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INTRODUCTION 

1.  Following a competitive 
procurement process, Halpin 
Partnership (Halpin) was 
appointed by University College 
London (UCL) to conduct 
an independent external 
review of the effectiveness of 
the university’s Council and 
governance. The terms of 
reference, which are in Section 
3 below, are comprehensive, 
embracing not only the 
composition and operation of 
Council and its Committees 
and UCL subsidiaries, but also 
the critical area of academic 
governance and the Academic 
Board and its related Committees. 

2.  There had not been an 
independent review since 2010 
which had been conducted by 
the higher education consultancy 
Ranmore Associates. The most 
recent review completed in 2016 
had been led internally by the 
then recently appointed Vice-
Chair of Council, Dame DeAnne 
Julius. Because of the significance 
of history in this review, our 
background investigations 
included conversations with a 
representative of Ranmore and (at 
her request) with DeAnne Julius.

3.  We are extremely gratef-3.
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   between the historical values and 
structures of an academically 
inspired and driven institution 
and the demands of a £1.4bn-
turnover global organisation with 
42,000 students and 13,000 
staff. The fact that UCL would 
claim to be the first English 
university established after 
Oxford and Cambridge itself 
was quoted more than once to 
us as a reason for rejecting any 
standard, contemporary models 
of academic governance. The 
inheritance of 1826, when it was 
founded as the first university in 
London, was quoted by a number 
of interviewees and by members 
of the Academic Board when they 
discussed the newly tabled Report 
of the Commission of Inquiry. 

13.  It is impossible to undertake a 
review of an institution such as 
UCL without paying due regard 
to history, both distant and 
recent, and the values that have 
shaped its narrative and culture. 
History plays an important part in 
arguments that UCL is undeniably 
a hugely respected, values-led 
institution. A proportion of the 
Academic Board believe that the 
principle of an academically led 
community has not been upheld 
in recent years. Equally, there is 
a view among senior managers 
and external Council members 
that an institution of the size and 
complexity of UCL has to operate 
within a context of regulatory 
accountability and with the 
requisite “business” disciplines and 
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   REVIEW REMIT

19.  
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    METHODOLOGY

23.  UCL commissioned Halpin to conduct an independent review and 
encouraged us to adopt an open and inclusive approach. Our review 
website 1 and other communications provided opportunities for 
stakeholders to engage with the review. We fully respected the requests 
for confidentiality and gave absolute assurances that all comments were 
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26.  We undertook a benchmarking study of comparable universities in the 
UK and internationally, covering size, staff numbers, Council size and 
composition, student involvement, gender balance, academic governance 
and assurance, Committees, and quality of website information about 
governance.

27.  When conducting our interviews, we followed a flexible framework of 
topics.
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Overall size

31.  The current Council at UCL has 
20 members. In addition to the 
President and Provost, who sits on 
Council in an ex-officio capacity, 
they are as follows:

Table 4: Composition of UCL Council

Appointed

  11 independent members, one of 
whom is the Chair.

Elected

  3 professorial members of staff on 
the Academic Board (AB) elected 
by and from the professorial 
members of the Academic Board.

  3 non-professorial members 
of staff on the AB elected by 
and from the academic non-
professorial members of AB.

Ex-Officio

  2 ex-officio representatives of the 
UCL Students’ Union

32.  Our benchmarking survey of 
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  •  School of the Built Environment, 
Engineering & Mathematical & 
Physical Sciences (BEAMS)

 •  School of Laws, Arts and 
Humanities, and Social and 
Historical Sciences (SLASH)

35.  Since the IOE was integrated 
as the equivalent of a School, 
we understand this pro-rata 
formula was no longer applied, 
and thereafter the elections have 
been on the basis that Academic 
Board is one constituency. That 
has resulted since 2017 in the 
overwhelming proportion of AB 
representatives coming from 
one School - SLMS. A number of 
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 delivery of academic endeavour 
in research, education, enterprise 
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 from diverse backgrounds for one year to gain first-hand experience of 
governance. 

13.  Monitor research into the impact of remuneration on diversity and inclusion in 
governance and consider whether this might be appropriate in the future. 



