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13 September 2023

The Hon Jason Clare MP
Minister for Education
Parliament House
CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Minister

Itis with great pleasure that | present the Australian Research Council Annual Report 2022-23.
This report has been prepared for the purposes of:

section 46 of the Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013, which requires that
an annual report be given to the entity’s responsible Minister for presentation to the Parliament

section 46 of the Australian Research Council Act 2007 (ARC Act), which requires that the report
given to you must deal with:
any matters required by other provisions of the ARC Act to be dealt with in the report
(Ministerial directions)
any other matters that the Minister, by notice in writing to the CEO, requires to be dealt with in
the report

all other enabling legislation that specifies requirements in relation to the report.

There were no relevant matters to be dealt with in the Annual Report 2022-23 as required under
section 46 of the ARC Act.

As the accountable authority of the ARC, | certify that:

fraud risk assessments and fraud control plans have been prepared

appropriate mechanisms for preventing, detecting incidents of, investigating or otherwise dealing
with, and recording or reporting fraud that meet the specific needs of the ARC are in place

all reasonable measures have been taken to deal appropriately with fraud relating to the ARC.

Yours sincerely

A

Judi Zielke PSM
Chief Executive Officer

Letter of transmittal III
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1.1 From the Chief Executive Officer

1.2 Highlights of 2022-23
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1.1 From the Chief Executive Officer

Introduction

This is my second Annual Report as the CEO

of the Australian Research Council, and what a
pleasure it is to be able to capture here the many
achievements and milestones of the agency over
2022-23.

It is, and will continue to be for some time, an
exciting period of renewal for the agency. The
achievements highlighted throughout this annual
report exemplify the resilient and committed
nature of our people, and | thank them for their
ongoing work to achieve our vision.

It has been over 21years since the ARC was
established as an independent body under the
Australian Research Council Act 2007 (ARC Act).
We have a proud history in supporting amazing
research in Australia by our great researchers.

Ms Judi Zielke PSM, Chief Executive Officer

The ARC is critical to the national research
system achieving excellent research and plays a leading role in supporting Australia’s highest-quality
fundamental and applied research, research training and infrastructure.

Among the many research highlights over the year, | am particularly proud that the ARC has
completed the first round of the new Industry Fellowships Program. Co-designed with the research
sector, this is an innovative program designed to tackle critical challenges in industry. It will provide
$215 million over 4 years to support up to 332 Industry Fellows in early, mid, and senior career roles,
to explore opportunities in both industry and academia for research collaboration, translation, and
commercialisation. There are many exciting projects now under way and | encourage you to find out
about them through our ARC Data Portal.

An agenda of improvement and reform

Since early 2022, the ARC has been engaging in a comprehensive reform agenda to ensure we

can meet the needs and expectations of the Australian Government, the research sector, and the
Australian community. This reform agenda has been guided by the ARC Strategy 2022-2025 (ARC
Strategy).

The ARC Strategy lays out the vision for the agency to 2030 and provides the key strategic priorities
over 3 years to enable that vision. Under the ARC Strategy, we will deliver a refreshed approach to help
shape the Australian research system and deliver better outcomes for the Australian research sector,
government, and broader community.
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The 3 ARC strategic priorities between 2022-2025 are:

World-class advice and engagement: our expertise and knowledge of the research system is
shared, recognised, and sought out nationally and internationally, enabled by trusted, mutually
beneficial relationships with a wide and influential network

Research system excellence: our streamlined grants programs and processes, world-class data
assets and national assessments enable the research system to continuously improve, and ensure
Australia remains a leader in research quality, excellence, and impact

Empowered people: our workforce has the skills and capabilities essential for the future and
operates within a culture of collaboration and continuous improvement with a strong focus on
excellent service delivery.

In August 2022, the Minister for Education, the Hon Jason Clare MP, issued a Statement of
Expectations to the ARC, which set out his immediate expectations for the agency and a range of
priorities.

