Summary of Recommendations

Australian Research Council Bill 2000.

1. Policy

1.2. Freedom of the ARC to initiate its own enquiries

1.2.1. Add an additional object
3 (a) (iv) that may initiate and publish inquires about matters pertaining to research and research education.

1.2.2. Add an additional function
6 (5) The ARC may initiate and publish inquires about matters pertaining to research and research education

1.3. Ministerial control and accountability

1.3.1.  Amend 7 (2) to include: “Directions given under 7 (1) to the Board are to be of a general nature.”

1.3.2. Amend 10 (1) to include: “Directions given to the Board are to be of a general nature.”

1.3.3. Delete (50).
1.3.4. Add to 54 (2) “must be made in consultation with, and the recommendation or agreement of, the ARC.”

1.3.5. That the bill be amended to ensure that the reasons for any direction or request made by the minister to the ARC be laid before each House of Parliament within 15 sitting days of each house dating from the date the request was made.
1.3.6. That the bill be amended to ensure that the Minister is required to give timely disbursements of funds once the ARC approves an application. 

3. Representation

3.1. Add an additional item to 12 (b)
(vii) President of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations

Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000.

1. Policy

1.1. Opening of ARC grants to private corporations 

1.1.1. Under Schedule 1.4 delete 23 (1D) (b)
1.1.2. Under Schedule 1.4 delete all of 23 (1E)
1.1.3. Under Schedule 1.4 delete all of 23 (1C)
1.1.4. Under Schedule 1.4 delete the word “approved” from 23 (1C) (a)

The University of Melbourne Postgraduate Association

The University of Melbourne Postgraduate Association Inc. (UMPA) is an independent incorporated student association representing more than 9 000 student members enrolled in postgraduate degrees at the University of Melbourne.

Postgraduate students play an essential role in Australia’s research effort, conducting over 60% of research in Australian universities. As such postgraduate students are key stakeholders in Australian research and therefore in the Australian Research Council.

Summary

The University of Melbourne Postgraduate Association welcomes the government’s intention to establish the Australian Research Council as an independent statutory body. We are concerned however, that the independence and efficacy of the Australian Research Council would be severely compromised by a number of major flaws in the design and framing of the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 and the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000 (hereafter ‘the Bill’) as passed by the House of Representatives. In their current form, the ARC Bills would not set Australia’s research base on a level which compares favourably with our international competitors. 

UMPA’s concerns may be broadly classified as issues of policy, procedure, and representation.

On a policy level, the Association is deeply concerned that the opening of ARC grants to private corporations (as provided for in Schedule 1 4.1E) will dilute the already inadequate quantum of funds supporting research in public universities. UMPA is disturbed that the Bill will restrain the ARC from informing itself on issues relating to its function by explicitly failing to grant it the capacity to initiate its own inquiries. This would seriously undermine the credibility of the ARC. The Bill hands to the Minister the responsibility for the direction and balance of programs of the ARC without ensuring that the Minister be accountable to Parliament for any such direction. We submit that this is not a basis on which to constitute an independent Australian Research Council.

The Bill also raise serious questions of procedure. Section 1 of the Consequential and Transitional Provisions Bill explicitly allows institutions not listed on the Australian Quality Framework register to apply for ARC funds, and these applications may be approved by Ministerial fiat alone. This undermines the Government’s Quality Framework and quality accreditation processes. The timing of the Bill prejudices the Government’s response to the reports of the Chief Scientist, Robin Batterham, and also to the report of the Government’s Innovation Summit Implementation Group. Both reports make recommendations regarding the ARC. The sincerity of the government’s commitment to these reports is called into question by the importune timing of this Bill.

Finally, the Bill fails in its attempt to ensure broad representation on the Australian Research Council. Clause 14 requires the Minister to consider the ‘breadth of academic, industry and community interest … in research’. Postgraduate students are fundamental to Australia’s research capability and deserve representation on the ARC.

1. Policy

1.1. Opening of ARC grants to private corporations

Research funding in Australia relative to GDP has fallen 7% since 1995-6 (ABS). This deterioration in real research funding has been compounded in the case of university research by cuts to university operating grants which maintain research infrastructure. The causal link between basic research funding and economic growth is finally becoming appreciated at a government level around the world. At a time when most other developed nations are dramatically increasing their funding of basic research, Australia’s research support is falling.