18

    COUNCIL ROLES, 
RELATIONSHIPS, AND 
DYNAMICS

Working culture

66.  Without exception, Council 
members are passionate about 
UCL and deeply invested in its 
success. In this sense there is 
more that unites than divides, 
creating a solid foundation upon 
which to rebuild mutual trust and 
understanding.

67.  Generally, Council members 
find their work on Council a 
positive and fulfilling experience. 
They appreciate the steps the 
Chair, Victor Chu, has taken to 
introduce a warmer atmosphere 
to meetings, and to reach out 
and engage in a positive way 
across the university, particularly 
with academic departments. His 
contribution was summed up 
as an excellent combination of 
‘flexible and formal’.

68.  External members are concerned 
about the continuing schism 
between some members 
of Academic Board and 
“management”. This clearly has 
created an atmosphere that 
has the potential to undermine 
the collective responsibility and 
accountability of the Council. 
Over the previous few years, with 

the arguments about issues such 
as Clare Hall and UCL East, there 
had been some very challenging 
meetings, and the tensions 
could still be felt. Concerns were 
expressed that, in the recent past, 
some independent members had 
been criticised for alleged robust 
and overly critical challenge of 
the executive.

69.  Much of the critique regarding 
governance had been focused 
on the President and Provost. 
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 meetings out into departments 
away from the centre, the 
Council meeting was preceded 
by some useful socialising, lunch 
and presentations from the 
department we were visiting. The 
meeting itself got underway by 
3pm, and some members left 
before the end. Given the sheer 
volume of business the energy 
levels in the room had clearly 
depleted towards the end, leading 
to signs of meeting fatigue.

86.  In our interviews with the 
Chair and a number of Council 
members, there was general 
support for this multifaceted 
approach to meetings, but also 
there were positive suggestions 
about how to deal with the time 
issues. These included more 
meetings a year of shorter 
duration, and maybe these extra 
sessions making use of video 
conferencing technology which 
everyone has become all-too-
accustomed to during lockdown. 
(As mentioned elsewhere in this 
Review, adopting this technology 
will require changes to the 
Statutes and Regulations for 
Management).

87.  It is important that, as and when 
restrictions are at least partially 
lifted, corporate governance does 
not revert to business as (was) 
usual. The Covid-19 emergency 
has led to innovative and more 
environmentally sustainable ways 
of working which should not be 
abandoned. For example, not all 
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Table 6: Halpin Guidance on Board Papers

1.  The adoption of a proprietary electronic documentation system e.g. 
Convene, Diligent BoardPad, BoardEffect. These enable board members 
to receive papers securely and electronically to their own devices e.g. 
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   COMMITTEES 

Introduction

109.  We were able to observe Finance, 
Audit, Academic and Education 
Committees, and our reflections 
are in this Section.

110.  We were not able to 
observe the Nominations and 
Remuneration and Human 
Resources Strategy Committees 
of Council. Our conversations 
have generally confirmed 
satisfaction with the operation 
of these two Committees, but on 
membership the Students’ Union 
representatives did query with us 



27UCL Council Effectiveness

 specific expertise where this 
is not available on Council or 
where capacity amongst Council 
members is lacking. 

115.  During our interviews we were 
consistently told that its meetings 
are well-chaired and that the 
Chair of the Committee is 
inclusive, open and well-prepared. 
She prepares a short briefing note 
for members of the Committee 
after papers are circulated - 
this is very much appreciated 
by members and could be a 
good model for other UCL 
Committees. Some committee 
members say they do not receive 
meeting papers sufficiently in 
advance; the papers for the May 
meeting were, however, sent 
out in good time, a full week in 
advance of the meeting. If this 
is achieved regularly, this would 
be sufficiently timely even if 
occasional papers are late.

116.  In many respects, committee 
papers are of good quality, but 
some members comment that 
business cases for projects are 
not always sufficiently rigorously 
thought through. Although the 
overall UCL strategy provides a 
broad framework for prioritising 
investments, some members tell 
us that prioritisation in practice 
can be difficult. This is particularly 
the case when, at UCL, property 
acquisition opportunities can 
arise at short notice. In particular, 
whilst individual business cases 
may be evident, it is not always 
clear how projects align to UCL’s 
overall mission and goals. (So, for 
example, committee members tell 
us projects may proceed because 
they are important to UCL’s 
reputation and status even if 
individual business cases are not 
sufficiently compelling). Moreover, 
proceeding with one project will 
also invariably have a knock-on 
effect on others. A review of 
the overall project prioritisation 
and approval processes will be 
beneficial.

