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UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA — STAFF 
Statement 

HON PIERRE YANG (North Metropolitan) [5.29 pm]: I wish to draw the house’s attention to proposed job cuts 
at the University of Western Australia that will result in the trashing of the school of social sciences. The disciplines 
of political science and international relations, and anthropology and sociology will be particularly targeted. I will 
give a bit of background.  
The discipline of political science and international relations currently has four high-level research and teaching 
positions. According to the UWA employment categories, the positions are level D and E. If the proposal goes ahead, 
only one of the four positions will be retained. It is even worse for the discipline of anthropology and sociology; 
the entire discipline will disappear. All eight research and teaching positions will go at the end of the process. 
University management cited a drop in enrolments as a major reason for the cuts. The other reason is the need to 
balance its books. The university later retracted the alleged 77 per cent drop in enrolments and claimed it was 
a 40 per cent drop. I find these reasons to be very, very shaky. 
I have a particular interest in this matter. I have had a long association with the University of Western Australia. 
I attended the uni’s law school and school of political science as a full-time student between 2002 and 2007. 
I continued on as a political science honours degree student part-time between 2007 and 2009, and started a PhD 
course part-time in 2018. I provide that information for the purpose of full disclosure. 
UWA has a proud history. It is the premier university for not only Western Australia, but also Australasia and the 
Asia–Pacific. Its achievements and excellence are built on the combination of quality teaching and research in 
a vast number of fields. It is just unbelievable that UWA is dismantling its own research capability by cutting so 
many renowned academics and world-leading researchers. UWA is doing itself an incredible disservice. University 
management, as I mentioned, claimed a 77 per cent drop in enrolments. That has been refuted. Then, university 
management claimed a 40 per cent drop. As a matter of fact, I had a conversation with a number of academics 
at the university, including Professor Mark Beeson, and they suggested and advised that there has actually been 
a four per cent increase in enrolments in the past year. Let us not forget that was achieved with the backdrop of the 
COVID-19 world pandemic. The school of social sciences and all of its academic research and teaching staff should 
be congratulated and applauded for their achievement, yet they face the real possibility of having their jobs chopped. 
This is not acceptable. This is not good enough. 
The Western Australian community is facing the real prospect that this university—a world-leading research 
university—is now swiftly becoming a degree factory. That is not good enough for the people of Western Australia. 
UWA had a $55 million operating surplus last year; yet, through some creative accounting, an item called 
“underlying result” was a $2.4 million loss. As stated, this is not a statutory accounting statement. WAtoday journalist 
Aja Styles quoted Macquarie University’s Professor James Guthrie as saying it is not a statutory accounting 
statement. I think that carries some weight. 
Understandably, any management tries to balance its books, and it needs to do that. Creative accounting to manufacture 
a loss of some kind in order to balance the books should be stopped and called out. There is one more irony here. 
The discipline of political science actually posted a $4.3 million gross margin, which represents 23.4 per cent of 
the entire school of social sciences’ gross margin. For those like me who do not have an accounting or finance 
background, gross margin is defined as net sale revenue minus the cost of goods sold. To me, that is a pretty handsome 
profit for the school and the discipline to achieve. 
It is beyond me why UWA management is unfairly targeting the school of social science, in particular, the 
disciplines of anthropology and sociology, and political science and international relations. The University of WA 
has $1 billion in cash or cash equivalent investments. It is bizarre that at the same time UWA management is trying 
to build up a 15 per cent cash margin by 2025, it is targeting a school that is well run and well liked by the staff 
and also popular among prospective and current students. It is just beyond me. 
The University of Western Australia management has some serious questions to answer. The impact of this 
draft proposal, if achieved by university management, will be devastating, far-reaching and long lasting. As 
Professor James Guthrie said, the cuts have been made — 

… at the expense of ongoing academic and professional staff employees who are the human capital which 
drives teaching, research, and student experiences? 

Do we really want to have an institution that just provides a degree to students? Are we going to forgo the research 
capability of the University of Western Australia that this state has had for a long time forever? I beg to differ. 
Education should not be just about the bottom line. If it were, Sir John Winthrop Hackett would not have bequeathed 
£425 000 in the early twentieth century. I also note that Sir John Winthrop Hackett was a member of this place. 
He served between 1890 and 1916. His legacy enabled the University of Western Australia to set up a number of 
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facilities for those who attended the university, including Winthrop Hall and Hackett Hall. The university retained 
£20 000 for scholarships and future expenditures. I did a quick calculation and worked out that that amount equates 
to $50 million in today’s money. 
The University of Western Australia does not belong to the vice-chancellor or the management of the university; 
it belongs to the people of Western Australia. If the management of the University of Western Australia cannot 
answer those questions, the unjustified and unfair cuts simply should not go ahead.  
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