies to be adopted would be likely to be at the 
higher levels of advocacy. 

Second, a better planning process would help in the early identification of the issues 
on which a common view exists or can be reached, and which therefore form part of 
the agenda for UA, and the issues on which there are divergent views and which 
therefore should not form part of that agenda. 

Third, the outputs from a better planning process should include documents and 
other materials for internal and external stakeholders that help communicate and 
reinforce areas of common interest and priority to the sector. 

4 The composition and mode of operation of Board 

For these approaches to work with the confidence of the members, it will be 
essential for the Board to be comprised in a way which is perceived as 
representative, and for it to operate professionally and transparently.  These 
imperatives are discussed in section 7.2 below. 
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5 Relationships with university groups 

There is currently some equivocation in the relationship between the AVCC and the 
university groupings.  We understand that there are informal discussions between 
the secretariats of the AVCC and the groups from time to time and that 
relationships are quite professional.  The affiliation of universities to the groups is 
noted on the AVCC website and there are links to groups’ websites where they 
exist.  However there appears to be little acknowledgement or involvement of the 
groups in AVCC structures or processes. 

As discussed above, we do not support the federated model and therefore do not 
propose that the groups should be regarded as constituent entities of UA.  However 
it makes sense for UA and the groups to work together in whatever ways are 
efficient and effective in advancing the interests of their shared membership and the 
sector generally.  The very existence of separate representative organisations in the 
same industry sector does introduce complexity for stakeholders and the potential 
for unhelpful competition between the organisations.  It is in the interests of the 
groups and the peak body to avoid these risks as far as possible. 

In the UK, the Working Party on UUK structures recommended that: 

UUK and all current groupings of members should draw up a working 
agreement/Memorandum of Understanding to ensure reciprocity of 
information sharing on policy and lobbying.  This could include regular 
business meetings with interest group Chairs and CEOs for mutual benefit. 

The UUK Board has approved “continuing discussion with the interest groups with 
a view to defining UUK’s relationship with them.” 

The formation of a new peak body for the university sector as proposed in this 
report provides an opportunity to do something similar in Australia.  There may not 
be a need for anything as formal as a memorandum of understanding, but 
agreement on working relationships and communication arrangements would be 
valuable. 

In more general terms, UA should not be equivocal about acknowledging the role 
and place of the groupings and their organisations within the sector.  Where 
relevant it should seek their input, involve them in forums and operate 
collaboratively in the interests of the shared membership. 

Recommendation 11 

The future peak body should seek agreement on working relationships and 
communication arrangements with the organisations of the university 
groupings and where relevant should seek their input, involve them in 
forums and operate collaboratively with them in the interests of the shared 
membership. 
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6 Engagement of membership 

Differences of view and concerns about the positions adopted by the peak body are 
likely to be exacerbated if members feel that they are not sufficiently engaged with 
the organisation’s decision-making processes. 

Our consultations identified some sense of disengagement among Vice-Chancellors 
who are not members of the Board.  There is a broader issue here about the way in 
which the peak body should engage with the membership, regardless of whether or 
not there are differences of view.  This broader issue is discussed below. 

6.1.2 Engagement of the membership 

In an organisation with fewer than forty members it should be possible for all 
members to be as strongly engaged and as well informed as they wish to be.  The 
current AVCC appears to do this quite well in many respects, but there are some 
areas where improvements could be made. 

Standing committees and task forces/working groups 

One of the strengths of the AVCC in this respect is its use of task forces/working 
groups.  These provide important avenues for input of members who are not on the 
Board, provide opportunities to involve university representatives who are not 
Vice-Chancellors where appropriate, and expand the intellectual and human 
resource base of the organisation.  These types of mechanisms should be retained. 

If the AVCC is to remake itself as proposed in this report, there would be value in 
reviewing the current set of committees and working groups with a view to aligning 
the structure more effectively with the revised mission proposed for UA. 

In particular we suggest that the Board consider the creation of standing committees 
to consider and provide advice on: 

• Future developments in the higher education industry and long term policy 
issues; and 

• External relations and alliances. 

The purpose of the first group would be to keep the peak body for the university 
sector at the leading edge of understanding of likely future developments in the 
broader higher education industry and their implications.  It would help to position 
UA to lead debate on these issues rather than respond to developments after the 
event.  Its advice to the Board would make an important contribution to the 
organisation’s strategic planning.  It would broadly parallel the Long Term Strategy 
Group of UUK, whose role is to: 

• provide a focus within Universities UK for debate on longer term issues, 
viewing long term policy in a coherent way across the breadth of 
Universities UK's interests; and 
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• anticipate new developments, think creatively about the direction of 
future policy and highlight matters of longer-term significance that are not 
addressed by the work of other Universities UK strategy groups.  

The purpose of the second group would be to provide advice to the Board on 
strategies and activities to strengthen the long-term positioning of the sector and to 
build constituencies of support.  It too would make an important contribution to the 
organisation’s planning. 

Both these groups could involve members who are not on the Board.  They could 
also provide opportunities to involve people from outside of the ranks of senior 
university management, either through invitation for specific purposes or through 
full membership of the groups.  For example, the first ‘industry futures’ group could 
involve experts in higher education policy and could meet with representatives of 
major private higher education providers.  The second ‘external relations and 
alliances’ group could involve experts in university external relations and perhaps 
representatives from business or community sector organisations with which the 
new peak body is seeking to develop alliances. 

