
 
 
 

 
 
3 June 2024 
 
 
 
PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 
 
 
Professor John Dewar AO 

 

 
 
 
 
Dear Professor Dewar 
 
Your ongoing roles  
 
In connection with the University of Wollongong’s offer of employment to you as the Vice-Chancellor, you 
have asked if the University will approve your ongoing involvement with Korda Mentha (KM) and your 
board roles with Centre for Education and Training, Australian Industry Group and Foundation for 
Australian Studies in China during the proposed term of your role as Vice-Chancellor (Term). 
 
The University has a number of policies that apply to ongoing roles, including the Secondary Employment 
Policy , Conflict of Interest Policy  and the Purchasing and Procurement Policy.    
 
KM 
 
You have confirmed that your ongoing role at KM during the Term will be unpaid and will comprise one 
day per fortnight during which time you will provide leadership to a team of consultants in the Higher 
Education practice. 
 
You have also confirmed that during the Term: 
 

• you will not be involved in any consulting work to regional NSW universities or that would create a 
conflict with UOW; and 
 

• you will not play a role in seeking to have the University engage KM to provide any services to 
the University, and that if KM is so engaged through any separate procurement process, you will 
not be involved in the management of those services.  
 

Board roles at the Centre for Education and Training and Foundation for Australian Studies in 
China 
 
You have confirmed that your time on these roles during the Term will be minimal, and that neither will 
involve any direct or indirect conflict with your role at the University. 
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Approval 
 
On this basis, and subject to your confirmation that you do not otherwise have any direct or indirect 
conflicts of interest with the University, we confirm the University’s approval of your ongoing roles.  We 
also confirm that this letter records the measures that will be taken to manage this potential conflict of 
interest under the Conflict of Interest Policy.  
 
As required under the University’s policies and Council governance, you will need to continue to monitor 
your ongoing roles and disclose any other potential conflicts of interest. 
 
Yours sincerely 

Michael Still      
Chancellor  
 
cc Chief People & Culture Officer      



 

1. Can you confirm that your contract with UOW was signed June 3 2024, with a start 

date of July 1 2024?  

I confirm the contract with UoW was signed on 3 June 2024 with a start date of 1 July 2024; 

however, my actual start date was varied by verbal agreement with Chancellor Michael Still to 

22 June 2024. 

2. Can you confirm that Chancellor Michael Still’s June 3rd letter to you, 

accompanying your contract, includes the following statement: “You have 

confirmed that your ongoing role at KM during the Term [of appointment as Interim 

VC] will be unpaid and will comprise one day per fortnight during which time you 

will provide leadership to a team of consultants in the Higher Education Practice”  

I confirm the letter dated 3 June 2024 from Chancellor Michael Still’s contains that statement. 

However, I would like to take the opportunity to clarify these arrangements: 

• I was on unpaid leave from KordaMentha for the period of 22 June 2024 to 28 February 

2025 to fulfil my appointment at UoW. Although, I do note that I was inadvertently paid 

for the full month of June 2024 by KordaMentha despite not working from 22 June 

2024 as salary had already been advanced in full for that month by the time I 

commenced at UoW.   

• The one day per fortnight was not a formal work commitment, rather a personal 

arrangement. I did not provide leadership to the KordaMentha team of consultants 

during that time. I refer to my response to question 5 for further details. 

 

3. How many staff were in the Higher Education Practice at Korda Mentha at that time?  

KordaMentha has a service line called ‘Performance Improvement’, which assists to stabilise, 

improve and transform organisational performance, including for those bodies in financial 

distress, across the private and public sectors. The team has expertise in, amongst other 

things, corporate strategy, governance and risk, crisis management, change management, 

organisational redesign, financial analysis and modelling and implementation. There are 

employees within Performance Improvement who have deep experience in certain sectors, 

such as Higher Education and Health.  

In terms of staff numbers: 

• to the best of my knowledge, there were approximately 22 staff within the Performance 

Improvement team (including myself); and 

• apart from myself, there was one other partner with significant executive experience 

in the higher education sector and 2-3 other partners with some experience in the 

sector. There was a small group of more junior employees with an interest in, and 

some experience of, the Higher Education sector. 

 

4. Did you have any input into the proposal/Tender that KM submitted to UOW?  

No.  