This Bill proposes to open ARC grants to competition from the private sector by permitting non-AQF-registered entities to apply to the Minister for registration (Schedule 1.4 1D). The Minister may then determine unilaterally if the entity should be accredited as a higher education institution (1E) and hence receive ARC funds. This entirely circumvents State and Territory based AQF procedures, an issue discussed in the Section 2.2 of this submission.

Permitting private companies to compete with Universities for research support is fundamentally counterproductive. It undermines existing cooperative schemes which support industrial research, such as the highly successful Cooperative Research Centre scheme. Australia’s internationally admired CSIRO has been successfully linking the private sector with Government-sponsored research for much of the last century. Directing ARC funds straight to the private sector is a crude exercise in competition for competition’s sake. 

It is the Government’s stated aim to encourage collaborations between Australian universities and the private sector. This aim is not furthered by making Universities and the private sector compete for the shrinking pool of ARC funds. 

Therefore UMPA recommends the following amendments to the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000.

1.1.1. Under Schedule 1.4 delete 23 (1D) (b)
1.1.2. Under Schedule 1.4 delete all of 23 (1E)
1.1.3. Under Schedule 1.4 delete all of 23 (1C)
1.1.4. Under Schedule 1.4 delete the word “approved” from 23 (1C) (a)
1.2. Freedom of the ARC to initiate its own enquiries

The ARC is currently permitted by the Employment, Education and Training Act 1988 to initiate its own enquiries into any matters relating to research. In accordance with the Government’s aim of establishing an independent ARC it would seem reasonable that this freedom should continue. The Bill makes provision (3.a.i.) for the Minister to request the investigation of an issue by the ARC, as is proper. There is no provision for the ARC to initiate its own enquiries. 

For the ARC to be a credible source of advice on research direction and planning it must have the freedom to initiate and publish investigations. A precedent exists in the National Health and Medical Research Council Act 1992 (Section 7), which permits the NH&MRC this ability. The Council is expressly constituted as a group of experts and is much better placed to analyse new information than the Minister.

Therefore, UMPA recommends changes to Australian Research Council Bill 2000.:

1.2.1. Add an additional object
3 (a) (iv)
that may initiate and publish inquiries about matters pertaining to research and research education.

1.2.2. Add an additional function
6 (5)
The ARC may initiate and publish inquires about matters pertaining to research and research education
1.3. Ministerial control and accountability

It is entirely appropriate that the Bill should enable the Minister to seek advice from the ARC and give general direction to the ARC. However, the Association is concerned that the Bill permits interference by the Minister in decisions of the ARC to fund particular applications and set caps across research areas. Further, these Ministerial powers are not balanced by an accountability framework. Research funding decisions should be taken, and should be seen to be taken, by the process of peer review, not by the executive decision of the non-expert Minister. Directions given to the Council might not become public knowledge until reported in the ARC Annual Report.

Again, the NH&MRC Act 1992 provides a suitable precedent for appropriate protocols in the interaction between the responsible Minister and the Council. Accordingly, UMPA recommends that Ministerial directions to the ARC be restricted to those of a general nature. The NH&MRC Act 1992 also creates an adequate accountability framework for the NH&MRC, requiring the Minister to table the details of all requests for advice from, and direction made to the Council in both Houses within 15 sitting days. UMPA believes a similar framework should be instantiated for the ARC.

It is proper, and may be a procedural requirement, that the Minister sign off on grants approved by the Council. There has been a history of delays in Ministers signing off on recommendations. Internationally competitive research is often time-sensitive, with delays of weeks or months making the difference between an Australian discovery and a missed opportunity. UMPA believes that an appropriate time frame be written into the Act, and recommends that the Senate Committee seek advice from the current Australian Research Council on what period would be appropriate. It is likely that The Federation of Australian Scientific and Technological Societies (FASTS) would be able to provide expert advice on the detail of this proposal.

Therefore, UMPA recommends changes to  Australian Research Council Bill 2000.:

1.3.1. Amend 7 (2) to include: “Directions given under 7 (1) to the Board are to be of a general nature.”
1.3.2. Amend 10 (1) to include: “Directions given to the Board are to be of a general nature.”
1.3.3. Delete (50).
1.3.4. Add to 54 (2) “must be made in consultation with, and the recommendation or agreement of, the ARC.”
1.3.5. That the bill be amended to ensure that the reasons for any direction or request made by the minister to the ARC be laid before each House of Parliament within 15 sitting days of each house dating from the date the request was made.

