
 

19 October 2020 
 
Professor Sue Thomas 
Chief Executive Officer 
Australian Research Council 
Email: ceo@arc.gov.au 
 
Dear Professor Thomas 
 

Review of ERA and EI measures 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the ARC’s consultation on the Review of Excellence in Research for 
Australia (ERA) and Engagement and Impact (EI) measures on behalf of the Group of Eight (Go8). I note that Go8 
members may make individual submissions to the review including on technical and detailed operational aspects 
of both ERA and EI. 
 
This Go8 submission is deliberately strategic and high-level representing the views of our members who win the 
majority of ARC grant funding – 68% of ARC income reported in 2018. Collectively in ERA 2018, Go8 members 
received a rating of world standard or above for 99.6% of evaluations at the 4-digit Field of Research (FoR) level. 
Go8 ratings at the very highest rating – well above world standard - were 55% of all Go8 evaluations and also 
represented 50% of Australia’s total ratings at this level.   
 
As noted, the Go8 is taking a high-level approach to ERA and EI, looking to set them in the context of the overall 
national research and innovation effort. To that end, I would refer you to the Go8 research policy document 
Enabling Australia’s Economic Recovery Through Supporting Research Excellence. This document has been 
attached for reference. 
 
The three key recommendations of that document are: 
1. Supporting excellent research at scale to maximise benefit to the nation; 
2. Sustainable translation and research infrastructure funding across national economic priority areas; and 
3. Transparent and full costing of research to ensure effective expenditure. 

 
It is primarily in delivering on this first recommendation that ERA is a key tool. As noted in the Go8 research 
document, ERA is in fact “one of the world’s most respected research quality rating measures” and the Go8 believes 
part of a robust, transparent and regular assessment of university research. 
 
Having set this context, the Go8 makes the following recommendations: 

• That public reporting of ERA results includes both an excellence rating and a research volume (scale) indicator 
at the Unit of Evaluation level – that is institutional Field of Research level. 

• That the ARC streamlines the research data collection so that the administrative burden for institutions for 
both ERA and EI is reduced. In particular, that the ARC explore ways in which publicly available data sets could 
be used – with appropriate controls and oversight – in the ERA assessment process. 

• That ERA and EI move to an extended assessment cycle to allow time for evolution in institutional 
performance. The Go8 recommends a 5-year cycle with consideration given to off-setting ERA and EI 
assessments. 
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• That reporting of EI results and impact studies provides strong examples to the Government and public on the 
contribution of university research to economic growth and national priorities. This could include a  greater 
emphasis in reporting on Socio-Economic Objectives (SEO) with EI results, the potential inclusion of  identified 
national priorities in EI Impact Studies, or even consideration of EI Impact Studies being based on SEOs rather 
than FoRs as currently.  

 
One final matter that I would raise for consideration is the proposed changes to the Provider Category Standards 
(PCS) that have been flagged by the Government. As you will be aware, the PCS as part of the Higher Education 
Standards Framework set out the requirements for institutions to be registered in a particular category of Higher 
Education providers.  
 
In drafting new PCS, the Government has accepted the recommendation of the review conducted by Professor 
Peter Coaldrake AO in 2019 that enhanced research thresholds be specified for the Australian University category. 
To satisfy these thresholds (as currently drafted) institutions would need to undertake research at or above world 
class standard in at least three, or at least 50 per cent, of the broad (2-digit) Fields of Education it delivers, 
whichever is greater (from 1 January 2030). Legislation enabling these changes is currently under consideration 
by Parliament. 
 
If ERA remains Australia’s principal assessment of the excellence of university research, then it will likely be a 
critical element in assessing the performance of universities against the PCS research thresholds. For this reason, 
it is important that the ARC consider this in the design of ERA and also conducts ongoing engagement with both 
the university sector and the Higher Education Standards Panel accordingly. 
 
Detailed discussion 
 
Research Excellence at Scale 
 
As noted above the Go8 blueprint, Enabling Australia’s Economic Recovery Through Supporting Research 
Excellence1, advocates that the Australian Government supports excellent research at scale to maximise benefit 
to the nation. 
 
ERA demonstrates Australia’s research strengths in the areas that make a direct contribution to the delivery of 
public services, to meeting national priorities, building the future workforce and capability and developing policy. 
This goes to the heart of ensuring we support excellent research at scale to maximise benefit to the nation. In 
this context, the ERA exercise is a success, notwithstanding that the process can still be improved. 
 
However, it is not just excellence that should be rewarded but excellence at scale - scale which demonstrates 
consistent capability within specific fields of research and across fields of research.  
 
In this respect, the public reporting of ERA falls behind global counterparts such as the United Kingdom’s Research 
Excellence Framework (REF) that provide a full picture of research excellence by reporting both an excellence 
rating together with the volume of research being rated. This allows a proper public policy debate on research 
based on precise knowledge of the scale or excellence across all discipline areas in the UK university research 
system.  

 
1 https://go8.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Go8_Research-Excellence.pdf  

https://go8.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Go8_Research-Excellence.pdf
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While Australia may not choose to replicate the UK system, it is critical both from a public transparency perspective 
and in order to permit a fully informed public policy discussion of supporting research that ERA publicly reports 
both excellence ratings and the volume of research under assessment. 
 
Streamlined Data Collection 
 
As previously noted by the Go8 in relation to ERA2, and relevant to EI, assessment of research quality as well as 
research impact and engagement can be aided by data already collected by Government. Such datasets include 
the Higher Education Research Data Collection, the Australian Bureau of Statistics Research and Experimental 
Development, Higher Education Organisations, Australia (HERD) datasets, and the replacement for the National 
Survey of Research Commercialisation previously managed by the Department of Industry. Greater use of ORCID, 
DOI and bibliometric databases – with appropriate review by institutions – could also potentially reduce the 
submission burden on institutions. 
 
