
 

 

 

 

 

6 September 2017 

 

Senator Reynolds (Chair) 
Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 

 

Submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters: Inquiry into and report on 
all aspects of the conduct of the 2016 Federal Election and matters related thereto 

Dear Senator 

We would like to thank the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters for the opportunity to put 
forward a submission in response to the Second interim report on the inquiry into the conduct of the 
2016 federal election: Foreign Donations. The Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes 
(AAMRI) wishes to make comment on recommendations 3 and 4 of this report, and in doing so would 
like to draw the attention of the Committee to the importance of ensuring potential negative unintended 
consequences for medical research are avoided in any future reforms in this area. 

AAMRI is the peak body for medical research institutes (MRIs) across Australia. Our member 
organisations work on a broad spectrum of human health issues such as preventive health, chronic 
disease, mental health, immunology and Indigenous health. Their ground-breaking research has found 
cures and new treatments for diseases, and improved the health outcomes for millions of people 
around the world. Our members employ over 15,600 staff and students, and have a combined 
revenue of over $1.3 billion. 

Our understanding of recommendation 3 and 4 in the second interim report is it proposes a ban on 
donations from foreign citizens and foreign entities to registered political parties, associated entities 
and third parties (recommendation 3), and that this ban could extend to all other political actors 
(recommendation 4). 

Medical research institutes, as well as other research organisations such, as universities and 
hospitals, frequently receive research funding from foreign citizens, entities and governments. This 
includes medical research funding from foundations and charities, such as the Wellcome Trust, the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, the World Health Organisation, Save the Children, as well as foreign 
governments, particularly from United States. This research income amounts to more than $50 million 
of medical research income each year for MRIs alone, with further income received by universities and 
hospitals. 

This funding is invested in Australia because of the high quality of our medical research. It creates 
new jobs and ensures Australia is at the forefront of new medical research discoveries, as well as 
allowing valuable international medical research partnerships to be developed. It also plays and 
important role in delivering positive health outcomes to developing nations in our region. 

AAMRI is concerned that depending on the definition used, and the regulations developed that 
medical research institutes, and others within the sector, could inadvertently be caught up as either 
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‘third parties’ or seen as ‘other political actor[s]’. The activities of charities, which includes MRIs, are 
governed by the Charities Act 2013 (Cth) and the Commonwealth Electoral Act 2013, with charities 
regulated by the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission (ACNC). In line with the 
regulations governing charities (which includes MRIs), and electoral matters, MRIs are permitted to 
make comment on policy issues relating to their mission. This can include public health issues (such 
as commenting on the effectiveness of immunisation), ethics regulations (such as stem cell, human 
and animal ethics regulations), and medical research funding issues, amongst others.  

If the definition of ‘third parties’ or ‘other political actors’ should draw in charities that make comment 
on public policy matters, then MRIs could be forced to respond by either no longer accepting foreign 
income and donations, or by no longer providing any public comment on matters relating health and 
medical research. Either outcome would severely constrain the sector, either in terms of lost medical 
research opportunities (and the health and economic benefits that go with it), or by preventing medical 
research institutes, and potentially their researchers too, from providing public comment on important 
health and medical research policy related issues. 

We consider it in the public interest for research organisations, such as MRIs, to continue to be 
permitted participate in public dialogue on health and medical research issues. This is an essential 
part of the mission of an MRI, and is vital in terms of communicating to the public the importance of 
health and medical research investment, as well communicating the outcomes of the research. AAMRI 
asks the Committee to consider the important role that foreign funding plays within the medical 
research system. In recommending any future changes to electoral legislation, consideration should 
be given to avoiding regulations that restrict the sector from receiving international foreign research 
income, or from participating in the public policy process. 

Yours sincerely  

 

Professor Tony Cunningham AO 
AAMRI President 
T 03 9345 2500  
president@aamri.org.au 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


