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The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Legislation Committee

Suite S1.61

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600      

Research Agencies Legislation Amendment Bill 2002

I write in response to your invitation, of 1 July 2002, seeking views on the Bill in relation to the following:

1
financial reporting requirements;

2
issues connected with financial management associated with the commercialisation;

3
the adequacy of financial safeguards; and

4
the appropriateness of certain commercial ventures undertaken by ANSTO and AIMS.

My response is predicated on my role as an independent consultant to the Federal Government on matters primarily concerned with science, engineering, technology and innovation.

Let me begin by expressing my support for the Bill that in part has been drafted in response to my report assessing Australia’s science capabilities: The Chance to Change (2000).  In it I proposed that ‘government research agencies (must) make the most of the knowledge they create, and build upon this to elevate their role in the economy.  The challenge for them is to stimulate and facilitate the increased transfer of knowledge to business and society, across all sectors of the economy’.

It is in Australia’s interests that technologies developed by Australians, whether publicly or privately funded, be commercialised so as to create new business opportunities. 

I acknowledge achieving an appropriate balance between freeing up government funded research institutions to enable them to secure the benefits of commercialisation while protecting the principles of corporate governance and financial due diligence raises some difficult issues.

In consideration of the Bill the Committee needs to be mindful there are risks in any commercial activity.  Given the excellent science undertaken at both AIMS and ANSTO I can identify each as a rich source of new ideas that when developed and commercialised, consistent with the requirements of the Commonwealth Authorities and Companies Act 1997, will bring national benefit to Australia. 

The Bill provides a mechanism whereby certain research developed by AIMS and ANSTO can be exploited to benefit all Australians and need no longer be put on the shelf due to confining legislation or disposed of with minimal return to the Commonwealth.  

I fully support the thrust of the approach.

Analysis of CSIRO and universities (see Inventing Our Future: the link between Australian patenting and basic science (2000)) indicates that commercialisation (as measured by patents) best occurs when the R&D is of the highest scientific standard.  Wider commercialisation of ANSTO and AIMS research will continue to be worthwhile providing their focus on excellence is sustained.  

The Bill allows both AIMS and ANSTO to engage in a range of commercial activities evolving from their core area of research.  Both institutions have received bipartisan support and now both will need that to continue as they begin the process of managing their commercial activity and move to create linkages with partners in related areas. The core management skills are present, only the fields of activity are changing.   

With the new legislation in place both agencies will have broader access to Commonwealth Government pre-seed/competitive funding.  

In conclusion, the opportunity to commercialise public sector research, to develop links between publicly funded science agencies and industry/CRCs and universities, is one that offers benefits to the national economy.  In an environment in which all the research undertaken at AIMS and ANSTO can be commercialised new technologies can be developed.  There is also a chance for new export opportunities.  With the removal of barriers to commercialisation, these science agencies will not only continue to add to Australia’s knowledge and expertise in marine and nuclear science, they will also have greater opportunity to grow start-ups and spin-off companies with consequent new job opportunities for Australians.

Yours sincerely
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