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ABOUT AAMRI 

AAMRI is the peak body representing medical research institutes (MRIs) across Australia. Our 44 

member organisations are internationally recognised leaders in health and medical research, 

collectively representing over 10,000 staff and students and an annual turnover of more than $1 

billion. The majority of our members are ‘independent’ MRIs—mission-driven charities separate from a 

university and co-located with hospitals and healthcare providers to help drive innovation in 

healthcare.  

Australia is widely acknowledged to have an international competitive strength in health and medical 

research, and in the biotech and medicines industry this research underpins. The Worldview 

Scorecard 2013 ranked Australia number 7 in biotechnology in the world, and the OECD ranks 

Australia in the top six countries in the world in its ‘technology advantage index’ for bio- and nano-

tech. The biotech sector also accounts for 9% of Australia’s patent applications, while our 

pharmaceutical industry is the nation’s most valuable high technology export industry, with annual 

exports of $4 billion. 
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RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS 

1. What lessons can be learnt from existing business support programmes that should be 

incorporated into the Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure Programme design and implementation 

arrangements? 

1.1. Incorporate the flexibility and scale of previous programs like Commercial Ready to 

address the unique costs, barriers and timescales involved in the commercialisation of 

medical innovations 

The medical research and biotech sectors face unique commercialisation barriers not experienced 

by other sectors. In particular, the risk profile of human research is higher than other industries, 

creating a barrier to commercial investment in the early stages of commercialisation. Further, the 

successful commercialisation of medical products generally takes longer (often 5-10 years for 

devices and 10-20 years for new therapies) and up to $1 billion due to the extensive pre-clinical 

and human testing required to bring a medical product to market.  

In the past, many Government programs supporting commercialisation have been of insufficient 

scale, too prescriptive, and unresponsive to the longer timeframes and unique requirements to 

support publicly-funded research discoveries reaching clinical utility. For example, while 

Commercialisation Australia funding supported patent applications and other early-stage 

commercialisation activities, the time limits and funding rules for this scheme meant it was 

not appropriate for the longer commercialisation timeframes of many therapeutics and 

medical devices. Hence, it did not meet the needs of one of Australia’s most internationally 

competitive sectors and remained significantly under-accessed by them. 

The Commercial Ready program (including Commercial Ready Plus grants) delivered a much 

more useful competitive source of funding for biomedical product development than 

Commercialisation Australia. It provided larger grants (up to $5 million) for up to 3 years (rather 

than 1 or 2 years). Unlike Commercialisation Australia, the program also supported project-

related R&D, which is often intrinsic to the commercial development of medical products (e.g. 

clinical testing in humans), as well as proof-of-concept activities to establish the technical 

viability (not just the commercial viability) of a product, process or service. In general, the 

Commercialisation Australia program was significantly more restrictive on eligible activities and 

expenditures, reducing the applicability and relevance of the program to medical innovations.  

It should be noted that the upper grant limit of $250,000 offered under the ‘Commercialising Ideas’ 

stream of the Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure Programme (EIP) is significantly less than upper limits 

of the Commercialisation Australia program ($2 million) and the Commercial Ready program ($5 

million). This reduced grant amount (matched 1:1 by the applicant) does not realistically cover the 

costs of early-stage commercialisation for many medical innovations, and so could limit the 

applicability of the program. 

  

http://www.commercialisationaustralia.gov.au/Pages/Home.aspx
http://www.ausindustry.gov.au/programs/innovation-rd/commercial-ready/Documents/CR-CustomerInformationGuide.pdf
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1.2. Accessibility of funding to research organisations 

Both Commercialisation Australia and Commercial Ready Plus provided funding for research 

organisations, acknowledging them as hubs of innovative ideas with commercial potential.  

The Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure Programme (EIP) Discussion Paper, unlike the 

Commercialisation Australia and Commercial Ready guidelines, does not specifically indicate that 

research organisations are eligible organisations, referring only to “entrepreneurs and innovative 

businesses”. This apparent narrowing of focus of eligible organisations—which we assume is 

unintentional—is none-the-less concerning. The Discussion Paper appears to imply that the 

principal role of research organisations is to be an outsourced R&D supplier to existing SMEs 

wishing to expand their businesses. This is not the case. 

