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Bankruptcy of an ‘elite institution’
Imadec University was the Alma Mater of the political elite. It has already lost its accreditation and its existence is now under threat. 

Twenty years ago, Imadec University was founded: and a big, dignified celebration was already planned for its anniversary. This is a posh private higher education institution in the suitably posh Schloss Laudon, situated in Penzing, a part of Vienna. They planned to toast the university with champagne, and probably also expected a few speeches from prominent recipients of honorary doctorates: Gaudeamus igitur… 

But it didn’t quite happen like that. The academic festivities were cancelled. The homepage of the university states ‘We had to postpone the date, due to political and social changes which had an impact on the schedule of some of our international guests’. They are well advised not to mention which guest they are specifically referring to, since their most famous alumnus is also the most notorious, namely Saif al-Islam Gaddafi (39), son of the former Libyan dictator Muammar al-Gaddafi. He co-ordinated the terror against the rebels and threatened them with ‘rivers of blood’. Now he is locked up in a desert prison, waiting for his trial; the death penalty is a possibility.

Gaddafi started his degree course in economics at the Webster University – first in Zurich, and when his Swiss visa was not renewed, he continued in Vienna. Later he stated: “I didn’t like it there.” The private Imadec University in its pretty palace was more to his liking. The tuition fees are between 34 000 and 40 000 Euro. In spite of his broken English, Gaddafi managed to pass his entrance test with Kurt Leube, Professor at the California State University, which is a partner institution of the Viennese private university. He then graduated with an MBA after a mere twenty months. His spare time he spent in the company of the local high society. It was Saif Gaddafi who initiated the contact between his father and Jörg Haider [notorious leader of the Austrian right-wing party FPÖ]. Imadec was proud of its alumnus: after all, he was the best known student in this elite institution, which gave academic titles to a striking number of young contenders in the right-wing/liberal political camp.

Today, the glory has faded. Imadec University is no longer allowed to call itself a university, and merely survives by offering ‘university-style courses’. It is an artificial construct bestowing worthless academic titles which are not officially acknowledged. The Ministry of Science states that even such courses cannot continue beyond 2012, when the last students will receive their diplomas: an MA which has no value. 

Once the title was highly desirable. When, in 2000, the Austrian council of university accreditation granted Imadec the status of a private university, initially for five years only, Christian Joksch had reached his goal. He was then 40, an insurance broker and university lecturer who had founded the institution back in 1991, and who remains its president. In the 1990s he was instrumental in initiating legislation for the accreditation of private universities by the Austrian government. The coalition between ÖVP [People’s party: centre right] and FPÖ [Freedom Party: ostensibly economic liberals, but increasingly right wing] which was then in power was willing to apply its motto ‘more private enterprise – smaller state’ to higher education as well. The SPÖ [Social Democrats, then the main opposition party] supported this move. Erwin Niederwieser, who was then education spokesman of the SPÖ, remembers that “we agreed to the proposal, because we were able to negotiate concessions on some important points, such as a prohibition of funding from organisations in the public sector, and the creation of a body independent of the ministry which was going to carry out the accreditation processes.” But he is nevertheless unhappy with the way in which the law was applied. Umit, a private university situated in the Tyrol (currently battling a number of scandals) and Imadec had lived up to the most pessimistic predictions: there were grave problems with transparency and standards, and there was a serious suspicion that degrees were conferred too easily or perhaps even sold. 

Imadec often announced lectures by well-known experts, but these lectures were then given by teaching assistants. As Niederwieser points out: “this isn’t necessarily of worse quality, and it also happens at public universities, but not as often.” Back then, the Tyrolian Education spokesman was a member of the parliamentary science committee, and members of the accreditation council, when called before the committee, described their problems with Imadec. Niederwieser summarises the conclusions of the committee with caution: “they created an impression that you could get a degree with Imadec under any circumstances, as long as you had money.”

It seems that this was not exactly unattractive to young political careerists of the right and centre-right parties [FPÖ, ÖVP]. For example Gerald Mikscha, who was long Jörg Haider’s private secretary, managed to get a Master’s degree between tennis courts, Carinthian lakes and helicopter pads. Theresia Zierler, once a presenter with the ORF [the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation] and then, 2000-2001, FPÖ party president, as well as Ralph Vallon, until 2000 the Freedom Party’s director of communications, gained degrees from Imadec. Sylvia Paphazy is yet another alumna: she was a Freedom party MP from 1999 to 2002, and was also the partner of Vice Chancellor Joksch. They were clearly on the same wave length politically, since in 1999, Joksch was a candidate on the FPÖ’s party list for the EU elections. And it was also Joksch who introduced Saif Gaddafi to his party leader Jörg Haider. 