5. In your one day per fortnight of employment at KordaMentha, what duties, roles did 

you fulfill and do you ever recall providing advice to KordaMentha about their 



consultancy role with the University of Wollongong? What happened when UOW 

was mentioned in those meetings? Were you mentoring staff who were also working 

at UOW as part of the consultancy arrangement  

Although I acknowledge the letters from UoW dated 3 June 2024 and 10 December 2024 do 

state that my role with KordaMentha would comprise of one day per fortnight to provide 

leadership to a team of consultants in the Higher Education Practice, this did not actually 

occur.  

For context, I commenced at KordaMentha around 22 February 2024. As I had only been at 

KordaMentha for a short period of time and the appointment as interim Vice Chancellor was 

temporary, I wanted to ensure that I had the opportunity to keep in touch with my colleagues 

at KordaMentha for my eventual return. This was never intended to be a formal work 

arrangement with assigned duties or responsibilities to fulfil on that 1 day.   

As noted in my response to question 3, I was on unpaid leave from KordaMentha whilst serving 

as the interim Vice-Chancellor at UoW.   

On this one day per fortnight at KordaMentha: 

• I recall that I occasionally attended meetings with other partners and senior staff. These 

meetings dealt with internal matters, such as firm wide or team specific updates on 

staffing, recruitment, budgeting and forward planning. Individual client engagements 

and specific business development opportunities were not discussed at these 

meetings; and  

• I recall making a small editorial contribution to the KordaMentha 2024 Higher 

Education Annual Report, and took part in a breakfast event in the KordaMentha 

Sydney office on 12 November 2024.  

I did not provide advice in relation to KordaMentha's engagement with UOW, nor did I mentor 

any staff working on this project. 

6. Why didn’t Dewar or Still inform staff, even at the Town Hall meeting on Sept 3rd 

2024, of the 9 day fortnight with 10th day reserved for KM, arrangement?  

The purpose of the Town Halls was to brief staff on developments in the sector, the financial 

situation of the university and the actions being taken to address it, and to celebrate 

successes. Staff had an opportunity to ask questions of me and the senior leadership team. 

When asked about my employment arrangements, I answered the question in full. 

To be clear, my day a fortnight was not ‘reserved for KM’ - it was my choice to have the flexibility 

to maintain connections to my future employers in my own time rather than the university’s. 

7. In what way was the Conflict of interest ‘material’ Conflict of Interest , as noted in 

Council papers ?  

I am not aware of the specific Council paper to which you refer, so am unable to address this 

question. 

8. In relation to the current UOW Chancellor Michael Still, do you recall any 

conversations prior to your appointment as Vice Chancellor regarding how and 

when your predecessor, Patricia Davidson ended her Contract early? If so, what was 

the nature of those conversations?  



I do not recall any conversations with Chancellor Still about the circumstances of Professor 

Davidson's departure from UOW prior to my appointment. I do recall more general 

conversations about the many challenges facing the university and that recent leadership had 

played a part in some of them; but the source of many of the university’s challenges pre-dated 

Professor Davidson’s tenure as VC or stemmed from COVID.  

Professor Davidson departed on 19 April 2026, and my first conversation about the interim VC 

role was on 2 May 2024.  

9. As VC, it’s your role to oversee the executive functions of University management, 

including accepting or rejecting advice and recommendations from consultancy 

firms (like KM) brought in to advise. How would this work for you, given that you 

were in a position to accept or reject recommendations made by your own business, 

while acting in the ‘best interests of the university’?  

During my time at UoW, KordaMentha’s work was diagnostic and preparatory. Most of it was 

directed to designing a new operating model for UoW, and that design work was continuing 

when I left. 

Any conflict in roles was managed through the fact that the Program Control Board oversaw 

KordaMentha’s work. I recall there being around 4-5 members on the Program Control Board. 

The Program Control Board reported to the University Council. I was never in a position in 

which I was the decision maker with respect to KordaMentha’s recommendations. 

10. In Michael Still’s testimony to Parliament he says that you ‘saw a need for certain 

people to leave the University’. Is it unusual for an Interim VC to make these kinds 

of long lasting decisions (sacking DVCs etc) when you were only expected to be 

around for 6 months? What was the criteria used by you to make these decisions to 

get rid of 2 DVCs - Sean Brawley and David Currow?  

It is not unusual for an Interim VC to make decisions that have lasting implications for a 

university, particularly where those decisions are necessary to address the financial and 

organisational challenges giving rise to the interim appointment in the first place.  

I was not appointed merely to maintain the status quo while a permanent Vice-Chancellor was 

recruited. I was given a clear mandate by Council to take the actions necessary to stabilise 

UOW's financial position and organisational effectiveness.   