Major efficiencies should be achievable if such data sets could be used in thoughtful and tailored ways, including 
if possible, to pre-populate institutional submissions against pre-determined units of assessment. The cost – 
estimated for ERA to be $1 million for a single major Go8 alone – and impost to universities may sharply fall if the 
ARC could work within its Education portfolio and others in a consent-driven way to ensure that such data is 
usefully shared. As the Minister for Government Services, Stuart Robert, noted in introducing the Exposure Draft 
of the Data Availability and Transparency Bill 2020 in September 2020 relating to public data, ‘we need to get 
better at using the information we already collect, instead of asking the same questions again and again’3. 
 
To ensure that integrity and accuracy of inputs are maintained, institutions should still have the option to review 
and change pre-populated or pre-assigned data as needed. 
 
Extended Assessment Cycle for ERA and EI 
 
As communicated to you in July 2019 in correspondence from Go8 DVCs-R Chair – Professor Duncan Ivison - the 
Go8 recommends that the interval between both ERA and EI rounds be lengthened to five years and hence 
supports that the next ERA exercise be held in 2023 as scheduled. 
 
It is the view of the Go8 that an assessment cycle of every 3 years – as was the case between ERAs in 2012, 2015 
and 2018 – is too narrow and too frequent. For instance, a 3-year cycle and a 6-year window of assessed research 
outputs means that many outputs are assessed twice. This promotes both a short-term approach to institutional 
management of the research portfolio – particularly in terms of strategic investment in developing research 
capabilities -  and also fails to provide a time scale long enough to assess the evolution in performance of an 
institution.  
 

Consideration could also be given to either alternating between ERA and EI in each 5-year cycle or offsetting ERA 
and EI in their respective 5-year cycles. 
 

 
2 Go8 submission to House of Representatives 2018 Inquiry into Funding Australia’s Research 
3 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Data Availability and Transparency Bill 2020 Exposure Draft Consultation Paper 
September 2020 
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From an institutional perspective, these considerations will be strongly influenced by the perceived administrative 
burden of ERA/EI – as discussed above. This is reflected in discussions within the Go8 and may be reflected in the 
specifics of institutional submissions. 
 
Effective use of EI Results in Evidencing the Contribution of Research to the Economy and National Priorities 
 
While the EI process has been through only a single assessment round, the Go8 believes that it has not been 
completely successful in its first listed priority to provide clarity to the Government and Australian public about 
how their investments in university research translate into tangible benefits beyond academia.4 
 
There is a need to demonstrate in a clear and straightforward manner to the Government and the Australian 
public, how research contributes directly to the Australian economy and jobs, national priorities, as well as to 
societal and community well-being. This needs to be backed by a robust evidentiary base linking to the excellent 
research underpinning the impact. 
 
The Go8 believes that the failure of the first EI process to completely deliver this, while partially due to the learning 
curve that institutions are on with respect to articulating impact, is largely due to the design of the EI process and 
impact studies. 
 
Of course, this is a complex design matter that cannot be quickly resolved. In the consultation for the development 
of the EI Guidelines in 2017 (and afterwards) there were detailed methodological discussions on the design of the 
EI and its implementation. In particular, the Go8 submission emphasised the value of using SEO codes for impact 
case studies as an outwards-facing indicator of where in the economy or Australian community/society research 
is having impact. 
 
To that end, it is worth considering whether EI impact studies could have a stronger emphasis on SEO codes, and 
perhaps also a link to identified national priorities. One way to do this effectively would be by basing the selection 
of impact studies by SEO code rather than by FoR as is currently the case. The Go8 acknowledges that this would 
be a significant change for the design of the EI and as per discussions above would need to be done without 
introducing significant administrative burden for institutions. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me at vicki.thomson@go8.edu.au or 0417 808 472 if you would like to discuss 
further any elements of the Go8 submission.  

 
Yours sincerely 

 

 
 
VICKI THOMSON 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE 

 

 
4 Australian Research Council—EI 2018 Submission Guidelines, Page 6 
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Three recommendations 
to Government

The Go8’s three recommendations to the 
Federal Government are essential to ensure  
the success of the nation’s post COVID recovery

1.	 Supporting excellent research at scale to maximise benefit  
to the nation

2.	 Sustainable translation and research infrastructure funding 
across national economic priority areas

3.	 Transparent and full costing of research to ensure effective 
expenditure
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1	 https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/history/interviews-australian-scientists/professor- 
	 barry-marshall/teacher

2	 https://www.tga.gov.au/alert/gardasil-human-papillomavirus-vaccine

3	 https://www.sydney.edu.au/news/84.html?newscategoryid=1&newsstoryid=14943

Discoveries such as these have 
helped to create the world we have.

But the pace of change is rapid 
and we must continue to strive for 
excellence, to remain at the pinnacle 
of research. Past breakthroughs do 
not fuel our future. Research will 
help Australia to keep abreast of 
developments in national priority 
areas such as cyber security, 
advanced manufacturing, energy  

Without research – Australian 
research – the world would have 
lacked the knowledge that stomach 
ulcers can be treated with antibiotics1, 
that young women could be protected 
from 70 per cent of the strains of 
virus that lead to cervical cancer 
through a simple vaccination2, that 
skin damaged through burns or acne 
scars can be repaired through a 
substance called tropoelastin3.

Enabling Australia’s 
economic recovery 
through supporting 
research excellence
If COVID-19 has driven one long-desired outcome 
from Government, industry, media and the Australian 
community more widely, it is the knowledge that 
without the research capacity in Australian universities,  
the nation cannot successfully emerge from this 
pandemic with a robust economic future.

Federal Minister of Education Dan Tehan:

The research done by our universities can lead to the 
development of new products and innovations that drive  

job growth, business opportunities and productivity gains.

https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/history/interviews-australian-scientists/professor-barry-marshall/teacher
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/history/interviews-australian-scientists/professor-barry-marshall/teacher
https://www.tga.gov.au/alert/gardasil-human-papillomavirus-vaccine
https://www.sydney.edu.au/news/84.html?newscategoryid=1&newsstoryid=14943
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and resources. These developments 
will be the foundation of new industries, 
new jobs, and new prosperity.

Australia faces a moment in time 
– a moment which can lead to the 
rebuilding of a research-led economic 
recovery and prosperous future.

Australian universities conduct the 
majority of Australia’s research. 
We underpin the economy through 
the graduates we produce and the 
discoveries we make. 