117.  
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 UCL should be able to reach an 
informed opinion based on the 
wider UCL context, comparative 
data, and the balance of risk and 
opportunity. It may be necessary 
to supplement the resource 
available to Finance Committee 
as part of the review of the 
Secretariat we propose, in order 
for it to be able to scrutinise in 
this way.

119.  Some of those we spoke to 
expressed surprise that Finance 
Committee had not met more 
frequently since the onset of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and that 
the Committee had not been 
more engaged. The position in 
relation to alumni funding and 
investment values, for example, 
can change with little notice such 
that members’ timely input into 
the evolution of UCL’s finance 
strategy would be helpful.

120.  We were able to observe the 
14 May meeting of the Finance 
Committee, which was held using 
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 Council, the Academic Committee 
is charged by Council:

  To consider and advise the 
Council, through powers 
delegated by the Academic 
Board, upon all academic 
matters and questions affecting 
the educational policy of UCL, 
the organisation of teaching, 
examining, research and courses 
of instruction, including the 
following: (i) matters concerning 
academic co-operation between 
UCL and any other body; (ii) 
appointments to established 
Chairs and Readerships tenable at 
UCL; (iii) the award or revocation 
of degrees of UCL and of the 
University of London.

  To maintain an overview of UCL’s 
academic strategies, policies 
and procedures pertaining 
to the following: (i) research; 
(ii) teaching and learning; (iii) 
definition and maintenance 
of academic standards; (iv) 
examinations and assessment; 
(v) innovations in educational 
practice; (vi) programme 
development and review; (vii) 
student behaviour and discipline; 
(viii) student experience; (ix) 
academic staff development; 
(x) quality management and 
enhancement.

  In discharging the foregoing 
responsibilities, to: (i) set up 
working groups etc to assist 
the Academic Committee; (ii) 
prescribe their terms of reference 
and constitution; (iii) maintain 
an overview of all matters falling 
within their purview.”

130.  The website then goes on to list 
a cluster of Standing Committees 
reporting to the Academic 
Committee, which include the 
Education Committee. The 
Academic Committee is also 
required in particular to receive 
an Annual Report from the 
Vice-Provost Research on the 
development and implementation 
of UCL’s Research strategy.

131.  The Education Committee, to 
summarise the information on 
the website, is described as a 
sub-Committee of Academic 
Committee - to define, monitor 
and review the strategy, policy 
and procedure in respect of UCL’s 
taught students, and on behalf 
of the Council and Academic 
Committee, and to monitor 
and review the implementation 
of UCL’s Education Strategy. 
Under that general remit 
there are a number of specific 
responsibilities relating to 
approval of programmes and 
modules, quality, accreditation, 
partnerships and standards.

132.  We have looked at the roles of 
the Academic and Education 
Committees from the perspective 
of the HE regulatory requirements 
and frameworks. In terms of 
public interest governance 
principles, the Office for Students 
requires that “the governing body 
receives and tests assurance that 
academic governance is adequate 
and effective through explicit 
protocols with the senate or /
academic board (or equivalent).” 3

133.  The proposed new CUC Higher 
Education Code of Governance 
states in relation to academic 
assurance responsibilities of 
governing bodies: “The governing 
body must receive assurance that 
academic governance is robust 
and effective. Governing bodies 
also need to provide assurance on 
academic standards, the integrity 
of academic qualifications 
and will work with the Senate/
Academic Board or equivalent 
as specified in its governing 
instruments to maintain standards 
and continuously improve quality. 
Governing bodies will also 
wish to receive assurance that 
specific academic risks (such as 
those involving partnerships and 
collaboration, recruitment and 
retention, data provision, quality 
assurance and research integrity) 
are being effectively managed.” 4

3  https://www.
officeforstudents.org.uk/
advice-and-guidance/
regulation/public-
interest-governance-

principles)
4  https://www.

