
 

 

 

 

 

 

4 July 2014 

 

 

 

Professor Aidan Byrne 

CEO 

Australian Research Council 

GPO Box 2702 

Canberra ACT 2601 

via email: ceo@arc.gov.au; NCGP@arc.gov.au  

 

 

 

Dear Professor Byrne  

 

Re: Consultation on changes to ARC Funding Rules 

 

I write on behalf of AAMRI’s members, including both university-based and independent medical 

research institutes (MRIs), in response to the proposed changes to ARC Funding Rules.  

1.a. Changes to Discovery Program schemes – eligibility 

While AAMRI welcomes the ARC’s efforts to simplify eligibility criteria for Discovery Program 

schemes, we have serious concerns with the proposed changes outlined in your letter of 23 

June 2014. As discussed below, the proposed changes eliminate the availability of ARC 

funding to a range of researchers who are currently eligible for funding, and compromise the 

ARC’s mission to fund research based on scientific merit and the potential significance of 

outcomes. 

 

AAMRI submits that it is in the best interests of the Government, taxpayers, researchers, and 

research organisations (including universities and independent MRIs) for competitive 

Commonwealth funding schemes to be open to researchers based at all not-for-profit 

organisations. We provide cogent arguments below supporting this position, and suggest 

alternative amendments to the Discovery Program eligibility criteria that would achieve the 

ARC’s aim of supporting the most worthy research and researchers, while streamlining 

Funding Rules and minimising the ARC’s administrative burden. 

 

Currently, researchers from independent MRIs are only eligible to be Chief Investigators (CIs) 

on projects supported by Discovery Program schemes if they are employed on more than a half-

time basis at an Eligible Organisation from the Higher Education Sector, or they hold an 

Emeritus/Adjunct or equivalent appointment with an Eligible Organisation from the Higher Education 

Sector and their employing MRI receives less than half of its funding from state/territory or 

Commonwealth Governments. All other MRI-based researchers are only eligible to be Partner 

Investigators on projects supported by ARC Discovery Program schemes. 
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However, researchers at MRIs (both university-based and independent institutes) undertake a 

significant amount of fundamental research that falls under the purview of the ARC. This 

includes research in the areas of virology, stem cell research, developmental biology, psychology, 

bionics, genomics and structural biology. Indeed, some of Australia’s leading scientists in these areas, 

such as statistician and Prime Minister’s Prize winner Professor Terry Speed, are employed by MRIs.  

 

In 2011, researchers based at AAMRI member organisations received $23.8 million in ARC 

commitments, including $21.8 million in commitments to independent MRIs.
1
 Much of this supported 

research projects of MRIs in partnership with Eligible Organisations. For example, the Centre for Eye 

Research Australia and the Bionics Institute (both independent MRIs) are members of Bionic Vision 

Australia, supported by the $60 million ARC Bionic Vision Science and Technology Initiative. The ARC 

Stem Cells Australia Initiative includes the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute, Victor Chang Cardiac 

Research Institute and The Florey Institute, all independent MRIs. The majority of MRI-based 

researchers on projects supported under Discovery Program schemes were not able to be a CI. 

 

Contemporary world-class research crosses disciplinary and institutional boundaries. While 

ARC grants involving researchers from independent MRIs must be administered by an Eligible 

Organisation from the Higher Education sector, the research may be performed in part or in full at the 

MRI. Increasingly, MRI-based researchers are undertaking collaborative research with engineers and 

other researchers in the enabling sciences to find innovative methods that underpin both medical and 

non-medical applications. It is important that Government funding programs foster collaborative 

partnerships between research organisations, regardless of which organisation employs the 

CI, not create barriers to collaboration. 

 

The proposed changes to ARC Funding Rules to afford CI eligibility to researchers with a 0.2 

FTE or an Emeritus appointment with an Eligible Organisation in the Higher Education sector 

will not overcome the above issues. Researchers in areas such as virology, genomics, bionics and 

stem cell biology will still be constrained in their ability to take up positions in research organisations 

outside the university sector, or will be restricted in their access to the only available source of 

Commonwealth funding for their research. Independent MRIs will be penalised because they will be 

restricted in their ability to get the best mix of fundamental to translational research in their institutes to 

tackle research problems. Universities will be forced to enter into complicated employment 

arrangements in order to undertake collaborative research with researchers based at independent 

MRIs. The ARC will not be achieving its mission of funding research openly based on scientific merit. 

And taxpayer funds will not necessarily be going to the researchers and research organisations most 

capable of successfully carrying out the research. 