The issues our nation is facing  
are well known. Any recovery must  
ensure a more sovereign Australia;  
one that is more capable, more 
productive, even more innovative 
than it already is. We must look to 
lift our leading medical research and 
outcomes, developing more advanced 
technologies to support Space, AI, and 
Defence capability. We need to establish 
ourselves post COVID-19 as a very 
different, more independent, productive 
economic entity in the world order.

Unless Government extracts the  
very best from the vast capability within 
our universities in both teaching and 
research, and vitally in partnership with 
Government and industry, it will not 
happen; because it cannot. Consistent 
excellence in research at scale within 
Australian Universities is fundamental 
to the nation’s success.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison:

Research plays a critical role in ensuring Australia  
maintains its world-class health system and is particularly 

important as the world responds to coronavirus.

We underpin the economy  
through the graduates we produce 

and the discoveries we make

This paper sets out the Go8’s  
views on how Australian universities 
that embrace and deliver research 
excellence at scale can contribute 
through our research capacity and 
capability to strengthening our 
economy and building the nation  
our community deserves.
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Enabling Australia’s economic recovery  
through supporting research excellence

The Go8 is committed to producing 
the highest-quality graduates, 
the leaders of tomorrow, who can 
also drive the economy forward. 
This is a core responsibility. This 
paper is focussed on our other core 
responsibility to develop our research 
strengths and to assist the Australian 
Government make informed decisions 
on how to support a research-centred 
future through its current research 
reform process.

The Go8 draws on its members for 
this advice, based on the overall 
depth and quality of its research and 
its contribution to the next generation 
of researchers. Seven of our eight 
members are ranked in the world’s 
top 100 universities for our research 
strengths, more than 99.6 per cent 
of which are assessed by Excellence 
in Research Australia (ERA) as world 
class or above. This includes through 
the Go8 awarding almost half of the 
research doctorates in Australia.

And here Australia is also 
exceptionally fortunate; because our 
Government already has, and relies 
on, one of the world’s most respected 
research quality rating measures 
– the Excellence in Research 
in Australia (ERA) framework, 
mentioned above. The Go8 supports 
the current review to enable ERA to 
continue to help the Government 
make policy decisions on research 
with confidence.

Seven of our eight members 
are ranked in the world’s top 
100 universities for our research 
strengths, more than 99.6 per cent 
of which are assessed by 
Excellence in Research Australia 
(ERA) as world class or above

Federal Minister for Science Karen Andrews:

From the work happening to find a vaccine through  
to research to track community spread of the disease  

– our science and research community are among our  
greatest assets in our efforts to beat this pandemic
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It is the Go8’s aim that this paper will assist 
Government to deliver a targeted set of reforms 
that can support the foundations upon which 
excellent research and innovation is built for the 
benefit of Australia:

1.	 Supporting excellent research at scale to maximise benefit to 
the nation

2.	 Sustainable translation and research infrastructure funding 
across national economic priority areas

3.	 Transparent and full costing of research to ensure effective 
expenditure

1.	 Supporting excellent  
	 research at scale to  
	 maximise benefit to  
	 the nation

The Go8 proposes that the economic 
and societal benefit enabled by 
major funding agencies, such as the 
Australian Research Council (ARC) 
and the National Health and Medical 
Research Council (NHMRC), which 
support Australia’s world-leading 
research excellence, are maximised 
by the upcoming policy decisions. If 
we can do this, then we can maintain 
and enhance the capacity of our 
world-leading research teams and 

deliver the sustainable outcomes 
Australia must have. 

*What cannot be ignored (and is too 
often forgotten) is that there is nothing 
more portable than a human brain. 
That is where research resides and 
works. If it is undervalued; if it is not 
funded as is required; if it is made 
redundant (as is already happening to 
many university early career researchers 
and their associated teams) then 
numerous other nations are waiting with 
the funding, the labs and the standard of 
living to pounce on that brain and secure 
it. It will leave us, be disenchanted by 
us, and take with it a valuable slice of 
Australia’s future research capability.
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Enabling Australia’s economic recovery  
through supporting research excellence

2.	 Sustainable trans- 
	 lation and research  
	 infrastructure  
	 funding across  
	 national economic  
	 priority areas

The Go8 suggests that we can drive 
industry/university collaboration 
harder. This is vital to economic 
recovery and can be done in two ways:

	y By building on the success of the 
Medical Research Future Fund 
(MRFF) in non-health priorities

	y By bolstering nationally significant 
research infrastructure. 

*Research is far more than much 
needed discovery. Discovery is most 
beneficial when it is translated into 
outcomes (short and long term) that 
deliver economic benefit. However, too 
often discoveries go unrealised due 
to lack of translational funding to help 
that process. For example, it is little 
recognised that without the royalties 
the University of Queensland 
receives from the discovery of 
Gardasil some three decades ago, 
there would have been no funding 
for 2020 research into a COVID-19 
vaccine – and the University of 
Queensland vaccine research still 
remains local drug manufacturer 
CSL’s favoured candidate.

Internationally accepted measures that assess globally excellent research 
make clear Australia has pioneering research capability in fields including 
chemistry and chemical sciences, computer and information sciences, 
earth sciences, engineering, health sciences and physical sciences.  
This includes a world-leading national share of the top one per cent  
most-cited articles in these fields as compared to countries such as US, 
UK and China. These strengths are the foundations upon which Australia 
is able to create the industries and discoveries needed for our future.
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3. Transparent and full  
	 costing of research  
	 to ensure effective  
	 expenditure

The Go8 proposes more openness 
around research expenditure by 
introducing a sensible mechanism  
that transparently tracks the cost  
of research. This is needed to ensure  
a sustainable funding system into  
the future.

Excellent research has a very high 
Return On Investment judged 
economically and socially. 

*Through the Government’s planned 
reform process for research we 
can introduce mechanisms to show 
how excellence at scale within a 
university delivers the “best bang for 
taxpayer buck”. It is an opportunity 
that Australia cannot afford to let slip 
away. Adequate transparently costed 
funding ensures a high value return in 
dollar terms and for the community.