As CEQ, | responded to the Minister’s Statement of Expectations in December 2022 with my
Statement of Intent. This represents the ARC’s commitment to respond to the Minister’s directions,
outlining our work program across funding programs, research integrity and quality measurement,
research policy advice and support for Australia’s national research system. The commitments made
in the Statement of Intent are consistent with the goals of the Strategy, and both are being delivered
through our comprehensive reform agenda.

More than a year on from the release of the ARC Strategy in August 2022, we have been delivering
on our priorities to provide world-class advice and engagement, support research system excellence,
and empower our people. In particular, we have made significant improvements in our engagement
with universities, researchers and industry, and as a result, achieved substantial streamlining of our
programs, which greatly benefits researchers.

World-class advice and engagement

Providing advice on research matters
To enable sector leadership on key issues and support effective program delivery, the ARC engages in a
range of research policy development activities. In 2022-23, this included:

measuring the impact of the ARC’s National Competitive Grants Program (NCGP) grants through
the commission of an independent assessment

participation in cross-government committees on key sector issues such as the Australian
Universities Accord, the Chief Scientist’s Open Access Advisory Group, the refreshing of Australia’s
National Science and Research Priorities and the revitalisation of the National Science Statement

ongoing development of a National Persistent Identifier Strategy and Roadmap for Australia,
including through our membership in the Australian Persistent Identifier Taskforce
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contributing to the Australian Government'’s National Quantum Strategy, highlighting the ARC's
role in the early development of Quantum computing in Australia

engaging in the Australian Universities Accord process, to provide advice on possibilities for reform
to the university sector to ensure it meets Australia’s future challenges.

Communicating the national interest in Australian research

Consistent with our drive to constantly improve our grant processes, and as part of our response to
Minister Clare’s Statement of Expectations and concerns in the sector, the ARC made significant
changes to the National Interest Test (NIT) in 2022-23.

The Minister committed to keeping the NIT as a requirement in all applications for funding under the
NCGP, to demonstrate in plain English the societal benefits (economic, commercial, environmental,
social, or cultural) of the proposed research beyond the academic community, but asked that it be
simpler, clearer and more easily understood.

The ARC sought feedback on the NIT between May and October 2022 to test how researchers

were finding the additional guidance on NIT statements provided in March 2022. Then, following
widespread consultation across the sector, the ARC made several key changes. These included that NIT
statements be provided to assessors as an input to the peer review process; that they be certified by
the relevant Deputy Vice Chancellors of Research (DVCRs); and the removal of final vetting by the ARC.

The introduction of these changes was received very positively by the research sector. | am pleased
that we have met the concerns of the sector, and that the NIT will continue as a useful mechanism for
explaining to the community, in clear language, why public money is being invested in each research
project.

Research integrity

The Australian community expects research to be conducted responsibly, ethically and with integrity
and the ARC continued to play a vital leadership role in maintaining and promoting the responsible
conduct of research throughout 2022-23, both through our support for the Australian Research
Integrity Committee (ARIC) and ensuring all ARC business and funded research was undertaken with
the highest standards of integrity.

Research system excellence

Funding the highest quality research

The ARC remains committed to funding nationally and internationally competitive research. We
recognise the importance of ensuring the funding we administer delivers outcomes that benefit the
Australian community. The value of the ARC's NCGP is reflected in the benefits delivered through
individual research projects and the underlying support it provides to the Australian research and
innovation system. Our research grants balance funding for ‘blue sky’ fundamental research which
shapes the long-term future of Australia and applied collaborative research which promotes Australia’s
research innovation capacity, supporting research projects, infrastructure, hubs, and collaboration
between researchers and research users.
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As the only Commonwealth research funding body that supports basic non-medical research, we will
continue to highlight the importance of basic research to the start of the innovation pipeline. Without
a strong flow of fundamental research, ideas and knowledge are not able to be progressed to applied
research that can be translated to achieve impact for Australia.

