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Dear Mr Swanson,




RE: SA Health and Medical Research Strategy

Thank you for providing the opportunity to provide comments, on behalf of the Australian Society for Medical Research, to assist the SA Health and Medical Research Advisory Council in preparation of the Research Strategy. 

The Australian Society for Medical Research

The Australian Society for Medical Research (ASMR) is the peak body representing the health and medical research sector in Australia. The ASMR, through full and affiliate membership, represents approximately 18,000 medical researchers actively involved in health and medical research. The Society has forty-six affiliated professional societies and Medical Colleges. Corporate and disease related foundation memberships bring a further 95,500 Australians with an interest in health and medical research into the ASMR network.

ASMR’s mission is “to foster excellence in Australian health and medical research, and to promote community understanding and support for health and medical research in Australia”. ASMR acheives these goals through public, political and scientific advocacy, and this is particularly highlighted in its flagship event, ASMR Medical Research Week(.

The ASMR played a fundamental role in lobbying government to implement the doubling of NHMRC funding for basic science and clinical research (1999-2004) and continues to advocate for an internationally competitive level of funding. A recent independent economic analysis (Access Economics, Attachment 1), commissioned by ASMR indicates that the annual return on Australia’s investment in health research and development is between 1 and 5 times the amount spent. While initiatives from the Wills review have increased total Commonwealth funding for health and medical research, the report highlighted the fact that “State, territory and local governments need to match and stay in line with the Commonwealth effort”.

Although South Australia boasts some of Australia’s best researchers and research institutions, who are world leaders in their fields, we have consistently lagged behind other states in research investment, activity and outcomes. ASMR welcomes the opportunity to lodge a submission to the SA Health and Medical Research Advisory Council to assist in the development of the SA Health and Medical Research Strategy, and would like to comment on the following areas highlighted by the Council.

Issues of recruitment and retention of health and medical researchers

The challenge for South Australia is to become more competitive with the Eastern States for retaining and supporting our talented and productive researchers, and attracting new researchers to South Australia. This sector employs many hundreds of staff financed by external grants brought into the state from national and international funding bodies, which total more than $50 million dollars per annum. 

1. Consolidation of research support.

It is important to recognise that research success in South Australia by focussing on support in areas of demonstrated expertise. There needs to be an effort made to identify the areas of research excellence that exist in South Australia, and in addition the areas of greatest need or potential for research, and earmark those areas for support. 

2. Provision of support for researchers.

Attracting and retaining talented young researchers is an area in which South Australia has not performed successfully to date. Many South Australian-trained doctoral graduates remain overseas in postdoctoral positions due to a perceived lack of opportunities and funding stability in South Australia. In addition, we lose researchers to the Eastern states and have little success in attracting new investigators. To increase the number of junior researchers establishing laboratories in South Australia, the DHS could establish competitive 2-year specific seeding packages ($50,000-60,000 p.a.) to junior investigators who have not previously been Chief Investigators on NHMRC grants. These would enable the researchers to boost their track records and consequently be more competitive in the NHMRC grants system. A similar scheme could be set up to assist and support talented researchers returning to South Australia, and to attract new investigators from interstate or overseas.

3. Promotion of medical researchers in South Australia

In addition to providing support for research projects, it is important to raise the profile of health and medical research in South Australia and, particularly the profile of talented junior researchers. In November 2000, ASMR spearheaded the establishment of a Premier’s Award for medical research excellence, following the success of such an award in Victoria and Queensland. A committee formed by DHS, with membership representing ASMR and leaders from the major medical research institutions in SA, recommended that the prestigious award would be known as the Adelaide Medal, and that two would be given ($15,000 each): one for research that impacts on the health and wellbeing of South Australians, and the other for biomedical research that has commercial potential. A copy of the proposal is enclosed with the current submission (Attachment 2). 

While the concept of the Adelaide Medal was enthusiastically received and supported by the Department of Premier & Cabinet and the DHS at that time, a change in Premier resulted in the implementation of the award being stalled. The re-establishment of such a prestigious award would be of enormous benefit in raising the profile of young researchers in South Australia, and would add to its attractiveness as a state that strongly supports medical research.
How DHS could contribute to strengthening the health and medical research sector, including enhancing the competitive quality of research applications from South Australians for external grants

With the shift in focus for the NHMRC from individual project grants to collaborative program grants, it is imperative that opportunities for collaboration are fostered and supported to enable more South Australian research groups to be competitive for program grants. To this end, it would be valuable for the DHS to establish a limited number of support packages designed to facilitate collaborations between research groups with complementary research interests. These could be modelled on the highly successful Florey Grant scheme established by the University of Adelaide, which brings together key groups and people to address a specific research question, and provides infrastructure, equipment and a limited number of salaries and scholarships to support the collaboration. In addition, grants from the DHS could be used to contract research consultants with expertise in improving outcomes for research grant applications, as has been the trend interstate.

The establishment of the SA Health and Medical Advisory Council provides an historic opportunity to bolster South Australia’s investment in health and medical research, and in particular to introduce new strategic initiatives to attract and retain our most talented researchers.

Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on these initiatives, and we would welcome any future opportunities to provide further comments and submissions to the SA Health and Medical Research Advisory Council. Please do not hesitate to contact us for clarification or discussion of any of the issues raised in this submission.

Yours sincerely,

Lisa M. Butler, Ph.D.





Severence M. MacLaughlin 

South Australian Director




Chair, South Australian Committee

The Australian Society for Medical Research

Attachments:

1. Access Economics, 2003. “Exceptional Returns: The Value of Investing in Health R&D in Australia”, commissioned by the Australian Society for Medical Research.

2. Proposal for “The Adelaide Medal” for Excellence in Medical Research. A joint initiative of the Dept of Premier and Cabinet and the Dept of Human Services, November 2000. 
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