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Pricey shoes, a Swiss
trip, bullying claims:
Inside the ANU revolt

ANU chancellor Julie Bishop and

vice chancellor Genevieve Bell

and their respective shoes.

With the university in financial crisis, staff and students are
in open revolt, rebelling against the leadership team of Julie
Bishop and VC Genevieve Bell, writes Jordan Baker.

If anyone is qualified to advise
embattledAustralianNational
University vice chancellor
GenevieveBell on the symbolic
power of a pair of shoes, it’s her
boss, chancellor JulieBishop.The
sparkly red satin shoeswornby the
former foreignministerwhen she
resigned fromamale-dominated
cabinet became sucha compelling
statement of female empowerment
thatBishopdonated themto the
MuseumofAustralianDemocracy.
Bell’s choice of footwearhas been

interpreteddifferently.Amid anger
at theANU’s decision to slash jobs
and courses to dig itself out of a
deepfinancial hole, the ‘‘derelict
chic’’ GoldenGoose sneakers she
wore to the opening of the
university’s LowitjaO’Donoghue
CulturalCentre earlier this year –
which retail at between$690and
$1315 – prompted outrage.Bell says
shebought themcheapon eBay.
Her critics don’t care.
The shoes have becomea symbol

of the rebellion againstBishopand
Bell’s leadership. ‘‘Resist Sneaker
Capitalism.ANUfights back,’’ read
posters around theCanberra cam-
pus,while angry staff, students and
alumni areposting pictures of their
own footwear to awebsite called
Shoes ofANU. ‘‘I justwant to run
away,’’ posted one academicunder
apair of pinkCrocs.Oneposted a
poembelowapicture of his bare
feet. ‘‘Solidarity is not awhisper,’’
hewrote, ‘‘but a step taken inpain.’’
ManyAustralianuniversities are

in financial trouble, and slashing
courses and staff to reduce costs.
But the issue is particularly fraught

atANU,whichwas set upbyanact
of parliament to research subjects
in the country’s national interest.
Consternation about the cuts are
exacerbatedby concerns about a
lack of transparency at the top,
allegations of strong-armedman-
agement, and claims theunivers-
ity’s governing councilwas asleep
at thewheelwhile its financial
positionnosedived.Theuniversity
regulator is now investigating.
Furthermissteps byBishopand

Bell – such asBell being onaUS
techgiant’s payroll for her first
year in the job, a $186,000executive
trip toSwitzerland tohost a
reception of dubious value to the
university at theWorldEconomic
Forum, and claimsBishopbullied a
senior academic (which shedenies)
– are intensifying the scandal. Some
argue the campaign againstBell in
particular is sexist, butmanyof the
university’s students, staff – even
its ‘‘gender experts’’ – andalumni
disagree.Theywant themgone.
‘‘What’s happening is a disaster

for theANUand its reputation,’’
says senatorDavidPocock,who
represents theAustralianCapital
Territory. ‘‘I just do not seehow the
current chancellor andvice
chancellor can turn it around.’’

Career turns
Bell is the daughter ofANU
royalty.Hermother is pioneering
anthropologist and feministDiane
Bell, who spent long periods of her
career at theCanberra university
andwould take youngGenevieve to
remote parts of theNorthern
Territorywhile doing fieldwork on

the role ofwomen in Indigenous
societies. Bell became an
anthropologist too, and taught at
Stanford in theUSbefore her
career took an unusual turn.
Itwas the late 1990s, and tech

company Intelwas looking for
social scientists to study how
people used technology in their
homes. Theywanted product ideas
– the planwas to turn experts in
humanbehaviour into technology
soothsayers. DuringBell’s inter-
view, shewarned the company that
shewas ‘‘a radical feminist and an
unconstructed neo-Marxist’’,The
NewYorkTimes reported in 2014.
Intelwas undeterred. Itwelcomed
her forthrightness, which, she told
the newspaper, could be a liability
in the academicworld. ‘‘At
Stanford, they didn’t like itwhen
you told the faculty theywere dead
wrong,whereas here, thatwas a
cultural value,’’ she said.
In 2017,Bellwasbroughtback to

