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Foreword 

Despite its limited natural resource base, Austra lian agricul ture has been remarkably 
successful. The combination of a highly-va riable climate, and old , shallow and 

la rgely infertile soils has not prevented the emergence of a wide ra nge of agricultural 
industries that genera ted s ubsta ntial wealth to fund the development of the nation. 
Although other industries have r isen to greater overall importance to nationa l 
productio:1 in recent times, agriculture remains the mainstay of much of regional 
Australia, genera ting significant exports and providing the basis for expand ing 
processing industries. 

The success of Australian agriculture is testimony to the capacity of our far mers take up 
technical innovations, backed up by a substantial research and development effort. 
Continued innova tion is essential if Australian agriculture is to maintain its position in 
increasingly-competitive international marke ts, This requirement, together ~vith the 
sheer size of the R&D effort, stimulate continuous interest in the arrangements for 
funding rural research and development. 

This monograph, which draws on material from Dr Lovett's PhD thesis,* iden tifies and 
comments on far-reaching recent changes in the fu nding arrangements for rural R&D. 
These changes a re aimed at improvi ng the responsiveness of R&D funders and providers 
to industry needs and related public good issues, and a t enhancing the contribution that 
a strong scie ntific community ca n make to rural production. The establishment of the 
rural research a nd development corporations within the Commonwealth Primary 
Industries a nd Energy por tfolio coincided with a period of significant shift in research 
priorities to include not only matters of production but also post-farm issues such as 
marketing and processing, and susta inable resource management. An importa nt 
objective of the changed arrangements was to encourage industry to increase its 
commitment to, and participation in, R&D and, as this monograph shows, this objective 
has been met w ith a good degree of success. 

Another feature of the corpora tion model for R&D, as it has come to be known, is tha t 
the organisa tions a re tasked , under the PIERD Act, to be involved not just in supporting 
R&D but also in making sure tha t research outputs are taken up and implemented. A 
prerequisite for achieving this aim is, of course, that the R&D addresses nat ional and 
industry needs in the first place, but the corporations have also been required to invest 

'A Corporate Conundrum: tl1e Reform of Austral ian Rural Research and Development'. A thesis submitted 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy of the Australian National University. February 1996. 
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in communication and demonstration/ex tension activities, which in many cases have 
involved assisting industry participants to move to a position where they could fully use 
research results. 

The monograph reports the outcomes of recent reviews of the performance of the 
corporation model. It records a range of views and opinions about the changed funding 
a rrangements and whethe r they are living up to expectations. 

The matters herein will be important reading for anyone concerned w ith the future of 
Australia's rural industries, and particularly with the funding and management of 
R&D. The corporation model has aroused wide interest from other countries beca use it 
is a unique system, particularly as the corpora tions are concerned with the whole 
process of innovation, not just the R&D that is one component of it. The monograph 
w ill therefore also be of interest to those concerned with research ma nagement, and 
with science and research policy more genera lly. 

This publication was produced by a number of R&D corporatio ns as a mea ns of placing 
on record the purpose, process and initial results of the recent changes to funding fo r 
rural R&D. 

Phil Price 
Executive Director 

LWRRDC 
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I Introduction 

A stnte without some 111cn11s ofcl1r111[Je is without the 
111ca11s of its co11scn'atio11 

Edmund Burke 

R ural rescard1 and development (R&D) has 
consis tently played a significant role in 

advancing agricultural production and marketing 
in Australia . Australians not only look to the 
forming sector for an assured supply of whole­
some food at affo rdable prices, but also expect it 
to boos t the nation's foreign exchange earnings. 
More than 200 years of exploita tive farming 
practices have, however, take n a great toll on 
Australia's fragile count1ysidc, creating w ide­
spread erosion, increasing salinity and polluted 
watc1ways. It is the challenge of balancing 
continued profitable agricultural production with 
the susta inable manageme nt of Aus tra lia's 
natural resources that curre ntly confronts 
government, forme rs, scie ntists and R&D 
o rganisations. 

This monograph concentrates on Austra lia's 
ru ral R&D effort. It examines the dramatic 
changes that occurred over the past decade to 
make rural R&D more relevant to the needs of 
the nation and asks whether the corporate model, 
adopted in the late 1980s, is the answer. This 
model and its proponents were responsible for 
revolutionising rural R&D from a sca ttered , 
disparate and isolated research effort to one tha t 
is now targeted and market driven. 

Despite the extensive changes experienced in 
rural R&D, there has been little a nalysis of the 
philosophies, p rocesses and people responsible for 
the formulation and implementation of this 

reform progn1m. This monograph attempts to 
remedy this situation by examining the reasons 
behind the reforms, the processes used to 
implement those reforms and, finally, whether 
the reforms accomplished the goa ls they we re 
des igned to attain. 

Importa ntly, it goes further in its discussion of 
why reform was essential by pointing out that, 
con trary to popular opinion, the transi tion to 
corporatisation was no t smooth or evolutionary 
but, rather, a spasmodic and ad hoc process, with 
the eventual establishment of a network of rural 
resea rch and development corporations (RDCs) a 
triumph over adversity. 

How Things W e re 

Ever since the aniva l of the first sett lers in the 
late 1700s, the rural sector has been vital to the 
nation's economy. This has been despite the fact 
that the country has limited agricultura l 
resources-with low and variable rainfall, poor 
soil ferti lity and problematic topography 
combining to c:·eate an environment unsuitable 
for the development of self-sustaining indus tries. 
It was the problems that developed as a resul t of 
the unsustainable exploita tion of resources tha t 
led to the establishment of a Government 
sponsored rural R&D effort. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, Sta te 
and Federal governments have directed financial, 
orga nisational and human resources towards the 
provision of rural R&D services. This investment 
not only recognised the importance of the rural 
sector to the Aus tralian economy, but also the fact 
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that farmers working on mainly small and 
isolated holdings, did not have the funds, 

organisational ability or fo resight to develop an 
effective R&D structure of their own. 

The key institutions established to provide 

rural R&D were the Council for Scientific and 

Indust1ial Research (1918) later to become the 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 

Research Organisa tio n (CSIRO) , unive rsities, 
State Departments of Agriculture and a mixture 

ofSta tuto1y a nd Non-Statutory Indu stry 

Resea rch Schemes. These schemes tended to be 
commodity based, w ith Rural Research 
Committees developed in the late 1940s to 

manage Rural Industry Research Funds and 
investment activities. 

Rural Industry Research Funds were derived 

from specific levies on the sale of commodities. 
This levy was matched by gove rnment on a dollar 
for dollar bas is, with indus try determining 
resea rch prio1itics through the requirement fo r 
producer membership on those Rural Research 

Committees responsible for managing the Rural 
Research Funds. These Resea rch Committees had 
high producer representation and were clwrac· 
terised by a narrowness of research focus , Sta te 
and regiona l biases, as well as ad hoc marwgerial 
arrangements. 

The combined effect of the above institutio nal 

developme nts was that the ea rly R&D focus was 
on immediate, sho rt-term benefits. There was an 

abundance of land to be exploited and inter­
national markets were buoyant-with li ttle talk 
about susta inable agricultural productio n. Within 

such a climate, fa rmers and government preferred 
research that returned quick fina ncial results 
rather than investing in less-certa in, bas ic, lo ng 

term research investiga tions. 
Gradually, as a result of financial constraints, 

organisa tio nal rivalry and resea rcher-based 

parochialism, rural R&D became institutio nalised 
- w ith resea rch being conducted in a few 
organisa tio ns and investiga tion becoming largely 

dependent upon the specific interests of those 

researche rs that received funding. Inst itutio ns 
that received funding failed to co-ordinate w ith 
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other agencies and, on the whole, opera ted a s 

autonomous units. T his mea nt that research was 

often inefficiently duplica ted, w ith resea rche rs in 

different organisations having little knowledge o f 
the work others may have been doing in 

particular fields of inquiry. The envi ronme nt in 

which ru ra l resea rch was conducted became, 
therefore, characterised by complexity and a lack 
of direction. 

A New Political and Economic Climate 

There was a s ignificant change in the politica l 

and economic e nvironment fo llowing the electio n 
of the Hawke Labor Government in 1983. Soon 
afte r taking office, it called a Nntional Economic 

Summit as a guide to introducing radica l changes 
that reduced reliance on industry protection and 
sought a more competitive econo111y. Early 
innova tions included floating the dollar, licensing 
fore ign banks and deregulating financial markets. 

A three-tier reform approach based upon m:Jcro­
econo mic, micro-economic and new managerialist 

philosophies was used by the Labor government 
to systematically change the economic and 
managerial landscape of Australinn industry a nd 
government. 

