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The Australian Mathematical Society (AustMS), Australia’s learned society and peak body for math-
ematics, is delighted at the opportunity to contribute feedback on the Discussion Paper A New Plan
for ARC Funded Research. The AustMS’ mission is to

e promote the mathematical sciences and their applications in Australia;

e represent mathematics, and the interests of mathematics-related professions, to the Australian

community and government;

e commit to diversity, access and equity in all our programs and our advocacy; and

e support activities that reflect the wide-ranging interests of our membership.
We advocate for policies and government funding that supports and enables research across the math-
ematical sciences, including both fundamental “basic research” as well as applied research and inter-
action with industry.

Our feedback on the discussion paper is as follows.
1. Early-Career Researchers (ECRs).

e Allowing junior Cls as fellows on grants is positive: it stops ECRs doing significant grant-writing
work to obtain postdoc funding for which a senior CI gets the professional credit.

e A double-blind EOI process is positive for ECRs. However, care is needed if track record is
incorporated; and more-detailed expertise will be needed on the College.

e Capping Initiate grants at 2 years is problematic: it precludes junior researchers from supporting
a PhD stipend to build a leadership profile.

e Eliminating DECRAs and capping embedded fellowships at 2 years is contrary to “building the
next generation of world-class researchers:”

— In the mathematical sciences in Australia, ARC funding is the sole source of postdoctoral
positions. It is critical to retain this mechanism for job creation and training for emerging
researchers.

— ECRs need sustained stable employment to establish momentum and produce results. Since
research positions are highly specialised and hence few and far between, ECRs need to begin
applying for new jobs at least 12 months before their contract ends, and frequently must
commence their new job significantly earlier than the end of their contract. A 2-year
postdoc means perhaps 1 year of stable, focussed research time. This is not enough time
to review the literature do the research, and produce outputs.

— It is unclear whether ECRs without existing affiliations will be eligible to apply for Initiate
funding as a sole CI. If not, they will be locked out of the system.
AustMS recommendations regarding ECRs:

1. Increase Initiate duration to 3 years, balanced by a reduced per-annum funding cap: $250k p/a
would cover a Fellowship (up to Level B), a PhD stipend and project costs.

2. Assess only the project description (no ROPE/track-record component) at EOI stage for Initiate
grants.

3. Expand the College to ensure at least 4-digit level expertise for EOI assessors.
4. Retain three-year ECR fellowships, and three-year grant-funded postdocs.

5. Initiate rules allow ECRs without existing affiliation to apply as sole CI, requesting their own
salary (with no shortfall) plus some project funding.



2. Fellowships.
e The current Fellowship schemes (DECRAs, Future Fellowships, Laureate Fellowships) facilitate
career development and recognition at their employing universities for researchers:
— DECRASs identify emerging research stars for career supported and development;

— Future Fellowships support exceptional mid-career researchers progressing to research lead-
ership;
— Laureate Fellowships support agenda-setters in their research fields, whose long-term re-
search programs will continue to shape the future and train the next generation.
e We acknowledge that few external/international researchers apply to these schemes, but
— the few who do significantly strengthen Australian research, and ensure a healthy flow of

new ideas and perspectives into the country,

— Fellowships play a significant role in repatriation of excellent Australian researchers seek-
ing to return from abroad—an opportunity to collect on Australian investment in their
education and training, and

— the transformative effect of Fellowships on the careers of internal applicants is extremely
valuable.

e The proposed removal of Fellowships will not support long-term Australian sovereign capability,
and will exacerbate the “brain drain” via fellowship funding and postdocs in other countries’
research sectors.

e Creation of short-term “teaching relief” Fellowships may lead to de facto offloading of Sabbat-
ical leave program decision-making and funding from Universities to the ARC, resulting in net
decrease in research time at increased cost to the ARC, with Universities collecting the savings.

e emphasis on teaching relief, and shorter term embedded fellowships will create administrative
overhead in replacing teaching capacity, diminished learning experiences, and increases casuali-
sation of the teaching workforce, at odds with changing Government and societal expectations.

AustMS recommendations regarding Fellowships:

6. Retain named fellowships at the three key career levels currently represented.

7. Make embedded-fellowship durations at least 3 years, explicitly named as ARC fellowships (eg.
Initiate Fellowship, Breakthrough Fellowship, Lead-and-Mentor Fellowship).

