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Introduction

The Postgraduate Board of UNSW is the representative body for approximately 10 000 postgraduate students at UNSW. This figure includes roughly 2400 postgraduate research students who are actively engaged in a broad cross-section of research projects. 

We have a number of concerns with the two ARC Bills currently before the committee, which are outlined below.

Australian Research Council Bill 2000 
a. ARC should be able to initiate its own research and inquiries (section 3 (a) (iv))

The Bill states that the ARC cannot initiate its own research and inquiries into pertinent areas related to its function in Australian research. At the same time the ARC must respond to requests for advice from the Minister. We believe that this is a step backwards from the current legislation, Employment, Education and Training Act 1988, which allows the ARC to initiate its own research. It is imperative that those who are best qualified to discern and calibrate trends in research throughout Australia are allowed to continue to do so. The proposed changes are in direct contrast to those proposed in similar legislation, the National Health & Medical Research Council Act 1992 (NH & MRC). This act allows the equivalent to the NH & MRC to conduct its own research.

We urge that the ARC Bill 2000 be amended to be consistent with 

b. Accountability of Ministerial requests should be integrated (sections 6 (4), 7(4), 10(2), 11(2), 60 (1)) 

The Bill does not require the Minister for Education to give adequate and transparent notification of her/his directions and requests for advice from the ARC. A notification of such requests in the ARC Annual report (the only notification required by the Bill) may mean that the wider community is not informed for a period of up to 1.5 years. 

In order to facilitate transparency the Postgraduate Board considers that the Minister should table details of her/his directions and requests to the ARC to both houses of Parliament within 15 sitting days. As for point a above, such requirements are part of the current legislation and are included in the National Health & Medical Research Council Act 1992 with respect to the Health Minister.

c. Ministerial influence should not extend to specific proposals nor the proportion of funds to be allocated to different programs  (sections 7(2), 10(1), 50)

The Bill gives the Minister the power to direct all functions of the ARC, which the Postgraduate Board believes would impair its integrity. We believe that Government should be able to instruct how Australia’s research and development funds should be used. However we do not believe that the level of control of the ARC by the Minister as allowed in the Bill is appropriate nor advisable for the health of Australia’s research capacity and output. 

Additionally the Postgraduate Board regards it as inappropriate for the Minister to be in control of the allocation of funds for different disciplines or programs. The ARC are the most qualified group to be able to decide the appropriate proportions and so should advise the Minister of this breakdown.

For these reasons, the Postgraduate Board recommends that Bill be amended to allow the Minister to give only broad directions to the ARC.  This is again consistent with the National Health & Medical Research Council Act 1992
d. The relationship between the Minster and the ARC should be clarified in the legislation (section 52(4))

The Bill allows the Minister decide which specific research proposals can be funded, with or without consultation with the ARC. This means that research funding can be allocated with no advice from the body most apt to provide the advice, the ARC. We believe that the Bill should be amended to ensure that the Minister cannot decide to fund a specific proposal without consultation and recommendation by the ARC. 

e.  A research student representative should be included as a member on the board.

The Bill has no position for a postgraduate research student member on its Board. We believe that in recognition of the contribution and importance of postgraduate research students in Australian research that a voting position on the ARC be instituted by the Bill.

Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000

a. Remove all references to ITS and RGS, as their introduction has been delayed until 2002

This Bill amends the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 to 1. fund the ARC and 2. introduce the competitive funding schemes for research and research education (the Research Training Scheme (RTS) and the Institutional Grants Scheme (IGS)). Given that the Government has deferred introduction of the RTS and the IGS until 2002, we believe that all sections relating to these schemes should be deleted from the current Bill. 

b.  Institutions not accredited via State processes should not be eligible for RTS and IGS funding (sections 23(1D and 1E)

The Bill allows institutions not accredited through state processes (i.e. registered with the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF)) to receive funding through the RTS and IGS funds, by applying directly to the Minister with statements about their suitability. 

By doing this, the Bill is in breach of the agreement between the Commonwealth and the States as to how universities are accredited (National Protocol for the Recognition of Universities and Accreditation of Courses Offered by Non-University Providers). It also bypasses the new Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), by going outside the structure for quality assurance. The Postgraduate Board believes this power is highly inappropriate and so recommends that these sections be amended. 

c. Direct Ministerial approval of Research and Research Training Management Plans be removed (sections 23(1B)(a), 23(1C), 23(1E)(a))

The Bill gives the Minister power to approve individual R&RTMPs submitted by institutions. Coupled with the highly limited criteria that may be requested by DETYA in the R&RTMPs, the Postgraduate Board considers that it is certainly not in the best interests of future research in Australia that the evaluation and approval of R&RTMP be solely at the discretion of the minister and recommends this capability be removed.

We hope that you consider our recommendations outlined above. 

Thank you for your time.

Yours Sincerely

Arthur Valais

Convenor

Postgraduate Board

UNSW

__________________________________

Summary of Recommendations from

The Postgraduate Board of UNSW
For the Australian Research Council Bill 2000 
- ARC should have the capacity to conduct its own research and inquiries 

- Accountability of Ministerial requests should be integrated 

- Ministerial influence should not extend to specific proposals nor the proportion of funds to be allocated to different programs 

- The relationship between the Minister and the ARC should be clarified in the legislation
- A research student representative should be included as a member on the board. 

Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000

- Remove all reference to ITS and RGS as introduction has been delayed until 2002.
- Institutions not accredited via State processes should not be eligible for RTS and IGS funding
- Direct Ministerial approval of Research and Research Training Management Plans be removed
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