Within this climate of change, rural R&D 
be ca me a focus for reform. It has long been 
recognised that government involvement in R&D 

is justified by the advan tages that accrue to both 
produce rs and consumers-producers enjoy 
greate r productivity and consumers better quality 
and cheaper commodities. Increased exports acid 
to foreign exchange reserves and expa nd e mploy­

ment opportunities. Without government funding 
for rural R&D, therefore, Aus tralian exports 
would be less competitive and more farms would 

be at risk. Howeve r, although government 
support of R&D was economically and socially 
va lid , the ques tion being asked by the early 1980s 

was w hether existing research arrangements were 
appropriate? 

In l 983, John Kerin , as the new Minister for 
Primary Industries, initiated a se ries of changes 

that were to transform the management and 
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provis ion of rural R&D. In introducing the !<urn/ 
Indust ries Research Act (RIR Act) into Parliament 

in 1985, he se t out to remove many of the 

problems highlighted in a 1984 review of the 
rural R&D sys te m. He told parliament that the 

Bill would put R&D on a sound administra tive 

and financial foo ting, e nsure the best possible 

returns for each dolla r spent a nd make those 
adminis te ring and undertaking research more 

responsible to the providers of fu nds. 
Never before had such e mphas is bee n placed 

o n accountability, competitiveness and p rofit­
ability. The 1:3ill imposed a common set of policy 
a nd administra tive principles upon all R&D 

agencies, replac ing the previous dispa rate 
indus try research legislatio n. Rurnl resea rch was 
to reflect industry needs and give ta ngible returns 

to government a nd industry. The RIR Act 
introduced a s ingle legislat ive and policy 
fr:11nework ac ross all commodities, with funds 

based o n the government's commitment to 
provide research mo ney on a dollar-for-dollar 

bas is up to a level of 0.5 pe r cent of the gross 
value of production for leviablc commodities. 

According to Kerin, success would be 
measured by the levies from ind us try being 
channelled into p rojects that prod uced results to 

enh:mce the perfo rma nce o f agriculture. Kerin, 
fo r the first time, was declaring that Aus tralia 

could no longer afford to continue supporting 
research that was not producing relevant and 
commc rcinlly ::ipplicable results. 

T he RIR Act saw a pletho ra of research 
committees replaced by 14 indus try research 
councils that were chnrged w ith funding and 
administering research that wo uld increase 
com mercial re turns. In addition , they were to 

look beyond the ir own industry needs towards 

the w ide r economic, ind ustrial and resea rch 
environment. An Aus tra lian Special Rural 
Research Council (ASRRC) was established to 

ensure tha t small and e mergi ng industries we re 

not neglected. 
Of grea t significance was the select io n of 

council members on the basis of expertise rather 
tha n merely representing an indus try. This was a 
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break with past practice that had seen a high 

p ropor tion of growers on committees wi th a lack 

o f expe rtise in research, finance a nd o ther 
imp01tant skills. An infusion of skills was 

important, especially becnuse the dem:rnds upon 

the councils were more onerous than those on the 
o ld research committees. f'o r exa mple, the 

councils we re charged w ith investiga ting a nd 
evaluating the R&D requireme nts of the ir 

ind ustries; developing five-year strategic pla ns; 
reporting to Parliame nt, industry o rgan isat ions 

and fund prov iders on their act ivit ies; a nd 
participating in research council co-ordina tion 

meetings. Councils had to meet these oblig:itions 
in order to ensure they received fu rther funds. 

Impo rtantly, the new refo rm age nda fo r R&D 
was driven by government, no t rmal ind us tries or 

researchers. Some researche rs, used to assured 
annual funding, saw no reason to change the 
sys te m, with the shift to evaluation be ing 

measured according to industry relevance :ind 
applicability to a wider commercial e nvironment, 

n threntcning development fo r many. Under the 
RIR Act, the research community had to seek 
funds under competitive tende ring :i nd, therefore, 
faced much mo re rigorous accountability 
requirements. 

The establishment of the research councils 
integrated ind ividuals and groups in a more con­

structive and commodity-o rienta ted manne r nnd 
this, a long with act ive consulta tion between 
industry, researcher and governme nt, ensured 

thnt resea rch undertaken had releva nce and wns 
va lued by all the pa rties. The Na tional fa rmers' 
f'cdera tio n (NFf') gave its support for the coun­

cils, a rguing that they improved the prospects fo r 
the conduct of research bcnefici:i l to farmers. 

Corporatisation of R&D 

T he councils were, however, to have a short li fe, 

as the government soon sough t fu rther changes to 
increase the level of co-ordination and communi­

ca tion between councils. Kerin stressed thnt 
Australia had to get more efficient :ind competi­

tive, e nhance its productive capacity and protect 

3 
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its resources. The government wanted to work in 

partnership with industries that were determined 
to be lean, flexible and ready for future 

opportunities as they arose. 
In 1989, the RIR Act was superseded by the 

Primnrv ludustry a11d E11ernv Resen rcl1 a11d 
De11elop111e11t Act (PIERD Act) , which turned the 

majority of rural industry research councils into 
research and development c01vorations (RDCs). 
There was some amalgamatio n of councils , such 

as the four gra ins councils into the Grains 

Research and Development Co1voration (GRDC). 
The benefits of corporatisation, it was argued, 
would lie in providing for operational and 

financial flexibility and in bringing the RDCs to 
play a proactive role in identify ing and rectifying 
gaps in the resea rch effort. RDCs would expand 
research resources, improve the return for money 
spent and focus on the high payoff areas. Under 

the PIERD Act, the RDCs were placed in the 
same pos itio n as any other private sector 
corporation operat ing under the purview of the 
Australian Securities Commissio n. T hey could 
bonow funds a nd ente r into jo int ventures, with 
research carried out by contracted experts from 
the priva te or public sector. Management was by 
full-time professionals rather than the Depa rt­
ment of Primary Indus tries and Energy (OPIE), a 
s ituatio n that had seen some argue that the 
councils had been beholden to that department. 

The transition from council to corpora tion 
was by no means smooth and, as explained in 

some detail later in this monograph, it may not 
have happened w ithout the persistent efforts of 
Geoff Miller, the then Deputy Secretary of the 
Department of Primary Indus tries. He had faith 

in co1voratisa tion as the vehicle for successful 
organisational cha nge as well as a way to make a 
break with the past. He saw the RDCs as best able 
to address the key problem of ide ntifying research 

priorities, a problem that had plagued the pre-

1985 system. Miller believed that, although 
people tried to be intellectually objective in the 
priority-setting process, committee members from 

research institutions tended to favour the 
o rganisa tions they represented . T his meant that 
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people gave more suppo rt to funding applications 

fro m the ir institutions, with research prio rities 

for rum! R&D being se t by scie ntists, conducted 
by scie ntis ts and measured according to the 

scientific profess ion's standards. Scientists were 
j udging the suitab ility of papers for publica tion a s 

a primary detenninant for the allocation of 

funding nnd, nlthough publicntions be nefited 
scientists, Miller questioned if there were para llel 

benefits to producers or the community. 
Miller felt that the establishment o f RDCs 

would nmeliora te this problem. Their structu re 
fentu red transpnrent decision-rnnking processes 
w hich paid attention to opern tionnl realities. The 

RDCs also utilised a productive incentive syste m 
to nchieve the best outcomes. The bes t incentivt: 
wns money and this was e mphasised by the 

matching government/ industry levy arrange ment. 
As productivity incrensed so did funding, a facto r 
tlrnt overcome the nnnu:il fight with Trensury 
over R&D funding. 

Miller wanted the RDCs imbued w ith the 
entrepreneurinl spirit to nvoid the 'pit fo lls of 
bureaucratic and politica l life'. With the appoint­
me nt of the right people, the R&D sys tem, he 
argued , would have :t dynamic :ind fl ex ible style 
of operations for the firs t time. This monograph 
records the initinl setback for Miller w hen the 

coqmratisation model failed to ga in b road 
acceptance, especially after his test case, the 

Aus tralian Meat nnd Livestock Research and 
Development Corporatio n (AMLRDC) , became 
surrounded by controversy. 

However, despite some setbacks Miller 
persisted and his role in contributing to the 
gove rnment's Research, Innovat ion nnd 

Competitiveness s tatement of May 1989 was vital 
in ge tting the RDC model back on the ngendn. 
The introduction to the s tatement included a 
clear justifica tion for an R&D model thnt 

combined industry and government in a 
'pa rtnership' arrangement , with details nlso 

provided about how such a model cou ld be 
imple mented. Miller's nrgume nts appe:i led to the 

wider government goals of efficie ncy, 
e ffective ness and econo my, thereby ensuring its 
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acceptance b.v the Cabinet :rnd Parliame nt. 

Ulti m:i tcly. it w:1s argued by Mi ller and Kerin. 

coq>ora tisation provided the cha nce for :1 

' profitable' R&D system that focused 0 11 ' highi.:st 

ultima te re tu rns'. 