These measures proposed by 
the Go8, in partnership with 

Government, seek to leverage 
existing and future investments 
to deliver maximum benefit for all 
Australians. The introduction of 
transparent research costing will 
guide and enable government and 
industry investments in research 
deliver sustainable research now, 
and into the future.

Excellent research has never been 
more vital to Australia’s economic 
and social future.

Through the Government’s 
planned reform process for 
research we can introduce 
mechanisms to show how 
excellence at scale within  

a university delivers the  
“best bang for taxpayer buck”
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Issues currently deleterious to research that  
must be addressed

•	 Loss of research workforce across key areas of national priority  
– once lost, impossible to replace

•	 Loss of university funding reduces ability to co-fund 
competitively won research projects – this discretionary  
funding has fallen away

•	 Australia’s excellent research is well above world-standard – 
now we must keep this to deliver a post COVID-19 economic 
recovery

•	 Excellent research underpins industry collaboration successes  
– therefore must be nurtured or the national economy suffers

Loss of research 
workforce across  
key areas of national 
priority – once lost, 
impossible to replace

Australia faces the potential loss of 
nearly 10,000 top quality researchers 
who are likely to be snapped up 
by other nations willing to put a 
premium on their research abilities. 
They have been engaged in excellent, 
high-quality research in areas where 
Australia is world-leading, and which 
are deemed nationally significant.  

It is this workforce which leads to 
new products and discoveries, and 
which, in turn, creates the jobs and 
the productivity vital to Australia’s 
post COVID-19 future.

Given universities’ significant  
losses of international student 
income; and the volume of already-
announced university job losses  
as a consequence; the threat to  
our very best 10,000 researchers  
is exacerbated by the likelihood that 
over 4,000 on fixed-term contracts 
will end between December 2020  
and March 2021.

Threat to research
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While medical researchers and 
teams are supported through the 
Government’s investment in the 
NHMRC and the MRFF, the research 
workforce in areas of national 
capability and priority face the risk  
of much job loss.

Research is also a job generator both 
directly and indirectly. For example, 
ResMed, world famous for its work on 
sleep apnoea, has its foundations in 
research undertaken at the University 
of Sydney and now employs more 
than 4000 people. Less known are 
the jobs that research generates or 

supports along the value chain – from 
the miners that source the titanium 
used in Monash University based 
additive manufacturing at Amaero,  

… the threat to our very 
best 10,000 researchers is 

exacerbated by the likelihood 
that over 4,000 on fixed-term 

contracts will end5 between 
December 2020 and March 2021

Table 1: Go8 Excellence Delivering on National Priorities

National Priority Research Income:  
National  

(All ERA Ratings)

Research Income:  
Go8 ERA Rating 5  

as % of National  
(All ERA Ratings)

Advanced Manufacturing $2,559,745,548 42%

Artificial Intelligence & Cybersecurity $1,332,700,267 50%

Defence $2,076,140,029 47%

Energy & Resources $2,700,493,238 44%

Environmental Change; Food; Soil & Water $4,315,202,662 44%

Space $1,975,458,666 50%

Transport $1,881,989,978 42%

Priorities Total $6,804,124,347 38%

Health & Medical Totals $4,232,511,408 54%

HASS Discipline Totals $1,783,588,313 32%

Total $10,951,474,655 44%
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Threat to research

to the many service employees  
that support researchers in labs,  
in libraries, in freight industries.

Loss of university 
funding reduces ability 
to co-fund competitively 
won research projects 
– this discretionary 
funding has fallen away

Our capacity to apply university 
discretionary funds to support 
competitively won research funding 

– including research that has been 
specifically selected by a Government 
funding agency like the ARC to deliver 
benefit to the Australian community 
– has been significantly reduced, 

exacerbated by the downturn in 
international student revenue.  
Currently close to 60 per cent of 
university expenditure on overall 
research activity is sourced from 
untied university funds. Collectively 
the Go8 is facing an estimated 
$2.2 billion revenue reduction 
this year alone. Much of this would 
previously have been used to 
support research awarded through 
competitively won grants from  
the ARC and NHMRC. This is no  
longer possible.

In 2018, the Go8 spent $6.5 billion  
on research, of which only $2.3 
billion (35 per cent) was funded by 
Government. The Go8 universities 
spent $3.1 billion of their own funds 
to support research the nation 
needed and wanted, but only partially 
funded. Some support also came 
from industry and philanthropy. What 
discretionary funding remains in Go8 
universities will be used to meet their 
contractual commitments to co-invest 
in National Research Infrastructure 
(NRI) facilities they host or partner in, 
as well as in research collaborations 
with industry, such as through the ARC 
Centres of Excellence.

In 2018, the Go8 spent  
$6.5 billion on research, of which 
only $2.3 billion (35 per cent)  
was funded by Government
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Sustaining our world 
leading research 
excellence – currently 
under pressure

COVID-19 has shone a light on the 
vulnerability of Australia’s research 
funding system. It is time to consider 
how to fund our research effort as 
an essential economic pillar of our 
sovereign nation. If we fail to do so, 
our position as a leading economic 
nation is at risk.

It is critical for Australia’s future that 
we can maintain our high-quality 
research as demonstrated through 
national and internal excellence 
measures. They show that Australia, 
led by our research intensive 
universities, has strong national 
capacity in the very areas of research 
that will fuel post-COVID-19 success: 
such as chemistry, computer science, 
engineering, clinical medicine, 
material sciences, physics and  
space sciences.

Table 2: Share of S&E publications in the top 1% most-cited  
articles in disciplines (of overall national output): 2016

Australia
Chemistry 2.38% United States – 1.83% United Kingdom – 1.47%

Computer and information sciences 2.58% United Kingdom – 2.24% Canada – 2.22%

Engineering 2.45% Iran – 2.27% United Kingdom – 1.95%

Geosciences, atmospheric and ocean sciences 3.08% United Kingdom – 2.80% Canada – 2.46% 

Materials science 3.78% United States – 2.67% United Kingdom – 2.55%

Biological and biomedical sciences 2.17% United Kingdom – 2.35% France – 2.03% 

Mathematics and statistics 1.89% Italy – 2.17% United Kingdom – 1.86%

Physics 2.87% Canada – 2.96% Spain – 2.79%

Agricultural sciences 1.91% France – 2.24% United Kingdom – 2.60%

Astronomy and astrophysics 3.30% Canada – 3.71% Brazil – 5.14%

Health science 2.50% Canada – 2.51% United Kingdom – 2.65%
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But this is increasingly under pressure. 
Australia faces a choice: to support 
the capacities that will support our 
future; or to see them wither away and 
be snapped up by competitor nations.

