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A BETTER PLAN FOR SCIENCE

The fundamental objective of science, technology and engineering policy is to advance the well-being and improve the quality of life of all Australians.

Our standard of living is directly linked to productivity growth driven by technological innovation, which itself is the product of intellectual creativity, government support and private investment.

Labor policy will strengthen the Australian science, technology and engineering base and recognise it as a fundamental cornerstone of economic and social growth.

At the same time, our social policy objectives must take account of the significant impact of technological change on people and communities, and recognise that public support is a vital prior condition for legitimate scientific advancement.

While the traditional industries of agriculture, mining and basic manufacturing will always make a substantial contribution to our economic base, significant improvements to our relative standard of living will only be achieved by our ability to innovate and add value through science and technology.  Australia must capture a reasonable proportion of the intellectual property in those sectors in which we have an international comparative advantage. 

While innovation is the force that drives the spiral of research, investment, job creation and the formation of new wealth to fund further research, private sector firms depend on an appropriate level of public investment in basic research to provide the pool of qualified people and ideas which underpin that innovation. 

This requires a commitment by government to adequate funding for basic research, the infrastructure which supports it in universities and the funding of research grant bodies to ensure the opportunities are available for young people to consolidate their science-based research careers.

The fostering of international collaboration in science and innovation is also vital in securing our path to future success in a global economy. 

Science and technology allow us to tap our greatest inexhaustible resource - the knowledge, innovation and skill of the Australian people – to build a secure economic and social base for the 21st Century.  This path alone will give us the options to confidently meet the challenge of a rapidly changing world where economic security will come through the ability to generate, transform and apply knowledge and information.

KEY INITIATIVES

5-yearly Science and Technology Summit

Labor will:

· Hold a broadly based Science and Technology Policy Summit in the year 2000 to prepare a framework for policy into the new century 

Chief Scientist

Labor will:

· Create a full time position of Chief Scientist.

Molecular Biology Research Institute

Labor will:

· In its first term of office, provide funds to establish a new Molecular Biology Research Institute in Adelaide. 

SME access to Standards Australia

Labor will:

· Provide $5 million each year to Standards Australia to assist small and medium sized enterprises seeking to participate in export markets to meet international standards requirements.

Australian Research Council

Labor will:

· Provide additional funding to the Australian Research Council.

Innovation and venture capital

Labor will:

· Restore the 150% R&D tax concession for most firms.

· Make the Start R&D grants program work for Australian researchers and industry.

· Kick-start Australia’s infant venture capital industries.

Telstra Reward Fund

Labor will:

· Legislate Science and Technology as one of the two purposes for which Telstra Reward Fund moneys can be spent.

SCIENCE - IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF LIFE 

FOR ALL AUSTRALIANS

Australia has always been a major contributor to the world science base.

From the early days of the colony where the inventive spark of the isolated miner and farmer was vital to the establishment of a nation, to the more structured endeavours of our national public sector science agencies like the CSIRO, the basic research undertaken through the Universities and the uniquely focused activities of the Co-operative Research Centres, Australia has a proud record of innovation.

Labor recognises the Australian science, technology and engineering base as a fundamental cornerstone of economic and social growth.

Public and private sector investment in research and development will translate into economic growth and jobs for the next generation of Australians as well as immediate benefits to our quality of life.  

Science policy on one day a week?

One of the first decisions of the Howard Government was to downgrade the position of the government’s Chief Scientist to a single day per week.  This early action was a tragic reflection of the attitude of the Government towards science.

Science and Society

At the same time, our social policy objectives must take account of the significant impact of technological change on people and communities and recognise that public support is a vital prior condition for legitimate scientific advancement.

Issues such as genetic information privacy, the ethics of some molecular biology discoveries and their implementation in human medicine will challenge the whole community in the next century.  Our ability to process data on a vast scale will also offer challenges to personal liberty and privacy we have yet to even contemplate.  

Labor will ensure that these significant social questions are properly debated in a national and international context so that the benefits of the technology are available but with necessary safeguards in place.

For example, Labor will work with the international community to ensure patent law does not restrict the use of genetic data for human health.  The development of ethical guidelines by organisations like UNESCO and the WHO to govern advances in genetics should be supported by Australia as one of the nations able to take a leadership position on these issues.