 

Importantly, the proposed changes will also eliminate CI eligibility for a range of researchers 

who are currently eligible. Currently, researchers who hold an Adjunct or equivalent appointment at 

an Eligible Organisation and who are employed at an MRI that receives less than 50 per cent of its 

funding from state/territory or Commonwealth Governments are eligible to be a CI on an ARC 

Discovery Program grant under Funding Rule clause C6.2.1.b. Removal of this eligibility criterion in 

the proposed changes will deem ineligible several researchers from, for example,  the Baker IDI Heart 

and Diabetes Institute and QIMR Berghofer (both of which receive less than 50 per cent of their 

funding from state/territory and Commonwealth governments). Several researchers from these 

institutes currently receive ARC funding as CIs. 

 

We submit that there is no cogent argument for preventing researchers at non-university-

based research institutes from being CIs on ARC grants. We suggest that the ARC mirror 

NHMRC policies, which support open and competitive access to Commonwealth funds across 

research organisations. 

                                                        
1 ARC grants and fellowships commencing in 2012, including out-years; includes funding received from collaborative grants not 

administered by the MRI. Source: AAMRI data collection. 
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Our preferred option would be for the ARC to support an open and competitive process 

whereby all NHMRC administering organisations are also Eligible Organisations for ARC 

schemes. Presumably this would not impose any major burden on the ARC—particularly during this 

time when the Government aims to consolidate and streamline ARC and NHMRC processes—as 

these institutes have already shown that they have the appropriate regulations in place to be awarded 

Commonwealth funding for research. 

 

An alternative solution to overcome the aforementioned issues, while still streamlining 

Funding Rules, avoiding the modification of Eligible Organisations and minimising the 

administrative burden on the ARC and the sector, is to include researchers who hold an 

Adjunct, Associate/Honorary or similar appointment with an Eligible Organisation as eligible 

CIs. Given those researchers with non-remunerated Emeritus appointments will be eligible CIs, it 

logically flows that non-remunerated Adjunct/Associate/Honorary appointees who have full contractual 

arrangements with an Eligible Organisation should also be eligible. As with researchers with an 

Emeritus appointment, these researchers would administer their ARC applications through the Eligible 

Organisation. An important advantage of this approach is that it would prevent gaming of the system 

and complex employment arrangements that might otherwise arise as non-university-based 

researchers attempt to satisfy the 0.2 FTE eligibility criterion in order to gain access to the only 

available Government funding source for their fundamental research.   

 

Finally, we recommend that changes to these Discovery Program eligibility rules be extended 

to the ARC Linkage Projects eligibility criteria. 

 

1.b. Changes to Discovery Program schemes – cross-scheme limits 

 

AAMRI supports the proposed changes to cross-scheme limits. 

 

2. Future Fellowship scheme  

 

AAMRI has some reservations around changes to the Future Fellowship scheme eligibility 

criteria to replace the upper bound with a requirement for the applicant to be in a non-

continuing position or a continuing position of less than three years. The proposed changes 

would presumably prevent ‘cost shifting’ of salaries of researchers on continuing positions to Future 

Fellowships, while ensuring fellowships are still awarded to mid-career researchers. Removal of the 

upper bound would also increase flexibility for those researchers who have not followed a traditional 

career trajectory.  

 

However, as worded, the proposed changes appear to allow a researcher from a non-Eligible 

Organisation (e.g. an overseas institution) to have had a continuing appointment for more than three 

years and still be eligible for a Future Fellowship. Therefore, an established researcher from overseas 

could apply for a fellowship, to the potential disadvantage of Australian-based applicants. 

 

We also seek clarity around what constitutes a ‘continuing’ position. Independent MRIs, which 

are Eligible Organisations of the Future Fellowship scheme, do not have the same funding streams as 

universities, and therefore rarely have the ability to offer permanent tenure to researchers. In the case 

of independent MRIs, a ‘continuing position’ might be considered a 5-year continuing position subject 

to appropriate performance. Therefore, we suggest that a more appropriate condition would be that 

the host organisation of a Future Fellow be obliged to provide a future position of the same duration as 

the Future Fellowship award. 
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Finally, AAMRI agrees that the proposed changes to tie the salary levels of Future Fellowships 

to the academic levels of applicants (providing one step higher than an applicant’s academic level 

at the time of submission) is a sensible simplification. 

 

AAMRI appreciates the efforts that the ARC is taking to streamline Funding Rules. We hope that this 

will also be used as an opportunity to make ARC funding processes open and transparent, so that all 

Commonwealth funds are supporting the best researchers and research possible.  

 

We would welcome the opportunity to talk with you further on this most important issue for our 

members. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 
 

Professor Brendan Crabb  

President 

T 03 9345 2500 

president@aamri.org.au  

 