Ke ri n pla.ved a vita l role in ge tting Cabinet 

acccpt:rnce and declared the statement a c ruc ia l 

document tha t cns u ri.:d victory. T he enactment of 

the l'IERD llill saw the establishmen t of the RDC 

network that ex ists today. Kerin believed co q10-

ratis:1tion would a tt ract more money for resea rch , 

make research mo re con tcstablc, broade n research 

horizons, g:1 in producer fu ndi ng commitment :ind 

e nhance the compet itiveness of 1\ustrnlia n 

agri1.:1ilture. 

A signili1.:nnt outcome of the long battle for 

the RDC system w::i s it s ex tension beyond spec ific 

commodity corporat ions to the establishmen t of 

coqiora tions to tackle impo rtant issues thnt , 

w hile crossi ng sectora l li nes, a rc vit::i l fo r the lo ng 

te rm su1viva l of Aust ra lia n agricultu re. Fo r 

exnmple, the 1.nnd and \Vnter J{esourccs Resea rch 

a nd Developmen t Corporat ion (l.W RRDC) 

focuses on susta inab il ity issues s uch as wa ter 
qu::ility and l::i nd degradation whi le the Rural 

Indus tries Rescan:h a nd Developme nt Corpor::i ­
tion (RIRDC) is concerned wi th ::issis ting 

emerging indust ries. 

Rural R&D No Longer a Backwater 

T he R&D reforms were a w in aga inst the odds. 

T he re formers were up aga ins t a spasmodic 

reform p rocess comb ined with an agricu ltural 

downtu rn of the 1980s that had da mpened the 

interest of some Cab inet ministe rs in suppo rting 

rural R& D. The achieve me nt of guaranteed 

gove rnment fundi ng to the RDC network was, 

therefore, little sho rt of :i tri umph, w ith ru ra l 

R&D shifted fro m a forgot te n backwa te r to its 

r ightful place in the new economic e nvironment. 

T his monograph d iscus ses not only the 

mechan ics of corpo ratisation-why it occurred 

and the fo rces and personalities behind it-but 

a lso whether it has achieved its objectives. The 

RDCs we re subject , in the early 1990s, to 

Introduction 
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·analys is paralys is' as executives and st:1fl 

co mpl ied with four major government- init ia ted 

reviews :ind specific Se nate inquiries to 

dete rmine ifthe.v we re: increas ing the economic, 

environme ntal or soc ial be nefit to primar.v 

indust r ies a nd the com1nunity in general ; 

achieving the s ustainable use and m:rnagc mcnt of 

natura l resources; making more e flici cnt use uf 

resources and s kills; and improv ing the 

accountability of expenditure. 

T he reviews a re di scussed and evaluated in 

some deta il late r. T he mos t pos itive finding o f 

each review was that the RDCs were meeting the 

objectives of corpora tisa tion as they re late to 

rura l indus t ries. In vestmen t in R&D had 

in1.: rcascd and formers we re :i 1.:ti ve ly involved in 

determi ning research pr io rities. Indust ry s upport 

was s trong w it h a GRDC s urvey ( 1995) reporting 

that 5 I % of producers had changed fa rming 

practices thro ugh the adopt ion of research 

find ings over the previous live ye:1rs. 

Researchers were most affected hy the 

cha nges to R&D. Co mpet itive tendering required 

the m to develop new skill s in s ubmitting bids, 

and pos itio ns of influence held unde r the old 

sys te m were now lost. Researche rs came under 

greater cha llenge w hen they declared they knew 

wha t was best for an indust1y The RDC style 

was more ab ras ive and less benevolent , a nd 

gene rated resentme nt in some resea rch agencies. 

However, many researchers have made a s mooth 

tra nsition to the new syste m and benefited from 

the con tact :rnd networks created and the 

administrative workload unde rtaken by the 

RDCs . For those resea rche rs whose project 

applications arc successfu l, fu nding can be 

assured for longer pe riods than under the 

previous a rra ngcmen ts. 

Value for Money? 

Ove ra ll , the reviews were favou rable, despite the 

fact that the object ives o f the PIERD Act were so 

diffuse as to create confusion rather than clarity 

about the role of RDCs. T his allowed RDCs 

latitude in interpreting the ir ad he rence to the 
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Act. The downside was that each review seemed 
to heighten tens ions, as demands were made for 
more detail, evaluation and accountability 
between RDCs and government. Each review 
queried whether government was getting value 
for money and it was perceived that industry, 
rather than taxpayers, was de riving most benefit . 
This perception supports the message of the 
Innovation Statement that industry had a 
responsibility to provide more funds for R&D. 
However, the government remains a co-investor 
in research through matching contributions. 

While the dramatic changes to the R&D 
system occurred predominantly under the Hawke 
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and Keating Labor gove rnments of 1983 to 1996, 
the curre nt National Party Minister for Primary 
Industries and Energy, John Anderson , has 
retained the RDC model. This, however, has not 
ruled out future reviews of rural R& D and, in 
recognition of the fact that the monograph limits 
its analysis to the pe riod up to March 1996, whe n 
the Howard Liberal Gove rnment came to power, 
an epilogue has been provided. The epilogue 
discusses , briefly, the issues that have foced the 
RDCs during 199 6- 1997. These issues include 
further review, the push for a higher proportion 
of industry investment in R&D and changes to 
the organisntional s tructure of some RDCs. 
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2 Change in the Governance of Australian 

Rural Research and Development 

Cha 11ge is not made 1Vitho111 i11co11ve11ie11ce, even 
f rom 1Vorse to better 

Samuel Johnson 

T he Austra lian rural sector was under s iege 
by the ea rly 1980s. The sector's declining 

economic pe rformance and dependence upon 
government for the provis ion of a wide range of 
services meant that the s trong ba rgaining position 
it once held had been eroded. In line with the 
philosophies of the time, this sector experienced 
an era of sus tained organisational and manage rial 
change during the 1980s and early 1990s. Rural 
R&D was not immune to this wave of reform and 
unde1went a transition from a scattered and 
dispara te research effo rt to one that became 
highly s tructured, commodity specific and resul ts 
orientated . The re forms led to the c reation of a 
more 'market-driven' a nd industry focused ru ral 
R&D effort , dis tinctly diffe rent from the ad hoc 
system tha t had preceded it. 

Surveys of the refonns undertaken in rura l 
R&D have te nded to focus upon changes that 
occurred afte1· 1985. These surveys have 
characte rised the reforms as nea t evolutionary 
processes of change. A series of defined stages 
served to ma rk crucia l changes to the sector, with 
each s tage identified by the passage of a 
government Act. The appa rent ease with which 
these changes were made has led to the 
developme nt of a commonly held impression that 
the reforms to rural R&D were smoothly and 
uncont rove rs ially accomplished. However, recent 
research has shown this perception to be 
funda me ntally flawed. 

It is not until the developments before 1985 
a re examined tha t the apparent ease and seam­
lessness of the reforms becomes challenged. It is 
now clea r that rather tha n being a planned and 
o rde red process, the cha nges made to rura l R&D 
were sporadic and depe ndent upon specific 
pe rsonali ties who happened to be in 'the light 
place at the right time'. 

Uncoordinated Agencies: the Basis for 
Change 

Australia's geographic isola tion from world 
ma rkets mea nt that it was, and s till is, removed 
from the major centres oflea rning and research . 
This situation has necessitated a commitme nt to 
indigenous R&D in order that Australia has a 
body of knowledge to enable it to face its own 
pa rticular problems and remain competitively 
viable in world markets. By the 1980s, however, 
problems associated with duplica tion, provincial 
outlooks and empi re building had come to 
characterise parts of the research effort. The fact 
that the resea rch conducted in Australia was of 
high quality foiled to compe nsate for the lack of 
national focus a nd institutional parochialism that 
had come to characterise the nation 's research 
effo1t . T he difficulties that became synonymous 
wi th ru ral R&D, led W illiams and Evans ( 1988) , 
assessing the situation in the early eighties, to 
describe it as follows: 

T he situa tion which exists is one essentially of 
a multitude of interests provid ing funds in 

pursuit of n complexity of objectives within n 

range of au tonomous institutions. T he overall 
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ohjcct in : or these institutious. of major 

prograllts within the m. ;11HI ofte n of ind i\•idual 

proj .:c ts. arc confused as to llla,in r direet ions 

and perce ptions of the requi reme nts o f the end . 

users or th.: research. 

T he 111:iin p roblc 111s identified with the system 

rcl:ited to the type of rura l research be ing tt nder­

t:iken. Although it was often of relev:i nce to 

forme rs' productio n requi re 111ents, it tended to 

have little application for post-farmga te 

Australian industries. This 111eant tlw t v:i luc­

adding con tinued to be an overseas activity, 

rathe r th:in one p rovided by domest ic e nterprises. 