In conjunction with the States, consideration will be given to the need for legislative protection to ensure that DNA tests can not be used to discriminate in insurance and employment.  

Science - building the new economy

In every Budget, the Howard Government has cut funding for science – CSIRO, the Universities, CRC’s and the Australian Research Council grants – have all suffered cuts in real funding.

Top science body hits out at science and technology cuts

The Howard Government has ignored repeated calls by the Federation of Australian Scientific and Technological Societies (FASTS) and other major science, research and development organisations for it to recognise investment in science and technology as essential for Australia's long-term economic survival.

In response to the 1998 Budget, President of FASTS Professor Cullen said that again, Australia seemed to be missing opportunities.

"The Government seems bereft of ideas.  Competitive success in the next century will be won by countries which follow the knowledge-based path, to generate real and enduring employment.

This requires a strong science base and smart programs to link industry with science.  This needs strong leadership from Government."

John Howard does not understand that science will drive many opportunities for human advancement and economic growth in the next century but to secure the maximum economic benefit, Australia will need to enhance this process through sound public investment.

The driving forces of global and national change will be in such areas as information and communications science, biotechnology, sustainable environmental processes and new materials.  The challenge of government is to ensure the growth and development of Australian capacity to be world competitive in relevant areas of these fields.

International collaboration is also a vital path to future success in a global economy.  There are also significant benefits for Australian industry and job creation in being part of international innovation.  Our expertise is showcased to the world and our scientists and engineers gain expertise in world best practice in leading edge technologies.

Labor will support Australian participation and global collaboration in appropriate international science projects.

Australia misses export opportunities

The decision of the Howard to reject the invitation to join the European Southern Observatory Project was a major policy failure that impacted adversely on our national science reputation.  

This important international project would have offered the opportunity to showcase Australian technological and industrial expertise to the world and generated future export dollars and jobs.

Science and strategic industry development

Innovation is essential to our industrial base.  Low technology manufacturing jobs are being transferred to low wage economies and innovation is essential if industry is to respond with the creation of new types of employment. 

Private sector firms are the vehicles for innovation to be expressed in the economy but they depend on an appropriate level of public investment in basic research to provide the pool of qualified people and ideas which underpin innovation. 

Without a strong investment in basic research through the university system, the CRC system and national science agencies such as CSIRO, the fundamental tools for innovation and excellence will not be available when business needs to incorporate the ideas in the next generation of products.  

Labor believes that there is an important role for the public sector in the provision of focused, long term, basic research in fields with clearly identified economic potential.  While any nation can benefit from the free ride offered by the work of others published in the international scientific journals, this information is quickly out of date and remote from the people who developed the underlying concepts.  

The ability to undertake local data collection adapted to local needs and the availability of the scientists and engineers to work with local firms in translating the intellectual property into finished products is vital to long term success.

Labor’s Industry Policy for the New Century identifies target sectors such as biotechnology and communications as significant growth areas which build on our existing strengths.  

One of the most significant enabling technologies over the next decade will be biotechnology.  The impact of this new technology on health care, agriculture, industry and society as a whole will be substantial and unlike many “old” industries, the biotechnology revolution will be controlled by those who own the patents and who are able to licence the technology to others.  

A strong domestic base of leading edge research people, able to encourage new students and work with industry will be a critical component of our ability to capture a share of this economic and social benefit for Australia.

Business must play its part in generating basic research through direct investment in R&D as well as collaborative undertakings with other firms, universities and public science agencies.  The legal and taxation system must encourage research, collaboration and investment in new technology.  Given that research does not always lead to immediate commercial outcomes and that there is always a possibility of failure, there must be a commitment to the use of Federal tax revenue to support private research.  

The Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) model has been particularly successful and should be continued with further opportunities for growth explored.  Labor will do this by securing future funding of CRCs through the Telstra Reward Fund.

The value of the CRC system in training a new cohort of young people with a sound understanding of both the latest academic research techniques and first hand experience of the needs and demands of industry is a significant and under rated outcome.

LABOR’S INITIATIVES

5 yearly Science and Technology Policy Summit

Labor will provide $300,000 in 1999-2000 and $1 million in 2000-01 to prepare for and stage a broadly based Science and Technology Policy Summit in the year 2000 to prepare a framework for policy into the new century.  

