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Introduction

1.
This submission is made on behalf of the Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists & Managers, Australia (APESMA) which is an organisation registered under the Workplace Relations Act 1996. APESMA’s membership of 28,000 covers fields of professional and managerial employment in the private and public sectors throughout Australia.

2.
Professionals employed by The Australian Nuclear Science & Technology Organisation (ANSTO) & the Australian Institute of Marine Science (AIMS) are members of APESMA. This submission has been made from the perspective of their interests.

The Research Agencies Legislation Amendment Bill 2002

3. APESMA does not wish to challenge the direction taken by the Amendment Bill. In removing impediments now faced by ANSTO and AIMS preventing and limiting their commercial operations we believe the Bill has merit. To the extent that this will assist in strengthening the commercialisation of research and development activity they conduct, foster commercial linkages with industry and add to the nation’s knowledge base we believe they are worthy of support. We note in this regard that the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation is unaffected by the Bill as it currently does not face the same restrictions on commercial activities as does ANSTO and AIMS.

4. There are however a number of broad areas of concern that we wish to raise and these comprise the main points in our submission to the Committee. We now turn to an outline of these.

Public Sector Research & Development in Australia

5.
ANSTO and AIMS are amongst organisations at the forefront of public sector scientific research and development in Australia. In a national policy sense we believe it is fundamentally important that both agencies maintain their ability to participate in and contribute to innovations in science and technology. Recent reports by the Chief Scientist “The Chance to Change” and the Innovation Summit Implementation Group “Innovation – Unlocking the Future” highlight the role of government in promoting research and development through appropriate policies and funding. Scientific research and development is for the future not the present and requires a commitment in this instance by the Federal Government to support the lead role of agencies such as ANSTO and AIMS in national public sector research and development. On the face of it there is nothing in the Bill or the Minister’s Second Reading Speech to suggest any diminution of this will occur. But there is clearly potential for difficulty in striking a balance between commercialisation and research in the national interest. On the one hand commercialisation holds out scope for adding to the research and development dollars available to ANSTO and AIMS. On the other hand commercialisation should not be permitted to drive scientific research by cherry picking the more lucrative commercial projects at the expense of research effort in the national interest. Nor in our view should the successful commercialisation of ANSTO and AIMS scientific work lead to the withdrawal from them of government funds to undertake public sector research and development. There is little doubt that if ANSTO and AIMS were required to fund 100 per cent of their scientific research activities from commercial ventures this would determine the type of research they undertake and put at risk their lead role in national public sector scientific research and development.

We urge the Committee to recommend that the Government’s funding of public sector research and development in the national interest not be diminished by the move to allow ANSTO and AIMS to commercialise aspects of their research activities.

Attraction and Retention of Staff

6.
ANSTO and AIMS will need to be in a competitive position to attract and retain the professional staff necessary to comprise a knowledge base from which to promote their scientific research and technological activities. Both organisations will also need to maintain a strong commitment to sponsoring professional development and training for their staff. In our view, innovation and education go together and are the ingredients for producing high value added goods and services. In essence both organisations will want the best brains to be available in Australia. However a key issue will be their ability (or willingness) to pay realistic market rate salaries to attract and retain the professional staff they require. Under current policy the Federal Government requires that any pay outcomes above the Australian Public Service average be paid for by the commercial activities agencies such as ANSTO and AIMS undertake. The difficulty for ANSTO and AIMS is that their focus is on much more highly specialised areas of science than for example the CSIRO andso the scope for lucrative commercial work is more limited. In addition the external targets of both organisations are currently set at 20 to 30 per cent of budget revenue. These factors mean that neither organisation can expect to derive great amounts of salary supplementation from commercial revenue. Instead they will continue to rely on Parliamentary appropriations as the principal source of funding.

If ANSTO and AIMS are to be competitive in the market place for professional staff the Federal Government will need to allow greater flexibility in negotiating market salary levels and provide a higher component of government supplementation for this purpose. We propose that the Committee should recommend to this effect.
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