The R&D tha t existed concentmtcd o n the factors 

that were li111iting production. rat he r th:in 

b roadening the scope to cover issues s uch as the 

s ustainable use of resources and a ltcn wtivc 

form ing pr:ictices. The difficult ies associa ted with 

co-ordination mea nt there was a lack of 

appropriate institutio nal structures designed to 

b ring the producers and provide rs of R&D 

togethe r. This gap in the system meant that 

resea rch was critic ised for not moving beyond the 

labomtory door and served to perpetua te the 

' ivory towe r' image o f the research scient ist. It 

was this rural R&D sys tem that came under 
scrutiny in the mid 1980s and, subsequently, was 

transformed. 

Remedy via Restructuring: the Rural 
Industries Research Act 1985 

In 1983, J ohn Kerin took over the Federa l 

primary indus tries portfolio and initiated a se ries 

of cha nges tha t were to transfo rm the 

arrangements governing the manage111ent and 

o rga nisa tio n of ru ra l R&D in Australia . Many of 

the problems that ex isted with the rural R&D 

syste m had been identified by a J oint 

Manageme nt Review in 1984. It highlighted 

co mplicated 111anagerial arrangeme nts, the 

ple thora of research committees and the overall 

lack of direction that clrnracterised the :i rea , as 

deficiencies with the system. Kerin and his 

:idvise rs addressed these problems through the 

c rea tion and implementation of the nu m l 
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Jnrl11>t1ics J<cscarclt Act (RIR :\ c t) in 1985. In 

introducing the Bill to Pa rliament. Kerin s:i id: 

The major impact of the 13ill w ill he in 

es tablishing rnral research and dc,·clo pmc nt on 

a sound administrati ve and linnnc ial foot ing. in 

e nsuring 1ha1 the grcalcsl possible rel urns arc 

achic,·cd from each doll ar spen t on rescard1 

and in making sure 1ha1 those who ntl111inis1cr 

and unde rtake research a rc accountable lo the 

provide rs of funds. This is vitnl if rural 

industries arc 10 rem~1 i11 progress ive, 

compet itive a nd prolit ahle in years lo come. 

Accountability, competiti veness nnd 

profitability were go:i ls that lwd not previously 

been associated with rural R&O. The 13il l was 

en:icted on 3 October 1985. It imposed a new 

structura l a nd m:inageri:i l framework upon ru ra l 

research . There was a set of common policy and 

administ ra tive principles to he applied across a ll 

rura l R&D agencies, the reby replacing the pre­

ex isting dis parate indust ry research legislation. 

This Act emphasised the require ment for rur::i l 

research to re flect industry need s. Ke rin believed 

that there sho uld be tangible returns fro m 

resea rch going to the provider of funds, in this 

case, gove rnment and industry. Industry 

contributio ns to rural research began in the ea rly 

1900s. In mos t cases, this resul ted fro m producer 

groups keen to finance and se t priorities fo r 

rese::i rch relevant to their industries. This interest 

saw various sta tutory a nd no n-s tatuto ry schemes 
developed , wi th government provid ing va rio us 

means of fina nci:il s upport. Each of the rese::irch 

schemes was based upon legislaton that detailed 

the respo nsibilities and org:inis::ttiona l arrange­

me nts designed to manage R&D p rograms in 
specific commodity ::ireas. 

The RIR Act changed these individu::il 

statutory industry arra ngements to e nable 

uni form fund ing conditio ns to be applied :icross 

all commodities. A lan Newton, a senior office r in 

the Department of Primary Industries, saw this :is 

a breakthrough in te nns of the organisationa l 

arrangements th::it governed the secto r. Newton 

came from a man:ige rialist background and h::id 

been concerned to ensure thnt the reforms were 

Chapter 2 



' legally e nshrined ' in order that the confus ion, 

characte ris tic of the past, could be effecti vely 
eliminated. 

The rea l coup of 198.'i, however, lay in the 

decis io n by the Commonwealth Gove rnment to 

apply a s ingle policy across all commodities for 

R&D mo nies. Funds for rural research became 
based upon the Commonwealth Governme nt's 
commitme nt to provide resea rch mo nies, dollar­

for-do llar, up to the level of 0.5 per ce nt of the 

gross value of p roductio n (GVP) of lcviable 
commodities. Interest ingly, the 0.S % figure was 
reached appa re ntly more by chance than anyth ing 

e lse, a contemporary participant in the eve nts 
noting: 

... someone suggested we should go for around 

0.25 % gross value of production for the Ru ral 
Resea rch Councils. This 'hid' was increased to 

0.5 % just to sec what wou ld happen when it 
was take n to Cabinet. It was thought that this 
level could then be beaten back down to the 
0.25 % we had origi nally en visaged. It was a 

real shock when Cabinet approved the 0.5 %- a 
major breakthrough really. 

The foct that Cabinet agreed to 0.5 % GVP 

was due mainly to Kerin's strong role as advocate 
fo r the rural R&D sector. Ke rin a rgued that the 

success of funding unde r these new arrangeme nts 
would be measured by the levies from industry 

being channelled into rural resea rch projects that 
produced relevn nt, commodity-specific results 

designed to e nhance the rural sector's 
performance. 

The direct link between ta ngible returns for 
indust ry and the organisa tion of research had 
never before been so explicit ly stated. Cons iderable 

weight was placed by Kerin upon the necessity fo r 
:i productive relationship between government and 
industry, :in emphasis that renected broader macro 

and micro-econo mic objectives. T he adoptio n of 
this philosophy supported Keri n's belief that 
Australia could not afford to continue supporting 

research unable to p roduce releva nt and 
commercially applicable resul ts. 
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A New Organisat ional Network 

The IUR Act established a network of 14 

indus try-specific resea rch councils, replaci ng the 

pletho ra of industry groups tha t had developed 
over preceding yea rs. Each resea rch council was 

based upo n a pa rticular commodity: for exa mple, 
the grains industry was represented by the Grain 

Legu mes, Barley, Oilseeds and Wheat Research 

Councils. The main objective of these councils 
was to fund and adminis ter R&D that would 
increase commercial returns to industry. In 

addition to set·ving the needs of their particu lar 
indus tries, the councils were to cons ide r the 
wide r outlooks and prospects of the econo mic, 

indus trial and resea rch environment w ith in 
which they functio ned . An Austra lia n Special 
Rura l Research Council (ASRRC) for small and 
emerging industries and inter-commodity 
resea rch was also crea ted to ensu re th:it no 

potentia l or existing industries were neglected 
within the new o rga nisational framework. 

The direct linkages that were put in place 
between the research councils and industry had 
not previously been made explicit. Government, 
as represented in Figure 1 by the Ministe r, was 
placed in direct contact with the activit ies of 
these organisations through annual meet ings 

with the chairpersons of each research council. 
T he RIR Act ins tituted a totally new approach to 
the management of rural research in Australia. 
The councils we re to: 

• inves tigate and evaluate the R&D 
requirements of indus try; 

develop five-year stra tegic plans; • 
• 

• 

report to Parli:1111ent and the relevant industry 
o rga nisations as the providers of funds on 
the ir activities; and 

participate in research council co-ordination 
meetings. 

This new approach to the management of 

R&D mea nt tha t the a llocation of fu nds became 
conditional upon meeting the detailed obliga tions 
set out in the RIR Act. 

Change in the Governance of Australian Rural Research and Development 9 
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F igure 1. Primary industry organisat ional arrangements following the passage of the I<ural Industrirs I<rsrarcli Act. 

These cha nges placed researchers nnd those 
involved in rural indus tries in more clearly 
defined roles. The consequent funding nrrange­

mcnts required rcscnrchers to become perfor­
mance-orientntcd, with an emphas is o n effective 

nnd efficien t mnnagement and communicatio n. 

Stra tegic plnnning was emphasised as the key ton 
s uccessful orgn nisntional sys te m, with 
considerable import:rncc placed upon the 

production of reports and pla ns. The RIR Act 
stated explici tly that each of the resea rch cou ncils 
hnd to prepnre :in R&D plan defining the 

principnl objectives of the orgn n isation. T his plnn 
a lso lwd to outline the strategics that were going 

to be used to attain those objectives. 
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An indepe ndent expert in strategic planning, 
Dr Lionel Ward , wns nppointcd to provide 

guide lines for councils to fo llow to meet the 
requireme nts of the Act. Wnrcl 's guidelines 

stressed the councils' direct nccou111nbility 
relationship not only with government , but nlso 
indus try. Fo r its pnrt , industry wns to piny a 

grea ter role in identify ing the nrcas where 

rcscnrch needed to be unclertnken. The selec tion 
of indus try-orientated research directions was 
enhanced by chnnges in the selection process that 

snw membership of the council boa rds based 

upon expert ise, ra ther thnn on a representationnl 
bns is as hnd been the case. In th is wny, the 1985 

Act established formal accoun tnbility linkngcs 
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between the three ma in stakeholders in rural 
R&D: governme nt , researchers and industry. The 

research councils were a mechanism that could 

facilitate the development of projects that 

reflected the needs of all three groups. 