Recommendation 12 

The future peak body should: 

(a) retain a system of task forces/working groups 

(b) review the current set of AVCC working groups with a view to aligning 
the structure more effectively with the revised mission  

(c) consider the creation of standing committees to consider and provide 
advice on: 

(i) Future developments in the higher education industry and long 
term policy issues; and 

(ii) External relations and alliances. 

Plenary meetings 

Several Vice-Chancellors expressed a level of dissatisfaction with the ‘value’ they 
feel they derive from the plenary meetings.  While this view was not clearly defined 
and is not universal, it was noted by a number of VCs who are not on the Board and 
for whom the plenary is the principal opportunity for engagement with the 
organisation. 

An improved strategic planning process should form the centrepiece of a set of 
measures to strengthen the value of the plenary meetings.  A better planning 
process would involve the plenary meaningfully in consideration of the overall 
strategic plan, the annual priorities, identification of critical success factors and 
reviews of performance. 
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Other specific suggestions for improvement made by VCs during our consultations 
included: 

• Better agenda management to give increased priority attention to matters of 
greatest importance 

• Introduction of major issue discussions or ‘themed’ meetings, supported by 
the early circulation of issues papers and analysis; and 

• Provision of regular reports from committees, including the forums of Pro 
Vice-Chancellors/Deputy Vice-Chancellors. 

We suggest that the Board should ask a small working group to develop a set of 
specific proposals to strengthen the perceived value of the plenary meetings. 

Recommendation 13 

The future peak body should develop a set of specific proposals to 
strengthen the perceived value of the plenary meetings. 

6.1.3 Relationship between the Board and the wider membership 

A central aspect of the way in which the organisation relates to its members is 
determined by the operation of the Board.  It is clearly important to the health of the 
organisation that the Board should have the full confidence of the membership.  
This requires that the Board should be composed in a way which is broadly 
representative of the membership, that it should operate in a professional and 
transparent manner, and that the formal and informal lines of communication 
should function well.  These issues are considered in section 7.2. 

6.2 Government (Commonwealth and State/Territory) 

Several of the proposals made in previous sections bear on the question of how UA 
should relate with government.  These include: 

• Rebalancing of advocacy towards sustained and strategic activities in the 
public benefit and activities designed to advance the positioning of the 
sector 

o The new peak body could work directly and constructively with 
government on some of these activities; 

• Continued engagement with and lobbying of government in relation to 
policy development and implementation of direct interest to the sector 

o Accepting that a common view will not be achieved on all issues and 
that it should not be forced, misrepresented, or pursued through 
unwarranted compromise, and 
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o Ensuring that differences of view within the sector are acknowledged 
and accurately presented where they exist; 

• Developing constituencies of support outside of government and engaging 
with government in collaboration with supportive third parties; and 

• Building constituencies of support within government that include but go 
beyond the Education, Science and Training portfolio. 

Some further considerations of the way in which UA should relate to government 
are included in the discussion of models for the role of the President in section 7. 

6.3 University Chancellors 

In section 5.2 we recommended that the membership of the peak body should be 
changed from Vice-Chancellors to universities, represented by their Chief 
Executives.  In section 5.3 we proposed that the name of the new peak body should 
be changed accordingly.  In section 5.4 we noted the potential to strengthen the role 
that University Chancellors and Council members play in broadening the 
constituencies of support for the university sector. 

It follows logically from these proposals that UA should have a clearer and stronger 
relationship with the Chancellors of member universities than has been the case 
with the AVCC.  We suggest that the University Chancellors’ Conference (UCC) 
should be recognised by UA as a source of advice to the Board.  While of course the 
UCC would not be a standing committee of UA per se, it should be supported by 
the Secretariat in a similar way to a standing committee, including through 
administrative assistance and access to analysis and information services.  There 
should be a two-way communication flow between the Board and the UCC. 

Recommendation 14 

The University Chancellors’ Conference should be recognised by the future 
peak body as a source of advice to the Board and should be supported by 
the Secretariat in a similar way to a standing committee. 

6.4 Other higher education related bodies. 

This review has identified no strong need for change in the current form of 
relationship between the AVCC and the following higher education related bodies: 

• Higher Ed Systems 

• Australian Academic and Research Network 

• Australian Higher Education Industrial Association 

• Australian and New Zealand Council for the Care of Animals in Research 
and Teaching 
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• Graduate Careers Australia 

• IDP Education Australia 

There may be some detailed changes required consequential on the recommended 
changes to the name and membership of UA.  In particular, Higher Education 
Systems is currently a wholly owned subsidiary of the AVCC and appropriate legal 
steps may be required to maintain that relationship with UA. 
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7777 The Board of Directors and its ChairThe Board of Directors and its ChairThe Board of Directors and its ChairThe Board of Directors and its Chair    

The fifth term of reference is as follows: 

Taking into account the recommendations arising from the review, evaluate 
and if appropriate, make recommendations on the future composition of the 
Board of Directors of such a body, its role, responsibilities, and relationship 
with the membership; and comment on the role of the Chair of the Board of 
Directors and whether this should be a full-time position. 

Our core conclusion is that the AVCC should remake itself as a highly professional 
industry peak body for the university sector, capable of effectively advancing the 
long term interests of the sector while recognising the competitiveness of the 
enterprises that comprise it and the legitimate differences between their groupings.  
This core recommendation carries with it a number of implications for the future 
composition and operation of the Board of Directors, relating to the professionalism 
of the Board’s operations and the ways in which it could most effectively recognise 
the legitimate differences within the membership. 