Australia’s excellent 
research is well above 
world-standard –  
now we must keep 
this to deliver a post 
COVID-19 economic 
recovery

As stated above, the majority of 
Australia’s excellent research (some 
70 percent) is carried out within 
the Go8 (99.6 per cent assessed 
by the Government’s own ERA 
exercise as world class or above). 

The areas of world-leading strength, 
and where support is required for 
such excellence to be maintained, 
closely align with Australia’s national 
priorities including the Government’s 
National Research Infrastructure 
Initiative, and the Industry 
Transformation Priorities.

ERA also demonstrates Australia’s 
research strength in the areas that 
make a direct contribution to the 
delivery of public services, building 
future workforce and capability  
and developing policy across 
significant areas such as family 
violence, cybersecurity, defence  
and industrial relations.

It also reinforces the views of the 
2017 Productivity Commission 
“Shifting the Dial” report, aimed at 
boosting national productivity in key 
industry sectors including healthcare, 
transport and infrastructure.

Australia’s remarkable research 
strength is the bedrock on which 
innovation and translation occurs in 
industries that are vital to our future, 
including in advanced manufacturing, 
health, energy, defence and transport. 

Threat to research

Australia’s remarkable research 
strength is the bedrock on which 
innovation and translation occurs 
in industries that are vital to our 
future …
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As Group of Eight universities 
demonstrate excellence across most 
disciplines, they are also well poised 
to apply their capability across new 
priorities and emerging scientific fields.

It also positions Australia as an 
attractive location for talented world-
class researchers and attracts R&D 
focussed businesses.

Australia’s excellent research at 
world leading capacity is closely 
aligned to achieving the Government’s 
nine National Science and Research 
Priorities where there is also a 
significant concentration of industry 
investment.

Industry and the Go8 have been 
focussed on investing in research 
and development where there is 
significant commercial potential, 

including in health, plant production 
and energy.

However, there remain clear 
opportunities to further maximise 
investment in areas where business 
is investing heavily, such as 
manufacturing and information  
media and telecommunications4.  

In the commercial world you have the problem that the 
amount of research you can do in a company is based on how 

well your current business is going, whereas there actually 
should be an inverse relationship where when things are 

going worse you should do more research
Alan Kay

4	 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2019, Research and Experimental Development, Businesses, Australia,  
	 2017–18

As Group of Eight universities 
demonstrate excellence across 

most disciplines, they are also well 
poised to apply their capability 

across new priorities and emerging 
scientific fields
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As Australia’s response to the pandemic 
has demonstrated there is huge 
potential for advanced manufacturing to 
play a more significant role in Australia’s 
economy, and for ground breaking 
research to galvanise the development 
of new products5. Researchers now 
have access to greater volumes 
and diversity of information than 
ever before – from that collected 
to track people’s movements in 
COVID-19, to the gigantic datasets 

emerging from molecular biology or 
astronomy research, meaning that new 
research and technologies created 
to handle, disseminate and protect 
such information can potentially have 
broader industry application6. These 
are only two examples of areas where 
increased research could lead to the 
large productivity gains Australia has 
been seeking, and which will become 
even more critical for the nation post 
COVID-19.

5	 Minister Karen Andrews, National Press Club Address (20 May 2020) ‘Science and technology are the  
	 enablers of industry. For advanced manufacturing in the modern, competitive world, they are more crucial  
	 than ever before.’

6	 ‘In order to continue our run of over 27 years of uninterrupted economic growth, Australia must seize  
	 the significant economic and social opportunities that digital technologies bring.’ Minister Karen Andrews,  
	 Australia’s Tech Future strategy

Federal Education Minister Dan Tehan: 

… So we’re now working with the sector to see what we can 
do to support that research capability through the next  

12 to 18 months.

Because that is going to be vital to our economic outcomes 
going forward, vital for our economic outcomes for the 

next five to 10 years. It’s that research capability which will 
drive innovation and jobs.

Threat to research
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The Go8 research reform 
proposals in detail – 
excellence is key

The proposed reforms

1.	 Supporting excellent research at scale to maximise benefit to 
the nation

2.	 Sustainable translation and research infrastructure funding 
across national economic priority areas

3.	 Transparent and full costing of research to ensure effective 
expenditure

A prosperous Australia can be 
enabled through future-proofing 
investment in excellent research. 
The proposed reforms set out to 
achieve exactly this ambition for 
our nation. Sustainable research 
funding should build and maintain 
areas where Australia has significant 
research capability and which drive 
collaboration with industry  
to contribute to national productivity.

1.	 Supporting excellent  
	 research at scale to  
	 maximise benefit to  
	 the nation

Government has a comprehensive 
suite of initiatives focussed on driving 
excellent research, including research 
clusters such as ARC Centres 
of Excellence and the Industrial 
Transformation Research Hubs 
and Training Centres. Notably, the 
Government has implemented a range 
of measures through the NHMRC and 
the MRFF that have built world-leading 
health and medical research.

However, the Go8 asserts that the 
funding being directed to drive these 
initiatives will not maximise economic 
benefit in current circumstances 
unless underlying concentrations  
of excellence are protected.

A prosperous Australia can be 
enabled through future-proofing 
investment in excellent research
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The Go8 research reform proposals in detail  
– excellence is key

Go8 institutions lead nearly  
70 per cent of the 18 ARC  
Centres of Excellence funded  
from 2017 and more importantly 
most CoEs feature three or more  
of our members

To maximise these existing 
initiatives, prevent the deterioration 
of areas in which Australia is world-
leading, plus sustain excellence in 
areas of national priority, the Go8 

proposes Government establish 
a dedicated fund to support and 
concentrate investment in research 
excellence as a way to drive the 
best value for the nation from a 
taxpayer contribution and boost 
sovereign capability.