A Government-driven Agenda 

It is important to emphnsise that it was govern­
ment that drove the reform agenda for rural 

R&D. There is no evidence to suggest that either 

the resea rchers or indus try were active in 
lobbying fo r change in rural resea rch . In fact, a 
contrary situation exis ted . Those researche rs tha t 

had received funding before 1985 tended to 
occupy autonomous positions in institutions , 
sh ielded from outside issues a nd concerns. The 

pursuit of research was dependent upon vested 
interest, w ith projects not subject to evalua tio n 
on the bnsis of industry relevant outcomes o r the 
applicability of research results to the wider 
commercial environme nt. This s ituatio n was not 

something that researchers wished to surrender, 
p:irticu larly in light of the competitive tendering 

process for research monies that was to replace 
previous funding arra ngements. The research 
community that h:id existed before 1985 had 
evolved over a number of yea rs; particular indivi­
duals and groups guarded their own interests and, 

conseque ntly, were not keen to be part of 
wholesa le legislative and s tructural changes. 

The inert ia on the part of researchers and the 
rura l industry was circumvented through the 
passage of legislation thnt not only specified the 

objectives of the new changes but al so their 
structu re, ope ratio n and implementatio n. The 

RIR Act plnccd legisla tive conditions upo n the 

research community that saw the ru ra l research 
councils utilise a competitive tendering process. 
For those organisations and individuals w ho we re 

successful in gaining research council funding, 

the accountability require ments saw a much 
greater level of funding control by producers and 
government. 

In line w ith the enhanced role producers were 

to play under the new research council structure 

Revitalising Rural Research and Development in Australia 

came an increased awareness and desire by 

growers to be involved in the R&D process. 
Although the RIR Act did not lcgisln te fo r the 

establishme nt of industry orga nisa tio ns, as it had 

do ne with the research councils, it s timulated 

ex isting producer groups to adopt mo re fo rmal 
roles as industry representa tives. The inc reasing 

profess ionalisation of these gro ups beca me 
evident as the refonns to the ru ral sector began to 

place considerable emphasis o n the role o f 
industry in decision-making as it affected their 
particular commodity area. 

The establishment of research councils 
integrated individuals and groups within a 
particular rural industry into a more strncturcd 

and commodity-o rientated system. T he drawing 
togethe r of indus try interests, researche rs and 
government, led to an active consultation and 

planning process that was designed to guarantee 
the research undertaken would be relevant and o f 
value to all parties involved. It was recognised a t 
the time that the new system placed indus try in a 
unique position to make the best j udgments on 

which projects would provide the greatest 
re turns. The increased involvement of those in 

the agricultural industry led John Mackenzie, of 
the N FF, to declare his organisatio n's support of 
the research councils. The councils, he argued , 
were valuable because they drew toge ther people 
:md orga nisatio ns fro m a broad range of skills and 

backgrounds to de termine research p rio rities that 
would benefit rura l industries. 

In summary, the RIR Act instituted a new 
approach to the nwnagcmcnt and orien tation of 
rural R& D. The Act provided a framework fo r 

more effective R&D, planning and management, 
with particular emphas is placed upo n market 
fo rces and the adoption of research results. In 

add ition , the legislation established a partnership 

between the Commo nwealth Governme nt and 
industry. This ' partnership phi losophy' was 
believed to be the key to a stronger a nd more 

relevant and profitable research effor t. In the 

broader context, the rationalisation and 
restructuring of publ ic enteq:iriscs was considered 
vital for micro-economic reform . T he RIR Ac t 
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laid the fou ndations upon which further, for­

reaching reforms could be bu ilt. 

The Continued Quest for Change: the 
Interim Stage 1985-1989 

Despite producer support of the resenrch council 

model, the period between its implementation 

nnd the 1989 Primaru for/11s1111 aud J!.11crou 

De11c/op111e11t Act (PIERD Act) wns o ne clwracter­
ised by persistent government pressures fo r 

further ch:rnge. T his change, it wns nrgued, wns 
needed to increase the level of co-ordinntion and 
communicntion between the councils. Common 

cntegories of resenrch, join t secretarin l facilities, 
linked computer systems and commercinlisation 
were cited as being dependent upo n the 

development of effective rel:itionships between 
resea rchers and industry. In ndd ition, Kerin 
continued to emphasise that econo mic nctivity 
nnd government policy involved an inextricable 
link that affected the cost, outlook and perform­
ance of all industry. For Kerin , Aus tral in had to: 

... continue to improve our effic iency aml 

therefore our trade competitiveness ... (thereby) 

enhancing productive capacity and protecti ng 

our resources ... the Gove rnment will work in 

pa rtnership wi th industry, de te rmined to be 

lean and flexible, to be ready fo r future 

opportunities as they arise, and to contr ibute 

more than ever before to the welfare of all 

Australia ns. 

Sta tements of this natu re placed pressure 
upon the rural research effo rt to produce 
commercia lly applicable results. The atten tion 

paid to the wooing of indus try was one that 
placed researchers in a vulnerable position. \Vhile 

there was the rheto ric to support lo ng term R&D 
programs, it was the short term, quick benefit 

research project that tended to be chosen by the 
research councils. T his situat ion arose fro m the 

emplrnsis placed upon the disse mination and 
adoption of tnngible research results, as well as 
the economic imperative resea rche rs faced in 

secui-ing money for their organisa tions. 
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For those resea rchers who opposed change it 

was fea r about a loss o f their au to nomy, and the 
implicn tions of fu rther restructuring to the 

o rga nisation o f research, that were the bas is for 

their concerns. They we re also wea ried by the 

seemingly endless quest by governme nt for more 
accountability and evnluative reporting, 

requ irements that had been instituted in the RIR 
Act and were liable to increase, rather than 

decrease, if the sector underwent further change. 

Some private secto r groups welcomed further 
ch:i nge in anticipation of increased economic 
benefits. Fo r other p roducer groups, however, 

promises of further modifications were trea ted 
wa rily, as they migh t involve demands for mo re 
R&D resources from the priv:ite sec tor. Despite 

these reservations, by the end of' 1988 the 
Department of Prima ry Industries and Energy, 

under Keri n's le:ide rship , wns moving towards :i 
new phase in the orga nisa tio n of ru ra l research. 
This new pha se had one principal component­
corporatisation. 

Council Corporatisation: the Primary 
Industry and Energy Research and 
Development Act 1989 

Despite the lack of e nthus iasm displayed by both 
indus try a nd rese:i rchers to further ch:inges, 
Kerin pushed fonvnrd. The ' partnership 
philosophy' declnred to ex ist between governme nt 
a nd b us iness had not reaped the benefits expected 
and, in light of this, fur the r modificat ion to the 
o rganis:ition of resea rch was believed necessary 

to en:ible it to be even more effective and 
responsive to the needs of industry. Newton 
shared the view that although the 1985 Act was a 

majo r breakth rough in Australi:i n public sector 
man:igement, assiduous reform was necessary to 
cont inue to improve the R&D sector. He believed 
that the councils needed to concentrate on 
developing the ir commerci:i l vi:ibility and 

s trategic o rient:i tion in order to meet the 

dem:i nds of a market environment. This w:is :i 
view shared by others in the OPIE. 
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The PIERD Bill was e nacted in 1989. This 
Act largely superseded the RIR Act by turning the 

majority of Rural Indus try Research Councils 

was mirrored across all other commodity areas. 
Figure 2 presents a schematic represen tation of 

the structu re, function and orien tation of the 
RDCs following the passage of the PIERD Act. into Research and Development Corporations 

(RDCs). For example, the fou r Grains Research 

Councils mentioned previously, were amalga­
mated to form the Grains Research and 
Development Corporation (GRDC). This pattern 

Corporatisa tion, it was argued, wou ld enable 

R&D to be more autonomous and flexible. The 
corporate form of administration provided for 
operational and financial flexibility, a n objective 

