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MARK COLVIN: Pass the bills, or research funding gets it. The Education Minister Christopher
Pyne has tied the passage of his higher education bill to $150 million worth of science funding.

In the target zone: 27 cutting-edge research facilities in Australian universities, thousands of jobs
and potentially billions of dollars in high-tech research equipment, like electron microscopes.
They're funded through the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Strategy, or NCRIS.

Scientists working in the research facilities say they're baffled because no link was made when
the funding was announced in last year's budget.

David Mark has visited one facility.

DAVID MARK: Wow.

MILES APPERLEY: So this is a machine that goes bing. We're in the atom probe microscopy
suite at the University of Sydney node of the AMMRF.

DAVID MARK: Miles Apperley is the chief operating officer of the Australian Microscopy and
Microanalysis Research Facility, the AMMRF.

MILES APPERLEY: And this is a facility which is fully funded by NCRIS.

DAVID MARK: And NCRIS is the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Strategy.

MILES APPERLEY: The NCRIS money provided the stainless steel that you can see here and all
the pumps that are whizzing and whirring around and also the support staff around the whole
ecosystem.

DAVID MARK: We're looking at an atom probe microscope - a bamboozling collection about
one metre cubed of stainless steel tubes, wires and electronics.

MILES APPERLEY: This is atomic level microscopy.

DAVID MARK: The AMMRF has eight centres around Australia, including this one at Sydney
University, which is managed by Ellie Kable.

ELLIE KABLE: Well we always say that our microscopy centre is for anybody from A to Z, so
archaeology to zoology, and everything in between.

DAVID MARK: The facility relies on funding from NCRIS, which has provided millions over
the years for cutting edge microscopes and the people who operate them.

MILES APPERLEY: We support about 3,000, typically 3,000 users a year across the nation, and
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those are from the university sector, from our publicly funded research agencies, for example the
CSIRO, industry, hospitals and medical research institutes.

DAVID MARK: How many people does the NCRIS funding support?

MILES APPERLEY: In our facility it's about 23 full-time equivalent spread over about 25
people. And the bulk of that is in the front-line technical and scientific support of researchers on
instrumentation.

ELLIE KABLE: It goes to pay salaries, up-keep, and also the servicing that we need to do on the
high-end pieces of equipment.

DAVID MARK: Around Australia about 1,700 people are employed under the various NCRIS
programs.

In last year's budget, the strategy was given another $150 million, with no strings attached.

But that's now changed.

MILES APPERLEY: Towards the end of last year, and obviously much more recently, the
Minister for Education has indicated the funding is somehow linked to his higher education
reform legislation, and so that's made some difficulties for us.

It means that staff contracts are starting to get to the end of their term, and if we don't get any
clarity on the funding, we cannot reappoint those staff and we're not going to be able to maintain
the instruments.

DAVID MARK: Given the uncertainty about the program and whether the funding is going to
come through or not, what does that mean for the people who are employed using that NCRIS
money?

ELLIE KABLE: Well for the people who are actually on the salaries, it's really, you know, they
don't know if they're going to have a job. Meanwhile you can't just sit there and cross your
fingers, they're out there looking for what positions they could have, and those ones that they'll
have are probably going to be overseas.

DAVID MARK: Today the Education Minister, Christopher Pyne, was maintaining funding for
the strategy and higher education were linked.

CHRISTOPHER PYNE: The Labor Party defunded that scheme and I want to refund it. I've
found the savings to do so through the reform of the higher education sector and I'm very
passionately committed to continuing the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Scheme
but the savings to fund it are in the reform bill.

And if the cross-benchers in the Labor Party vote against the reform bill, they will effectively be
voting against the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Scheme continuing.

Miles Apperley has just been in Canberra for a Universities Australia conference which included
a showcase of NCRIS facilities. Not surprisingly the threat of the $150 million cut was the main
topic of conversation.

MILES APPERLEY: Just, sort of, the feeling of like this is a really silly idea. Everyone is
standing around in a circle saying having the infrastructure is absolutely critical to enable
innovation for Australia, yet here we have this linkage to the Minister's agenda.

ELLIE KABLE: When I've gone to both Europe and America, and those visitors have come back
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here, they just go "Wow, you've got this one facility with all of these capabilities in the one place,
that's amazing, we should be doing that."

And so now when we see us not being funded, and they're starting to do it, that means that we
were probably, you know, leading them and we're now going to be not leading them.

MILES APPERLEY: The threat here is that we will lose essential research tools, research
infrastructure. We're going to lose that, and that will severely impact Australia's ability to
discover new medicines, new materials, new industries and to innovate.

MARK COLVIN: Miles Apperley is the chief operating officer of the Australian Microscopy and
Microanalysis Research Facility. He was talking to David Mark.
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