Imadec gained an aristocratic air when Karl Habsburg gained his degree there: he had spent years failing to get a Law degree in Salzburg. Otto Habsburg, the head of the family, was honorary president of Imadec until his death in May 2011. And finally, the private university got its blessing as an elite institution when Werner Amon became a student there, a People’s party [ÖVP] MP and his party’s education spokesman. He received his degree in spite of never passing his Matura [Austrian equivalent of A-levels and usually necessary to attend university] or the required alternative university access exam. From 2000 to 2001 he was a student and at the same time also Director of Imadec’s Department of Resource Development.

In this way, VC Joksch created a veritable political network. Shortly after the accreditation Joksch explained: “The difference between a public and a private university is that we can choose our students; therefore we only admit people who are fit to become part of our network.” And this network of alumni promptly came to his aid when Imadec lost its accreditation as a university. 

This was due to a number of problems: “affected areas included personnel structures, decision making processes, organisational structure, the system guaranteeing standards, and financial security for the medium term”, explains Elvira Mutschmann-Sanchez of the accreditation council. 

The alumni made every effort to save their Alma Mater: ÖVP education spokesman Amon complained that the decision was “inexplicable and highly unprofessional with regard to its impact”, and Sylvia Paphazy called it an “incredible step backwards in the Austrian education system.” VC Joksch thought that the criteria for renewal of Imadec’s accreditation had been “met in their entirety”: he had expected that accreditation would be “merely a formality.”

But in spite of all the efforts of ÖVP and FPÖ, who had a majority in parliament at the time, the council stuck to its guns and Imadec’s accreditation was not renewed. The SPÖ’s insistence in making accreditation independent of the ministry proved to be a prescient move.

And soon afterwards there was another blow for VC Joksch: Imadec lost its power to grant honorary doctorates. In April 2006 the Verfassungsgerichtshof [supreme court dealing with administrative matters] declared null and void a honorary doctorate of 2003, bestowed in an elaborate ceremony on Alexandre Lamfalussy, a theoretical finance expert. Their reason was that like all other private universities, Imadec did not have the authority to issue honorary academic titles. Yet these titles in particular had been handed out with enthusiasm: Arnold Schwarzenegger received one, as did Wim Duisenberg, the former president of the European Central Bank. Even the former Austrian Chancellor [i.e. Prime Minister], Franz Vranitzky (SPÖ) has an honorary academic title from this unusual university.

But apart from its administrative misfortunes, Imadec also had to contend with a financial disaster: in June 2010 it declared bankruptcy, and in August they accepted a plan to pay back their debts in full by August 2012.

These are hard times for the Vice Chancellor, who has suddenly developed an urge to avoid the public eye. But he can still count on his old friends: In June 2010 the Minister for Science (the ÖVP’s Beatrix Karl) bestowed on him one of the highest Austrian distinctions for services to the Republic [Grosses Ehrenzeichen für Verdienste um die Republik] in an elaborate ceremony staged at the Ministry. The official reason was that Joksch had paved the way for Austria’s legal framework for private universities, and the Minister added that “Imadec’s excellent international position is due to his efforts.” Nobody seemed to care that Imadec no longer was a university at this stage. Only later the Ministry was embarrassed by the mismatch between reality and excessive praise. Joksch’s CV, which originally appeared among those of others honoured in the same ceremony, simply disappeared from the Ministry’s website. In answer to a parliamentary question about this ‘correction’ of the past Minister Karl explained that “changes to the homepage are a routine part of technical maintenance and content management.” Joksch was, however, allowed to keep his medal.

In any case, Joksch isn’t the man who easily allows others to take things from him: once Imadec had lost its accreditation, Joksch continued to insist in its university status; in the end, the accreditation council had to approach Vienna’s commercial court so that the illegal title ‘Imadec University’ was struck from the register of legitimate company names.

This does not stop Imadec from still calling itself a university on its website. But they have not yet published a new date for the twentieth anniversary of their foundation. Even Vice Chancellor Joksch cannot predict whether the famous alumnus from Libya will find time for a visit in Vienna anytime soon. 