Medical research institutes (MRIs), along with Australia’s universities and hospitals, are hubs of 

innovative ideas and research findings that have the potential to be converted into new products, 

procedures and services. However, most lack access to the specialist expertise and funding 

necessary to identify, protect and transition discoveries to the ‘tipping point’ at which there is 

investor interest.  

As outlined in Q4, the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) and the Australian 

Research Council (ARC) expressly forbid grant funds being used to cover patent costs or 

commercialisation activities. This creates a critical barrier to progressing novel findings to an 

investment-ready endpoint. 

In order to fill this funding gap and ensure research discoveries make it out of the lab and 

into the market place, the EIP should be accessible to research organisations, including 

MRIs. (Note, MRIs are mostly independent legal entities separate from universities, and are 

deeply embedded within either a primary care environment or a tertiary hospital; MRIs attract 

around 30% of the total Federal Government funding for health and medical research).  

1.3. The value of ‘in-house’ Advisers/Network Experts versus external experts 

One of the most crucial and cost-limiting steps in the commercialisation process for businesses 

and research organisations is accessing quality commercialisation expertise and advice. 

Unfortunately, feedback from our members is that the Commercialisation Australia model of 

using ‘generalist’ Case Managers and Advisers has not been of significant benefit to 

grantees. The level and type of in-depth knowledge necessary to commercialise any particular 

idea or innovation arising from health and medical research is rarely available from generalist 

consultants, and it is unlikely that the most appropriate experts will be on the free-for-service 

Expert Network. 

We suggest that the EIP remove the use of Case Managers and Expert Advisers and re-

allocate funds spent on these resources to the ‘Commercialising Ideas’ grants, which allow 

applicants to determine for themselves  the necessary expertise required for their particular 

project/product and to source it directly. This facilitation of an open market for expertise relevant to 

the commercialisation of any particular innovation would produce much more useful results than 

the employment of generalist advisers trying to be helpful across a wide portfolio of innovation.  
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1.4. Implement a long-term program which allows forward planning by industry 

Federal Government programs in the industry and innovation space have a history of being 

chopped and changed at extremely short notice. The sudden axing of the Commercial Ready 

program in 2008, and the more recent termination of Commercialisation Australia without notice 

are cases in point. This lack of stable, long-term initiatives has significantly hampered innovation 

in Australia. We strongly recommend that the EIP be a long-term initiative upon which the 

business and innovation sectors can rely and plan. By building flexibility into the program, it will be 

possible for it to evolve to respond to industry changes and needs. 

2. How can we best work with stakeholders to facilitate access to the Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure 

Programme for their networks? 

It is important that staff providing information have a sound knowledge of the various innovation-

intensive industries and research sectors accessing EIP services, so that they can respond to 

enquiries specific to each sector. The EIP could potentially utilise industry associations such as 

Medicines Australia, AusBiotech, Universities Australia and AAMRI (amongst others) to help 

deliver information to relevant stakeholders. 

3. How can this Programme best complement similar state and/or territory based activities? 

No comment. 

4. How can the Programme best complement other Government activities to maximise opportunities 

to support businesses to export? 

4.1. Bridging the gap between NHMRC/ARC-funded activities and investor interest 

In order to successfully help bring “discoveries successfully to market, quickly, and at competitive 

scale”, the Commercialising Ideas stream of the EIP will need to dovetail with funding provided by 

the NHMRC and ARC. Currently, there are significant funding gaps in the pipeline of 

activities from research discovery to the point of investor interest, preventing potentially 

valuable IP from making it out of the lab and into the market place.  

While the ARC and NHMRC fund research, the use of grant funds for IP protection and 

other commercialisation activities is strictly prohibited. The reason for this is not entirely 

clear, but the NHMRC Act states that the role of the Medical Research Endowment Account 

(which provides funding for grants and fellowships administered by the NHMRC) is to support 

‘health and medical research’, thus presumably precluding the expenditure of funds on 

commercialisation-related activities. The NHMRC provides a very small amount of funding (less 

than 1% of its grant budget) to support research at the ‘demonstration experiment’ stage through 

the Development Grant Scheme. Through the ARC Linkage Programme, the ARC provides 

funding to support university collaborations with other parts of the innovation sector, but again, 

these grants only support research, not IP protection or commercialisation. It should also be noted 

that medical research and MRIs are not eligible for ARC funding.   
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Therefore, research organisations rely on Federal Government innovation programs to 

bridge the gap between where NHMRC/ARC funding for research ends, and investor 

interest in novel IP begins.  