Australiabyanother rock-star
scientist, thenANUvice chancellor
andNobel prize-winningphysicist
BrianSchmidt, to leada institution
lookingat the intersectionof
artificial intelligence, dataand
humanexperience (nowknownas
theSchool ofCybernetics).
ANU’scouncil, headedbyBishop,

appointedhervicechancellor in
September2023 (VC is the
equivalentofacompanychief
executive).Still, she remainedonthe
Intelpayroll untilNovember2024, 10
months into the top job (she
reportedlyearnedabout$70,000 for
24hours’work fromthecompany in
that time).Whenhersecondary

employmentwaseventually
revealed, it tookmany in the tertiary
sectorbysurprise. ‘‘Itwasashocking
look,’’ saidanexecutiveatanother
major institution, on theconditionof
anonymityso theycouldspeak
freely. ‘‘BeingaVC isa full-timegig.’’
Questions linger about the

disclosure of the Intel gig; Bishop
has said she approved thepaid
nature of the arrangement, but
ANUthen told theSenate that its
council did not requiremembers to
disclose remunerationwhencalling
for disclosures of interest.
Stepping into theVCrolewasn’t

an easypersonal transition forBell.
She’d explained to theTimes that
she embracedher femininitywhile

working in themasculine computer
world bywearingFrenchperfume
andhigh-heels. But in thefirst few
weeks of her job as vice chancellor,
shewas told to adjust her image.
‘‘Shewas advised to fixherwild red
hair, towatchherweight, swapher
backpack for a briefcase,’’ her head
of public affairs,AmyCapuano,
wrote onLinkedIn, posted in
response to the sneaker saga.
ButBell’s professional challenge

was far greater. She took over a
university in badfinancial shape.
BeforeCOVID,Schmidt had
deliberately kept a lid on student
numbers to stop theuniversity
frombecomingmass-market
education likemajor institutions in

Working until they could not walk: The
The UN has criticised Australia’s patchwork laws protecting
people from slavery, warning of “severe patterns of
exploitation”, write Tania Ewing and Amber Schultz.

In the searingQueenslandheat, the
Tonganmanwas forced to sit in the
field, his paydocked for anhour.He
wasbeingpunished for leaning
instead of kneeling to budyoung
mandarin trees.
His employer hadbeenwatching

him throughhis gun scope, the
farm’s formerworkplace
supervisor toldTheAge.
‘‘Theywouldworkuntil they

couldn’twalk, their legswould seize
up,’’ the supervisor said.
She saidmenoftenpassed out

and that she oncehad toperform
CPRonaworker having a
dehydration-inducedheart attack.
Themanwas thenflownhome

insteadof beingplaced on
WorkCover.The supervisor
resigned shortly afterwards. She
requested anonymity to protect her

future employment.The farm is
nowundernewmanagement.
Australia’s anti-slavery laws

havebeen criticised by theUnited
Nations after an in-country
assessment,warningAustralia’s
legal approach toprotectinghuman
rights is piecemeal. The report,
published lastweekbySpecial
Rapporteur on contemporary
formsof slaveryTomoyaObokata,
foundmigrantworkers face
‘‘alarming and sometimes severe
patterns of exploitation’’ by
employers, labourhire companies
andmigration agents.
Workerswere exposed to

deceptive recruitment, excessive
wagedeductions, hazardous
working conditions, harassment,
threats, violence and sexual
assault, the report stated.

Stakeholders have told ofwomen
choosing abortions to keep their
work visas,whileTheAgehas
uncovered allegations of coerced
marriage,whileworkerpayslips
sightedbyTheAgehave also
revealedpoorpayment practices
and inflated fees.
ThePacificAustralia Labour

Mobility scheme (PALM) scheme is
a temporary visa program for
workers fromPacific islands and
Timor-Leste,with 31,500
employed,mainly in agriculture
andmeat processing.