A vital prior consideration however is whether or not there should be a substantial 
change to the role of the Chair of the Board.  A number of important consequential 
decisions hinge on the answer to this question. 

7.1 The President and Chair of the Board 

Under current arrangements, the Chair of the Board, who is referred to as the 
President of the AVCC, is elected by the members for a period of two years.  There 
is a strong body of opinion among Vice-Chancellors that these arrangements should 
be changed.  Some of the options for change to the President’s role and position also 
carry implications for the role and position of Chief Executive Officer. 

For information a summary of approaches in other comparable organisations in 
Australia and other countries is provided in Appendix C. 

7.1.1 Possible models for the positions of President and CEO 

The models that have emerged through the course of the review are as follows: 

1 The status quo 

• an unpaid4 Chair elected by and from the membership, who is a serving 
Vice-Chancellor, plus 

                                                      

4 While there is no direct payment to the President of the AVCC there is a small honorarium paid to the 
Office of the VC who is the President.  The amount currently stands at $26,000 and has not changed in 
the last five years. 
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• a Chief Executive Officer with the same authority and scope of duties as at 
present. 

2 Enhanced CEO’s position 

• Current arrangements for the Chair of the Board. 

• CEO’s position revised and upgraded with a view to appointing a very high 
profile individual, ideally with substantial experience both in universities 
and in business and/or government.  CEO would be a member of the Board. 

• Additional support for the CEO in the management of the secretariat. 

3 A full-time, paid President who is not a serving VC 

• A full-time, paid President and Chair of the Board who is not a serving Vice-
Chancellor but who has high standing and understanding of the sector, 
either as a former Vice-Chancellor or as a prominent person with links to the 
sector. 

• The full-time President would have executive management responsibilities, 
and would be supported by a Chief Operating Officer (or similar title).  The 
current position of CEO would be discontinued. 

4 A part-time, paid President who is not a serving VC 

• A part-time, paid President and Chair of the Board who is not a serving 
Vice-Chancellor but who has high standing and a thorough understanding 
of the sector, either as a former Vice-Chancellor or as a prominent person 
with close links to the sector. 

• The President would not have executive management responsibilities. 

• A Chief Executive Officer with much the same authority and scope of duties 
as at present, but revised somewhat in light of the stronger capacity of the 
President to represent the organisation. 

In models 3 and 4, the likely method of appointment of the President would be by 
vote of the membership on the recommendation of the Board or a specially 
constituted selection committee. 

There are examples of each of these types of models in comparable organisations, as 
summarised in Appendix C.  Model 1 is common among industry sector peak 
bodies in Australia and applies in the case of UUK.  Model 2 applies in the case of 
the AUCC in Canada and ACE and some other higher education organisations in 
the USA.  Model 3 is similar to that of the German Rectors Conference which has a 
full-time President who is not a serving executive head of a university, and a 
Secretary General who reports to the President heads the Secretariat.  Model 4 could 
be regarded as a variation of model 1 and is found for example in the case of the 
BCA. 
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These four options obviously fall into two groups.  Options 1 and 2 retain the 
current model of a President who is a serving Vice-Chancellor.  Options 3 and 4 
involve a change to a paid President who is not a serving Vice-Chancellor.  The first 
logical step is to consider the relative merits of these two groups of options. 

7.1.2 The case for a serving VC as President 

Arguments in favour of retaining the model with a VC as President, and against the 
alternative models, include the following: 

• The President of the university sector peak body should be a serving Vice-
Chancellor.  No other type of individual can bring the same current depth of 
understanding of the issues. 

• There would be a risk of loss of credibility for the peak body with 
government, media and the sector, if the President is not a serving Vice-
Chancellor.   

• In practice there are few major problems of conflict of interest in the 
President’s dual roles as CEO of a university and head of the peak body.  
Any potential conflicts that do arise can be handled through sensible 
procedures.  Appointment of a President who is not a serving VC would not 
necessarily resolve concerns about perceived conflicts of loyalty, because the 
appointee is likely to be a former VC or other person with identified 
institutional affiliations. 

• The CEO should be fully empowered to talk on behalf of the peak body 
without the confusion of roles that would be introduced by a full-time 
President.  Vice-Chancellors are fully empowered to represent their 
universities and would not advocate a full-time position for the Chair of the 
Council.  This is the approach most commonly adopted in peak bodies in 
other industry sectors and in higher education peak bodies in, for example, 
the UK and Canada. 

• If the full-time President has executive management responsibilities then 
there would be a serious blurring of governance and management roles 

o Even if a full-time President was not formally given executive 
management responsibilities, they would inevitably become involved 
in executive matters and the same issues would arise. 

• There would be no guarantee that a President who is not a serving VC 
would be more successful in promoting the interests of the sector and 
dealing with its internal differences than would a serving VC. 

• The full-time President model vests too much authority in the President and 
is therefore too highly dependent for its success on the quality of the 
individual who is appointed. 
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• It would be extremely difficult and very expensive to recruit the right sort of 
person as full-time President. 

7.1.3 The case for change 

Arguments against retaining the model with a VC as President, and in favour of the 
alternative models, include the following: 

• A serving Vice-Chancellor cannot simultaneously represent the whole sector 
and their own university without facing issues of perceived or real conflict of 
interest. 

o Increased competition, especially in the mechanisms for distribution 
of public funding, has increased the risk of a perception that the 
President, if a serving VC, may use the position of President to 
benefit his/her university.  If the President is from a university 
grouping, he or she will be immediately identified with that 
grouping, introducing a second layer of potential perceived conflict 
of loyalty. 

