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Dear Mr Humphery

Submission from the Australian Vice Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) concerning the National
Health and Medical Research Council Amendment Bill 2006.

The Australian Vice Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC), the council of Australia’s university presidents is
organised to advance higher education through voluntary cooperative and coordinated action. The
Committee is non-partisan and exists exclusively for educational purposes. Its continuing aim is to
serve the best interests of the universities and, through them, the nation.

The Senate, on the recommendation of the Selection of Bills Committee, referred the national Health
and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) Amendment Bill 2006 to the Committee for inquiry and report
by 2 May 2006. The AVCC welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to this inquiry.

The Bill proposes to enact a new governance arrangements for the NHMRC. The AVCC values the
contribution made to Australia’s health and medical research by the National Health and Medical
Research Council (NHMRC).

The AVCC understands that the NHMRC will remain within the Department of Health and Ageing (‘the
Department’) portfolio with reporting and accountability frameworks that seek to clearly separate the
NHMRC roles and functions from those of the Department. The Bill proposes that the reporting
arrangements streamline existing provisions and enhance accountability for all those currently involved
in the management and governance of the NHMRC.

Parts 2 and 3 of the Bill sets out the provisions in relation to enhanced reporting and accountability
arrangements and the AVCC supports these provisions as they are intended to enhance the
transparency of reporting and accountability processes.

There are two legislative frameworks within which the NHMRC currently has to negotiate concerning
financial accountability for the proper use of resources appropriated for health and medical research.
These are the Financial Management and Accountability Act 1997 (FMA Act) and the National Health
and Medical Research Act 1992. The difficulty with the existing arrangement is that there is no formal
accountability for the Council in either making recommendations to the Minister concerning investment
in research, nor over the use of such funds as this rests with the Department of Health and Ageing.
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There is also the very important issue of what delegations the CEO has in enabling performance of his
or her duties concerning the management of the NHMRC.

The Bill proposes changes that will establish the NHMRC as a statutory authority and result in the CEO
having full responsibility for the proper use of the funding under the relevant Acts as described above. It
also aligns the NHMRC with the provisions of the Public Service Act 1999 and this is supported.

The AVCC has examined the proposed changes in the Bill and notes the intention to alter the reporting
arrangements currently in place between the Department, CEO and the Minister. The present
arrangement is considered complex with the CEO required to report to the Council for the daily issues
concerning its business; and to the Departmental Secretary concerning the proper use of the resources
made available to the Council; and to the Minister regarding performance overall. The difficulty with
this complex reporting arrangement is that it is unclear which master the CEO is representing when
issues of conflict arise either concerning decisions of Council or intentions of the Department
concerning allocation.

The AVCC is not against the notion of streamlining the reporting and accountability arrangements itself,
and nor is the AVCC against improvements that will result in greater transparency. The AVCC is
concerned that the Bill proposes to alter the reporting arrangements so that the CEO will report directly
to the Minister on all matters relevant to the management of the statutory authority, and to keep the
Department ‘informed'.

The Bill proposes the NHMRC Council report into the CEO concerning expert advice received fro the
range of principal committees. The CEO is to report directly to the Minister for Health and Ageing on
operation and financial management issues associated with the governance of the statutory authority.

The concern with this altered reporting structure is that there is the potential for the expert advice
provided by Council to the CEO to be either ignored or not considered when making recommendations
to the Minister concerning funding decisions. The AVCC values the independence of expert advice in
funding national health and medical research in Australia and recommends that the Bill be amended to
enable expert advice to be provided directly to the Minister.

With regard to the intention to reduce the size of the governing Council, the AVCC is concerned that
unless attention is placed on the role and function of the Research Committee, the capacity for high
quality recommendations to be made concerning funding of research proposals may be put at risk.

Please do not hesitate to contact me on (02) 6285 8204 if you wish to seek further evidence from the
AVCC.

Yours sincerely
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John Mullarvey
Chief Executive Officer





