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Introduction

The Innovation and Education Legislation Amendment Bill 2001 gives effect to the legislative changes required to implement the initiatives announced by the Government in Backing Australia’s Ability: An Innovation Action Plan for the Future.

This submission comments on two elements of the Bill: (i) the changes to funding for programs administered by the ARC, and (ii) the increased funding for higher education project specific research infrastructure.  

Increased funding for programs administered by the ARC

This Bill amends the Australian Research Council Act 2001 (ARC Act) to provide additional funding of $18.601 million in 2002 for the research programs administered by the ARC (under paragraph 49(b)).  The additional funding provided in 2002 is the first step in the Government’s commitment announced in Backing Australia’s Ability to provide an additional $736.4 million to the ARC over five years (effectively doubling the funding for the ARC’s programs by 2006). 

The additional funding provided over the next five years for the programs administered by the ARC will support the following initiatives:

(
increased funding for the National Competitive Grants Program (NCGP) – Additional funding will be allocated to both the Discovery and Linkage elements of the NCGP.  One objective of this funding is to improve average grant sizes and grant application success rates.  

(
establishment of the Federation Fellowships Scheme – The new Federation Fellowships Scheme will fund 25 new fellowships each year for five years.  By offering internationally competitive salaries ($225,000 per fellowship per year) an objective of the Scheme is to attract high quality researchers to both remain in, and return to, Australia.  The first fellowships under the new Scheme will be awarded in 2002.

(
a doubling of the number of ARC Postdoctoral Research Fellowships – From 2002, the number of ARC-funded postdoctoral positions will be increased from the current 55 to 110.  The objective of increased opportunities at this level is to help ensure that Australia’s young researchers are encouraged to pursue a research career.
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(
more competitive salaries for researchers: From 2002, the competitiveness of the salaries of ARC fellowship holders will be improved.  The objective of offering more competitive salaries is to encourage young people to establish themselves in a research career and other excellent researchers to stay in a research career.

(
a contribution to the funding of two World Class Centres of Excellence – In Backing Australia’s Ability the Government announced that it would establish two centres of research excellence in information and communications technology and biotechnology.  An objective of the Centres is to help build a critical mass of excellent research in these areas in Australia, with links to excellent facilities overseas as well as to Australian and international companies.  The Centres are also expected to nurture excellent local researchers and attract world-class researchers from overseas. The ARC will contribute funding to establish the Centres beginning in 2002/03. 

Increased funding for infrastructure

The Bill also amends the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 to vary the maximum amount of financial assistance payable to higher education institutions for the funding year 2002 to provide additional funding of $45.073 million for the Research Infrastructure Block Grants (RIBG) Scheme.  The RIBG Scheme assists the successful completion of research projects by contributing to their ‘overhead’ expenses, which are not covered through the research grants but which nevertheless underpin the research activity.  

The additional funding provided for the RIBG Scheme which is given effect in this Bill is a necessary complement to the increased funding provided for the competitive research grant programs of the ARC (announced in Backing Australia’s Ability) and the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) (announced in the 1999-2000 Budget).
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