• Any Vice-Chancellor’s first loyalty must be to their university.  This can 
place a serving VC as President of the peak body in a very difficult situation 
in cases where the positions of the peak body and the President’s university 
do not completely coincide. 

• The President’s role is too time consuming to be performed optimally by a 
serving Vice-Chancellor.  Apart from the workload problems there are real 
timing difficulties in meeting the obligations of the President’s role in 
Canberra and the obligations of the VC’s role in their home state and 
internationally.  Almost inevitably a serving VC as President will be overly 
reliant on the CEO and Secretariat. 

• A paid position open to individuals who are not serving Vice-Chancellors 
would facilitate appointment of a person of high quality and standing who 
has strong credibility and impact with government and is respected in the 
sector. 

• This approach would involve an appointment of a President solely on the 
basis of merit.  Under the current model there are inevitably other 
considerations including time as a member, previous election as Deputy 
President, and alignment with university groupings. 

• A person of high standing who is not a serving VC would have the level of 
authority and independence needed to manage and work effectively with 
divergences of views within the membership.  Such a person would be much 
better positioned than a serving VC to play this increasingly important role. 

• The current model involves an uneasy relationship between the CEO, the 
Board and the President.  The CEO is an assistant to the President and a 
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servant of the Board on the one hand, but is seen as the leader and public 
face of the organisation on the other. 

7.1.4 Our view 

There are powerful and persuasive arguments in favour of each approach. 

There is considerable force in the point that, as competition has increased and 
divergences of view have grown, the position of a serving VC as President of the 
AVCC has become increasingly fraught and open to perceptions of divided 
loyalties, if not conflicts of interest. 

There is a very important point of difference here between the peak body for the 
university sector and the peak bodies in other industry sectors.  The scale of direct 
government funding is higher for universities than it is for enterprises in most other 
industries.  The scale of that funding means that the immediate impact of 
government decisions on universities is high.  The contestable nature of the 
distribution of that funding, within a fixed envelope, means that differences of view 
between universities in relation to government funding approaches are strong.  The 
potential for perceived conflicts of loyalties/interests in dealings with government 
is therefore greater for the Chair of the peak body of universities than it is for the 
Chair of most other industry peak bodies. 

Given our view that advocacy should be the highest priority function for UA, a 
central question for us is which of the models would enable UA to have the greatest 
impact in the long term interests of the sector.  This goes not only to the issue of 
direct impact on government, but also to the question of capacity to build broader 
constituencies of support.  In that context we are attracted to models three and four 
in which the President is appointed principally on the strength of their capacities to 
lead the organisation in these functions.  At the same time we note the effectiveness 
in these areas of other comparable organisations which operate with something 
similar to the AVCC’s current structure. 

An influential consideration for us has been the view expressed by three AVCC 
Presidents in our consultations that the current model should be changed. 

On balance, we recommend that the President and Chair of the Board of UA should 
not be a serving Vice-Chancellor. 

Recommendation 15 

The President and Chair of the Board of the future peak body should not be 
a serving Vice-Chancellor. 

If that recommendation is accepted, then there is the further question of the relative 
merits of models 3 and 4, i.e. a full-time President with executive responsibilities or 
a part-time President without executive responsibilities. 
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In our view the key issue here is the question of executive responsibilities.  A high 
profile individual appointed as the full-time President of the organisation would 
expect to carry the executive management role.  If it were not part of the formal 
duties of the position there would inevitably be unacceptable tensions between the 
CEO and the full-time President.  Model 3 therefore assumes that executive 
responsibilities would lie with the full-time President and that the position of CEO 
would be abolished and replaced by a Chief Operating Officer. 

We share the concerns noted in section 7.1.2 about the deliberate conflation of 
governance and management responsibilities in this model.  There is no doubt that 
it could work, as it does in some other organisations and as most organisational 
models can with good will and good people.  However we see a significant risk of 
tensions between the President and the Board arising, for example, from the direct 
responsibilities of the Chair of the Board for the management and performance of 
the Secretariat. 

An important consideration is whether a full-time executive position or a part time, 
non-executive position would be most attractive to the types of people with the 
characteristics that are being sought.  The field presumably would include former 
Vice-Chancellors, and former or current politicians, senior bureaucrats and senior 
figures from business or possibly the community sector.  While a part-time, non-
executive position would exclude individuals seeking a full-time career move, it 
may better suit high profile individuals who have a range of other on-going 
responsibilities. 

If the President were to be a part-time, non-executive appointment, then the CEO’s 
position would be retained.  In addition to the clarity that this offers in terms of 
governance and management roles, we also think it offers some important benefits 
for the advocacy functions of the organisation. 

As discussed previously, given the nature of the sector and its relationship with 
government, it needs to be involved in advocacy activities at a number of levels, 
including through direct engagement with the Commonwealth bureaucracy on 
quite detailed matters of policy development and implementation.  There would be 
considerable advantages in a differentiation of roles whereby the CEO was the 
primary interlocutor with the bureaucracy, while the President, supported by the 
CEO, was the primary face of the organisation in its dealings with Ministers.  This 
would mirror the relationship between Ministers and Heads of Department in a 
way which would be immediately comprehended in Canberra and which would 
provide some valuable degrees of freedom in the relation with government.  For 
example, it would allow for robust opposition to DEST where necessary on matters 
of important detail without that washing over directly into the relationship with the 
Minister and the Cabinet.  This would be more difficult to achieve if the full-time 
President was the primary interlocutor at both the bureaucratic and political levels. 

