
 

 

 
 

AAMRI Feedback  

Status of the NCRIS eResearch Capability  

INTRODUCTION: 

The Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes (AAMRI) is the peak body for medical 

research institutes (MRIs) across Australia. The majority of our 45 member organisations are 

independent MRIs, that is, separate legal entities, affiliated with, but independent of, a university or 

hospital. We also represent several university-based medical research institutes, hospital-based 

institutes, university-hospital affiliates, and research precincts involving hospitals, MRIs and 

university-based institutes. 

The below feedback is the collation of responses from 12 MRIs from Queensland, NSW and Victoria. 

No responses were received from MRIs in other states and territories. In cases where a view was that 

of a specific institute (rather than a view shared by several MRIs), we have attempted to make this 

clear. Four of the 12 respondent MRIs indicated that they do not currently use any of the eResearch 

facilities (although two of them plan to use the facilities in the future); one of the respondent MRIs 

uses NeCTAR and RDSI; two use AAF and RDSI; and the remaining five use AAF, NeCTAR and 

RDSI. No respondent MRIs use any of the other eResearch facilities that form part of this review. 

RESPONSE TO QUESTIONS: 

APPROPRIATENESS 

1. Was the investment and support for the project(s) and/or service(s) from the Australian 

Government a response to market failure? 

Overall: If the projects/services had not been supported by the Australian Government, they 

would not have otherwise been initiated – or certainly not to the scale or benefit that they currently 

provide – due primarily to insufficient funds and issues around equitable and cost-effective 

access.  

AAF: It is unlikely that any participating organisation would have taken on the development, 

implementation and maintenance of a bridged authentication system such as the AAF. The 

project’s return on investment is shared across the participating organisations and hence each 

member would be reluctant to invest resources that do not immediately benefit themselves.  

NeCTAR: Organisations like Intersect (NSW) are unlikely to have evolved to provide support and 

additional services without NeCTAR seed funding. There is insufficient funding through research 

grants and infrastructure funds to enable these kinds of projects. 

RDSI: Isolated data storage nodes may well have been developed without the assistance of the 

Australian Government. However, due to decentralised development, it is unlikely that national 

standards of availability, management and sharing policies would have been adopted.  A large 

economy of scale would also be unlikely to have been met as each participating organisation 
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would not have the resources available to invest in the infrastructure required by other 

participating organisations. 

2. In your view, did the investment change or transform the conduct of research (e.g. research and 

other collaboration)? 

Overall: The Australian Government’s investment in eResearch facilities/services has and will 

continue to transform the way research is conducted in Australia, increasing the breadth of tools 

available and enabling researchers to more efficiently and cost-effectively collaborate and share 

data. This ultimately results in improved productivity and enhanced outputs and outcomes of 

research. Many medical research organisations already rely heavily on these facilities/services, 

and there is a growing need for continuing and enhanced services given the increasingly 

collaborative nature of research and the increasing amount of data- and compute-intensive 

applications in medical research such as genomics, proteomics and imaging. 

There is a general consensus amongst the MRI sector that Australian Government-funded 

eResearch facilities/services are not yet used to their full potential (due to some issues with 

accessibility, awareness and delivery), and that with better uptake, they will have an even greater 

impact on Australian research. 

AAF: Yes, the AAF has become a foundation on which collaborative IT services can be 

implemented (e.g. the usage of resources like AARNet’s cloudstor and cloudstor+ to enable the 

efficient sharing of data).  Research requires a balance between high security and flexible 

collaboration. By leveraging each participating organisation’s existing authentication systems, 

research data can be protected and shared quickly and easily. 

NeCTAR: Yes, NeCTAR has been largely transforming. The funding has allowed the effective 

delivery of projects like Virtual Laboratories, which enable research groups and organisations to 

collaborate and standardise research data practices. The Genomics Virtual Laboratory, for 

example, involves collaboration across four states (Qld, NSW, Vic, WA). One illustration of its 

transformative impact on research is that user communities are able to do many of their own 

rudimentary genome analyses using an application called Galaxy, which is deployed and 

enhanced by the Genomics Virtual Laboratory.  

RDSI: Yes, RDSI enables the sharing of large data sets, which many research groups and 

organisations otherwise do not have the capacity to do (other than by literally shipping hard 

drives). For example, given the requirements of sharing data and making datasets browsable, 

RDSI for the housing of genomics data is invaluable. However, the full potential of RDSI is yet to 

be realised, due to a lack of awareness / access of facilities to MRIs and other end users. When 

combined with a greater national focus on data management, it is likely that this infrastructure will 

result in a much larger pool of re-usable, searchable data, and hence more research possibilities. 

This may also minimise the amount spent on gathering data that may already be available at 

other institutions. 