Abortionswithnochoice
ANSWparliamentary inquiry into
the risk of slavery for temporary
migrantworkers, held in June,was
told thatworkerswere choosing to
have abortions to keep theirwork

visas. Trudi Beck, aWaggaGP,
told a regional hearing that about
95 per cent of visaworkers she saw
chose an abortion ‘‘not because of
personal choice’’ but to keep their
visas. ‘‘They know theywill breach
their visa requirements to be able
towork – either because they’re in
a physical job . . . or if they keep the
baby, theywill have to go home
because theywon’t be able towork
as per the conditions of their visa.’’
PaulMayton, a formermayor of

Leeton in theRiverina, told the
inquiry he had spoken to one
womanwhohad left her job after
becoming pregnant.Her income,
accommodation andhealth cover
were tied to the employer. She had
no access to health serviceswhen
she gave birth twomonths
premature.With nowhere to stay,
her babywas taken into state care.
Itwas the second child she had in
Australia that had been removed
fromher. ‘‘She said, ‘I didn’t know
what to do, Paul, because I have no
money, so I agreed to it. But Iwant

mybabies back’,’’Mayton told the
inquiry.
Worker advocatesGeoffrey and

JaneSmith toldTheAge they
witnessed a coercedmarriage on a
farm in 2020. The employer, a
preacher, allegedly told the couple
theywould lose their visas if they
didn’tmarry, andwouldn’t let the
couple live togetherwithout the
ceremony. ‘‘Wehad to hastily
prepare awedding in a backyard.
And itwas a lovely day, but they
stillmarried under coercion,’’
Geoff said.
Australia’sAnti-Slavery

CommissionerChris Evans said
3000PALMworkers now in
Australia had left their employers
due to concerns. ‘‘They are the
truly vulnerable and are amajor
focus,’’ he said, calling for extra
protection for the increasing
number ofwomen in the scheme.

Commonpractice
Illegal deductions, non-
transparent payslips and surplus
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‘What’s happening is
a disaster for the
ANU and its
reputation.’
Senator David Pocock

Sydney andMelbourne,whichwere
trying to recruit asmany internat-
ional students as they could.The
universitywas also rebuilding age-
ing infrastructure andfixingdam-
age causedbywildweather in 2018.
All thismeantANUhadno

financial bufferwhen thepandemic
hit, and the then-Coalition govern-
ment refused to allowuniversities
to claimJobSeekerpayments.
Budgetswere further erodedby the
Coalition’s Job-readyGraduates
package,which cutCommonwealth
funding for teaching local students
acrossmany courses and therefore
reduced the viability of smaller
courses formanyuniversities, not
justANU–apolicyLaborhasnot

repealed.Bell alsowalked into
cultural problems.A report on the
formerANUCollege ofHealth and
Medicine by formerVictoriaPolice
chief commissionerChristine
Nixon, published inMay, found
staff described ‘‘a deeply dysfunct-
ional culture across the college and
thebroader universitymarkedby
bureaucracy, territorialism, bul-
lying, entitlement and resistance to
change’’, adding that theuniversity
couldnot provide an environment
of psychological safetywhile this
behaviourwas considered
acceptable.
‘‘You could argue that she

inherited a situation that hadbeen
building for a number of years,’’

saysAndrewNorton, a higher
educationpolicy expertwho
workedatANUuntil last year and
is nowatMonashUniversity. ‘‘On
the other hand, you’ve got to think
of the appointments that council
hasmade; twoVCs in a rowwithout
extensive prior university
administration experience.’’
There remains confusion over

the extent of thefinancial problem
atANU, andhow it got so bad.Bell
andBishop say it’s dire; in a
statement in late July, Bell said
ANUhadbeen operatingwith a
deficit sinceCOVIDand last year
spent $2.7millionmore aweek than
it earned.The 2024annual report
outlines anoperational deficit of
$140million.They say thefinancial
crisis position justifies theplan to
cut $250million from thebudget, of
which $100million involved staff
cuts;more than 220people have
already left throughvoluntary or
forced redundancies (on
Wednesday,Bell said therewould
benomore forced job cuts).
Pocock, however, says the extent

of thefinancial problems remains
unclear. ‘‘Because there’s such a
lack of transparency, [it’s
uncertain]whether thefinances
actuallywarrant this level of cuts.’’
Nortonsays if theuniversity’s