Our view therefore is that the most robust and effective approach would come 
through a high quality leadership team comprising a part-time, paid, non-executive 
Chair of the Board who is not a serving Vice-Chancellor, and a full-time CEO.  It 
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would be highly desirable for one or both of the people appointed to these positions 
to have extensive recent experience at senior levels in an Australian university. 

Under this model, the term of appointment of the Chair of the Board and the extent 
of their time commitment could be negotiated directly with the relevant individual. 

On a more minor point, If this model is adopted we would favour the nomenclature 
of ‘Chair of UA’ rather than ‘President’, which in some other organisations in the 
higher education sector, especially in America, implies executive responsibilities 
more akin to those of the CEO. 

Recommendation 16 

The future peak body should appoint a leadership team comprising a part-
time, paid, non-executive Chair of the Board and a full-time CEO. 

 

7.2 The Board of Directors 

We are asked to consider “the future composition of the Board of Directors of such a 
body, its role, responsibilities, and relationship with the membership.” 

As noted previously, the objectives set out in this report for UA require that the 
organisation’s Board should be composed in a way which is broadly representative 
of the membership, that it should operate in a professional manner, and that it 
should be capable of dealing effectively with divergent views. 

7.2.1 A broadly representative Board 

We have recommended against a ‘federated’ model in which the Board would be 
comprised of representatives of university groups (plus non-aligned members).  
Nonetheless, it remains important for the Board to be broadly representative of the 
membership if it is to enjoy the confidence necessary for it to fulfil its functions on 
behalf of the organisation.  An important question therefore is how this can be 
ensured if Board members continue to be elected individually by and from the 
whole membership.  This same issue has been confronted in the recent reviews of 
UUK. 

The Board of Directors of the AVCC currently comprises:  

(a) the following Office Bearers elected by and from the Members:  

(i) the President  

(ii) the Vice-President;  

(b) up to six ordinary Directors elected by and from the Members; and  

(c) the immediate Past President, holding office ex officio  
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If the immediate Past President does not wish to take up the ex officio position, then 
an additional ordinary Director’s position may be filled. 

If the recommendations set out in section 7.1 are agreed, then the position of 
President would no longer be elected from the members.  This change would 
facilitate a further change to the composition of the Board with a view to ensuring 
that the Board is broadly representative.  Drawing on the approach adopted by 
UUK, we propose that: 

• There should be provision on the UA Board for up to two Directors 
appointed by the President; and  

• The President’s remit (see section 7.2.2 below) should specify the reasons 
why such appointments may be made, with the primary reason being to 
bring an otherwise unrepresented viewpoint on to the Board so that the 
Board is broadly representative of the membership. 

Given the proposed change to the President’s position, the provision for the 
immediate Past President to be an ex officio member of the Board is arguably no 
longer necessary or appropriate.  This provision could be deleted, which would 
have the benefit of allowing one Presidential nominee to be appointed without 
increasing the size of the Board. 

Recommendation 17 

Contingent on acceptance of recommendations 15 and 16: 

(a) there should be provision on the Board of the future peak body for up to 
two Directors appointed by the President 

• The President’s remit (see recommendation 19) should specify the 
reasons why such appointments may be made, with the primary 
reason being to bring an otherwise unrepresented viewpoint on to 
the Board so that the Board is broadly representative of the 
membership. 

(b) consideration be given to deleting the current provision for the 
immediate Past President to be an ex officio member of the Board. 

7.2.2 A high quality Board 

While it is important that the Board should be broadly representative, it is more 
important that it be comprised of the best possible people with positive ideas about 
the future of the organisation. 

To this end, we suggest that procedures be developed which encourage prospective 
Board members to provide a statement supporting their candidature and outlining 
any particular matters which they would wish to focus on if elected. 



PhillipsKPA Project No. 3063 
Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee 

Review of the AVCC 2006 
 

 59 

It is also worth considering whether the Board of UA could include members, in 
addition to the Chair, who are not Vice-Chancellors.  If the members of the peak 
body become the universities, and if it takes on the broader forms of advocacy 
proposed in this report, then there could be a case to give the Board the power to 
appoint one or two external Directors.  This power would enable the Board to bring 
in particular expertise or to appoint a Director who may have external links of 
outstanding value and significance. 

At a more operational level there appears to be a number of areas in which the 
current functioning of the AVCC Board could be improved to bring it more into line 
with accepted good governance principles, including: 

• Proper documentation of structures and key processes, and of the roles and 
responsibilities of office bearers, including a formal remit for the President; 

• A formal remit for the Board itself as well as for any standing committees; 

• A process for periodic review by the Board of its own performance and that 
of any standing committees; 

• Proper performance management arrangements for the CEO; 

• A formal procedure for dealing with conflict of interest; and 

• Efficient agenda management and meeting procedures. 

We suggest that the Board should review its operations against the principles and 
standards of good governance for non-profit organisations.  There are a number of 
useful codes and standards which would provide helpful reference points for such a 
review5. 