Figure 2. The structure and rationale behind the corporatisation of rural research a nd developmen t. 
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discussed at the beginning of the reform process 
as one that the sector needed to attain. The 

establishment of corpo ratio ns was expected to 
result in these agencies fu lfilling a pro-active role, 

identify ing and rectify ing gaps in the research 

effort. Corpora tisa tio n was designed to expa nd 

the level of resources available fo r research, 
improve the efficiency wi th which research 

monies were spent and focus research on high 
payoff areas. Thus, co1voratisa tio n was hera lded 

by the governmen t as the vehicle to enhance 

commercial ga ins from research. 
The PIERD Act provided the structura l a nd 

operationa l detail s for the implementation and 

management of corpomtisation, and was founded 
upon the same coqJOratc pri nciples as private 
secto r companies. T hese founding properties 

were drawn from corporate law and placed the 
RDCs on exactly the sa me foot ing as nny other 
private secto r coqJO ration. Corpora tio ns could 
borrow funds, enter into joint ventures and ta ke 
out pa te nts in their own right. T he corpora te 

fo rm was to p rovide greater ncxibility and 
capacity fo r joint ven tures, with research 
conducted by contracted experts. Contractors 
could come from private or public sector 
organisa tions operating w ithin a competit ive 
bidding environment that would enhance the 
chances of obtaini ng the best possible se rvice, in 

terms of both effic iency and effectiveness. 
Strategic planning and decis ion-making were to 

govern the a llocation of resea rch funds a nd 
became a corpora te board act ivity, with 
gove rnme nt assuming a new role as client, rather 

tha n director of R& D. 
Although the form of o rganisatio n was 

d iffere nt, the other main fea tu re that d istin­

guished the PIERD Act fro m the RIR Act was the 
emphasis it placed upo n the commercia lisa tion of 
R&D activity. This had not been specifically 

stated in the RI R Act and further e mphasised the 

desire o f government fo r profitable research 
resul ts. According to the PIERD Act the 
'fac ilita tio n , dissemina tion , adoption and 

comme rcialisa tio n ' of R&D act ivity were listed as 
one of the main functions of the RDCs. In 
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addition, the PIERD Act was explicit about the 

accountabili ty a nd evaluation requirements each 
RDC was to ab ide by. Although the Act devolved 

decisio n-making a nd the da ily running o f rura l 
R&D to the corporation boa rds, accountability 

provisions were rigorous. Va rious forms of 

accountability to industry were ensured th rough 

the requi re me nt tha t each corporat ion consult 
with the relevant industry body in the 

development of its five-yea r corporate plan, the 
professional audit ing of accounts, and the 

presentation of its annua l repoi-t to indust ry 
representat ives. It was also expected tha t 
corpora tions would ma intain separate accounts 

for industry cont ributions, so that industry could 
monitor the use of fu nds, whether for 
commodity-specific or generic projects. 

The appo intment of a full -time execu tive 
director and staff to each rnrpo ra tion was des ign­
ed to e nsure that rmal industri es had p ro fessio nal 
personnel w ith expertise in partic ular commodity 
and management areas. T h is marked a dep::irtu rc 

from the research councils that had previously 
been administered a nd managed by OPIE s t:iff 

a nd were, as :i result , still considered to be part o f 
the de pa rtmc nt. T he PlERD Act was des igned to 
create separate organisntions ca pable of 
functioning w ithout Dl'IE interfere nce. These 
improvements were to enable research to become 
demand-driven, rather than being largely 
governed by available resources. 

The Transition: Co nfusion to Co uncil to 
Corporatisation 

Exa minatio n of the reforms exper ienced by the 
rura l R& D community over the 1980s revea ls a 

period of immense change in the manageme nt 
and orie ntation of a sector p reviously sheltered 
from outside events . Table 1 provides a summary 

of the changes s ince the reforms commenced in 

1985. T he evolutio na ry nature of the re fo rms 
becomes evident when chaning the changes 
shown in the table. Each of the columns h igh­

lights the main fea tu res of the reform process in 
terms of their impact upon the funding, 
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orientation and effect of R&D activity within the 
wider econo mic environment. Overall , the table 

conveys the impressio n of a seemingly natural 

and incremental reform process. 
Note that the te rminology becomes progress­

ively mo re comme rcial and nrnrket-orientated, 
and R&D becomes an activity tha t can no longer 

be unde rtaken in isolation. Changed relationships 

between the providers and consumers of research 
mean that R&D becomes catalytic and synergistic 
rather than an isolated element in the Australian 

economy. The table highlights the shift towards 
private secto r operational goals as the principal 
aims of the corporations, as we ll as a dramatic 

shift in a ttitudinal perceptio ns and expec tatio ns 
about the ro le R&D should play in the Australian 
rum! secto r. 

Table I might suggest that the reforms made 
to rural R&D occurred in a systematic and 

orde red manner. However, a ve ry different 
impress io n was ga ined from interviews with the 

people responsible for the changes to rural R&D. 
Rathe r tha n being n seamless, evolu tionary 
progression of cha ngc, it was a period typified by 
spo1·adic reform 'episodes', that ca me about o nly 
because of the act ions of particular individuals at 
particular times. 

Taking a Closer Look: the Rural R& D 
Reforms Re-examined 

The reforms imposed upon rural R&D were 
largely the brainchild of one man- Geoff Mille r. 
Miller, an economist, has held many senior 
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appointments in the bureaucracy, describing 

himself as both a 'playe r' a nd ' manager' of the 
system. In 1983, following the election of the 

Labor Government, he was appointed Deputy 

Secreta ry of the Department of Primary 
Industries. His appointment ca me as no surprise 

for those working in the area, as Kerin, his 
Minister, had worked with Miller fo r many years 

on agricultural issues. Both men sha red a 
commitment to rural R&D that has since been 

recognised as responsible fo r transform ing the 
sector and defining the context of change. 

Kerin saw resea rch as vita l to the natio n 's 
economic surviva l, s tating that ' if you don't do 

resea rch you arc dead'. This commitment was 
important in light of the politica l context w ithin 
which Kerin operated. The Labor Party, upon its 

election , wanted to cut cos ts, with se rious 
reservations expressed about the value of 

investment in R&D. This scepticism was also 
fuelled by comments made by the then Minis ter 
fo r Science, Bany Jones, agains t spe nding on 
agricultural R&D. Jones had a particula r axe to 
grind over the manageme nt of one of the 
governme nt's animal health labora tories, which 
he described as 'Spandau without Hess'. He also 
held the view that agriculture was a declining 
proportion of Australia's gross national product 
and, therefore, it was safe to wind down R&D 
expenditure in that area. This type of th inking 
was described by I<e i-in as being prevalent 
amongst the ' non-knowing elements' in Ca nbe rra 
who had little appreciat ion of the importance of 
rural R&D in maintaining export viabili ty. 

Table 1. Evolution of rural research and development funding. 

Pre 1985 1985- 1991 1992-1997 

Funding basis Allocated grants Competitive gra nts lndustI)' investment 

Funding response Reactive Proactive Targeted 

Focus Research & Development Adoption End-user 

Relationship Researchers set age nda Researchers as customer Stakeholders as customer 

Status Commodity Commodity Product/ Bra nd 

Affiliation Stntes National/State National/Regional 

Economic effect Additive Additive Cataly tic 
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The secto r was subject. therefore. to the 

combined effect of lx1d publicity. ;m unsupportive 

Science Min iste r ;rnd :i Cabinet committed to 

' peeling back' government expenditure. T his 

pl:iced it in a somewhat precarious pos ition. 

Mille r, w ith Ke ri n 's s upport . was given the ta sk of 

producing refo rm p roposa ls tha t would reinst:ite 

the sec tor :is :i vital and product ive part of the 

Austrnli:in econo my. 

Miller had paid pnrticul:ir attention to rural 

R&D in the yea rs preceding his appointmen t to 

the DPI. He was a st rong believer in the benefi ts 

of R&D and held Austrnlia n scientis ts in high 

rega rd. T echnical progress, he believed. wns the 

key to the future of rural R&D , a foct that had 

not been recognised by gove rnment :111d had 

resulted in the under-funding of the sector for 

many years. This l:ick of investment had 

prevented the R&D community from realising its 

potential in assisting the development of 

:igricultu ra lly competiti ve industries. 

These problems raised questions in Mille r 's 

mind about how the expertise of :igricultural 

scientis ts could be harnessed to achieve fos te r 

productivity growth in agriculture. Miller 

believed, in light of the political :ind economic 

cl imate surrounding the a rea , it was only through 

the p roduction of useful results tha t rural R& D 

could have a firm basis to seek public sector 

financi:il support. His vis ion for rur:i l R&D was 

that it should cre:ite an agricultu r:i l sector that 

was mo re flex ible, dynamic and competitive, :rnd 
could export its services. T h is vision, combined 

w ith Kerin's commit ment to the mainten:111ce of 

A us tralia's rurnl R&D capab ilities, provided the 

motivation for the development of :i reform 

:igend:i that wo uld rad ic:i lly ch:inge operntio ns of 

the p:is t. 

Seizing the Opportunity: the Australian 
Meat and Livestock Corporation in Crisis 

T he Aust rali:i n Me:i t and Livestock Corporn tion 

(AMLC) wns in chaos at the time Ke1in took over 

the Primary Industries portfo lio, w ith the 

producer-dom i1wted board said to be characterised 
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by conflict between the ch a irm:rn nnd board 

members. This corporatio n was part of the 

network of Commonwe:ilth stntuto ry m:irketing 

:llltho rities. The origina l intent was to give 

form ers bnrg:i ining powe r through centralised 

se lling comme nsurnte wi th that enjoyed hy those 

who bo ught thei r prod ucts. Each nu thority was 

he:ided by :i board lnrgely nwde up of producers. 