3. In your view do the results to date satisfy the expectation of you, your stakeholders and the 

funding parties? 

Overall: The funding parties’ expectations as we understand them have been satisfied. However, 

as outlined above, there is a consensus among MRIs that the full potential of the eResearch 

facilities has not yet been realised due to a lack of awareness and accessibility of the facilities by 

many potential end users, and some service delivery issues. Below are responses from MRIs 

regarding their satisfaction with several of the eResearch facilities/services. (Please also see 

Questions 8 and 9 for a range of issues relating to delivery and uptake of facilities/services.) 
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AAF: Most MRIs are satisfied with the results. Currently several MRIs must access services via 

an affiliated university, which is suboptimal.  

NeCTAR: MRIs are generally happy with results so far (although see Question 9 for some 

issues), but further investment will allow greater benefit. 

RDSI: MRIs appear to be generally satisfied with the services this facility aims to provide, but their 

access to resources is yet to be fully realised.  

CONTRIBUTION TO TECHNOLOGY PLATFORM 

4. Can the project(s) and/or service(s) be seen to have contributed to a platform of ICT support for 

the research sector?  

Overall: Marginally as a whole; yes in parts of the sector or for selected disciplines. 

AAF: Yes as a whole. 

NeCTAR: Yes for genomics and bioinformatics. 

RDSI: In principle, yes as a whole. However, some MRIs believe the services have not been 

shared/accessed well by the life sciences or MRIs. In NSW, Queensland and Victoria, Intersect, 

QCIF and VicNode have been proactive in addressing this gap (including through a recently 

successful bid involving MRIs for a National Data Facility for Medical Research), but this is not the 

case in all states. 

5. Was this contribution one which intersected with, or complemented, ICT support funded by state-

based programs and/or your and other research institutions? 

Overall: Yes. Several MRIs indicated that they gear their internal investment around these 

eResearch facilities/services. (Other MRIs, on the other hand, indicated that they don’t use any of 

the eResearch facilities). One MRI indicated that it is looking to strengthen its data storage and 

collaboration platform further when integration between the AAF and RDSI is possible.   

Examples of where federally-funded eResearch facilities/services intersect with state-based or 

research organisation-based funding include Intersect in NSW or VicNode in Victoria, whose 

operational costs are supported by universities and/or the state government.  

Examples of complementarity include state- and federally-funded genomics research projects 

(e.g. through the Australian Research Council) that do not provide for infrastructure to analyse the 

data; these requirements of such projects are met by the eResearch services/facilities. 

6. In future, will you be planning or seeking to leverage the national eResearch investments to date 

by co-investing your own organisation’s planned investment in infrastructure and/or services? 

Overall: Several MRIs indicated that they plan to leverage the national eResearch investments by 

co-investing their own organisations’ planned investment in infrastructure and/or services. They 

indicated that there is insufficient capacity to fund infrastructure separately, so they must leverage 

off government capital programs.  
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GOVERNANCE 

7. Do you consider that the governance arrangements for implementation of the investment(s) with 

which you are familiar were appropriate? 

Overall: Yes, individual governance arrangements for eResearch facilities/services are generally 

well regarded. One MRI raised some issues around licensing of software, particularly as they 

related to terms like ‘moral rights waivers’. 

However, there is a strong recommendation from the MRI sector that governance of the various 

eResearch facilities/services be better integrated to bring services under the one umbrella, and 

that services be open to all research organisations (see Questions 8 and 9 below for further 

details).  

TAKE-UP 

8. How well has the infrastructure enabled by this investment (or these investments) been taken up? 

Overall: There is variable uptake of eResearch infrastructure/services across the MRI sector. It is 

clear, however, that there is significant demand from the MRI sector for eResearch facilities; for 

example, the recent successful funding bid by Intersect, VicNode and QCIF for a National Data 

Facility for Medical Research was strongly supported by a range of examples from MRIs of 

research projects that would use such a facility. Many MRIs indicated that they are keen to make 

more use of government-funded eResearch facilities. 

There are important issues with both the awareness of and accessibility to eResearch facilities by 

the MRI sector. Several facilities/services are operated or co-invested by universities, and MRIs 

do not have open or direct access (e.g. Intersect). It is clear that the MRI sector, and potential end 

users generally, have also not been sufficiently or appropriately engaged by eResearch 

facilities/services.  

Uptake of certain services is also significantly hindered by insufficient end user support and 

training, and/or the lack of an ICT specialist in the appropriate technologies at some research 

organisations. 

One MRI indicated that uptake was suboptimal because cloud offerings of government-funded 

facilities are limited in their model compared with those of Amazon and Microsoft, being aimed 

mainly at large research projects with specific needs.  

AAF: Several MRIs have indicated that they do not have direct access to the AFF, only being 

able to access the facility through an affiliated university. This is not optimal.   