Recommendation 18 

The future peak body should: 

(a) encourage prospective Board members to provide a statement supporting 
their candidature and outlining any particular matters which they would 
wish to focus on if elected 

(b) consider whether the Board should have the power to make one or two 
appointments of external Directors who are not Vice-Chancellors 

                                                      

5 See for example Carver, J., 2006, Boards That Make a Difference: A New design for Leadership in Nonprofit 
and Public Organizations, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass; International Policy Governance Association, 2005, 
Policy Governance Source Document, http://www.policygovernance association.org, ; UK Charity 
Commission, 2005, Good Governance Code for voluntary and community organisations, Australian National 
Audit Office, Public Sector Governance: Better Practice Guide 
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(c) review the operations of the Board against the principles and standards 
of good governance for non-profit organisations. 

7.2.3 Dealing with divergent views 

As noted previously, it is important that UA should consciously differentiate 
between those issues (or parts of issues) on which it should speak on behalf of the 
whole sector and those which are most appropriately left to individual universities 
or university groups to pursue.   

There is no simple formula or set of procedures that will ensure that this is done.  It 
needs to be handled deliberately and sensitively by the Board on an issue by issue 
basis.  The membership’s confidence in the capacity of the Board to make these 
decisions will be strengthened by having a broadly representative Board with an 
independent Chair and professional operating procedures, as recommended above. 

In addition however, we suggest that the formal remits for the President and the 
Board should explicitly identify their obligation to make these issue by issue 
decisions.  The Draft Statement of Remit prepared for the Board of UUK contains 
the following provision which could form a model for the relevant section of the 
remit of the Board of UA: 

In the light of its knowledge and understanding of the views of the full 
membership of UUK, and in consultation with members as appropriate, the 
remit of (the Board) is: 

To monitor the strength and diversity of opinion amongst UUK 
members on all key issues affecting the sector and decide when UUK 
should, or should not, attempt to represent the sector as a whole; in the 
latter situation the Board must decide whether to refrain from 
commenting on the issue or to acknowledge and represent the 
differences of position among members.  

The Board should explicitly make this decision each time a key issue 
arises.  On some occasions the majority on the Board might want UUK 
to lobby on behalf of the sector while a significant minority, for example 
one of the mission groups, dissented.  In such cases, UUK should make 
it clear that there are different views and that these will be expressed by 
others. There is a distinction between a conflict of interests and a difference 
of priority between members; in the latter case, the Board should be 
prepared to act as advocate for the sector on matters that are of 
importance to only a minority of members but on which the majority are 
not opposed. 

The formal remit for the President could also include a parallel section identifying 
the particular responsibility of the President in this area. 

Confidence in the Board and in its capacity to make good decisions on issues where 
divergent views exist will be enhanced if its processes are transparent and if the 
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formal and informal lines of communication with the membership are working well.  
To these ends we suggest that: 

• Board agendas and non-confidential Board papers (as well as minutes) 
should be circulated electronically to all members to keep them informed of 
the business before the Board and to allow them to provide input to 
Directors; 

• Directors should actively network with members to remain informed of their 
views; and 

• The President should institute a regular program of direct one-on-one 
discussions with individual Vice-Chancellors. 

These matters could be reflected in the documentation of Board procedures and in 
the remits of the Board and the President. 

Recommendation 19 

Formal Statements of Remit should be prepared for the President and the 
Board of the future peak body.  Inter alia, these statements should explicitly 
articulate the responsibility of the Board and the particular role of the 
President to identify those issues (or parts of issues) on which the peak 
body should speak on behalf of the whole sector and those which are most 
appropriately left to individual universities or university groups to pursue. 

Recommendation 20 

To enhance transparency and confidence in the operation of the Board: 

(a) Board agendas and non-confidential Board papers should be circulated 
electronically to all members; 

(b) Directors should actively network with members to remain informed of 
their views; and 

(c) The President should institute a regular program of direct one-on-one 
discussions with individual Vice-Chancellors. 
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8888 CostsCostsCostsCosts    

The sixth term of reference asks us to: 

Estimate the cost of achieving the recommended priorities and activities (if 
any) to be undertaken by the body as identified by this review. 

As emphasised in our proposal it is not possible to provide detailed financial 
estimates as part of this project.  Until more operational decisions have been taken, 
this issue can only be addressed at a broad level, with reference to the operating 
costs of the AVCC and the potential impact of the changes recommended in this 
report. 

8.1 Current costs 

In 2005 total expenditure on Secretariat-related functions was $5.1 million.  
Members’ subscriptions covered around $3.4 million of this cost with the balance 
coming from a range of income sources, notably for staff development and training 
programs.  In addition there was a further $4.6 million of separately funded and 
accounted activities (international relations external funding, CURFS, Spin Data 
Base, Ausstats and the ISI National Site Licence). 

The following figures show the percentage breakdown of expenditure on 
Secretariat-related functions, first as a proportion of total expenditure on those 
functions, and then as a proportion of the funding sourced from members’ 
subscriptions. 

AVCC Secretariat-related Activities, % of total expenses, 2005

4.9%

16.2%

9.9%

11.4%

12.0%

23.2%

22.4%

DATA ANALYSIS AND CORPORATE

NATIONAL STAFF DEVELOPMENT AND TRAINING

INTERNATIONAL

CEO EXPENSES*

COMMUNICATION & COORDINATION

POLICY AND ANALYSIS

GENERAL
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AVCC Secretariat-related expenses, % of Members' Contributions, 2005

6.0%
0.8%

10.4%

16.4%

17.2%

22.5%

26.6%

DATA ANALYSIS AND CORPORATE

NATIONAL STAFF DEVELOPMENT AND TRAINING

INTERNATIONAL

CEO EXPENSES*

COMMUNICATION & COORDINATION

POLICY AND ANALYSIS

GENERAL

 

The same data are shown in the following table. 

