Adelaide University Postgraduate Students’ Association 

Submission on
The Australian Research Council Bill 2000 and Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000

Introduction

The Adelaide University Postgraduate Students’ Association represents over 3000 postgraduate students and honours students enrolled at the University of Adelaide. 

It is widely recognised that postgraduate students make a significant contribution to University research and scholarly publication. As such postgraduate students have a major interest in the direction of research policy and decision-making at both the university and national levels. 

We therefore welcome this opportunity to comment on the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 and Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000. Our comments on the two Bills are detailed below.

Functions of the ARC

The Minister’s White Paper on Research and Research Training: Knowledge and Innovation, received strong support in the higher education community, and in the wider community, for its recommendation to establish an independent and responsive Australian Research Council. 

We are concerned that the Australian Research Council Bill 2000, as it currently drafted, does not fully implement this recommendation. In its current form the ARC will not be able to independently respond to developments and debates in research and research education. Under clause 6(2) of the Bill, the ARC can provide advice to the Minister on research matters, but only on the request of the Minister. The ARC cannot be truly independent and responsive if it cannot initiate its own inquiries into research matters 

This contrasts significantly with the corresponding section of the National Health and Medical Research Council Act 1992 (Sections 7(1) (a) and 7(1)(b)). These provisions allow the NH& MRC to inquire into, issue guidelines, make recommendations and advise the community, and the Commonwealth, States and Territories on matters relating to:

· improvements in health; and

· the prevention, diagnosis and prevention of disease; and

· the provision of health care, and

· public health research and medical research; and

· ethical issues relating to health

We recommend that Section 5 of the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 be amended to enable the ARC to initiate and publish inquiries into research and research education.

Powers of the Minister

Sections 7 and 10 of the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 allow the Minister to give directions to the ARC and its Board on the performance of all of the ARC’s and Board’s functions. This section gives the Minister very broad powers. The only restriction to the Minister’s power is that he or she is “not entitled to direct the ARC (or the Board) to recommend that a particular proposal should, or should not, be approved as deserving financial assistance.” (Clause 7(2)) 

In contrast, the NH&MRC Act differs in that the Minister may only give directions of a general nature. Moreover, under the NH&MRC Act, the Minister is not entitled to direct the NH&MRC as to the manner of the Council’s treatment of particular scientific, technical or ethical issues. (Section 10(2) NH&MRC Act 1992) 

Adelaide University PGSA fully supports the need to ensure that the ARC and its decisions are accountable to the Parliament (and the general public) through the Minister. We are however, concerned that the broad directive powers of the Minister have the potential to bring into question the independence of the ARC, and may influence decisions of an academic, technical or ethical nature. In our opinion, this does not serve the interests of the Australian public or the need to ensure the continued development and success of Australian research and research education. 

We recommend that Sections 7 and 10 of the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 be amended to reflect the corresponding provisions in the National Health & Medical Research Council Act 1992. 

Membership of the Board of the ARC 

Funding for research education is one of the largest elements of the Commonwealth’s programs for research in higher education.  Research education is also dependent on other funding mechanisms, through the provision of high quality research environment and infrastructure provided through. Postgraduate research students make substantial contributions to Australia’s research effort. Postgraduate research students therefore have a very real and significant interest in the decision-making and strategic directions proposed by the ARC.

The inclusion of research student membership will assist the ARC Board to take into account the impact of policies, funding allocation and the strategic direction of research on postgraduate research students and their education. 

Postgraduate students make very positive contributions to the decision-making of committees and boards at the University level. Most Universities provide for postgraduate student membership of committees that make decisions on matters related to postgraduate education. The inclusion of a postgraduate research student on the Board of the ARC would be consistent with trends across the higher education sector. 
We recommend that membership of the Board of the ARC be amended to allow for the inclusion of a postgraduate research student.

Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000

The University of Adelaide PGSA has major concerns about the provision in this Bill that allow bodies and institutions currently not listed on the Australian Qualifications Framework to write to the Minister to seek funding for research and research education. (See Section 23 (1D (b)). 

We believe that this provides opportunities for unaccredited bodies and institutions to circumvent State and Territory accreditation processes.  Not only does this threaten the integrity and consistency of accreditation processes – it also has the potential to undermine standards for the provision of research education. The recent events surrounding the Greenwich University proposal illustrate the kinds of problems associated with institutions seeking approval to provide higher educational services outside of agreed frameworks.

In addition we also have concerns that the distribution of funds beyond the current list of accredited institutions will diminish funding to institutions with the necessary infrastructure and policy framework for research education. 

We recommend that the provisions under Section 23 (1D(b)) of the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000 be deleted. 
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