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Summary of recommendations regarding Australian Research Council Bill 2000

1. That the ARC have the power to initiate its own inquiries.

2. That research education be made an explicit area of the ARC’s scope of inquiry.
3. That the Minister’s directions to or requests of the ARC be made public in a timely fashion.

4. That the Minister’s directions to the ARC be only of a general nature.

5. That higher degree research students be represented on the board.

6. That the Board be required to produce a strategic plan only every three years.

Summary of recommendations regarding Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000

1. That the alternative Ministerial accreditation process be withdrawn.

2. That Ministerial approval for Research and Research Training Management Plans not be a condition for funding eligibility.

The University of Queensland Union  (UQU) is the representative body of the 28 400 students of the University of Queensland, one of Australia’s leading research-intensive universities. The UQU Postgraduate Students Committee has specific representative responsibility for the 6000 postgraduate students of UQ, over half of whom are enrolled in research degrees. These students are a vital part of Australia’s intellectual community, and have a direct interest in national support of that community. In this submission, the Postgraduate Students Committee seeks to bring student concerns to the attention of the Senate.

The stated intent of the ARC Bills is to implement certain proposals of the White Paper (Knowledge and Innovation), in particular:

· to reconstitute the Australian Research Council (ARC) ‘as an independent agency within the Education, Training and Youth Affairs Portfolio,’ with the role of providing ‘advice to the Minister for Education, Training and Youth Affairs on matters relating to research in the higher education sector’; and

· to establish the new National Competitive Grants Program, to be administered by the ARC.

We applaud the objective of creating an independent agency at the national level, but are concerned that the Bills fail to meet this objective.

Australian Research Council Bill 2000

Our principal concerns with the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 are that the ARC has no scope to initiate inquiries without Ministerial direction, and conversely that Ministerial direction of the ARC has too broad a scope.

Role of the Council

The ARC currently has the ability to initiate its own inquiries, as does the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC). (See Employment, Education and Training Act 1998 and National Health and Medical Research Council Act 1992. Consideration of the current role and responsibilities of the ARC and NHMRC has informed this submission extensively.) Under the Bill as proposed, the ARC will no longer have capacity to initiate its own inquiries into research-related matters, but it will be required to respond to Ministerial requests for advice (3(a)(1), 6(2, 3)). It is entirely appropriate for the ARC to be required to respond to Ministerial requests for advice; however, the independence and the credibility of the agency will be compromised if it cannot of its own accord advise the Minister. The White Paper acknowledges the benefits of having an independent agency with the ability to adequately evaluate priorities and strategies in research; the Bills should also reflect this.

Further, our amendments under recommendation 1 (below) use the phrase ‘research and research education.’ We feel this better captures the involvement of students in Australia’s research endeavour than does DETYA’s ‘research and research training’. Although we do not see a sharp divide between research and research education, we feel that the role of research students merits specific consideration, and that the ARC should be given an explicitly stated responsibility to consider matters specifically relating to research education.

Further on the matter of research education, administration of the majority of places under the Australian Postgraduate Award (APA) scheme is currently performed by the ARC. This responsibility (excepting APA (Industry) awards) is being transferred to DETYA. Although that transfer is not within the terms of this inquiry, we wish to express our concern at this diminution of the ARC’s role, and the misleading division this artificially imposes between research and research education.

Recommendation 1: That the ARC have the power to initiate its own inquiries.

Recommendation 2: That research education be made an explicit area of the ARC’s scope of inquiry.
· add Object 3(a)(iv) ‘that may initiate and publish inquiries into matters related to research and research education’

· add Function 6(5) ‘The ARC may initiate and publish inquiries into matters related to research and research education’

(We acknowledge that our proposed amendments might not be legally precise, but we trust that our intent is clear.)

Role of the Minister
The Minister is currently required to report directions to and requests of the ARC to Parliament in a timely fashion, i.e. to each House within 15 sitting days. (The Health Minister is similarly required with respect to the NH&MRC.) This appears to have been preserved in 43(3) and 51(3), but elsewhere, e.g. 6(4) and 7(4), particulars are only provided in the ARC’s financial report. We feel that the latter does not provide sufficient Ministerial accountability or transparency. Therefore all relevant sections should be amended to parallel 43(3) and 51(3).

Recommendation 3: That the Minister’s directions to or requests of the ARC be made public in a timely fashion.

· Amend 6(4) to read ‘Particulars and reasons for any directions or requests made by the Minister under subsection (2) must be laid before each House of the Parliament within 15 sitting days of that House after the day on which the direction or request was made. Particulars must also be included in the annual report for the ARC of the financial year in which the direction or request was made.’

· Similarly amend 7(4), 10(2), 11(2) and 60(1) with appropriate variation.

The Bill also broadens the scope of Ministerial direction, entitling the Minister to direct the ARC with respect to all of its functions. To maintain the independence and professionalism of the ARC, the Minister should instead have only a broad policy-level control of the Council. If the Bill is to be true to its stated intent of creating an independent agency, then Ministerial control of the ARC must be minimal. It could also be said that in-detail Ministerial direction of ARC functions would narrow the focus of the ARC to the short term. (Although ‘general nature’ might appear an overly vague description, this amendment imitates section 10(2) of the NH&MRC Act.)