In terms of changes to UOW’s executive leadership, my decisions were based on a review of 

the University's executive team and its alignment with the needs of the institution at that time. 

These decisions were made in the best interests of the University and with appropriate 

governance oversight from Council.  

I am conscious of obligations of confidentiality regarding personnel matters and would prefer 

not to elaborate on individual circumstances in a public forum.  

However, in general, such decisions involve a consideration of one or more of the following: 

• the identification of opportunities for efficiency and consolidation of duties, roles and 

responsibilities;  

• the need for certain roles within the organisation based on the organisation’s financial 

state; and/or 



• performance. 

 

11. Were you aware that Michael Still had set up a discretionary fund of 2M that he could 

expend? If so, what was the justification for this?  

Not at the time of my appointment. I became aware of it subsequently. I understood that its 

purpose was to enable Council to commission various kinds of work it might think necessary 

to address some of the challenges in the university. 

12. Do you consider that Council members were sufficiently informed about the 

restructure, the financial justifications and the rationale?  

There were two separate restructure processes.  

The one that took place while I was there related to courses and subjects. Decisions were 

required in relation to the review of Teaching and Learning programs. This was run internally  

by the UoW team (without KordaMentha’s involvement) and reported to me. I kept Council 

fully informed of progress, both through the Program Control Board and directly to Council. 

The university wide transformation, in which KordaMentha were involved, took place after I 

left. The university will be best placed to answer this question so far as it relates to this aspect 

of the restructure. 

13. Would you object to universities disclosing total annual payments for 

benchmarking and related advisory services?  

As indicated in my evidence at the hearing, I support more clarity and transparency in the 

reporting of consulting expenditure. Currently, some spending attributed to consulting fees in 

fact relates to the cost of running a university, for example, engaging IT contractors or 

recruitment agents. Greater precision in and standardisation of reporting across the sector 

would be both beneficial and serve the public interest. 

14. What connections does KordaMentha have with University leadership across NSW? 

Specifically – partners or staff on advisory boards or councils etc? 

As far as I am aware, no KordaMentha partners or staff currently serve on university advisory 

boards or councils in New South Wales.  

15. You stated that the chancellor, Mr Michael Still, told you he was thinking about 

including KordaMentha in the tender process for the UOW operations review. Please 

provide:  

(a) The approximate date of that conversation.  

Around 5 May 2024. 

(b) Whether that conversation occurred before or after your contract as interim vice-

chancellor was signed on 3 June 2024.  

We discussed this in general terms in our first phone conversation on 5 May 2024. 

(c) Whether any other KordaMentha staff were present or involved in that discussion or 

any related discussions with UOW.   



No, KordaMentha staff were not present for this or any related discussions with Chancellor 

Still. To the best of my knowledge, no staff had any related discussions with UoW other than 

the staff who participated in the tender submission to UoW. 

16. You stated that you suggested to the chancellor that the university would need 

external help.  

(a) On what date did you make that suggestion?  

See above answer to question 15. 

(b) Did you identify any specific firms, including KordaMentha, during that discussion?  

I said that KordaMentha had the expertise and experience to do this work. It was made clear 

to me that any procurement process would have to be run in accordance with university policy 

(i.e., a competitive tender). 

(c) Did you provide any documentation, briefing materials or analysis to the chancellor 

or the university to support the case for external consultants.   

I provided the Chancellor with an analysis of publicly available financial data drawn from 

UoW’s annual reports. This showed that the university was in an unsustainable financial 

position up to 2023 and that costs were rising faster than revenue. Things were likely to 

deteriorate further given that the negative effects of MD107 on international student revenue 

were already starting to be felt in early 2024. 

17. You indicated that your remuneration from KordaMentha was “fixed” and included 

a fixed entitlement to a distribution of profits. What was the total value of your fixed 

remuneration (including profit distribution) from KordaMentha for each of FY24 and 

FY25.  

My total gross remuneration from KordaMentha, including salary, superannuation and fixed 

trust distributions, were as follows: 

FY 24 - $145,238 

FY 25 - $60,000  

18. Did you receive any remuneration, distributions or other financial benefits from 

KordaMentha during the period you served as interim vice-chancellor (June 2024 to 

February 2025), including but not limited to accrued entitlements, superannuation 

contributions or partnership draws?  

No. 

