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17 May 2001

Mr John Carter

Secretary 

Senate Employment, Workplace Relation,

Small Business and Education Committee

Inquiry into Higher Education

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Mr Carter,

Submission of Professor Graeme Laver dated 12 February 2001

Professor Chubb has referred to my office your letter dated 4 April 2001 which unfortunately did not arrive at the University until 20 April 2001.  

Professor Laver is a retired member of the University’s staff who currently holds an honorary visiting fellowship position in the John Curtin School of Medical Research.  I note that the thrust of Professor Laver’s submission concerns his views on the lack of funding by Government of research programs in Australian universities.  The University rejects Professor Laver’s assertions that the Biotron company has been established as a vehicle to fund basic research programs at JCSMR but does draw the Committee’s attention to the views of this University, as expressed by the Vice-Chancellor, Professor Ian Chubb, on the need for public funding of universities.  In particular his comments at a Press Club lunch on 14 March 2001:

“My basic thesis, and that of my 37 colleague Vice-Chancellors, is that without substantial extra public investment in our universities, the very ordinary but probably highly efficient universities of the future will not be able to play to the full their essential role in the development of a prosperous Australia. 

Our view moreover is that the time we have available to us to get things right is now short. Other countries have already made the decision about the role of their universities and have started to finance them accordingly.  They have begun to re-invest that patient capital - as the Americans described the government investment in education – the investment they identified as essential to give the solid foundation and long term stability that stands in contrast to the shorter term, quicker fix funding that might be offered in return for a specified and closely defined outcome.  Patient capital is a phrase to remember. That this re-investment that has begun in other countries is why the time we have available to us is short.  We know that the pace of change is such that if our universities get too far behind those in other countries, we will not catch up – the cost of catching up, indeed, is going up to the point where it will be impossible to get there if the gap is too big.”

In the case of Biotron Ltd Professor Laver makes a number of criticisms, most of which concern the activities of the company itself.  For that reason you may wish to approach Biotron direct to request comment on Professor Laver’s claims given that his submission clearly is designed to “adversely reflect” on the company and its operations.

In relation to those matters that are apparently directed towards this University I make the following comments.

The first is that the University did not “approve” the prospectus as implied by Professor Laver.  The relationship between Biotron and the ANU is transparent and set out in detail in the prospectus.  It is not unusual for universities to collaborate with companies that are designed to commercialise research and in this case the commercial arrangements are apparent from the prospectus.

Professor Laver makes comments about the validity of the science which is derived, as per the prospectus, from research projects carried out at the JCSMR.  Professor Laver clearly has a different view of the “science” than some other researchers within the JCSMR.  It is not unusual for scientists to have their own view of the interpretation of data and that those views differ, even at the highest level.  The prospectus, quite properly, contains a section detailing “risk” factors including among them the inherent uncertainty of investments in research and development. The University rejects Professor Laver’s implied assertions that are designed to slight the outstanding reputations of the researchers at JCSMR.  The University stands by the reputation of its researchers many of whom have made outstanding contributions to medical research.  In relation to the particular research that has been detailed in the prospectus and for which Biotron has a licence, the prospectus itself provides a large amount of detailed information and independent reports on its veracity.  Again, whether or not Professor Laver agrees with that research or the conclusions of the independent assessor are different issues.

Professor Laver implies that Biotron has rights over many areas of research within JCSMR.  This is not the case and it is clear from the prospectus that the fields of research are narrowly defined and concentrate around the activities of a few researchers in a few areas of their research.  It is all transparent and set out in the prospectus.  Biotron has a first right of refusal to commercialise potential discoveries that arise in the narrow fields to which it has rights.  It would then take over future funding of that research.

I find the comment that there is no room for confidentiality within a university research environment to be curious.  Often researchers maintain the confidentiality of their research until such time as they are able to publish that research in an appropriate forum.  But that is a side issue. 

Finally, the University is satisfied that these arrangements are compatible with its public research functions and its responsibility to promote the commercialisation of Australian science by Australians.  The arrangements have little impact on the overall research activities of the JCSMR as the bulk of the research carried out at JCSMR is unrelated to any arrangements with Biotron.  It is very misleading for Professor Laver to state that research at the JCSMR is compromised by the relationship between Biotron and the University.

Should you require any further information please do not hesitate to contact my office.


Yours sincerely,


J. A. Richards


Deputy Vice-Chancellor