Such an approach would reward and 
therefore further build universities for 

research excellence, with a specific 
focus on industry translation, 
while paralleling several such 
international initiatives such as 
Canada’s Excellence Research Chairs 
initiatives and Germany’s Clusters  
of Excellence approach.

Such reform could drive 
collaboration and innovation across 
key industry sectors and support 
concentrations of excellent research 
in Australian universities, within 
and outside the Go8. There are 
pockets of such concentration in 
Australia, for example seven of the 
Go8 universities collaborate with 
leading institutions and researchers 
in the Bushfire and Natural Hazards 
CRC. Go8 institutions lead nearly 
70 per cent of the 18 ARC Centres 
of Excellence funded from 2017 and 
more importantly most CoEs feature 
three or more of our members. 
This is no coincidence – by default, 
such initiatives attract excellence. 
Systemising the contribution that 
excellent research can make is what 
the Go8 seeks.
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The German Clusters of Excellence initiative involves researchers from  
a variety of disciplines and institutions working on a collaborative project. 
The focused approach to funding enables researchers to intensively engage 
in research activity, train young scientists and recruit highly qualified 
international researchers. Annually, the German Government spends €533 
million euros (approximately $870m AUD) in support of its Clusters of 
Excellence. Australia’s funding of ARC and NHMRC Centres of Excellence, 
Industrial Transformation Research Hubs, Fellowship schemes and related 
measures are a similar form of identifying and supporting research in 
Clusters of Excellence, however, as noted above, they are unlikely to be 
sufficient to fuel Australia’s greater economic needs in a post-COVID 
environment. Projects funded through the Clusters of Excellence initiative 
include research into machine learning, controlling microbes to fight 
infections, and precision medicine in chronic inflammation7.

More than 55 per cent of Go8 research was assessed at the highest level 
of excellence – well above world class in the Australian Government’s 
Excellence in Research for Australia 2018 round. Internal modelling shows 
that this concentration of capability also maps strongly against priorities for 
the nation such as advanced manufacturing, defence, energy and resources, 
food, soil and water. We found that 9,662 or just under a third of our total 
Go8 researchers worked in disciplines contributing to national priorities8 
at this level of excellence. In emerging areas such as artificial intelligence 
and cybersecurity, Go8 researchers numbered over 2,000 at this level, 
demonstrating the capacity to bring excellence at scale to new priorities.

7	 https://www.research-in-germany.org/en/research-landscape/excellence-universities/clusters-of- 
	 excellence.html

8	 Priorities were limited to Advanced Manufacturing, Artificial Intelligence and Cybersecurity, Defence,  
	 Energy and Resources, Environmental Change; Food; Soil and Water, Mental Health, Space, Transport,  
	 Health and Medical

https://www.research-in-germany.org/en/research-landscape/excellence-universities/clusters-of-excellence.html
https://www.research-in-germany.org/en/research-landscape/excellence-universities/clusters-of-excellence.html
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The Go8 research reform proposals in detail  
– excellence is key

2. Sustainable 
translation and 
research infrastructure 
funding across national 
economic priority areas

The Go8 proposes to drive industry-
university collaboration hard through 
sustainable translation funding. We 
see this as vital to economic recovery 
because sustainable translation 
funding will bolster innovation 
capacity, spinout and start-up 
outcomes, and existing industry and 
business productivity gains, and the 
platforms for collaborative innovation 
across our national priorities.

The Go8 is therefore keen to see 
Australia build on its MRFF success 
in non-health areas using the MRFF 
as a template. It has been a much 
appreciated fund by universities, 
and the community more generally. 
Its commitment to funding health 
research has it noted as a world 
leader. Without the MRFF to support 
COVID-19 research, Australia’s 
response would have been impaired.

As evidenced by the MRFF, the 
Commonwealth Government’s 
valuable support for translation 
activity in the area of health has been 
sustainably funded and is delivering 
world-class successful outcomes. 
If we build on such a successful 
model as a nation, we can surely 
commit to further develop essential 
translation capability in areas such 
as engineering, plant biology, and 
materials science, to maximise 
economic and societal benefits 
of excellent research in national 
priorities such as defence, agriculture 
and advanced manufacturing.

The Go8 also notes that opportunities 
clearly arise from bolstering 
investment in research translation 
and through research infrastructure 

As evidenced by the MRFF, the 
Commonwealth Government’s 
valuable support for translation 
activity in the area of health has 
been sustainably funded and is 
delivering world-class successful 
outcomes
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platforms that enhance collaboration 
between industry and universities. 
The Go8 hosts nine, or just under 
half, of the research-critical National 
Research Infrastructure (NRI) 
facilities. As lead agents and being 
the conduit for almost 30 per cent 
of the funding ($320m) for this 
infrastructure they carry a significant 
responsibility for the nation.

The design of the translation funding 
should concentrate on enhancing the 
absorptive capacity of industry and 
universities to identify, nurture and 
scale new ideas and enterprises. This 
will enable stronger understanding of 
supply chains, business needs and 
skills, providing the basis for deeper, 
longer-term collaboration.

3. Transparent and full 
costing of research 
to ensure effective 
expenditure

Introducing a transparent costing 
mechanism, such as the UK’s 
Transparent Approach to Costs 
(TRAC), could help to make 
Government research expenditure 
more sustainable by providing a high 
level of visibility on actual costs. 
This would also show the value 
Government puts on research to 
benefit lives and future standard  
of living.

Through TRAC, all UK Research 
Councils pay a fixed percentage  
of the full economic costs of grant 
proposals. In most instances, this 
is set at 70 per cent. In the case 
of equipment, items up to a set 
procurement threshold are funded 
at around 50 per cent9. Australia 
currently lags well behind, with only 
30 per cent of all university R&D costs 
covered by Australian Government 
investment10.

