
NCRIS threat ignores science plan

THE federal government’s threat to stop funding key national research infrastructure
should its higher education bill be defeated goes against the vision of its own science
strategy currently under development, the Australian Academy of Science said
yesterday.

On Wednesday the government affirmed its commitment to the strategy by extending to the
end of the year the tenure of its architect, chief scientist Ian Chubb.

Academy rresident Andrew Holmes said central to Professor Chubb’s plan was ensuring
stable, long-term funding for research infrastructure. But that was being put at risk because of
the funding uncertainty for the $150 million a year National Collaborative Research
Infrastructure Scheme.

“A continuing commitment to NCRIS is a perfect example of what is needed,” Professor
Holmes said. “It is part of the long-term investment that is needed and is really serious
business.”

In response to questioning by shadow higher education minister Kim Carr in Senate estimates,
department of education officials yesterday increased their estimate of potential job losses if
the scheme were to shut down noting that the facilities supported 1700 jobs, up from 1500
previously stated. They said the infrastructure, which includes the synchrotron and support for
the Square Kilometre Array telescope project, is used by 35,000 researchers both here and
overseas.

But Professor Holmes said the uncertainty was leading to talented researchers at NCRIS
facilities looking for work overseas in order to secure their futures. “If I was them I would
certainly be looking around now,” Professor Holmes said.

The government has ongoing linked funding for NCRIS to support for its Higher Education
Bill. Funding for the scheme ends on July 1. Fourteen of the 27 NCRIS projects have written
to the department expressing concern and seeking advice should funding be cut off.

Announcing the extension of Professor Chubb’s term, Prime Minister Tony Abbott said the
“government is pleased Professor Chubb has agreed to continue as Australia’s Chief Scientist
until the end of the year to continue his important work in advising on Science, Technology,
Engineering and Mathematics, which is a priority under the Industry Innovation and
Competitiveness Agenda.”

He said a thorough international search for a replacement will shortly commence.

Professor Holmes said the sector was “delighted” that Professor Chubb’s term has been
extended. “We have benefited from his strong leadership and his insider knowledge of
government and the gravitas he has brought to the discipline.”
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