3. Structure of proposed schemes.

o Initiate: See comments under “ECRs” above.

e Realise Indigenous Capability: the AustMS has no recommendations for this scheme, but sup-
ports a designated scheme to grow indigenous researcher numbers and suggests significant con-
sultation with the indigenous community in its design.

o Lead and Mentor:

— Lead and Mentor grants are unattractive as stand-alone grants: there is very little room in
the budget to support the activities of the mentor;

— If Lead and Mentor grants are add-ons to Breakthrough grants (like the short-lived DORA
scheme) care is needed to avoid an onerous application process, and the timescale of Lead



and Mentor funding should match the timescale of Breakthrough funding.

— In any case, Lead and Mentor cannot successfully fill the Laureate scheme’s function of
attracting and retaining superstars and supporting paradigm-shifting research legacies.

e Breakthrough:

— Removing the artificial separation of basic vs applied research is a positive. However, care is
needed with assessment criteria, assessment process, and co-funding requirements to assure
funding for basic research.

— Many research outcomes include intangible benefits beyond commercialised, measurable
products. The ARC must continue to invest in a solid basis of lower “Technology-Readiness
Level” and fundamental research; industry co-contribution requirements in Breakthrough
will jeopardise this.

— The ratio of Breakthrough to Initiate grants is low. In 2024 there were around 600 DPs and
120 LPs. Just 300 Breakthrough projects per annum massively concentrates distribution of
research funding for the SCR cohort.

o Collaborate:

— The current co-contribution requirements for Collaborate grants could lock out fundamental
disciplines like the mathematical sciences.

e Prioritise:

— The ARC budget is just 7% of total Australian Federal R&D expenditure. The remain-
ing 93% is already earmarked for government research priorities. Setting aside significant
ARC funding for research with predictable short-term impact jeopardises long-term game-
changing impact—Ilike the 1907 Perron—Frobenius Theorem that enabled the invention of
the Google search engine in 1998.

— Impact on government research priorities, often from unexpected directions, emerges and
will continue to emerge, naturally from ARC spending without earmarking funding.

AustMS recommendations regarding structure of proposed schemes:

8. Carefully re-evaluate the purpose of Lead and Mentor and the relative value of creating Lead
and Mentor versus retaining Laureate Fellowships.

9. FEither

(a) Do not exclude senior researchers from Initiate, but incorporate tiers (per Future Fellow-
ships), so ECRs do not compete directly with SCRs, or

(b) substantially adjust the ratio of Initiate grants to Breakthrough grants.
10. Exclude assessment of level of industry co-contribution from Breakthrough assessment criteria.

11. Recognise in-kind contributions of Cls’ and PIs’ time, and partner-organisation contributions to
travel/local expenses as partner contributions in Collaborate grants.

12. Do not impose Government research priorities on ARC spending; replace Prioritise with Excel-
lence scheme supporting research-sector-priority driven Centres of Excellence.

4. General issues.

e Indicative per-annum funding caps specified in absolute dollar values are problematic—consider
the $50K cap on travel in DPs which has been static in dollar terms for some 15 years, and



hence has shrunk drastically in real terms.

The current peer-review system struggles to engage international experts. The EOI process gives
the ARC control of the number of applications in the main round, making honoraria for expert
assessors feasible both financially and administratively.

The mathematical sciences do not require physical equipment/infrastructure/consumables, but
need sustained intensive face-to-face collaboration: either through research exchange visits, or
attendance at residential research facilities. This constitutes Fieldwork in these disciplines, while
Travel more accurately describes travel to large conferences to present research. However, current
ARC rules do not explicitly recognise this.

AustMS recommendations on general issues.

13.

14.

15.

Specify indicative funding caps/rates in units that are tied to Australian university salaries and
awards, to incorporate indexation.

Offer a small honorarium (say $250) per detailed assessment for expert assessors to improve
engagement of international experts.

Explicitly define Fieldwork as it pertains to theoretical disciplines such as Mathematical Sciences,
Philosophy, etc to include research-exchange trips and residencies at residential research facilities
for the purposes of sustained intensive face-to-face collaboration.