9	 While there have been some unintended operational effects reported within TRAC, its core principles have  
	 been validated by a quality assurance program and it is subject to ongoing review

10	ABS 2020, Research and Experimental Development, Higher Education Organisations, Australia, 2018
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The Go8 suggests adopting this 
approach initially with the MRFF.  
If successful, it could then be 
leveraged to create research  
system efficiencies across other 
public research funding schemes.

Such a national approach  
would enable more focussed, 
sustainable spending; and ensure 
costs are consistently paid across 
the research system, whether 
by Government or by other non-
Government funding sources.

Relatedly, it should be noted that the 
existing Research Block Grants (RBG) 
scheme is under pressure. It was 
introduced to contribute towards the 
unfunded costs of all competitively 
won research projects. But as it is 
now used to cover the costs of the 
MRFF, the funds available for non-
health research projects have been 
reduced; at exactly the time the  
nation can ill-afford it.

These reforms proposed by the Go8 
will drive deeper collaboration with 
industry – a long-term government 
goal, highlighted in the Productivity 
Commission’s “Shifting the Dial” report.

As can be illustrated by the research 
case studies in the following section, 
research of global excellence from 
Australian universities has been 
at the heart of many of Australia’s 
advancements. It must continue and 
never has it been more crucial.

The Go8 research reform proposals in detail  
– excellence is key

These reforms proposed by the 
Go8 will drive deeper collaboration 
with industry – a long-term 
government goal, highlighted in 
the Productivity Commission’s 
“Shifting the Dial” report
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Advances in farm 
irrigation yielding 
efficiencies in the 
consumption of water,  
energy and labour

Cooperation between the University 
of Melbourne’s School of Engineering 
and Rubicon Water has resulted in a 
ground-breaking technology to meet 
irrigation demands.

	y Research into hydraulic control  
of channels resulted in significant 
breakthroughs including in flow 
measurement and control theory.

	y The irrigation system developed 
improves the water management  
in open channel distribution 
systems and provides a more 
accurate allocation of water  
from the irrigation.

	y This better management and 
control help to meet a plant’s 
through sensors. It results in better 
water availability for users, enabling 
farmers to grow higher-value crops 
using less labour, water, and energy.

	y Rubicon has designed, built, and 
installed over 25,000 control and 
measurement devices in systems 
sold to more than 50 customers  
in 10 countries.

	y In early 2019, Rubicon secured  
a sale worth A$200 million to  
a subsidiary of the Government  
of Karnataka (a state in India).  
It is one of the company’s largest 
ever contracts.

	y This project will see Rubicon work 
in partnership with Medha Servo 
Drives of Hyderabad.

How excellent research 
can drive economic 
activity – case studies

In early 2019, Rubicon secured  
a sale worth A$200 million to  
a subsidiary of the Government  
of Karnataka (a state in India).  
It is one of the company’s  
largest ever contracts
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Transforming mining  
and stevedoring 
industries through 
robotics and 
Intelligence systems

The University of Sydney’s Australian 
Centre for Field Robotics (ACFR) 
research is improving human safety, 
operational efficiency and cost 
effectiveness in mines and ports.

	y The university’s researchers are 
world leaders in the development  
of autonomous robotic systems  
and help Australian industry 
maintain global competitiveness.

	y The ACFR is one of the largest 
robotics and autonomous 
systems research institutes in 

the world, developing intelligent 
system operating 24/7 in outdoor 
environments.

	y Energy intensive industries such 
as stevedoring and mining have 
collaborated with the ACFR to 
improve safety, predictability, 
precision and efficiency.

	y Patrick Stevedores started using 
AutoStrads (unmanned machines 
that move containers using high 
integrity navigation technology) in 
the Ports of Brisbane and Botany 
in 2005 and 2015 respectively, 
delivering massive savings and 
improving employee safety.

	y The Rio Tinto Centre for Mine 
Automation at the university 
has developed the MAS picture 
compilation technology to deliver 
real time tracking of surface 
equipment and ore deposits located 
well beneath the earth’s surface. 
This pinpoint accuracy mapping 
reduces waste and operating costs. 
The technology was deployed in 
75 per cent of Rio Tinto’s open cut 
Australians mines in 2016 and is 
increasing towards 100 per cent 
deployment.

The ACFR is one of the largest 
robotics and autonomous 
systems research institutes in 
the world, developing intelligent 
system operating 24/7 in outdoor 
environments

How excellent research can drive economic activity  
– case studies
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Amaero International launched 
on the ASX in December 2019, 

raising $8 million on a heavily 
subscribed IPO, with market 

value of nearly $35 million

Australia is a global 
leader in advanced 
manufacturing

Monash University has built one  
of the strongest capabilities in  
laser-based additive manufacturing 
processes (3D printing) in the world 
through the Monash Centre for 
Additive Manufacturing (MCAM), and 
helped to form Amaero Engineering  
to commercialise this technology.

	y Amaero International launched on 
the ASX in December 2019, raising 
$8 million on a heavily subscribed 
IPO, with market value of nearly 
$35 million.

	y Specialising in additive manufacture 
of metallic components, Amaero 
focuses on the aerospace 
sector where quality standards 
are extremely high and delivers 
aviation and military specification 
3D-printed alloy critical operation 
components.

	y The company has secured approval 
for several ITAR-regulated projects 
and works with the world’s leading 
aerospace and defence companies 
(including six of the world’s top 

10 defence contractors). Partners 
include Boeing, Airbus, Raytheon, 
Northrup Grumman, BAE Systems, 
Safran, Thales Group and Virgin 
Australia.

	y El Segundo facility was also 
awarded AS9100 Aerospace 
Certification by the International 
Aerospace Quality Group. AS9100 
is a standardised international 
quality management system for the 
Aviation, Space and Defence (AS&D) 
industries, and a requirement of 
major aviation and aerospace 
manufacturers, including Boeing 
and Airbus.

	y Amaero partners with another Go8 
member at its South Australian 
manufacturing site, which builds  
on a facility originally established  
by the University of Adelaide.
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How excellent research can drive economic activity  
– case studies

A world leading solution  
to cervical cancer

In the two decades since University 
of Queensland researchers (aided by 
an acclaimed Chinese researcher) 
discovered Gardasil® and Cervarix® 
vaccines, cervical cancer in Australia 
has decreased by more than 90 per 
cent. The vaccines were patented 
by UniQuest; its research and 
development was funded by CSL then 
on-licensed to global drug giant Merck.