In 2022-23, the NCGP provided $845 million in grants to excellent fundamental and applied research.
This is consistent with previous years and reflects ongoing strong demand for the range of schemes
available under the NCGP.

These grants support researchers at all career stages and provide research training and mentoring
opportunities. Our schemes invest in the people, infrastructure, equipment, and facilities
underpinning Australia’s international research competitiveness and we encourage university
researchers to productively partner with commercial, government, community, and international
stakeholders.

In2022-23 the:

NCGP supported more than 1,100 new research projects, with over 12,500 researchers involved in
the research

ARC collaborated with stakeholders to design new schemes that support researchers in industry
and academia to solve industry defined problems in the form of the Industry Fellowships Program

ARC actively recruited for academics and specialists in their fields to join the College of Experts,
which undertakes assessments of ARC's grant applications and provides funding recommendations
to the CEO.

Engaging with the research sector to improve grant processes

One of our priorities is to provide research system excellence, including the delivery of streamlined
grants programs and processes. In response to feedback from the sector, in October 2022 the ARC
published a grants calendar to provide greater clarity and confidence for applicants in the timing of
competitive grant rounds and the announcement of grant outcomes. The new calendar specifies the
fortnight in which an announcement is expected, a much more specific timeframe than the quarterly
timeframes used previously. The calendar provides this new certainty for all ARC programs under

the NCGP for up to 12 months ahead, and since April 2023, 18 months ahead. Since the calendar

was issued, all grant rounds have been delivered on time or in the majority of occasions earlier than
expected. This reflects our commitment to improving our service provision to better meet the needs of
researchers and universities.

Another of our ongoing priorities in the ARC Strategy is to build new opportunities for engagement
with researchers. We listened when the sector expressed a desire for more information about the
assessment process. As part of the funding announcement for the 3 Industry Fellowships Program
schemes, the ARC piloted a new practice of providing unsuccessful applicants with more detail about
their assessment scores and rankings. Initial feedback has been very positive and we have moved to
provide this information for all subsequent grant rounds.
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At each stage of consultation and review, the ARC has looked for opportunities to improve the
efficiency of our processes and to reduce the administrative burden placed on ourselves, applicants,
and the broader sector. To this end we have reduced administrative requirements on applicants and
taken advantage of technological and data-based solutions to streamline our processes.

Improving peer review

Aligned to our work in streamlining the grant program experience for applicants and universities, the
ARC commenced a project to review grant assessment practices and determine quality peer review
reforms.

During this year, the ARC completed a major desktop review of national and international peer review
practices across 12 major research granting agencies, and an evaluation of the ARC's current peer
review processes for grant applications and research evaluation. The ARC also conducted a targeted
consultation of ARC College of Experts and hundreds of external peer reviewers through a survey and
then hosted several consultation workshops to explore the survey findings. We received 155 responses
to the survey and 122 assessors attended the ARC virtual consultation workshops.

This review will inform the implementation of several peer review reforms in 2023-24 including
improvements to recruiting, engaging, supporting, recognising, retaining and managing the peer
reviewer community.

Assessing the quality, engagement, and impact of research

Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) and Engagement and Impact (El) assesments are national
research assessments that the ARC has carried out to evaluate Australian universities’ achievements
in producing quality internationally competitive research, with engagement and impact beyond the
research sector to realise real world benefits.

However, there were concerns in the research sector about the administrative burden of this
benchmarking process. In August 2022 the Minister for Education’s Statement of Expectations
reflected those concerns, asking the ARC to pause this work to develop a new, modern data-driven
approach, informed by expert review.

The agency delivered the ERA Transition Plan to the Minister in December 2022, which was developed
with a working group of leading sector representatives including DVCRs, peak bodies, senior
researchers and administrators, and the Department of Education.

