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Sydney University Postgraduate Representative Association - ARC Bills Submission 

Sydney University Postgraduate Representative Association (SUPRA)

The Sydney University Postgraduate Representative Association represents over 8000 postgraduate students. The University of Sydney is a research intensive "Go8" university and hence approximately 2500 of these students are research students and thus potentially affected by the "Australian Research  Council, and Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bills 2000. 

SUMMARY of RECOMMENDATIONS.

1. ARC Research Council Bill 2000.

1.1. That in order to maintain a world class funding body the Bill be amended so that the Minister may only give general direction to the ARC.

1.2. As to ensure the transparency and accountability of research funding, the Bill be amended to require the Minister to table any direction, with reasons as to why the direction was given, to both houses of parliament in line with reporting procedures described in the NH&MRC Act 1992.

1.3. That the Bill be amended to retain the capability of the ARC to conduct inquires into research and research education as described in the Employment, Education and Training Act 1988).
2.   ARC Research Council Bill 2000.
2.1. That the Bill be amended so that no privately funded institution has access to ARC funding.

2.2. That the Bill be amended so that institutions not on the Australian Quality Framework register not be eligible to apply directly to the Minister for ARC funding.

1.  The Australian Research Council Bill 2000
SUPRA is deeply concerned that this bill will not provide for a world class research funding council as the Minister will have total control over the strategic direction, balance of programs and approval of grants in the new ARC. Whilst there is an important role for the Minister to provide direction of a generalist nature, a world class research funding body must be able to determine detailed direction based on the guidance of world class researchers and expertise. 

1.1. Recommendation: That in order to maintain a world class funding body the Bill be amended so that the Minister may only give general direction to the ARC.

There is little provision in the Bill with respect to transparency and accountability of Ministerial direction to the ARC. Surely a world class research funding body must be both accountable and transparent in its allocation of research funds, or otherwise be vulnerable to charges of favouritism and political interference. The Bill only requires the Minister to note any ministerial direction given to the ARC in the ARC Annual report, which may occur up to 18 months after the direction is given. 

This lack of  meaningful public accountability will not lead to a world class funding council and is inconsistent with other research funding acts such as the National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC) Act 1992, which requires the relevant Minister to table the particulars of any requests before both houses of parliament within 15 sitting days of that House after the day on which the formal request is made.

1.2. Recommendation: As to ensure the transparency and accountability of research funding, the Bill be amended to require the Minister to table any direction, with reasons as to why the direction was given, to both houses of parliament in line with reporting procedures described in the NH&MRC Act 1992.

The Bill removes the current responsibility of the ARC in initiating research into research and research education and is again inconsistent with what should constitute as a world class funding body. This significant diminishment of the ARC's responsibilities is also inconsistent with the NH&MRC Act 1992. 

1.3. Recommendation: That the Bill be amended to reflect the capability of the ARC to conduct inquires into research and research education as described in the Employment, Education and Training Act 1988).

2.  The Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional

Provisions) Bill 2000. 

SUPRA has grave concerns that this bill will result in much needed funding for university research and postgraduate education not only being reduced, but the availability for public funds for private sector research will remove incentive for private institutions to invest in public universities. 

2.1. Recommendation: That Bill be amended so that no privately funded institution has access to ARC funding.

The provision in the Bill for Ministerial approval for funding of institutions not on the Australian Quality Framework (AQF) register may result in the establishment of research education programs at institutions which do not have the necessary experience or support structures in place to ensure quality research education is provided. 

This circumvention of the AQF has the potential result that postgraduate research students who generate significant intellectual property in the course of their studies may be used by private institutions as source of cheap research labour, with no guarantee that they will receive the benefits of a quality education in return, or that public research education funding will be used by private institutions to train their own employees in vocational training programs. This represents a significant and disturbing shift in research education funding.

SUPRA also has concern as to the ability of a Minister to approve something as complicated as a Research and Research Training Management Plan, which surely should be subject to detailed analysis of the Australian Quality Framework.
2.2. Recommendation: That the Bill be amended so that institutions not on the Australian Quality Framework register not be eligible to apply directly to the Minister for ARC funding.