No. I was on unpaid leave from KordaMentha for the period of 22 June 2024 to 28 February 

2025 to fulfil my appointment at UoW. I did not receive any salary, superannuation, trust 

distributions or other financial benefit during that time (although, I note that I was inadvertently 

paid for the full month of June 2024 by KordaMentha, despite not working from 22 June 2024, 

as salary had already been advanced in full for the month by the time I commenced at UoW. 

19. Was your partnership interest in KordaMentha suspended, varied or maintained in 

full during your time at UOW?  



I do not have a partnership interest in KordaMentha. Although my title is ‘Partner’, I am a 

salaried employee with a fixed remuneration set under the terms of my employment 

agreement. I was not paid any remuneration during the time I was at UoW and refer to my 

answer to questions 2 and 18. 

Separately, on commencement of my employment with KordaMentha, I was offered units in 

the KM unit trust that entitles me to profit distributions. In February 2024, I was provided with 

a letter setting out the anticipated fixed distribution schedule subject to the firm’s profitability. 

My monthly distributions from the unit trust did not deviate from the amounts specified in that 

letter and were unaffected by whether KordaMentha won the UOW tender or not. There were 

no monthly distributions made to me at all during the time I was at UoW, although I did receive 

my anticipated fixed distribution for the month of June 2024.  

20. You acknowledged attending KordaMentha team meetings approximately one day 

per fortnight during your time as interim vice-chancellor. Please provide:  

(a) The total number of KordaMentha meetings or calls you attended during your period 

as interim vice-chancellor.   

I did occasionally attend meetings and videocalls on my day off from UoW. From reviewing 

my records, I attended about one meeting a fortnight by video conference and spent about 3 

days in the Melbourne office during that period. 

I would like to reiterate that I was on unpaid leave from KordaMentha for the entirety of my 

appointment at UoW. The one day per fortnight was not a formal work commitment. It was a 

personal arrangement, taken in my own unpaid time. I did not work for KordaMentha during 

this period other than voluntarily. I refer to my answer to question 5.  

(b) Whether any of those meetings involved discussion of current or prospective higher 

education clients other than UOW.   

Current and prospective clients were not the subjects of the meetings I attended. These dealt 

with internal matters, such as firm wide or team specific updates on staffing, recruitment, 

budgeting and forward planning. 

In the interests of completeness, I did attend a Roundtable event organised by KordaMentha 

on 12 November 2024 at which representatives of various higher education institutions were 

also present. As current issues in higher education were discussed, this could be 

characterised as a business development event of sorts. The University of Wollongong was 

not represented at this event.   

(c) A copy of the provision in your UOW contract or conflict management plan that 

permitted this arrangement?  

A copy will be provided with this response.  

21.  You stated that you were not involved in managing the KordaMentha team at UOW 

and that the team was overseen by a program control board. Did anyone from 

KordaMentha report to you in any capacity outside the program control board, 

including informally?  

No.  



22. KordaMentha’s final report for UOW acknowledged poor-quality data in workforce, 

workload and casual staff areas. Given this, please explain what quality assurance 

processes were applied to the KordaMentha recommendations that were subsequently 

relied upon in the UOW change proposals.  

KordaMentha recommendations related to the university wide operating model review, not to 

the Teaching and Learning Review. I refer to my response to question 12. The data for the 

Teaching and Learning Review was generated internally and was subject to an extensive 

internal consultation and validation process.  

I understand that KordaMentha’s team’s eventual recommendations did not depend solely on 

workforce data but on multiple sources of evidence and that they did what they could to tidy 

up the discrepancies in the data before finalising their work. 

The unreliability of the university’s workforce data itself signals the extent of the challenges it 

was facing. 

 

23. The total spend on KordaMentha at UOW has been reported as $3.84 million. What 

was your understanding of the total contract value when KordaMentha was first 

engaged, and did you have any role in approving scope expansions or additional work 

packages?  

My understanding is that the contract value for KordaMentha's initial engagement, awarded 

through a competitive tender process, was approximately $310,000. This covered the initial 

operational review previously described.   

I had no role in approving any subsequent scope expansions or additional engagements. 

These decisions were made either by the Program Control Board while I was there, or after I 

left in February 2025. Based on information available to me now, 80% of the work 

KordaMentha completed for UoW was procured after I left. 

24.  What connection did you have to the Illawarra region prior to your appointment as 

interim VC of the University of Wollongong and to the University Council? 

My connection to the Illawarra region and UoW was primarily professional, arising from my 

appointment to the role. I had no connection to the University Council. I was appointed 

because of my experience as a Vice-Chancellor, most recently at La Trobe University, and in 

leadership roles at other institutions.   