Further meetings will be held at 5 yearly intervals to ensure the national science policy focus is maintained in the context of social, economic and technological change.

Australia lacks unified national priorities and objectives for science and technology policy and a mechanism to bring together those with a long term interest in research, engineering, science and technology to advise government on the establishment of such national priorities.

Major decisions about the long-term direction of our national science and technology effort are often made in an ad hoc way without reference to competing demands and alternative opportunities.

Many issues relevant to the policy direction of the Australian science and engineering effort would benefit from a periodic public review and input by leading scientists, engineers and representatives of the community.

The Summit will also serve as a valuable means of securing public debate about science and raising public awareness of science as a cornerstone of economic and social policy as well as better informing the science community about public attitudes to science.

Create a full time position of Chief Scientist

Labor will create a full time position of Chief Scientist.

The Howard Government has downgraded the position of Chief Scientist to a part time, one day a week, position.  This reflects, more than anything, the lack of commitment of the present government to science.

The function of the Chief Scientist is to focus and coordinate national science policy in accordance with the framework established by the Minister and the government. 

The Chief Scientist interacts with organisations such as the Academy of Science, the Academy of Technological Sciences, the Federation of Australian Scientific and Technical Societies (FASTS), CSIRO, Research Institutes, Cooperative Research Centres (CRCs) and the Universities.

The Chief Scientist will report directly to the Minister for Science and be supported by a small secretariat consisting of people now in the Science and Technology Advisory Branch of DIST.

Establish a Molecular Biology Research Institute

Labor will provide $16 million in 2000-01 and $32 million in 2001-02 to provide capital and recurrent funding for a new Molecular Biology Research Institute in Adelaide.  This funding will be secured into the future by Labor’s Telstra Reward Fund.

The last two decades have seen the massive growth of the Information Technology sector both as an industry in its own right and as an enabling technology which has created whole new industries and opportunities as well as allowed productivity to rise in most other sectors of the economy.
The next such enabling technology which will have a similar or greater impact on the economy and society is molecular biology and genetic engineering.  These technologies will impact on most sectors of the economy as substantial building blocks of the Information Age but the immediate impact on the health sector, agriculture and the food industry will be dramatic.  These technologies also have a significant social context which must also be addressed by Government and the community.

Australia has a real leadership position in the global race to develop genetic technologies and to exploit them for economic and social advantage.  More than any other technology, molecular biology will depend on ownership of the relevant intellectual property.  

The establishment of this new research institute will ensure both a source of innovative basic research as well as opportunities for postgraduate training for young research staff.  The interaction between industry and the institute will promote economic growth and job opportunities in the broader community.  It will be a focus for the diffusion of the technology into industry giving Australian firms a clear competitive advantage.

Provide improved access to international standards information to SMEs

Labor will provide $5 million each year to Standards Australia to assist small and medium sized enterprises seeking to participate in export markets to meet international standards requirements.

Small companies, particularly start-ups, find it difficult to obtain access to standards laboratories for testing which is essential for international (and even domestic) acceptance of new products.

Differing standards and compliance arrangements are a major export barrier as industry occurs considerable cost in seeking product approval to differing compliance regimes.  

This additional funding will allow Standards Australia to further assist SME’s participate in the national and international standards development processes facilitate the dissemination of standards information and intelligence on standards development.

Small business with an export objective will benefit from the availability of this vital information service to further their export potential and improve domestic manufacturing capability.

Australian Research Council 

Labor will provide $5 million in 1999-2000, $30 million in 2000-01 and $22 million in 2001-02 to restore long term funding levels to the Australian Research Council (ARC).

ARC funding is the lifeblood of basic research in Australia - it funds the acquisition of new knowledge through basic research across all major disciplines except clinical medical and dental which are covered by the NH&MRC.

The Howard Government has imposed Budget cuts which have reduced the level of ARC funding available now and into the Forward Estimates.

While the long term economic value of basic research is always difficult to identify in advance, the long term costs attributable to the Government’s cuts are clear – our economy will be less competitive and high skill, high wage, jobs will be harder to find.

