
ADVERTISEMENT

Opinion

Irish universities risk undermining their autonomy through self-
in icted wounds

Universities are in many respects authors of their own misfortune – which threatens to become a
misfortune for all of us

Tom Boland
Ellen Hazelkorn

Mon Apr 22 2024 - 05:00

Our universities are again in the crosshairs of the media and the political system, and on the face
of it for good reasons  financial deficits, overspending and apparent failures of governance and
management at the institutional level.

Time, and the outcome of ongoing reviews, will give a fuller and truer picture but there is no
doubting the reputational damage that current controversies relating to certain universities are
causing and the risks they pose to all universities  to their autonomy, which has been a central
pillar of their effectiveness, and to the strength and legitimacy of their claims for more public
funding.

It is a fact worth repeating that our universities are overwhelmingly well-governed and managed,
and deliver considerable benefits for individuals, society and the economy. And so they should
being substantially funded by taxpayers. The view that some universities arrogantly disregard
their public duties is an overblown caricature.

There is a high level of respect in the Irish administrative and political system and generally for
the autonomy of universities to manage their internal affairs  a principle reconfirmed in the
European Strategy for Universities ( ) as a fundamental principle of European higher
education. Autonomy, however, has to be balanced by reasonable external oversight and
accountability.
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This balance between autonomy and accountability is a very fine one, and is one easily
disrupted, even by the universities themselves.

Problems in successive years relating to overpayment of academic staff, problematic property
transactions and inadequate response to whistleblower allegations have shaken that balance and
opened the door to those who would more tightly regulate the sector.
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When, as has happened, a university stands on its autonomy and shelters in the impotence of
government to intervene in the public interest there can be only one outcome in the longer term

 government, through legislation, will give to itself the necessary powers.

The Higher Education Authority Act  was in many respects an inevitable response of the
Government to its impotence to respond to previous controversies. The Act now provides powers
to the Higher Education Authority (HEA) to impose remedial measures , including those relating
to funding, in circumstances where there are significant concerns regarding the governance of
an institution, its performance or its compliance with its obligations.

As a demonstration in practice of what this means the chancellor of the University of Limerick is
reported as having recently told staff and students that the university will be subjected to
extreme oversight  by the HEA because of concerns surrounding the acquisition of houses for

student accommodation.

The Higher Education Authority Act had from the outset the potential to dilute institutional
autonomy due to the new powers of intervention by the HEA in internal university affairs. It
might have been hoped that the powers would need to be used infrequently, if at all, as
universities  individually and collectively  recognised the hazard they posed and would act in
their own best interests. And yet, just  months after enactment, here we are!

There is now a clear danger that the response from the political system will be that even stronger
powers are needed to regulate the universities.

We can expect robust exchanges, with some grandstanding, at the Public Accounts Committee. It
is hoped that, after the inevitable fire and fury, politicians will see the value that institutional
autonomy brings to the effectiveness of our universities and their reputation, national and
international, and resist that all too reasonable urge to put manners  on the universities.

But it s not enough to point fingers at politicians. Universities and their representative bodies
have to understand that their status as autonomous institutions brings a heightened level of
accountability to act responsibly in all circumstances, especially when it comes to the use of
public funds. They need to understand, if they do not already, that the actions of one have
implications for all.

This is nowhere more relevant than in the issue of funding. Successive governments have failed
abysmally to put in place a sustainable and appropriate level and model of funding for higher
education. But the failure of governments is all too easily, and for them conveniently, masked by
misuse by universities of such public funding as is made available.

Controversies like those currently roiling the sector take the ground from under those supporting
the universities  case for additional public funding.

Universities are in many respects authors of their own misfortune  which threatens to become a
misfortune for all of us.

Tom Boland and Ellen Hazelkorn are joint managing partners in BH Associates. Tom Boland is a
former chief executive of the Higher Education Authority and Ellen Hazelkorn is an emerita
professor of TU Dublin.