	y Cervical cancer is one of the few 
cancers to be caused by a virus. 
Worldwide, it is the second most 
common cause of cancer death in 
women. The researchers produced 

“virus-like particles” that could 
activate the immune system and 
form the basis of a HPV vaccine.

	y The university’s commercialisation 
arm, UniQuest Pty Ltd filed a patent 
application in the early 90s.

	y Industry funding was provided  
by CSL which later on-licensed  
the vaccine technology to Merck 
while retaining the rights to  
market the vaccine in Australia  
and New Zealand.

	y Merck subsequently funded the 
successful Phase II and Phase 
III clinical trials. Additionally, CSL 
entered into a cross licensing 
and settlement agreement with 
GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) in 2005.

	y More than 205 million doses of 
the Cervarix and Gardasil vaccines 
have distributed in 130 countries, 
reducing the number of deaths by 
cervical cancer by around 250,000 
each year.

	y It is now used for a range of other 
cancers and both teenage girls  
and boys benefit greatly from  
the vaccination.

In the two decades since University 
of Queensland researchers … 
discovered Gardasil® and Cervarix® 
vaccines, cervical cancer in 
Australia has decreased by more 
than 90 per cent
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	y The University of Melbourne has 
worked with Western Health to 
develop a personal (transportable, 
moveable) ventilation hood for 
hospital beds to help contain the 
droplet spread of COVID-19 in 
ICUs – the research excellence 
and specialisation involves fluid 
mechanics expert Professor Jason 
Monty from the University’s School 
of Engineering.

	y The University of Sydney has 
worked with NSW Health 
Infrastructure to develop a 
simple, low cost ventilator 
solution using 3D technology. The 
“CoVida” ventilator can be rapidly 
manufactured.

	y Monash University is studying the 
effects of COVID-19 restrictions 
on the functions of a large city 
(The Melbourne Experiment). 
The Melbourne Experiment will 
use its findings to develop new 
approaches for sustainable urban 
growth, emphasising social 
cohesion and environmental 
conservation alongside economic 
prosperity. A core aim is to 
explore the question: ‘What will 
Melbourne look like in 2050?’ if 
there is insufficient action to grow 
sustainably and inclusively.

Go8 Research – highly 
responsive in a crisis
The 2020 summer bushfire disaster and the arrival 
of COVID have led to a number of urgent research 
priorities for Go8 universities, a small number of which 
are listed below. They demonstrate how excellent 
research universities – such as the Go8 – can pivot our 
high calibre research to the national benefit in its time  
of need.

… to develop a simple, low 
cost ventilator solution using 
3D technology. The “CoVida” 
ventilator can be rapidly 
manufactured
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Go8 Research – highly responsive in a crisis

	y University of Sydney researchers 
have led a global team to map 
socio-economic losses and 
environmental gains of the COVID 
pandemic – findings including a 
loss of 4.2 per cent of the global 
workforce, and a 4.6 per cent 
reduction of greenhouse gases.

	y University of Queensland 
researchers working with 
CSIRO colleagues successfully 
demonstrated in April 2020 
– via a proof of concept pilot 

– the possibility of tracking 
communal COVID-19 prevalence 
via raw sewage, leading to the 
development of surveillance 
methods that could be applied by 
every suburb. 

*This seminal work not only helped 
confirm waste water monitoring as 
a cheaper and faster monitor than 
clinical screening, but has helped 
refine extraction and monitoring 
methods such that it can take 
only 15 to 30 minutes to process 
samples. The work is being shared 
with a new worldwide collaboration 
in water-based epidemiology (WBE), 
the COVID-19 WBE Collaborative, 
which will share methods and data 
on waste-water surveillance.

	y ANU’s MakerSpace has been 
coordinating the production of  
face shields and masks, producing 
2,000 face shields by May 2020 
to supply health workers, and 
developing a prototype face mask 
that can be sewn by volunteers and 
returned to the ANU for sterilisation 
and readiness for non-frontline 
health workers.

University of Queensland 
researchers working with 
CSIRO colleagues successfully 
demonstrated in April 2020 
… the possibility of tracking 
communal COVID-19 prevalence 
via raw sewage, leading to the 
development of surveillance 
methods that could be applied  
by every suburb



	y Monash University has honed 
understanding of employment 
impacts by showing which locations 
in Australia’s capital cities show the 
greatest impact on employment 
due to COVID-19 restrictions – such 
as Chadstone and Southbank in 
Melbourne, Paddington in Sydney, 
university districts and cultural and 
recreation precincts. The research 
also identifies the most vulnerable 
employment communities (arts, 
entertainment and education in 
inner suburbs).

	y University of Sydney Brain and  
Mind Centre’s unique modelling  
has shown that eight to 10 per cent  
reductions in suicide, self-harm  
hospitalisations, and ED present-
ations can be achieved through 
investment in a combination of 
specialised mental health services, 
IT-enabled coordinated care, and 
post-suicide attempt assertive 
aftercare. Over five years, up to 
2,650 lives could be saved, 33,450 
suicide attempts averted, and 
225,800 fewer presentations to 
EDs would result nationwide. The 
modelling was released in advance 
of the National Cabinet meeting on 

15 May that endorsed the Mental 
Health and Wellbeing Pandemic 
Plan developed by the National 
Mental Health Commission.

	y Leading Go8 researchers came 
together twice in 2020 to develop 
key advice to the Australian 
Government – firstly on suitable, 
informed and Australia-specific 
approaches to social distancing 
during the COVID-19 pandemic; 
and secondly to provide evidence-
based comprehensive advice on 
options for Australia’s COVID-19 
exit and recovery phase. Both the 
Go8’s collaborative strengths and 
the readiness of our researchers 
to contribute in a focussed, urgent 
way to the nation’s welfare drove 
these outcomes.

Over five years, up to 2,650 lives 
could be saved, 33,450 suicide 
attempts averted, and 225,800 

fewer presentations to EDs  
would result nationwide
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