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August 14, 2003

The Hon Tony Burke MLC
Chair, Standing Committee on State Development
Legislative Council
NSW Parliament
Macquarie Street, Sydney 2000
Fax. 02 9230 2981

Dear Mr Burke and the Standing Committee on State Development,

The Australian Society for Medical Research (ASMR) would like to thank the Standing Committee on State Development for the opportunity to comment on science and its commercialisation in New South Wales, as defined in the Terms of Reference.  

The ASMR is the peak professional society representing Australian medical researchers.  The Society, with its executive office based in Macquarie St. Sydney, is a member based, not-for-profit company formed in 1961 with the goals to foster excellence in Australian health and medical research, and to promote community understanding and support for health and medical research.  The ASMR has individual, affiliated society and associate foundation memberships.  ASMR communicates with some 15,000 members through its core membership and affiliations and a further 98,000 members of the general public through its associate foundations.  This membership reaches into all major health disciplines and interests. ASMR’s yearly activities include ASMR Medical Research Week, an annual scientific conference, professional development programs and representation to governments.  

A. Research and Development Infrastructure Grants Program

ASMR would like to congratulate the NSW State Government on its Department of Health Research and Development Infrastructure Grants Program.  This program provides infrastructural funding for health and medical research organisations based in NSW primarily on the weighted track record of these organisations in research output and ability to attract peer-reviewed funding from external sources.  

There is no doubt this program can add considerable value to R&D activities within these organisations by building capacity in basic, public health, healthcare and health services research.  The program provides an excellent mechanism to lever State funds which fills in gaps where conventional funding does not cover, facilitating innovation from ground up which in turn leads to commercialisable outcomes.  While this is highly commendable, ASMR feels the amount provided to successful organisations (via Streams 1 and 2) are considerably below the actual levels of support required to cover these costs.  Since there is no other comparable mechanism, there remains significant unmet potential.  

ASMR, therefore, recommends that the Research and Development Infrastructure Grants Program budget be doubled from its existing level of $18 million.  This could be phased in over a 3 year period.  Consideration might be given to sourcing these additional funds from the Hospitals' Teaching/Research Program, given potential overlaps in the scope of each program.  Outcomes of this additional investment should be reviewed at the end of the triennium. ASMR also believes that greater weight should be placed on current, rather than past funding.  

B. Intellectual Property

ASMR believes that the activities of Intellectual Property Health, an initiative of the NSW Health Industry Council whose intention it is to provide advice on the protection and commercialisation of IP in the NSW Health system, currently has a low profile. ASMR recommends that IP Health make itself and its services clearly identifiable to the commercialisation arms and research offices of hospital, university and institutes in NSW, who in turn, would serve as a conduit to NSW researchers and their IP.  Synergy between these entities would stimulate commercialisation.

ASMR also feels that a formal review on policy in relation to ownership of IP and royalty streams arising from work involving State employees is warranted.  

C. BioFirst Awards

ASMR believes that the NSW BioFirst Strategy, particularly the BioFirst Awards are an excellent vehicle with which to support initiatives intended to improve the social, health, environmental, and economic benefits of biotechnology in NSW.  It represents a direct State Government run program that actively supports outstanding research and the commercialisation of new discoveries in NSW.  ASMR recommends continuation, and indeed, expansion of this program.

D. BioHub initiative

ASMR fully supports the BioHub initiative to promote the commercialisation of hospital, university and institute-based research particularly in areas of strength and cultivatable IP which is at the forefront of international health R&D.  NSW boasts many internationally-respected centres, institutes, and hospital and university departments that would fit into such an arrangement.  ASMR would insist that the focus of any BioHub be on outstanding basic and applied research capacity with a track record of commercialisable outcomes.  ASMR recommends the setting up of at least two BioHub initiatives in the Sydney basin, and pro-active efforts by the State Government in seeking investment from biotech, pharma and VC sectors.  

While all these initiatives are commendable, NSW lags well behind other states in its investment in the health research sector.  Greater investment at the State level is critical if science in NSW is to be competitive on an international scale.  NSW cannot rely on the Commonwealth or other States for investment in health R&D.  Additionally, we would welcome a simple and efficient mechanism at the State level that provides guidance on the creation of start-up or spin-off companies from health research-based ventures in NSW.  "Australia has traditionally been very good at research, but deplorably bad at capturing the value of its intellectual property" (Wills, 1999, p124).  We hope this will change.


We hope our comments are useful to the review.  Please do not hesitate to contact us if you require clarification or additional information.  

Sincerely,



Levon Khachigian, Ph.D
NSW Director, ASMR
National Executive, ASMR