Section

% of total 

expenditure

% of members' 

contributions

DATA ANALYSIS AND CORPORATE 4.9% 6.0%

NATIONAL STAFF DEVELOPMENT AND TRAINING 16.2% 0.8%

INTERNATIONAL 9.9% 10.4%

CEO EXPENSES* 11.4% 16.4%

COMMUNICATION & COORDINATION 12.0% 17.2%

POLICY AND ANALYSIS 23.2% 22.5%

GENERAL 22.4% 26.6%

TOTAL Expenses 100.0%

Contributions from members 100.0%

* includes staffing of CEO office and related expenses

Secretariat Related Activities Only: % of Total Expenditure and % of Members' 

Contributions by Section, 2005

 

The largest categories of expenditure are general expenses, of which 36% is rent, 
followed by policy and analysis.  National staff development and training 
represents a large slice of total expenditure on Secretariat-related activities, but most 
of that is funded by income from the Staff Development Program so there is only a 
small call on member subscriptions.  Budgets for future years show a small net 
positive contribution from the program. 
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8.2 Cost implications of this review 

8.2.1 Pattern of expenditure 

The current pattern of expenditure is broadly consistent with the priorities proposed 
in this report.  Advocacy activities and the underpinning capabilities in analysis 
comprised 40% of total Secretariat-related expenditure and 46% of expenditure 
sourced from members’ contributions.  If CEO expenses are included those 
proportions increase to 51% and 62% respectively. 

If anything, the approach recommended here would see a slight increase in these 
proportions.  We would anticipate an increased effort in advocacy and the 
underpinning areas, with some additional revenue flowing from contributions from 
partners to some high level activities.  There may be room for some reduction in 
activities and expenditure on international activities, and for some minor efficiencies 
on general expenses.  However, the scope for reductions in these areas may not be 
large given that: 

• there are only four EFT staff in the international section; 

• 38% of expenditure on international activities is budgeted to come from 
outside sources; and 

• much of the general expenses are for occupancy costs. 

8.2.2 Level of expenditure 

The AVCC Secretariat is not a large organisation.  It has 24 EFT staff in total 
(compared with 55 at UUK and 194 at the American Council for Education).  Of 
course the costs of the AVCC are shared by a small membership base making 
individual membership subscriptions relatively high. 

The proposals in this report do not provide any significant opportunities for 
reductions in expenditure.  The proposed scope of coverage and membership base 
of the organisation would be unchanged.  The range of functions would remain 
broadly the same, although the focus and balance would change.  There would be 
additional advocacy activities at the higher levels, the cost of which may be partially 
offset by some reduction in the extent of engagement in more detailed policy 
development and implementation.  It is likely however that there would be upward 
pressure on the costs of advocacy and analysis activities.  The appointment of a paid 
President on a part-time non-executive basis would add to costs, but by only a few 
percentage points.  The appointment of any external Directors would also add 
slightly to costs. 

Overall, there is likely to be some additional cost if the recommendations of the 
review are accepted.  The scale of this cost will depend principally on the nature and 
extent of additional advocacy, analysis and external communication activities, and 
on the willingness of the members to increase their contributions for these purposes.  
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A 20% increase in spending on these activities, for example, would involve an 
approximate 10% increase in total expenditure.  Some offsetting efficiencies and 
reordering of priorities may reduce the net increase to member subscriptions.  If it 
were to be an absolute requirement, it may be possible to make the changes without 
a real increase in subscription levels, but this would involve compromises on the 
range and quality of the new activities that could be introduced and would risk the 
success of the transition to the new organisation. 
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Appendix A  Appendix A  Appendix A  Appendix A  TERMS OF REFERENCETERMS OF REFERENCETERMS OF REFERENCETERMS OF REFERENCE    

The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) is undertaking a review of its 
structure and operational arrangements in the context of the changed political 
environment including the role of governments (Commonwealth and State/Territory), 
in the funding of the Australian higher education sector and changes in the operation 
and structure of universities. 
 
The review is to be conducted with the following Terms of Reference: 
 
1. Consider the value of the AVCC’s contributions, and whether this style of ‘peak 
body’ is the optimal one for representing university interests, or whether alternative 
models should be considered. 
 
2. After considering (1), evaluate and define the future role of a peak body in relation 
to the higher education sector in Australia and the parts of the sector it represents. 
In doing so, review and define the body’s role in relation to the higher education 
sector, including (but not limited to): 

(i) Australian universities and/or groups of universities; 
(ii) international universities operating in Australia; 
(iii) private providers whose students are eligible to access Commonwealth 
FEE-HELP funds; and 
(iv) private providers whose students are not eligible to access 
Commonwealth assistance. 

 
3. Evaluate and make recommendations on who (or what) should be a member of 
the body, taking into account what is happening internationally. In doing so review 
and comment on the following options for future membership (but not limited to): 

(i) Vice-Chancellors; 
(ii) universities; and 
(iii) groups of universities such as State Vice-Chancellors groups, ATN, Group 
of Eight, IRUAustralia, New Generation Universities. 

 
In respect to Terms of Reference 2 and 3, if the recommendation is that the 
membership of a body such as the AVCC is broad, then the consultant is asked to 
consider whether there should be differential membership arrangements such as full 
membership, affiliate membership etc. 
 
4. Evaluate and comment on how such a body should interact with and relates to the 
following: 

(i) members and/or members’ universities and/or groups of universities; 
(ii) government (Commonwealth and State/Territory) 
(iii) special interest groups, including University Chancellors; and 
(iv) other higher education related bodies. 