The ARC has also finalised a collaboration with the Department of Education to integrate our
own research income data collection process with the Department’s Higher Education Research
Data Collection (HERDC). This will reduce the amount of data that universities have to provide to
government.

Separate to the ERA and El processes, in 2022-23 the ARC facilitated a significant assessment of
impact of ARC-funded research. We engaged ACIL Allen to examine the impact and estimate the
economic returns of research funded through the NCGP.
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The resulting report, Impact Assessment of ARC-funded Research (NCGP Impact Assessment Report),
employed economy-wide modelling, survey and administrative data, in-depth case studies, and
consultations with Australia’s university and research peak bodies and international funding agencies.
It confirmed the value to Australians of the research we fund: every $1 of research funded by the ARC
generates $3.32 in economic output for the Australian community.

The report estimates that ARC-funded research from 2002-21 will:

increase economic output for Australia by $184.3 billion
increase the real income of Australians by $152.5 billion

create 6,570 jobs per year across Australia.

Beyond the measurable economic impacts of the NCGP, the report highlights how ARC-funded
research has built Australia’s research capability and produced broad and substantial social, cultural,
and environmental benefits. These are highlighted in the report’s 7 case studies, including improved
outcomes for critical technology and communications, environmental sustainability, food supply
chains, social policy and First Nations peoples.

The NCGP Impact Assessment Report included a case study on the work of the ARC Centre of
Excellence for Quantum Computation and Communications Technology which is an example of
our long-term investment in quantum technology research. That investment has led to significant
breakthroughs in this potentially transformative technology, and is paying dividends in terms of
investment and international engagement in Australia as the world leader in this field.

Empowered people

Building and sustaining a strong organisational capacity

Our workforce remains our most important asset and we have worked to strengthen the skills and
knowledge of our people, to create an environment that attracts specialist and diverse talent, and to
develop a collaborative and service culture mindset that supports our staff, partners and stakeholders
to succeed.

We have strengthened the ARC’s senior leadership structure, first through the appointment of a
Deputy CEO, Dr Richard Johnson, in September 2022, and then through the appointment of our
inaugural Chief Research Officer (CRO), Professor Christina Twomey, in January 2023. This team,
together with our Branch Managers and Executive Directors, have been strongly positioned to lead
and support our staff in delivering on our strategic priorities and working with the sector to produce
important research outcomes for Australia.

During the year we have conducted a detailed review into the broad suite of general and specialist
capabilities that our workforce needs now and into the future. The review has identified opportunities
to enhance the strong capability set within our staff to position us to meet emerging challenges and
remain resilient and flexible to change.
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This year we had a particular focus on workforce capabilities related to data usage, including
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) data expertise, data visualisation and the
development of data products. These enhanced capabilities, supported by the implementation of
data systems, enables us to identify, analyse and share the value from ARC and other data sets across
government.

Significant developments

In August 2022 the Minister announced an independent review of the Australian Research Council
Act 2001 (Review of the ARC Act), the first such review since the introduction of the legislation and
the creation of the agency. This review was to consider the role and purpose of the ARC within the
Australian research system, so that the agency can meet current and future needs.

The Minister appointed a Review Panel consisting of Professor Margaret Sheil AO (Panel Chair),
Professor Susan Dodds and Professor Mark Hutchinson, with secretariat support from the Department
of Education. The review considered 223 submissions from stakeholders and consulted with
stakeholders through meetings and focus groups.

The Review of the ARC Act was finalised in April 2023 and the final report, Trusting Australia’s Ability:
Review of the ARC Act 2001, is a strong endorsement of the role and positive impact the ARC has had
on Australia’s research capability over the last 20 years. It affirms the broader reform schedule we are
already undertaking to restore stakeholder trust and drive excellent research for the advancement of
all Australians, and the Government’s response to the recommendations will further these objectives.

