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Research and the Australian
Water Industry

by Professor Peter Cullen

s the Australian dollar collapses, attention has been
drawn to our failure to invest in Research and
Development (R&D) in a way that lets us become part
of the new knowledge economy. It has been suggested
the Australian dollar might drop to 30 cents as
the world sees Australia as an old economy and invests
elsewhere. Our national approach to developing
infrastructure seems to be about building railways to
Darwin rather than investing in the technologies of the
future. Our failure to catch the IT boom, other than
as a purchaser of other people’s technology, was a
disgrace. We are doing somewhat better with the
biotechnology boom.

A

The consequence of this failure to invest is becoming
stark. Universities are diverting funding from science
faculties to business and law which can be taught cheaply.

COOPERATIVE RESEARCH CENTRE
FOR FRESHWATER ECOLOGY

Science faculties are contracting and equipment infrastructure and libraries have declined markedly. Good
students are choosing other careers because of the
poor job prospects in science.
Senior scientists are now leaving Australia. Young
scientists have often gone overseas to undertake postdoctoral work, but many have returned. The new shape
of the brain drain is for senior scientists to leave, with
no intention of returning. They are leaving because
salaries and the support environment for science are
fast approaching a third world situation. This has
recently been documented for the mathematical
sciences, but is a general problem and was reported on
a recent 7.30 Report on ABC Television.
continued on page 2
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The CRC for Freshwater Ecology is a major provider of
new knowledge to the Australian water industry. Much
of our research firepower comes from University staff,
so these general problems threaten the knowledge
base of the water industry.
The research activities of the CRC provide three major
benefits to the industry:
•

•

•

New knowledge from the research to inform
capital investment and recurrent spending on
water management;
A core of highly trained individuals who are
available to provide critical insights to the
industry to help define and solve emerging
problems. They not only work with industry
leaders to shape the research agenda but
provide key input to the policy process; and
A skilled workforce of graduates to work in the
industry.

The water industry has a very real interest in the
current issues about funding of R&D and should make
their views known to government. At present we have
two major reviews in front of government. The
Batterham Review, “The Chance to Change”, stresses
Accountability, Collaboration, Commercialisation,
Connectivity and Excellence as the hallmarks of R&D
investment strategy. Batterham gives strong support
for the continuation of the CRC program and proposes
additional funding. His report recommends more
flexibility in how the CRC program meets the needs of
small-medium enterprises, and more flexibility in its
ability to change research focus to meet the emerging
needs of industry.

From my perspective there seems to be strong bipartisan
political support for the CRC program. The program is
attracting international recognition for its pioneering
approach to linking industry and the research community.
I believe the program needs more funding, and that
this needs to provide more funds per CRC rather than
increase the numbers of CRCs. I believe it should be
possible for CRCs to get more that two rounds
of funding, and this should be on the basis of the
excellence of the proposals.
The main threat to the program appears to be lack
of support from within the bureaucracy. The abolition
of a dedicated secretariat
has reduced the effectiveness
of the management and
promotion of the program.
The ongoing reviews as to its
worth have diverted much
energy and resources. Perhaps
it would be more efficient if
the Department of Finance was encouraged to review
the program about every five years rather than what
seems to be every couple of years.

Now is the

window of

opportunity

The water industry needs to consider the recommendations made by Batterham. They should make
their views known to Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for
Industry, Science and Resources; to the Prime Minister
and to other politicians at state and federal level.
Now is the window of opportunity to remedy some of
the problems that have been damaging our national
capacity to innovate and solve problems in the water
and environmental area.

I believe the Australian water industry is well served
by the suite of water CRCs — Freshwater Ecology,
Catchment Hydrology, Water Quality and Treatment,
Waste Management & Pollution Control and Coastal
Zone, Estuary and Waterway Management. Together
the Chief Executives meet regularly as the CRC Water
Forum to coordinate and assist each other.
Batterham makes a series of other important recommendations. He proposes a doubling of the funds
available to the Australian Research Council for basic
research in the university sector, and increased funding
of research infrastructure. He proposes a doubling of
the number of Postdoctoral Research Fellows.
Prof Peter Cullen, Chief Executive of the CRC for Freshwater Ecology.
Photo: M Ashkanasy, courtesy of Melbourne Water

2