Of particular importance is support for early-stage IP protection, proof-of-concept research 

and pre-seed funding. Many opportunities to attract third party seed/early-stage investment in 

innovations emerging from NHRMC- and ARC-funded research are missed because of the lack of 

support for either early-stage IP protection or ‘proof of concept’ experiments that provide the data 

necessary for commercial investment decisions. 

While the EIP provides support to bring short-term research capabilities into businesses (up to 

$50,000 over 3-12 months) and pre-seed funding of up to $250,000 to assist early-stage 

commercialisation activities, it expressly lacks funding for proof-of-concept research and 

early-stage IP protection. We strongly recommend that the EIP include support for proof-of-

concept research (akin to the Commercial Ready Plus program) and early-stage IP 

protection. This would support researchers and companies in developing data relevant to 

commercial interest to make their IP attractive to seed and venture capital investors, rather than 

seeking Government to be an investor itself. 

4.2 The Medical Research Future Fund  

To achieve the Government’s vision for the Medical Research Future Fund to grow Australian 

medical research to underpin more effective and sustainable health care, any expansion in 

medical research capacity would require a parallel expansion in funding to see that research 

translated to the clinic.  However, at this stage, it is unclear to what extent funding for early stage 

development and commercial translation of medical research will be available through the Medical 

Research Future Fund. Nor is it clear whether legislation for the fund will pass the Senate. 

Therefore, we urge that there be no assumption made at this stage that the Medical Research 

Future Fund will meet the early-stage commercial translation requirements of health and medical 

research. The EIP should fully address the commercial support needs of the health and medical 

research and biotech sectors, along with other sectors. 

4.3 The potential to use preferential tax treatments to encourage commercialisation  

While the EIP provides support and financial assistance to help bring innovations to market, there 

are other mechanisms that could work hand-in-hand with this program to improve the overall 

success of innovation in Australia. One example is preferential tax treatments to support inventors 

and entrepreneurs of technology-driven start-up companies.  

Currently, inventors and researchers who wish to be engaged in start-up enterprises to build on 

their work are severely discouraged from doing so by the current taxation legislation that taxes 

equity at the point of share allocation. In the case of publicly-funded research organisations, the 

inventors are not in a position to pay such a capital gains tax bill, and are therefore discouraged 

from committing to the enterprise in the way that would maximise success of the technology 

commercialisation.  
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The Australian Government could replicate the successful initiative of the UK Government, where 

academic inventors can receive shares in a start-up company without crystallising a tax liability 

until they sell the shares (at which point they have the money to pay the tax). 

5. What other interconnection points do you believe will be important to deliver a strong Programme? 

No comment. 

6. What measures could be used by Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure Programme to evaluate the 

programme?   

No comment. 

7. Is there value in prioritising support or funding to areas of global growth such as food and 

agribusiness; mining equipment, technology and services, medical technologies and 

pharmaceuticals; oil and gas; and advanced manufacturing? 

While we agree that some prioritisation can be valuable, specific projects of high potential, 

(regardless of the area) should not be excluded from government support. Further, the criterion of 

‘global growth’ could be interpreted subjectively depending upon which sector promoted its need 

for funding.  

8. Are there any other issues that should be considered in the development of Entrepreneurs’ 

Infrastructure Programme or Single Business Service delivery? 

8.1. Improving access to seed/venture capital funding 

A lack of access to venture capital is a critical issue for Australian innovation, preventing 

innovations of high potential from making it to the market place. Part of this is due to the gaps in 

funding at early stages of the commercialisation pipeline (e.g. proof-of-concept funding and early-

stage IP protection). But there is also potential for Government programs to match seed funding to 

de-risk projects and make them more attractive to third party investors. Government programs 

could also help IP to become more visible to third party seed and venture capital investors by 

supporting organisations that aggregate ideas and dealflow into large enough catchments to 

become noticeable to external venture capital. 