The ARC conducted an internal financial sustainability review for consideration by the Ministerin
conjunction with the final report of the Review of the ARC Act, the ERA Transition Plan, and the NCGP
Impact Assessment Report. In the second half of 2023-24, the ARC will work with the Department of
Education on a policy review of the NCGP, to ensure these programs meet Australia’s future needs fora
strong and vibrant research sector.

In November 2022, Minister Clare announced the Australian Universities Accord, which seeks to build
along-term plan for Australia’s Education system to ensure it meets the needs of the nation. The ARC
provided a submission in response to the Panel’s Discussion Paper in April 2023, highlighting how the
government could consider boosting university and industry collaboration through lessons from the
new ARC Industry Fellowships Program and leveraging existing mechanisms such as the ARC Linkage
Program. We also noted importance of the ARC'’s contribution to supporting the integrity of research,
across the Australian university research sector.

The broader context

One issue notable by its lack of prominence in this year’s annual report, but significant in the previous
2 reports, is COVID-19 (COVID). Travel restrictions and lockdowns were largely left behind as Australia
transitioned to living with COVID in the first half of 2022. The pandemic’s impositions on research,
reflecting those on the broader community, were also left behind. The ARC's Research Hubs, Training
Centres and ARC Centres of Excellence that had received grant funding in 2020 and 2021 rounds
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were finally able to officially launch, and most importantly, their research was now able to proceed
unhindered by COVID in 2022-23. For me as CEQ, and the ARC as an agency, it means we have been
able to build back up to the level of in-person engagement needed to build and maintain relationships
with our stakeholders, as we have important conversations in a time of significant change for research
in Australia.

The last year has seen the largest rise in inflation in decades. While this impacts us, we were, and
remain, conscious of the impact it has on the sector. Industry partners are experiencing higher costs,
universities have tightened budgets, and applicants and assessors are dealing with the cost-of-living
pressures in their own lives. These challenges further reinforce the importance of our streamlining and
burden reducing efforts, particularly in relation to our grants programs.

In late 2023, the Government reaffirmed their commitment to seek a change to the Constitution

to recognise the First Peoples of Australia by establishing an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

Voice. The national conversation on the referendum and the Voice draws attention to the disparity

in outcomes First Nations people face when compared to non-Indigenous Australians, including

in education and research. The ARC strives to increase the representation of First Nations people
through the Discovery Indigenous scheme, and increased participation by First Nations people in other
Discovery and Linkage schemes and in Fellowships. And we continue to acknowledge the amazing
scientific teachings that First Nations people so graciously share with us, and the contributions they
have made and continue to make to our community.

The past year also saw the design and implementation of the National Anti-Corruption Commission.
This work highlighted the integral and privileged position that we in the public service hold, and
how important it is that, as individuals and as an agency, we act with integrity, transparency and
accountability. | am proud of the conduct of the ARC and of their service to the Australian public.

Outlook for 2023-24

The Government's response to the final report of the Review of the ARC Act, released by the Minister
for Education in August 2023, has set a strong agenda of governance, process and engagement reform
and we will work with the Minister and the Department of Education on implementing the actions.
These actions are extensive and include:

legislative change that will clarify the purpose of the ARC and the breadth of its role in
underpinning and shaping the national research landscape, including broadening ARC's role in
research integrity and research evaluation

establishing fresh governance arrangements through a new ARC Board

continuing to deliver a range of programs and services that improve our investment in research
excellence, the experience of researchers, partners and assessors, and take into account the
evolving environment in which we and the research sector operate.
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As well, the ARC will continue our strategic reform priorities in 2023-24, including those in the 2022
Statement of Expectations from the Minister:

working with the Department of Education on a policy review of the NCGP

providing support to the Australian Universities Accord review, introduced by the Government to
establish a new long-term plan for Australia’s higher education sector

continuing to work towards establishing a new research evaluation system which is a modern data
driven approach supported by expert review.

Additionally, the ACIL Allen report, Impact assessment of ARC-