Listen to our Inside Politics Podcast for the latest analysis and chat

Sign up for push alerts and have the best news, analysis and comment delivered directly to your
phone

Find The Irish Times on WhatsApp and stay up to date

LATEST STORIES

The Big Door Prize review: Chris O Dowd could do a lot
better than this snooze session

Heineken sells more beer in rst quarter, sticks to outlook

Je rey Donaldson arrives at court charged with historical
sexual o ences

Israel-Hamas war: Israeli media predict o ensive in Gazas
Rafah city soon

Kerrygold owner Ornua says revenue stable in 

Classroom  Central
Your regular guide to the latest education news, analysis and
opinion, as well as classroom resources, posters and lots more

Sign up

Terms & Conditions Privacy Policy Cookie Information Cookie Settings Community Standards Copyright

5% discount for new members on Vhi EnhancedCare 250 Day-
to-Day who pay in full or by direct debit. Offer ends

31/03/2024. Vhi Healthcare DAC trading as Vhi Healthcare is
regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland and is tied to Vhi
Insurance DAC for health insurance in Ireland. #Ad1807

Because your
health means
everything

Ad 1833

Education

Expand

The University of Limerick. The chancellor of the university is reported as having recently told staff and students that the university will be
subjected to 'extreme oversight' by the Higher Education Authority due to spending concerns. Photograph: Liam Burke

Third Level Higher Education Authority (HEA) University of Limerick (UL) Student Hub

IN THIS SECTION

Younger teachers in Catholic schools less likely to believe in
God or attend religious services

Too many of us are stressed and losing sleep : Students
explain why school needs to change

Irish universities risk undermining their autonomy through
self-in icted wounds

I d like to return to university, but worry about tting in

TU Dublin students propose big increase to Grangegorman
plans

MOST READ

I m alone pretty much all the time. The older I become, the
less hopeful I am this will change

Michael D Higgins: I m ne now. What I had was a form of
mild stroke

Je rey Donaldson arrives at court charged with historical
sexual o ences

More than % of asylum applicants now coming from UK
via Northern Ireland, says McEntee

Slieve Russell Hotel hits the market with m price tag

© 2024 The Irish Times DAC

   

OUR  PARTNERS:  MyHome.ie  •  Top 1000  •  The Gloss  •  Recruit Ireland  •  Irish Times Training

Subscribe

Why Subscribe?