position isasbadasBell says, its
councilwill need toanswerquest-
ions. ‘‘This isoneof thekey issues
TEQSA[TertiaryEducationQuality
andStandardsAgency] is looking
into,’’ hesays. ‘‘If theANU’sfinances
areasbadasBell andBishopsay they
are,whywasn’t this issueaddressed
earlieron?Howdid [ANU]get into
this situation, andbeing in that
situation,did it hire therightpeople
toget it out?’’
The furyof staff, students and

alumnihasbeen inflamedby
revelationsabout the cost of sup-
porting thechancellor,Bishop
(chancellor is like acompanychair,
andworkswith thevice chancellor
on strategyandfinancial oversight).
In 2023, theuniversity spent
$186,000flyingBishop,Schmidt,
Bell and three other executives to
theWorldEconomicForum in
Davos,whereANUhosteda
$78,000reception.Bishopdoesn’t
receivea salary for the role (she is
entitled toanhonorariumof about
$75,000), buther costs are signifi-

cant; herPerthoffice, travel ex-
pensesandstaff cost about
$790,000 last year,TheAustralian
FinancialReviewhas reported.
Bishophasalsobeenaccused in the
Senateof hiringher formermedia
adviser, friendandbusinesspartner
MurrayHansen towriteher
speeches (ANUsays thiswasdone
by theevents teamatarm’s length
fromBishop).
The scandal intensified lastweek

whenDrLizAllen, anANU
demographerand formercouncil
member, tolda federal committee
Bishophad laughedat andblocked
her from leavinga roomwhen
confrontingherwithallegationsof
leakingconfidential information to
themedia.

‘‘I believe chancellorBishop is
hostile andarrogant to staff,’’ she
told theSenate inquiry.Bishop
rejected theallegations, saying she
always showedstaffmembers
respect.

Glasscliffposition
Bishop has been at the university
since January 2020, butBell has
been there for only a year and a
half. Some say the vice chancellor
is being pushed off a ‘‘glass cliff’’ (a
descriptor of jobs given towomen
when there’s barely any possibility
of succeeding in them).
Bell hasdescribed thecampaign

againstheras tall poppysyndrome.
‘‘Sexismisaliveandwell and living in
Australia,’’ she told theABC,
pointingout thecampaignhasbeen
personal inawayhermale
predecessorneverexperienced.
Someagree. InaCanberraTimes
piecedecrying theNationalTertiary
EducationUnion’scampaignagainst
her,ANUprofessorJohnBlaxland
arguedBellwas inan invidious
position. ‘‘Nowisnot the timetopush
beyondtheglasscliff,’’ he said. ‘‘Now
is the timeto recognise thescaleof
thechallengeshe facesandget

behindher.’’But femaleacademics
hit back.Anopinionpieceby
anonymous ‘‘ANUGenderExperts’’
argues theyhave seennoevidence
of sexism in theunion’s campaign,
and thatBellwasaprivileged
womanwhowas failing inher job.
‘‘Women inpowerful positions
cannotbe immune tocriticism,nor
should their genderprotect them
fromscrutiny,’’ theywrote,
expressing their frustration ‘‘with
whatwesee asablatant
weaponisationof genderand to
raise ourvoices against it.’’
Pocockalsodisagreeswith the

glass cliff argument.HegaveBell
thebenefit of thedoubtatfirst, but
‘‘that argumentwearsvery thin
whenyousee theway thingsare
beingmanaged’’, he says. ‘‘A lot of
the issuesnowareof their own
making, clearlyunder thedecision-
makingofBishopandBell anda
council that’s potentially been
starvedof informationorhasn’t
beenwilling to standup to them.’’
Thematter isnow in thehandsof