universitychairs.
ac.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2020/01/HE-
Code-of-Governance-
DRAFT.pdf
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  ACADEMIC GOVERNANCE

Overview

142.  The issues of academic voice 
and governance have featured 
heavily in the period since the 
last external review of Council, 
and particularly since the internal 
review of Council led by the 
then Chair in 2016. Whilst these 
issues may not have undermined 
the outstanding success of the 
institution in research, teaching 
and enterprise throughout 
this period, they have at times 
threatened external reputational 
damage through the publication 
of critical letters and stories about 
discontent in the UCL academic 
community. 

143.  Internally - whatever the rights 
and wrongs about the arguments 
made about management style 
and academic engagement – 
the issues have been an almost 
constant concern for members 
of Council and the senior 
management team as a backcloth 
to major strategic, investment 
and financial decisions. 

144.  We hope that a major outcome 
of this review will be a shared 
recognition that it is time to 
develop a new, collaborative, 

relationship between academic, 
executive and institutional 
governance. The focus should be 
on shared key principles and core 
relationships and a collaborative 
spirit in implementing accepted 
recommendations. 

145.  There appears to be a consensus 
that the academic governance 
arrangements that exist now 
are not fit for purpose. Many 
have argued to us that issues 
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 business cases.

 •  Education Committee should be 
made directly accountable to 
AB.

 •  Appointment of Deans should 
have selection committees that 
allow greater faculty voice.

 •  Enhanced communication 
between Council and AB.

 •  Creating a staff ombudsman 
for dealing with work-related 
conflict resolution on the 
principles of confidentiality, 
impartiality, informality and 
independence.”

151.  The Halpin Review team attended 
the meeting of the Academic 
Board on 12 February 2020 when 
the Report was presented by its 
author, Professor Stephanie Bird. 
We have studied the Report in 
detail. The issues contained in the 
COI Report were the subject of 
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 down. Academic staff seem to 
be suspicious of management 
motives, lay members of Council 
seem to be concerned that 
academic members have too 
narrow a frame of reference. 

158.  Academic Board members feel 
independent members have 
insufficient understanding of 
universities and are too driven by 
financial matters. Some Academic 
Board members do not regard 
senior academic managers 
as academic colleagues, 
notwithstanding their academic 
credentials and interests. This 
is a discourse which can easily 
descend into stereotyping since 
in fact a number of lay Council 
members have considerable 
academic experience in their 
own right, and some academic 
members have management 
responsibilities within their 
academic areas. 

159.  In truth, Council needs all the 
skills and experience represented 
around the table and it should 
be noted that, without exception, 
Council members respect the 
student voice and listen carefully 
to the Students’ Union members. 
The aim should be to replicate 
that all around the Council table.

160.  There is a widespread view that 
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universities such as UCL however, 
the academic authority is the 
Senate or Academic Board, 
generally advised by a number 
of committees relating to quality 
assurance and enhancement 
and the quality of the student 
experience. 

165.  Historically, Councils have been 
reluctant to “park their tanks on 
the academic lawn” but more 
recently, driven by regulatory 
requirements and more publicly 
available comparative information 
to interrogate e.g. the National 
Student Survey and graduate 
employability data, Councils have 
taken more interest in the “core 
business”.

Academic Governance at UCL

166.  UCL’s academic governance, 
according to our comparative 
data, is unique in the chartered 
Russell Group segment of the 
sector in having an Academic 
Board where all professors 
(some 1,300) are members ex 
officio along with an Academic 
Committee of Council and 
associated Education Committee. 
The more usual configuration is a 
Senate comprised of elected and 
ex officio members with its own 
quality assurance mechanisms 
through its committee structure. 

167.  Councils of universities with 
Senates will generally take 
assurance from Senate in relation 
to quality and standards in the 
knowledge that Senate oversees 
a professional process of learning 
from and complying with Quality 
Assurance Agency (QAA) reports 
and guidance, national and 
international datasets and its 
own performance assessing and 
monitoring processes.

168.  In considering academic 
governance at UCL, in 
accordance with our remit, 
we have been informed by 
our interviews, the CoI report, 
the Visitor’s Report and our 

knowledge and considerable 
experience of governance 
practice. 