Recommendation 4: That the Minister’s directions to the ARC be only of a general nature.

· Amend 7(2) to read: ‘Directions given by the Minister under subsection (1) must be of a general nature only, and in particular, the Minister is not entitled to direct the ARC (or the Board): (a) to recommend that a particular proposal should, or should not, be approved as deserving financial assistance under division 1 of (7); (b) as to the manner of the Council's treatment of particular scientific, technical or ethical issues and explicit balance of funds within and across programs.’

· Amend 10 (1) to read: ‘The Minister may, by written notice given to the Chair, give directions to the Board about the performance of the Board's functions. Directions must be of a general nature only, and in particular, the Minister is not entitled to direct the Board: (a) to recommend that a particular proposal should, or should not, be approved as deserving financial assistance under division 1 of (7); (b) as to the manner of the Board's treatment of particular scientific, technical or ethical issues and explicit balance of funds within and across programs.’

Membership of the Board
Given the integral role that students play in the university research system, it seems appropriate that students be directly represented on the ARC Board. Our suggestion is that the President of CAPA be made an ex-officio member under section 12 and that a research higher degree student also be made a member of the Board under section 14. Specifying a research student as an appointed member ensures that research students are directly represented on the Board, as the CAPA President is the peak representative of all postgraduates in Australian tertiary system (research and coursework) but need not necessarily be a research student.

(It could be appropriate to expand the appointed membership from eight to nine persons to balance adding an ex-officio member; alternatively the appointed student representative could be an associate, i.e. non-voting member.)

Recommendation 5: That higher degree research students be represented on the Board.

· Amend section 12 to add (vi) ‘the President of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations’

· Amend section 14(2) to add ‘At least one member appointed under this section must be a current research higher degree student.’ 

Strategic plans

The Bill proposes that the Board must prepare strategic plans annually for Ministerial approval. Officers of the UQU Postgraduate Area have been involved in the production of Research and Research Training Management Plans, strategic plans and similar documents at University level, and are aware that these are (or ought to be) elaborate documents requiring a considerable amount of time and effort. It might therefore be more appropriate and more efficient use of the Council’s time to produce a strategic plan only every three years. The Council’s annual report could conceivably include interim progress reports and commentaries on the strategic plan.

Recommendation 6: That the Board be required to produce a strategic plan only every three years.

· Amend section 42(1), replacing ‘once a year’ with ‘once every three years’
Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000

The stated purpose of this bill is to implement the competitive block funding schemes proposed in the White Paper — the Research Training Scheme (RTS) and the Institutional Grants Scheme (IGS) — and to ensure funding and other appropriate transitional arrangements for the ARC in its new form.

Criticism of the RTS and IGS has been extensive across the tertiary sector. Concerns include, but are not limited to, the potential for private institutions to access public research funding; the removal of gap places; the over-reliance on completions. Given that the Government has deferred implementation of these schemes until 2002, it is not necessary to repeat those criticisms here. However, there are some particular aspects of the implementation, as proposed in this Bill, that cannot be ignored.

In the White Paper proposals, an institution would be eligible for the competitive funding schemes if it was present on the relevant Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) register and it had a Research and Research Training Management Plan (R&RTMP) approved by the Minister. 

The AQF/R&RTMP system is incorporated within the Bill (amendments to 23(1) of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988). However, the Bill also provides an alternative system allowing institutions to be considered eligible at the Minister’s discretion (23(1D)(b), 23(1E)(b)). An institution not on the AQF registers can make a submission to the Minister, stating how it satisfies requirements for accreditation as a higher education institution. (Note these requirements are set by the Minister (23(1E); cf. recommendation 2, below.) Ministerial approval of this submission entitles the institution to apply for RTS and IGS funding (23(1D)(b)).

This process allows unaccredited institutions to circumvent the appropriate State/Territory processes. (State or Territory accreditation, or Commonwealth approval in certain special cases, is a prerequisite for entry on the AQF register.) This subverts the national quality assurance/accreditation system being developed by the new Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), and violates the National Protocol for the Recognition of Universities and Accreditation of Courses Offered by Non-University Providers (established by MCEETYA earlier this year).

Recommendation 1: That the alternative Ministerial accreditation process be withdrawn.

· Delete 23(1D)(b)(i, ii) and 23(1E)(b)

As noted above, eligibility for funding under the AQF/R&RTMP system is contingent on Ministerial approval of the R&RTMP (23(1B)(a), 23(1C)). On the one hand, the White Paper suggested these plans would not be ‘prescriptive’. On the other hand, if these plans were to actually be comparable across the sector, then they would have to be excessively prescriptive, and would probably have to conform to the narrowly mechanistic criteria being imposed by DETYA (e.g. crude completion rates). We are also aware (through CAPA) that DETYA lacks the capacity to evaluate these plans. Such plans are not yet useful documents for national benchmarking or quality assurance purposes. Imposing Ministerial approval of plans as a condition for funding eligibility is therefore inappropriate and inefficient.

Recommendation 2: That Ministerial approval for Research and Research Training Management Plans not be a condition for funding eligibility.

· Delete 23(1B)(a), 23(1C) and 23(1E).