Over the years, each boa rd's activities had 

developed to p rov ide mnrketing se rvices that 

ranged fro m generic promot ion to the fu nding of 

ma rke t resea rch . The ndmin ist ration o f marke t 

regul :i tions. s uch :is export licensing a nd quality 

control. al so ca me u nder their auspices. 

Problems with the opera tion of the nuthoritics 

had developed over the ye<Hs, tainting the ir 

ex istence. These problems placed Kerin u nder 

inc rens ing pressure to dea l w ith dif!iculties that 

the AMLC, in particular, was exhibit ing. Keith 

Cnmpbdl , in hi s 197:1 book, A11rirult11 m/ 

Marhcti 1111 a11d Pricil111, wrote th:it the difficulties 

stemmed from the fac t that, in 'trying to bolster 

up the market power of the for111er vis-ii -vis o the r 

sectors of the economy, the government had 

nctu :i lly tipped the balance of power too for in the 

farmer's favour'. These problems, combined wi th 

the embarrassment the AMLC was causing the 

governme nt, mea nt th:it, by the e:nly 1980s, it was 

ripe for rcfor111. 

R&D was at th :i t time nwnaged through a 

system of resea rch committees linked to e:ieh 

commodity-specific statutory marketing 

authority. Howeve r, the re were no uniform 

procedures or sta ndards to rcgul nte these 

organisat ional rc lntio nships and, as a res ult, 

difficulties surrou nded the n:iturc and scope of 

some of the R&D :ic tivitics being unde rtaken. 

The opportun ity presented by the re-organisa t ion 

of the AMLC to also review the R&D research 

committee syste m wns take n up by Ke rin a nd 

Mille r as they attempted to reo1·icntate the 

Aust ra lian rural sector towa rds inc reased 

prod uctivity and profit:ibility. 

M iller, in consulta tio n with mea t industry 

leade rs, developed a new organisationa l design 

for the A MLC. The new arrange men ts 
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emphas ised accountabi lity, expertise, coqJora te 

ope ratio nal principles and the profess ional 

undertaking of meat indus try marketing 

respons ibilities. The producer dominatio n of 
hoards was alte red, wi th Ke rin arguing that 

producers did not necessarily have the right 
expertise to direct the nwrketing of thei r produce. 

This resulted in the profcssiunalisation of the 

AMLC, with producer representatio n on the 

boa rd s ignificantly reduced in favour of people 
with indus try, market and policy expertise. A 
selectio n committee, in accordance with 

legislatively defined criteria , wa s required to 
e nsure that members of the board were drawn 

from a wide range of indu stry expertise. This was 
to make sure producers re tained ownership of the 
new o rganisn tio n. The simplification of 
o rga nisa tio nal arrangements also provided better 

ncccss for producers to an orga nisa tion 
respons ive to their needs. Figures 3 nnd 4 show 
how the proposed changes nlte red pnttcrns o f 
internction within the system :ind s implified the 
:irra ngements that hnd operated previous ly. 

The changes were w idely suppo rted by the 
meat industry, an outcome th:i t su1-µri scd Mille r. 
Due to the positive reception, he decided to push 
fo rw:i rd wit h clrn nges to the meat R&D 
committee s tructure. His push to extend reform 
into the nrcn of rural R&D wns suppo rted by a n 
nrgume nt he att ributed to the Dutch economis t 
T inbergen. He argued that rather than melding 
togethe r n range of functio ns in the one 

org:misntio n, specific ins titutio ns with discrete 
nnd particular tasks needed tu be created. It was 
o nly th rough such specificity thnt efficiency and 

effect iveness could be achieved. He went on to 
say that R&D should not be 'tacked on' to a 
ma rketing institution; rathe r, it should be the 

concern o f a single organisation. T his reasoning 
was e mployed by Miller to successfully argue the 

case for change. He a lso stated that the low rcgn rd 
in which meat producers held R&D may also 

have contributed to their relaxed attitude towards 

the modifica tio n of arrange me nts for the ir 
research committee. The overall result was that 
the suppo rt he had ga ined through the 
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restructuring of the AMLC provided him with a 

mandate to reform R&D for the mcnt indust ry. 

The Corporatisation Model 

In effect, the chnnges made to the Austra lian 
Meat and Livestock Corpora tion (AMLC) were 

based upon the corporntisation model of 

organisation and management. It w:is Mi lle r's 

faith in corporatisation :is :i vehicle for successful 
o rga nis:itionnl cha nge, that led to its further use 
as the blueprint for changes to rural R&D. He 

described the concept of the RDCs as being the 
'cornerstone' of the ch:inges mndc in the 1980s to 
the research syste m. The co1-µora tion model wns 

chosen primnrily, he a rgues, to address wh:it he 
s:iw as the paramount problem-the idcnt ificn­
tion of rese:irch priorities. As n manager with in 
the prim:iry indus try administrative system, 
Miller h:id been involved in the alloc:ition of 

resc:i rch priorities :it both State a nd Federal 
levels. H is experie nces led him to believe tlrn t it 
w:is poor priority setting th:it was the downfall o f 
the pre-1985 rural R&D syste m. 

P1·iority setting depended upon the network of 
resc:i rch committees respo ns ible for m:iking 
decisions :ibout the :illoc:ition of R&D doll:irs 

across p:irticula r commodity areas. These 
committees tended to be made up of eminent ex­
scicntists drawn from :i predictable se t of 
institutions, na mely the CSIRO, dep:irtments of 
:igriculturc :i nd some universi ties th:it speci:i lised 
in :igricultural resc:i rch. The result was, nccord ing 
to Miller, thnt :ilthough these people tried to be 

intellectually objective it w:is imposs ible for the m 
to divorce their own interests from the public 
interest. T his meant th:i t resea rch priori t ies were 

skewed in favour of the p:irt icular individuals and 

the research orga nisatio ns they represen ted. 
Although the com1nittees were made up of 

people well-respec ted in their v:i r ious scienti fic 

fie lds, this d id not niter the foct they were derived 

from org:i nisat ions that, on the whole, undertook 
the rese:i rch funded by the committees. :i 
decidedly incestuo us rela tionsh ip. Insti tutio n:i l 

interests me:i nt th:it, eve n when people t ried to be 
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Figure 3. Arrangements fo r the manageme nt of the meat and livestock industry, 1984 . AAC, Australian Agricultural 

Council ; AMLC, Australian Meat & Livestock Corporation; AMRC, Australian Meat Research Commi ttee; 

IS, Inspection Services; LECG, Li vestock Exporters Consul tative Group; MEACG, Mea t Exporters and 

Abattoir Owners Consulta ti ve Group; PCG, Producers Consultative Group. 
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as objective as possible. they inevi tably gave mo re 
s upport to the applications fro m their own 

organisations tha n to those submitted by other 
agencies. 

Thus, ind ividuals o n the research commi ttees. 

perhaps unconsciously. sought to bette r their own 
age ncies' positions through the allocation of 

research fund s. Research priorities fo r rural R&D 

were being set by scientists, comlucted by 
scientists and measured according to the sc ientific 

profession 's standards . Scientists were using the 
s uitability of papers for publication as a primary 

determining foctor in the allocatio n of funds. 
Although publ ica tions benefi ted scientists and 
the rese:i rch system, Mille r ques tio ned w hether 

this w:is :i system delivering benefits to producers 
or to the general community. 

In addition to the difficulties inherent in the 
rcsc:i rch committee system, other problems wi th 
prio rity set ting exis ted :it the n:itio nal level. They 

were :ittributed by Miller to the level of 
abstr:iction involved in setting bro:id n:ition:il 
research priorities. Even wi th wide cons ultation 
with :i r:i ngc of experts, he believed there would 
be only :i millio n-to-one chance the priorities 

discovered would be in :iccurd with any 
underly ing ' real' or ' optimum' set o f priorities. 

The rectific:i tion of processes governing the 
detcrmin:ition of priorities for ru ra l R&D thus 

beca me the focus of his e nsuing refo rm p rogr:im. 
CoqJO ratis:i tion w:is the model Mille r believed 

best able to redress the priority setting proble ms 
he h:id identified as the main foult in the R&D 
syste m. The RDCs c reated the right incentives, he 

believed, to maintain :ind develop :in R& D 
sys tem. Miller argued that it w:is o nly th ro ugh :i 
p roduct ive incentive s tructure that the bes t 

o utcomes for indus try could be achieved. This 
s tructure h:id to be based upon decision-nm king 

p rocesses th:i t were transp:irent, made at different 
levels within the sys te m and which paid attention 

to operational realities. 
Rather than se t up a committee of 'wise men', 

Mi ller advoca ted the introduction of a sys tem 
containing incentives to achieveme nt. The best 

incentive fo r any system, Miller a nd Denis 
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I !usscy (a senior DI'! econo mist) reasoned. was 

money. This resulted in the development of a 

sche me d esigned to ove rco me the cons ta nt battles 
fought w ith Treasury each yea r fo r rural R&D 
funds . The fo rmula deve loped was based upon a 

ma tch ing govern mc nt/ imlustry levy arrange me n t. 