169.  Any review considering academic 
governance at UCL needs to 
be cognisant of the history of 
the institution and its jealously 
guarded culture of independent 
minded academic enquiry, robust 
discourse and high levels of 
academic autonomy. Clearly, all 
these factors have combined to 
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 Criteria

183.  There seems to be common ground that change is required, both 
culturally and structurally. Of the two options we consider we take the 
base case of the CoI report as the blueprint for Academic Board reform 
alongside the representative Academic Board (or Senate) which is 
universal in other chartered universities. It is of course always possible 
to produce other options, such as an expanded Academic Committee, 
However it seems to us from our conversations that views broadly elide 
with the implementation of the CoI report, or a new reformed body which 
would look or feel more like a Senate in other chartered Russell Group 
universities. 

184.  In order to evaluate options, we offer six criteria against which to measure 
the proposals as outlined in Table 8 below. We have also had regard to the 
recommendations of the Visitor.

Table 8: Criteria for Academic governance

 1.  
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 with those who carry out the 
teaching and research by de-
powering Academic Committee 
(which reports to Council), 
guiding business through an Ex 
Com and the enhanced role of 
the Governance Committee of 
Academic Board (GCAB) and 
making Education Committee 
unequivocally subordinate to 
Academic Board with an elected 
rather than appointed Chair. 

188.  It is our assessment (rather 
than that of the Commission) 
that it could be argued that the 
reforms are required because 
the Academic Board is too large, 
random in its attendance and 
cumbersome to oversee quality 
and standards in a huge, complex 
institution. In some ways the 
Education Committee described 
in Appendix 1 of the Report is 
similar to Senates elsewhere in its 
composition.

189.  The Academic Board as currently 
constituted is a hybrid between 
direct and representative 
democracy i.e. all professors are 
members, but other categories 
are elected, proscribed by office 
or limited in terms of numbers. 
Given that professors provide 
academic leadership it may 
well be intentional that they 
are by far the dominant force 
constitutionally but in practice 
only a small proportion of them 
attend meetings. This raises the 
prospect of an Academic Board 
operating extensively through 
a small number of committees 
at risk of being controlled by a 
relatively small group. 

190.  An Education Committee with 
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  are robust, independently 
minded and challenging of 
the Executive. They would, in 
our opinion, be reluctant to 
sub-contract their powers to 
an Academic Committee of 
Council and regularly report to 
or communicate with Council by 
means of a Senate report placed 
high on Council agenda. 

195.  It is true that some Senates 
have become concerned that in 
such a fast-moving, competitive 
environment with many external 
demands, there is a danger that 
they become a dignified part 
of the constitution, too large 
and meeting too infrequently 
to respond with agility. But if 
that is true of Senates with 70 
or so members it will be more 
so for an Academic Board with 
in excess of 1,500 members. 
Where there are single issues 
of concern and controversy it 
is always of course possible to 
convene “town meetings” open 
to all, and we would expect 
that the Provost would wish to 
engage with such meetings. 
Some chartered universities have 
Courts representing the wider 
community, general assemblies 
or public/town meetings where 
issues of concern can be 
addressed.

196.  We appreciate that this may be 
seen by some as a controversial 
point but as independent 
advisers we ask advocates of 
the Academic Board to ask 
themselves: “If it is the case 
that we feel side-lined by 
management, is there a problem 
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 professorial and non-professorial 
academics, professional services 
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    ASSURANCE AND 
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 scheme of delegation. We have 
seen the UCL Framework of 
Delegation, but a number of 
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 IMPLEMENTATION

Culture and Transition

212.  We have a serious concern 
that our analysis and 
recommendations for 
enhancement and change, 
particularly in the area of 
academic governance, will simply 
fuel the continuing process of 
discord and disagreement that 
we have witnessed and frustrate 
the prospects of implementation. 

213.  The aim of this concluding 
section is to explore how all the 
key players can find a basis for 
engaging more collaboratively 
in a way that which will start a 
healing process that promotes a 
positive culture and encourages 
them to consider options, seek 
consensus, and implement the 
changes. 