NeCTAR: Several MRIs indicated that uptake is hindered by an application process that is 

cumbersome and inflexible. Another MRI indicated that NeCTAR’s inability to make available 

sufficient compute resources also renders many analyses impossible.  

RDSI: Having to access RDSI facilities/services via a university is a barrier to uptake for MRIs. 

For example, one MRI indicated that they are still waiting for their affiliated university to implement 

a system to enable their access. In addition, in the area of life sciences, many of the potential 

users of RDSI-funded eResearch facilities/services do not have the necessary ICT skills to 

access services. The necessary level of support and assistance to enable their use of the 

facilities/services is currently lacking.   
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LESSONS LEARNED 

9. From your experience and understanding to date, what lessons have been learned about the 

optimum delivery of this kind of infrastructure? 

Overall: The most commonly raised issue relating to delivery of eResearch facilities has been the 

lack of effective marketing and communication of services to relevant stakeholders (both MRIs at 

an organisational level, and researcher end users and support staff within organisations). This is 

seen as a key problem resulting in suboptimal uptake of eResearch facilities. A related important 

issue is that the end users for whom these services/facilities are relevant often do not have the 

necessary skills or support to take advantage of the facilities. Increased investment in user 

support and training is seen as crucial for optimum delivery and uptake of eResearch 

infrastructure.  

Another key issue raised by MRIs is the lack of an integrated approach to the provision of 

eResearch facilities/services. The current eResearch landscape is viewed by some as a loose 

federation of many different players and initiatives (both government-based and institution-based), 

which makes it hard for researchers and support staff to know who to approach to do what. In 

cases of research projects that span many of these initiatives, it can be time consuming and 

difficult to navigate how they tie together. Compare this with the approach of Amazon Web 

Services, for example, where there is a clearly defined product set on their website. Amazon Web 

Services also occasionally run roadshows and free workshops on how to access, use and 

leverage their infrastructure. 

Several MRIs indicated concern around duplication of efforts and ‘reinventing the wheel’. They 

believe that some of the services would have been brought online faster and at reduced cost if, 

rather than concentrating on the underlying infrastructure (which can often be provided by a 

commercial third party), these projects concentrated on value-added services that commercial 

organisations have not or will not commit resources to (see NeCTAR example below).  

Another concern is the lack of sustainability or long-term funding for these eResearch facilities. 

This inability to rely on the facilities long term results in uncertainty for end users, who may be 

required to chop and change to alternative sources of services in the future. It has been 

suggested by one MRI that eResearch facilities should come up with a sustainable business 

model from the outset, treating further government injections as a top-up or strategic expansion.  

NeCTAR: One MRI indicated that, with the exception of ICT expertise around technologies like 

the OpenStack cloud software that was deployed in the NeCTAR project, all Virtual Laboratories 

would be in a better position had they been deployed on a commercial cloud infrastructure like 

Amazon or Google. They indicated that investing in the establishment of the NeCTAR academic 

cloud infrastructure has meant that research projects and advances have been held back by the 

immaturity of the backend infrastructure. There appears to have been a lack of appreciation of the 

contribution and cost-effectiveness of choosing commercial solutions instead of academic ones. 

RDSI: Another MRI expressed the view that the RDSI would have been more efficient had it been 

centralised (rather than having separate state-based nodes). They suggested that it be provided 

to a single commercial entity. In such a case, negotiations with this commercial provider should 

have been around data security and longevity (in the event of the commercial entity’s collapse). 
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COMPARABLE DEVELOPMENTS/COMPARISONS 

10. Considering the approach taken by Australia in undertaking these investments how would you 

rate that approach by comparison with international developments and development in other 

industries / sectors? 

Overall: Overall, the view of MRIs is that industry has a more coherent, integrated and user-

friendly approach than government-funded eResearch services. Government eResearch services 

are not seen to be sufficiently open and integrated, and the user experience seems secondary in 

government offerings. Marketing and implementation timeframes are also viewed to be 

suboptimal.  

INFLUENCES AND CONSTRAINTS 

11. In considering your responses to the above, would you make any comment about the extent to 

which the development of the infrastructure was affected by budgetary constraints, structural 

issues or technology developments / deficits? 

Overall: Many of these eResearch facilities/services could not have been viable without other 

government funding, such as AARNet, which created the network for institutions across Australia 

to collaborate. One MRI indicated that with the exception of the Pawsey Centre, the National 

Computation Infrastructure and Climate HPC, and the AAF, the other projects appeared to 

emulate what industry already does well. Consequently, many possible technology development 

opportunities were lost as ‘wheels were reinvented’ in many scenarios. 

As outlined earlier, the general view of the MRI sector is that there has been an insufficient 

budget for marketing and end user support for eResearch facilities.  

 