TEQSA. Its chief executivewrote to
Bell in June, raising issues ranging
froma lackoffinancial trans-
parency to themanagementof the
cuts andconcerns staffwere too
intimidatedbysenior executives to
speakupabout theprocess.
‘‘TEQSA is concernedANU’s
councilmaynothave fulfilled its
obligation to exercise competent
governanceoversight of, andbe
accountable for, allANU’s
operations,’’DrMaryRussellwrote.
ANUacknowledged thechanges

hadbeenchallengingandsaid it had
alreadyachieved$59.9million in
savings. ‘‘Weknowthisperiodof
transformationhasn’t beeneasyand
we thankandacknowledge thework
anddedicationof our community to
supportANUduring this timeof
changeandcontinuing to strive for
collegial relationships,’’ it said.
InCapuano’sLinkedIndefenceof

herboss lastmonth, as the shoe
issueblewup, shewonderedwhy, in
2025, peoplewere still questioninga
woman’sdecisionsabouther shoes.
‘‘I can’t seemto rememberany
commentaryabout the lastVC’s
choiceof footwear.’’
Undeterred, theShoesofANU

campaignmarcheson.Pictures
mountofworn-outworkboots,
flimsy thongsand ‘‘UGGsofdespair’’.

‘alarming’ situation for migrants on farms

The PALM scheme is a temporary visa program forworkersmainly on farms.

fees are a commonpractice among
horticulture labour hire firms and
employers, found aFairWork
report published in June.
Madec isoneofAustralia’s largest

labourhirefirms. In2022-23, the
registeredcharitymadenearly$200
million inrevenue,with84percent
generated fromlabourhire.
Thecompany legallycharges

workers’deductions for
accommodation, transport, flights
home,bed linenandkitchenutensils.
ASenate inquiry into jobsecurity

heardevidence thatoneworker took
home justover$100aweekafter
Madec’sdeductions.
TheAgehasreviewedacontract,

signed late last year,betweena
PALMschemeworker from
VanuatuandMadec, showinga
proposeddeductionof$1900 fora
‘‘return internationalair fareand
domestic travel’’.Returnflights
betweenBrisbaneandVanuatu, the
worker’shomecountry, onaverage,
costbetween$550and$800.
Theworkerwasalsocharged$185

aweek foraccommodation, $50a
week for transportandone-off fees
of$100 forbed linen,$200 fora
mobilephoneandSIM,and$60 fora
refundablekitchenpack.Her take-
homepay for thefirst threemonths
ofworkwas$224aweek.
In2022,Madecwas investigated

byVictoria’sLabourHireAuthority
forchargingworkers for
substandardandovercrowded
accommodation.Madecagreed to
repayworkersaportionof their rent,
andagreed toaudit theirprocesses
ofpayment,deductionsand
accommodationstandards.

Madechasbeencontacted for
comment.
Similarly, thisTheAgehassighted

acontractwithMcCrystalFarms in
Bundabergwherehundredsof
dollarswerededucted froma
worker’spay forsuperannuation,
withnodetails about thehourly rate
orsuperannuation fund listed.
Lastyear,McCrystal faced legal

actionby theFairWork
Ombudsmanforunlawfullyfining
workers$500 fordrinkingalcohol
whileonworksiteaccommodation.
Theorganisationcharged29
workersa total of$14,500 in three
months.TheOmbudsmanalso
alleged thecompanycharged
workers inflated fees forhealth
insurance.McCrystalFarmswas
contacted forcomment.

Crackdownneeded
Penalties to crack downon
unscrupulous employers aren’t
strong enough, saysNSWAnti-
slaveryCommissionerDr James
Cockayne. ‘‘Therisksof serious

penalty forengaging in these
practicesareso lowthat it is rational,
fromaneconomicperspective, to
take that riskandengage in
overcharging,deceptiverecruitment
andeffectivedebtbondageof these
workers,’’ hesaid.
Cockaynecalled for the federal

government to introduce legislation
toallowworkers tochange
employersmoreeasily.
‘‘It’s verydifficult forpeople to

switchemployers ... it’s anextremely
long, complex [and]bureaucratic
process.Theyendupvery
vulnerable, and inparticular,
vulnerable toexploitation,’’ hesaid.
Aboutone infivePALMworkers

arehiredviaa labourhirecompany.
Sixty-twoPALMworkersdied in
AustraliabetweenJune2022and
August2025.ADepartmentof
EmploymentandWorkplace
Relationsspokespersonsaid the
government takes the“welfareand
wellbeingofPALMschemeworkers
seriouslyandcontinues toworkwith
... employers topromotesafety”.