214.  Some of our recommendations 
and options may not be quite the 
‘right’ ones, but what matters 
is that this process of reviewing 
these options stimulates a new 
style of engagement between 
the key internal stakeholders 
involved.

Reflections from the three 
lines of enquiry

215.  At the beginning of this Report, 
we mentioned the three lines 
of enquiry we shared with our 
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and independent members of 
Council. There is by no means a 
consistency of view across the 
different groups or indeed within 
groupings. Before any productive 
debate on the options for 
academic governance can be 
held there must be measures 
to establish a fresh basis of 
trust in these key governance 
relationships. Later in this 
section, we will suggest what 
some of those trust-building 
measures might be.

217.  The second line of enquiry takes 
us straight to the key challenge 
of making any substantive 
change to the narrative around 
UCL governance, because of 
the prerequisite to bring about 
a change in certain key internal 
stakeholder relationships. As 
we have seen from the story of 
the last few years, this negative 
narrative can easily spill out into 
the public domain and start 
to affect external stakeholder 
relationships and reputation. 
Although it has not so far had any 
serious impact, its continuation 
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Trust-building

224.  Many we spoke to in all corners 
of the debate recognised that 
there had been examples of poor 
behaviour and use of language by 
a few individuals that had had a 
negative impact and encouraged 
a culture of mistrust. 

225.  By contrast, we were impressed 
particularly by the initiatives taken 
by Victor Chu, as a still relatively 
new Chair of Council to reach out 
to, and engage with, key figures 
in the academic governance 
debate as well as find time to 
meet staff at the operational 
frontline. He has also brought a 
style of chairing which seems to 
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 CONCLUSION

235.  Finally, we need to put this review 
into perspective. UCL is one of 
the UK’s truly world-class and 
iconic institutions in research, 
education and enterprise. It has 
demonstrated in the last 10 years 
a resilience and agility in a fluid 
and uncertain environment. It 
is currently demonstrating that 
leadership in its research-led 
contribution to the Covid-19 
pandemic. The tensions over 
academic governance have not 
undermined its performance or 
capacity to adapt, but now is 
the time to reset the narrative 
and address the internal cultural 
issues.

236.  The message is clear. Addressing 
the culture in key areas and 
relationships is the absolute 
ptrs ient. It 
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APPENDIX 1 - 
BENCHMARKING
As part of the evidence base for the Effectiveness Review, Halpin 
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 •  Government appointments are more prevalent at HEIs in Australia 
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APPENDIX 2 - CHARTER 
STATUTES AND REGULATIONS 
FOR MANAGEMENT
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later date. The general principles of 
such a review might be:

 •  to simplify and modernise the 
instruments of governance 
according to the principle of 
subsidiarity such that most 
of the detail is relegated to 
Statutes and RfM;

 •  subject to consultation and 
other appropriate safeguards 
e.g. a special resolution 
procedure, only changes to 
Charter should require Privy 
Council approval;

 •  any changes should be 
consistent with the objects and 
provisions of the Charter as the 
governing document.  

A case in point is Statute 18 on 
Academic Staff (known as the 
Model Statute). The origins of the 
statute derive from a Commission 
established under Sir John May in 
1988 to replace academic tenure 
and make it possible for academic 
staff to be made redundant or be 
subject to dismissal provided there 
was “good cause” as defined in the 
statute. The justification for the 
protection of tenure was academic 
freedom, defined in the statute as 
“freedom within the law to question 
and test received wisdom, and to put 
forward new ideas and controversial 
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Nolan Principles and apply them. A 
register of interests was maintained, 
and we observed the disclosure 
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noted the skill of the Chair of Council 
to encourage this balance, with a 
combination of sensitive and firm 
handling of debate.

We are satisfied with the 
arrangements in relation to the 
Deputy Chair, and in the main Report 
reflect on the possible advantages 
of having a second Deputy and/or a 
Senior Independent Director (which 
is suggested for consideration in the 
CUC Code).

We are satisfied with the 
arrangements in relation to the 
Nominations Committee and 
the progressive refreshing of 
membership. We have reported 
elsewhere on the satisfaction with 
arrangements for induction of 
new members and on suggestions 
for strengthening the ongoing 