1.3.6. That the bill be amended to ensure that the Minister is required to give timely disbursements of funds once the ARC approves an application. 
2. Procedure

In this section, UMPA outlines problems not with the Bill per se but with the timing of the Bill and its interactions with other Government inquiries, reports and agreements.

2.1 Recommendations of the ASCR and ISIG reports

Australia’s science and research base is currently the subject of an extensive review process centred around the National Innovation Summit that was held in Melbourne during February this year. An Innovation Summit Implementation Group (ISIG) was set up at the end of the summit to explore the implementation of the summit’s deliberations. A contemporaneous process, the Australian Science Capability Review (ASCR), was initiated by the Minister for Industry, Science and Resources and conducted by the Chief Scientist Dr. Robert Batterham. Both reports’ Terms of Reference are broad enough to include the ARC.

The ISIG handed down its final report during August and the Government is currently working on an Implementation Action Plan (IAP) based on the ISIG findings. The ASCR report was published by the Chief Scientist on 17 August and public submission commenting on the report are currently being taken. 

The Bills which are the subject of this submission were introduced into the House of Representatives on 7 September. UMPA believes that the Bills were drafted without proper consideration of the reports of the ASCR or ISIG. The review process is not yet completed for either the ASCR or the Innovation Summit. The introduction of the Bills at this time calls into question both the Government’s commitment to the ASCR and the ISIG. 

The ASCR calls for an increase in ARC funding and for university research infrastructure to be expanded. This is at odds with these Bills which seek to plunder university infrastructure support (RIBG) to support ARC programs.

The ISIG report echoed these recommendation with the amplification that ARC funding should be doubled. The Group also proposes the creation of a ‘competitive pre-seed fund for universities and other research organisations’ This fund might sensibly be administered by the ARC, and might have had bearing on the framing of the Bill had there been this opportunity.

The Government appears to have ignored the reports of its own reviews in the framing of the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 and Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000. 

2.2 Circumvention of the ‘National Protocol for the Recognition of Universities’

UMPA considers the direction of ARC funds to private companies a retrograde step for research collaboration in Australia. At a procedural level, the provisions in the Bill for accreditation of private research organisations call into question the Government’s own Australian Qualifications Framework, and it is this issue that is discussed below. 

The National Protocol for the Recognition of Universities and Accreditation of Courses offered by Non-University Providers established by MCEETYA earlier this year describes the process of accreditation at State/Territory level which leads to recognition of an institution on the relevant AQF register. By providing a parallel accreditation process, namely application directly to the Minister, the Bill allows private institutions to circumvent the National Protocol. UMPA is concerned that this sets a precedent for further marginalising the Framework and blurs the distinction between public universities and the private sector.

In Section 1.1 of this submission, UMPA recommends that the amendments to the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 listed in Schedule 1.4 of the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000 be altered to define an approved institution in terms of AQF registers with no other means of approval. Such alterations to the amendments would resolve the procedural issue of deprecating the National Protocol.

3. Representation

The issue of a broadly representative ARC Board is of particular interest to the University of Melbourne Postgraduate Association. Postgraduate students are the Australian Research Council’s most significant stakeholder group.  According to the West Review, Postgraduate research students undertake more than 60% of the research work done in universities and contribute 25% of publications — usually for no remuneration or at very low rates of pay.  If there is to be growth in Australia’s research and development effort (as recommended by the reports of both the ASCR and the ISIG), it is inevitable that postgraduate students will carry much if not most of the burden of any new research work.

Almost all Australian universities have active postgraduate student associations, which are represented at a national level by the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA). UMPA believes that the President of CAPA should have a permanent seat on the ARC Board. 

In the Notes on Clauses distributed with the Bill, the note pursuant to Clause 12 comments that the Chief Scientist is listed as a member of the Board but is not a statutory office holder. Similarly, the President of CAPA is not an statutory office holder. The interpretation of the member as the President of CAPA or any successor organisation should be sufficiently unambiguous to be included in the Bill.

Therefore UMPA recommends changes to Australian Research Council Bill 2000.:

3.1. Add an additional item to 12 (b)
(vi) President of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA), or a nominee of the CAPA President
