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The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business
and Education Legislation Committee 

S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

To the Committee Secretary

The Committee of Deans of Australian Medical Schools (CDAMS) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000.  CDAMS is the peak body representing the Deans of Australia’s 11 medical schools, providing education to over 6,500 medical students and research into Australia’s health and welfare.

CDAMS welcomes the initiatives of the Federal government in reforming research and research training in the higher education sector, as outlined in the 1999 White Paper Knowledge and Innovation: A Policy Statement on Research and Research Training.  In particular, CDAMS supports reform of the Australian Research Council (ARC) to establish it as an independent body that can provide more strategic advice on the development of Australia’s research.  In this respect the two ARC bills, including the Australian Research Council Bill 2000, currently before the Senate Legislation Committee will help give the ARC similar levels of autonomy and independence to the National Health and Medical Research Council.

CDAMS is concerned, however, by Clauses 1(D) and 1(E) of the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000, regarding the power of the Minister for Education to accredit institutions for the purposes of accessing public funds through the Research Training Scheme and Institutional Grants Scheme.  The clauses state that the Minister has the power to determine the “requirements to be satisfied for an institution or body to be an accredited higher education institution or body” and to declare in writing that “he or she is satisfied that the institution or body satisfies those requirements”.  In addition, the clauses give the Minister the power to determine the requirements for Research and Research Training Management Plans and to declare that an organisation has satisfied those requirements. 

CDAMS is concerned that these clauses undermine State and national accreditation processes for higher education institutions, including the provisions for listing accredited institutions in the Higher Education Funding Act and on the Australian Qualifications Framework.  These accreditation systems are complex processes designed to ensure that Australian higher education institutions comply with strict guidelines regarding the quality of the education, research and community services they provide.  Giving the Minister the power to over-ride these processes will inevitably raise questions about the quality of the research and research training conducted within institutions and organisations accredited directly by the Minister.

The clauses and the power the two clauses assign to the Minister also appear to be in conflict with the intentions of the White Paper.  The White Paper states that a new independent Australian University Quality Agency will be established to “audit the quality of higher education institutions.  Under this framework, the new Agency … will verify the claims made by institutions in their Research and Research Training Management Plans.” (p. 27).  The White Paper goes on to state that the Agency will report the results of the verification process in order to aid “transparency and accountability.” (p. 28). 
Regarding eligibility of institutions to access public research funding, the White Paper states that all institutions listed on the Australian Qualifications Framework and submitting acceptable Research and Research Training Management Plans will be eligible to receive public funds through the Research Training and Institutional Grants Schemes.  

In both these areas, it is clear that the current bill goes beyond the intentions of the White Paper.  The White Paper, and those areas relating to the reform of the ARC, repeats the government’s commitment to transparency and accountability.  CDAMS believes that in allowing the Minister the power to directly accredit institutions without reference to any external, objective criteria or assessment process, Clauses 1 (D) and 1 (E) may not be in accordance with the government’s stated commitment to accountability or transparency.  
At a time when Australia needs to increase its international competitiveness in our innovation systems through research and research training, it would seem contradictory to undermine established accreditation and quality processes.  If our higher education system, and beyond it our commitment to real innovation, is to remain without question in the international community, it is imperative that our institutions are seen to be of the highest standing and quality.  The White Paper argues that “in a world in which geographic barriers to the provision of education and research are breaking down, the reputation and quality of universities, both individually, and collectively at the national level, becomes critical.” (p. 26).  CDAMS believes that in assigning the Minister the power to directly accredit institutions, we run the risk of our higher education system being perceived as non-transparent, unaccountable and of potentially questionable quality.  

CDAMS reminds the members of the Legislation Committee of the principles articulated by the government in the White Paper relating to quality assurance and verification processes, where it is stated that the “Government has been guided by the following principles:
rigour, credibility and transparency;

consistency with the Government’s broad framework for quality assurance in higher education.” (p. 27).

CDAMS requests that the Legislation Committee take these points into account in its discussion of the Australian Research Council (Consequential and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2000.  CDAMS looks forward to the response of the Legislation Committee.
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