 
6. Taking into account the recommendations arising from the review, evaluate and if 
appropriate, make recommendations on the future composition of the Board of 
Directors of such a body, its role, responsibilities, and relationship with the 
membership; and comment on the role of the Chair of the Board of Directors and 
whether this should be a full-time position. 
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7. Estimate the cost of achieving the recommended priorities and activities (if any) to 
be undertaken by the body as identified by this review. 
 
 
21 March 2006 
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Appendix B  CONSULTATIONSAppendix B  CONSULTATIONSAppendix B  CONSULTATIONSAppendix B  CONSULTATIONS    

Bradley, D VC, UniSA

Chubb, I VC, ANU

Clark, P VC, SCU

Coaldrake, P VC, QUT

Cox, K VC, ECU

Davis, G VC, Melbourne

Edwards, A VC, Flinders

Gardner, M VC, RMIT

Garnett, H VC, CDU

Goulter, I* VC, CSU

Hacket, J VC, Curtin

Harman, E VC, VU

Klingberg, D Chancellor, UniSA

Larkins, R VC, Monash

Le Grew, D VC, UTas

Lovegrove, W VC, USQ

McKenzie, Z Senior Adviser to the Hon J Bishop, MP

Macklin, J, MP Shadow Minister for Education, Science and Training

McWha, J VC, Adelaide

Milbourne, R VC, UTS

Munchenberg, S* Acting Chief Executive, Business Council of Australia

Murphy, C Former Chief of Staff to the Hon B Nelson, MP

O'Connor, I* VC, Griffith

Pettigrew, A VC, UNE

Phillips, J Chancellor, UWS

Rickard, J VC, CQU

Ridout, H* Chief Executive, Australian Industry Group

Robson, A VC, UWA

Sara, V Chancellor, UTS

Saunders, N VC, Newcastle

Schreuder, D Former President, AVCC

Sharpe, R Chair, NZVCC

Sheehan, P* VC, ACU

Stable, R VC, Bond

Stoddart, B VC, La Trobe

Sutton, G VC, Wollongong, President, AVCC

Taiaroa, L Chief Executive, NZVCC

Walker, S VC, Deakin

Walters, C Group Manager, Higher Education, DEST

Warwick, D Chief Executive, Universities UK

Yerbury, D Former President, AVCC

Young, I VC, Swinburne

* Written submission only.

LIST OF CONSULTATIONS
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Appendix Appendix Appendix Appendix CCCC        Approaches to the positionApproaches to the positionApproaches to the positionApproaches to the positionssss of  of  of  of 
President/Chair and CEO in comparable President/Chair and CEO in comparable President/Chair and CEO in comparable President/Chair and CEO in comparable 
organisationsorganisationsorganisationsorganisations    

Other Australian Industry Peak Bodies 

Organisation Approach to positions of President/Chair and CEO 

Business Council 
of Australia 

9 member Board chaired by the President who is not a current 
CEO of a BCA member enterprise. (Michael Chaney retired as 
CEO of Wesfarmers on 12 July 2005 and was elected BCA 
President on 28 October 2005 for a 2 year term.)  Full-time 
Chief Executive who is also a member of the Board. 

Australian 
Chamber of 
Commerce and 
Industry 

13 member Board.  Chairman of the Board is a current CEO 
(Oceanis Australia).  Full-time Chief Executive who is also a 
member of the Board. 

Minerals Council 
of Australia 

11 member Board.  Chairman of the Board is a current CEO of 
a member enterprise (XStrata Coal).  Chair elected by full 
Council meeting for a two year term.  Full-time Chief 
Executive who is not a member of the Board. 

Australian Food 
and Grocery 
Council 

14 member Board.  Chairman of the Board is a current CEO of 
a member enterprise (Coca Cola Amatil).  Full-time Chief 
Executive who is not a member of the Board. 

Insurance Council 
of Australia 

12 member Board.  Chairman of the Board is a current CEO 
(IAG Ltd).  Full-time Chief Executive who is also a member of 
the Board. 

Medicines 
Australia 

12 member Board.  Chairman of the Board is a current CEO 
(Pfizer Australia).  Full-time Chief Executive who is not a 
member of the Board. 
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Other Higher Education Sector Peak Bodies 

Organisation Approach to positions of President/Chair and CEO 

Universities UK 17 member Board including up to 4 members nominated by 
the President.  President is elected for two years and is a 
serving Vice-Chancellor.  Full-time Chief Executive who is not 
a member of the Board. 

NZVCC The eight Vice-Chancellors comprise the Committee.  Position 
of Chairman rotates every 2 years.  Full-time Chief Executive. 

Association of 
Universities and 
Colleges of 
Canada 

13 member Board.  Chairman of the Board is a serving 
University President elected for a two year term.  Full-time 
Chief Executive who is titled President of AUCC and is also a 
member of the Board. 

American Council 
on Education 

23 member Board.  Chair is a serving University President.  
Full-time Chief Executive who is titled President of ACE and is 
also a member of the Board. 

Association of 
American 
Universities 

11 member Executive Committee.  Chair is a serving 
University President.  Full-time Chief Executive who is titled 
President of AAU and is also a member of the Executive 
Committee. 

German Rectors’ 
Conference 

7 member Executive Board chaired by a full-time President 
who may not be a serving executive head of a University.  
Secretariat headed by a Secretary General who reports to the 
President 

 