The funding cuts also exacerbate the problem of long term success rates for ARC grant applications.  The success rate has declined to around 20% of applications - often leaving young researchers with no prospect of public support in Australia.

Innovation and venture capital

Labor’s policies to enhance innovation and venture capital will significantly increase private sector investment in science and technology:

R & D

Labor will lift the R&D tax concession to 150 per cent.  

The new higher rate of concession will apply to all firms with less than 500 employees that either:

· Submit a business plan to the IR&D Board outlining their R&D commitments; or

· Are part of an industry which has agreed on a Strategic Action Plan.

Firms with over 500 employees that spend at least 2.5 per cent of their turnover on R&D will also be eligible, ensuring that large companies in the high growth sectors such as telecommunications and computer software may also benefit.

All other firms will remain eligible for the 125 per cent R&D concession under the existing criteria.

Venture Capital incentives

Incentives for overseas pension funds:  Labor will make the necessary changes to the capital gains tax regime to encourage foreign pension funds to invest in Australian firms.

Partnership with Australian business schools: Labor will commit $12 million to develop a partnership with Australia’s business schools, regional development organisations and the venture capital industry so that MBA students can help evaluate local proposals from regional businesses and channel the best proposals to venture capital groups for further evaluation.

Innovation Investment Funds:  These are good policy but badly implemented.  Labor will ensure they operate more effectively and will ensure that two of the new funds focus on regional investment.  Labor will not proceed with the third new fund at this stage, saving $12 million.

Venture capital inquiry:  The National Development Authority will therefore inquire into Australia’s venture capital industry, with particular emphasis on what additional initiatives are needed to accelerate the successful growth of start-up and early-stage Australian industries.  The review will include consideration of further possible taxation initiatives necessary to maximise venture capital investment in Australia, including Capital Gains Tax reductions for Australian investment in long-term patient capital.  

Telstra Reward Fund

A Beazley Labor Government will earmark a fixed proportion of the taxpayers’ share of Telstra’s future yearly dividend to a dedicated Telstra Reward Fund, to be used for science and technology.

Commencing next year, and every year thereafter, 35% of Telstra’s dividend to the Government will be paid automatically into the Fund.

The amount of money which will flow into the Telstra Reward Fund will be considerable, and it will grow into the future.

It is estimated that $525 million will be automatically paid into the Telstra Reward Fund in 1999-2000.  By the end of 2006-07 the Telstra Reward Fund will have grown to over $1 billion each year.

The legislation will specify that science and technology is one of the two purposes for which Fund money can be spent – and can only be spent.
And the legislation will require the Auditor-General to confirm that all expenditure proposals from the Fund are consistent with the Fund purposes.

In the first term of a Beazley Labor Government the Telstra Reward Fund will secure funding for the following programs in science and technology:


1999-00
2000-01
2001-02

Science and Technology




National Health and Medical Research Council
179
183
185

Cooperative Research Centres
140
145
147

Research Institutes

–  Marine Science

-  Molecular Biology
20

0
24

16
20

32

The beneficiaries of these programs will know that their funding is secured from the year-to-year budget process.  This allows them to plan on the basis of greater certainty.

In each subsequent year, the Telstra Reward Fund will be sufficient to secure funding for all of these programs, as well as additional programs.

Taking 2006-07 as an indicative year, the Telstra Reward Fund will secure the funding of the following programs:


2006-07

Science and Technology


National Health and Medical Research Council
225

Cooperative Research Centres
179

Research Institutes 

-  Marine Science

-  Molecular biology
24

39

But an additional $480 million of funds will also be available to fund additional programs over and above these programs (and earmarked regional development programs).

These additional funds will be available for new and/or expanded programs for science and technology.

COSTING OF LABOR’S INITIATIVES


98-99
99-00
00-01
01-02
TOTAL



5 yearly Science and Technology Summit
0
0.3
1.0
0
1.3

Full-time position of Chief Scientist
0
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.6

Molecular Biology Research Institute*
0
0
16.0
32.0
48.0

SME access to Standards Australia
0
5.0
5.0
5.0
15.0

Australian Research Council
0
5.0
30.0
22.0
57.0

TOTAL
0
10.5
52.2
59.2
121.9

*  Funding for this was announced as part of Labor’s Plan for Telstra
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