The EIP provides support for business management, short-term research capability in businesses, 

and pre-seed funding for early stages of commercialisation. However, it does not include a 

replacement for Commercialisation Australia’s Early Stage Commercialisation program, which 

provided seed funding of up to $2 million to bring a new product, process or service to market; nor 

does it have a replacement for the discontinued Innovation Investment Fund. 

We strongly recommend that the EIP support third party seed/venture capital funding in Australian 

innovations and IP. One suggested way of achieving this that avoids Government having to pick 

winners is to support experienced seed funds that represent catchments of size and range from 

multiple institutions, and with a proven track record in attracting national and international third 

party investment, such as the Medical Research Commercialisation Fund (MRCF) and Uniseed.  
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Funds such as the MRCF understand the long timeframes and the need for stringent project 

management as technologies transition from publicly-funded research laboratories to human 

clinical trials and beyond. One way the EIP could support organisations like the MRCF is by 

subsidising their administration costs, and thus enhancing their attractiveness as an investment 

partner by broader private equity and Venture Capital funds. 

8.2 Continuing consultation 

The consultation process for the EIP was too short and lacked the necessary detail to allow 

effective feedback from stakeholders. In particular, it lacked specific questions around the 

‘Commercialising Ideas’ stream of the EIP, presumably because this stream isn’t to be 

implemented until November. Given the importance of the EIP to Australian innovation, we 

strongly recommend further, more detailed consultation with the sector as the EIP evolves. 

BUSINESS MANAGEMENT 

9. Are the proposed eligibility criteria appropriate? Do they achieve the aim of targeting support to 

those businesses most able to grow? 

As outlined in Q1, the EIP Discussion Paper, unlike the Commercialisation Australia and 

Commercial Ready guidelines, does not specifically indicate that research organisations (including 

MRIs) are eligible for the EIP. This potentially eliminates a sector whose core business is the 

conduct and translation of medical research.  

The requirement for “sufficient turnover levels” in the Business Management stream is unclear. It 

is possible that such a requirement would eliminate innovative businesses in their infancy when 

healthy turnover levels are challenging and advice and assistance is most required. 

Further, we recommend that the matched funding requirement should be flexible enough to 

support innovative businesses that may not have the funds required, but have a very strong 

opportunity and vision. 

10. What are the knowledge or capability gaps that prevent individual businesses from accessing 

supply chains? 

No comment. 

11. How can the business management services operate most effectively in remote and regional 

Australia? 

No comment. 

12. What criteria should be used to determine which businesses qualify for more intensive, growth 

focused support? 

No comment. 
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RESEARCH CONNECTIONS 

13. What are the information barriers to better links between business and research?  

See question 15.   

14. What should be the balance between facilitation and financial support? 

The Government needs to be careful not to engage in activities that would be best served by 

private enterprise. We also reiterate our point in Q1 that using ‘generalist’ Case Managers and 

Advisers has not been of significant benefit to grantees, and recommend financial support (rather 

than facilitation/advice) to access experienced, targeted and specialised advice. 

The matched funding amount of $50,000 in the Research Connections stream will only meet a 

minimal portion of any significant research project, where an average single FTE annual cost 

(including on-costs) for a researcher can easily be in the vicinity of $160,000. Accordingly, the 

Government needs to consider whether or not $50,000 is a realistic figure to achieve desired 

outcomes of the Research Connections stream. 

15. How can the Programme best connect with the research sector to match businesses with the right 

researchers? 

As with other programs, the Research Connections program will be limited by the breadth and 

depth of knowledge of Advisers on the types of research taking place in the many research 

institutions around Australia. The appropriate matching of researchers to individual businesses’ 

needs requires an in-depth knowledge of the research taking place at a local level. This requires 

regular contact of tech transfer personnel with research groups.  

We suggest that a better model would be for the Government to support various industry and 

research sectors to set up their own joint advisory network. For example, networking already takes 

place as a result of initiatives like the MRCF mentioned at Q8.  

Another option might be a web portal (or virtual network) of the business development offices of 

research institutions throughout Australia. The virtual network would connect businesses queries 

with the in-depth knowledge of business development offices at the local level, drawing on their in-

depth knowledge of areas of research expertise. Such an initiative would need to ensure that 

information remained current and easily searchable. 
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