Subscription Bundles

Subscriber Rewards

Subscription Help Centre

Home Delivery

Gift Subscriptions

Support

Contact Us

Help Centre

My Account

About  Us

Advertise

Contact Us

The Irish Times Trust

Careers

Irish  Times  Products  &  Services

ePaper

Crosswords & puzzles

Newspaper Archive

Newsletters

Article Index

Discount Codes

Download  the  app

Sections 8° Subscribe Sign  In

https://www.irishtimes.com/politics/2024/04/24/harris-shows-he-can-project-empathy-in-stardust-apology/
https://www.irishtimes.com/health/your-family/2024/04/23/when-our-last-embryo-failed-the-clinic-told-us-there-was-nothing-more-they-could-do-for-us/
https://www.irishtimes.com/world/uk/2024/04/24/sneaky-sexually-suggestive-filming-britain-is-in-the-grip-of-a-social-media-trend-that-raises-uncomfortable-questions/
https://www.irishtimes.com/health/your-wellness/2024/04/24/when-did-hotels-stop-offering-single-occupancy-rooms-at-a-reasonable-price/
https://www.irishtimes.com/podcasts/inside-politics/
https://www.irishtimes.com/media/2023/11/07/stay-informed-with-push-alerts-from-the-irish-times-delivered-straight-to-your-phone/
https://www.irishtimes.com/media/2023/10/27/find-the-irish-times-on-whatsapp-and-stay-up-to-date/
https://www.irishtimes.com/latest/
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/tv-radio/2024/04/24/the-big-door-prize-review-chris-odowd-could-do-a-lot-better-than-this-snooze-session/
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/2024/04/24/heineken-sells-more-beer-in-first-quarter-sticks-to-outlook/
https://www.irishtimes.com/crime-law/courts/2024/04/24/jeffrey-donaldson-dup-court-charged-news/
https://www.irishtimes.com/world/middle-east/2024/04/24/israel-hamas-war-gaza-strip-latest-news/
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/farming-food/2024/04/24/kerrygold-owner-ornua-says-revenue-stable-in-2023/
https://www.irishtimes.com/policy-and-terms/terms-conditions/
https://www.irishtimes.com/policy-and-terms/privacy-policy/
https://www.irishtimes.com/policy-and-terms/cookie-policy/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/22/self-inflicted-wounds-risk-undermining-autonomy-of-our-universities/#/
https://www.irishtimes.com/policy-and-terms/community-standards/
https://www.irishtimes.com/policy-and-terms/copyright/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/
https://www.irishtimes.com/tags/third-level/
https://www.irishtimes.com/tags/higher-education-authority-hea/
https://www.irishtimes.com/tags/university-of-limerick-ul/
https://www.irishtimes.com/tags/student-hub/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/23/younger-teachers-in-catholic-schools-less-likely-to-believe-in-god-or-attend-religious-services/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/23/too-many-of-us-are-stressed-and-losing-sleep-students-on-how-school-needs-to-change/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/22/self-inflicted-wounds-risk-undermining-autonomy-of-our-universities/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/21/id-like-to-return-to-university-but-worry-about-fitting-in/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/19/tu-dublin-students-propose-big-increase-to-grangegorman-plans/
https://www.irishtimes.com/health/your-wellness/2024/04/24/im-alone-pretty-much-all-the-time-and-the-older-i-am-becoming-the-less-hopeful-i-am-this-will-change/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/2024/04/24/michael-d-higgins-im-fine-now-what-i-had-was-a-form-of-mild-stroke/
https://www.irishtimes.com/crime-law/courts/2024/04/24/jeffrey-donaldson-due-in-court-charged-with-historical-sexual-offences/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/social-affairs/2024/04/23/80-of-asylum-applications-to-be-processed-within-three-months-under-new-eu-rules/
https://www.irishtimes.com/property/commercial-property/2024/04/24/slieve-russell-hotel-hits-the-market-with-35m-price-tag/
https://www.irishtimes.com/most-read/
https://www.facebook.com/irishtimes/
https://twitter.com/IrishTimes
https://apps.apple.com/ie/developer/the-irish-times-ltd/id365544597
https://play.google.com/store/apps/developer?id=The+Irish+Times+Ltd
https://www.myhome.ie/
https://www.irishtimes.com/tags/top1000/
https://www.thegloss.ie/
https://recruitireland.com/
https://www.irishtimestraining.com/
https://www.irishtimes.com/your-subscription/subscription-tour/
https://www.irishtimes.com/subscribe/
https://www.irishtimes.com/subscriber-rewards/
https://help.irishtimes.com/s/
http://www.newsdelivery.ie/
https://www.irishtimes.com/subscribe/gift/
https://www.irishtimes.com/about-us/contact-us/
https://help.irishtimes.com/s/
https://www.irishtimes.com/myaccount/
https://www.irishtimes.com/about-us/advertise/
https://www.irishtimes.com/about-us/contact-us/
https://www.irishtimes.com/about-us/the-irish-times-trust/
https://www.irishtimes.com/about-us/career-opportunities/
https://www.irishtimes.com/epaper/
https://www.irishtimes.com/crosswords-puzzles/
https://www.irishtimes.com/archive/
https://www.irishtimes.com/newsletters/
https://www.irishtimes.com/article-index/
https://discountcodes.irishtimes.com/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/22/self-inflicted-wounds-risk-undermining-autonomy-of-our-universities/
https://www.facebook.com/share.php?u=https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/22/self-inflicted-wounds-risk-undermining-autonomy-of-our-universities/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/22/self-inflicted-wounds-risk-undermining-autonomy-of-our-universities/&text=Opinion%3A%20Irish%20universities%20risk%20undermining%20their%20autonomy%20through%20self-inflicted%20wounds
https://api.whatsapp.com/send?text=https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/education/2024/04/22/self-inflicted-wounds-risk-undermining-autonomy-of-our-universities/
https://www.irishtimes.com/
https://www.irishtimes.com/subscribe