This levy was se t at 0.5 % of GVI' and designed to 
prov ide incentives to cxp:111d fu nding by both 
formers and governme nt through higher produc­

tivity levels. To avoid the free- rider problem tha t 

characte rised the primary industry secto r, this 
levy was made compulsory. 1-1 usscy argued that 
producers would readily take up such a gene rous 

offe r, as dolla r-for-dollar matching government 
funding arrangeme nts were not something likely 
to be passed up by a cash hungry sector. Although 

M il lc r argued the matching levy was one tha t 
provided ownership of R&D by p roducers, 
I !usscy believed it appealed to any innate desire 
of f::irmers to 'gain more for less ' and, therefore, 
constituted a n effective incentive system. 

With both the priority sett ing processes and 
incentive struc ture addressed , the final phase in 
the development of a new model fo r rural R& D 
involved the crea tion of an organisa tio nal 
structure and staff to work within its framework. 
Miller bel ieved that the sector had been lacking 
people committed to the promotion of R&D. He 
wis hed to devise a system in which those 
working within it had a vested inte rest in its 

expansion. This would then , he a rgued, lead to 
the promo tion of R&D to formers, government 

and the community at la rge. 
Miller had a st rong faith in the value of 

entrepre neuria l activity which , he argued, was 

needed to 'avoid the pitfalls of bureaucra tic and 
political li fe '. Individuals who were entrepreneu­
rial would, acco rding to Miller, provide the R&D 

system w ith the dy namism a nd flex ibi lity it had 

previously lacked. For these people to be effective, 
however, the orga nisatio n with in which they 

worked had to provide them w ith the ab ility to 

exploit the ir e ntrepreneurial capacities. The 

orga nisation that would enable s uch capaci ties to 
be realised was o ne that was commercially 
orie ntated a nd co1vora te in form. 
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Miller, having taken into account the features 

of the rural R&D environment, the outcomes that 

producers a nd governme nt wished to ga in from 

investment in resea rch and the need for an 
orga nisa tion to deliver these results, put into 

place a proposal for the corporatisatio n of 
research activity in the agricultu ral sector. 

Accountability, expertise, corporate object ives 
and the creatio n of a n envi ronment that would 
provide opportunities for R&D expans ion were 

all features of the model. The adoption of R&D 

results that we re relevant fo r producers was a 
central objective, with farmers maintaining an 
active role in the process th rough the ir board 
representatives. It was this model, therefore, that 
was used to transform the former Meat Research 

Conunittec into the Australian Meat and 
Lives tock Research a nd Development Corpora­
tion (AMLRDC) on 1July 1985. 

The AMLRDC was based upon the 
operational and managerial principles that 
featured in the corporatisatio n model-as later 
introduced in the 1989 PIERD Act. CoqJOratis­
ation was designed to transform this org;rnisation 
into a commercia lly successful and independent 

agency, capable of respond ing to producer needs 
and of fu1t hering the development of the 

commodity as a whole. Miller had intended that 
domestic and internatio nal partnerships would 

also be forged to enhance the p roductivity of 
Australia's primary industries. Corporatisatio n 
was, therefore, conceived of by Miller as the 
vehicle for lasting and irreve rs ible change in the 
management and 01ientation of ru ral R&D. 

Which Came First: the Corporation or 
the Council? 

The AMLC and the AM LR DC were the first 
organisa tions to be reformed through the 

applica tion of the RDC model. The fac t that these 
organ isations were established in 1984 and 1985, 

respectively, negates earlie r inte1vrctations of the 
reforms to R& D as progressing through neat 

sequentia l s tages that culminated in the 
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corporatisatio n of the sector. The immediate 

question that this findi ng raises is why, w hen 

Mi ller had devised the model in the ea rly 1980s, 
was it not applied across a ll the rura l research 

commi ttees at that time? 
The AMLRDC was conceived of by Miller as 

a test case for the RDC model. At this time, 

however, Miller's expecta tions for the corpo ratio n 
foi led to be real ised. A series of decisio ns made by 
the new board, b rought discredit to the co1vora ­

tio n model. The board redirected resources away 
from the traditiona l providers of meat research, 
the CSIRO meat laborn to1ies, in favour of market 

promo tion and ad ve rtis ing R&D. T his action 
caused an immediate backlash aga inst the RDC 
model by research providers. Rather than distri­
buting resources across a range of resea rch 
activities, the AMLRDC had opted for research 

projects that co ncent rated on the applied end of 
the resea rch spectrum. The corporat ion had also, 
in its decision to cut funding to the CSIRO, 
attacked the meat industry's main research 
provider. These actio ns led to ca lls for the RDC to 
be dissolved and engendered pol itical resis tance 
to the model. T he eventual result of the contro­
versy was the 1986 'compromise ' leg is la ti on that 
set up the netwo rk of research councils. 

The failu re of the coqJOratisation model to 
ga in w idespread accepta nce mus t h:ivc been 
embarrassing for Miller, as he had been a s trong 
advocate for the es tab lishment of RDCs across a II 
agricultural industries. T he cont rove rsy 
surrounding the AMLRDC ca me at a time of 

tra nsitio n in the management of the DP!. In 
1984, Miller was appointed Director of the 
Economic Planning Advisory Council. Although 

he continued to advocate the corpo ra tio n model, 
the backlash caused by the AMLRDC led Kerin to 
seek to minimise the damage by opting for a 
different approach to the reform of rural R&D. 

The 1985 RIR Act was, thus, a compromise. 
Noel Fitzpatrick (who had take n over Miller's 

job as Deputy Secretary of the DPI) and senio r 
advisers, unde rtook the task of developing a new 

model for rural R&D . The model developed wns 
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the rural research council structure instituted 
th rough the 1985 RIR Act. The foct that the RIR 
Act came about as a result of the difficu lties 
experienced by the AMLRDC is not generally 
acknowledged in government accounts of the 
period. This is because it h ighlights that, rather 
than being the interim stage in a planned corpora­
tisation process, it was a pragmatic reaction to 
political damage. 

It can be seen in retrospect, that the changes 
made through the passage of the 1985 Act drew 
heavily from ideas developed by Miller for the 
corporatisa tion of the AMLC and the AMLRDC. 
Strategic planning, the crea tion of selection 
committees, the appointment of experts and the 
accountability requireme nts that were instituted 
through the RIR Act were all features of the 
earlier RDC model devised by Miller. The 
difference between the RDC model a nd that 
established by the RIR Act was, however, that the 
research councils were serviced by a secretariat in 
the DPI. In this way R&D management became 
highly centralised a nd rema ined dependent upon 
government administrative support services. 

The RIR Act did, neve1theless, mark a new 
phase in the development of rural R&D in 
Australia. It was designed to provide a blueprint 
fo r a new and lasting research o rganisation 
structure. It was argued by Hussey and others 
that a research enterprise had to be able to juggle 
public sector accountability requirements with 
sufficient coq>0ra te flexibility to allow it to obtain 
income by way of joint ventures and patents. T he 
ensuing research council model was believed to 
provide this corporate freedom but, at the sa me 
time, restrict the actions of the rural research 
councils through stringent accountability 
requirements. This was necessary to ensure that 
the problems of the type crea ted by the AMLRDC 
were not repea ted. The research councils thus 
remained part of the DP! managerial portfolio, 
rather than being located at 'elbows' length from 
government, the intentio n of the corporation 
model. 
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Miller Returns to Primary Industry: 
Corporatisation Back On The Agenda 

As has been documented previously, the rural 
resea rch councils were conceived as lasting 
organisa tions. Why was it then that most of the 
rura l research councils existed for only two to 
th ree years? Previous accounts of the pei-iod saw 
the research councils as the interim s tage before 
the full corporatisa tion of R&D could be accom­
plished. However, this was not the case. A more 
plausible reason for the rural resea rch councils 
being subject to further change was Miller's 
appointment in 1986 as Secretary of DPI. 

The rural sector in 1986 was, once again, in 
crisis as a result of poor seasons and overseas 
trade difficulties. Miller's firs t task in responding 
to these problems was to lead a comprehensive 
review of economic and rural policy. This 
resulted in the drafting of a White Pape r on 
Economic and Rural Policy (1986). This paper 
outlined a 'new' government approach to the 
ma nagement of rura l problems, incorporating 
economic and indust1y policies. It also included 
Miller's plan for the research councils to be 
immediately supplanted by the RDC model. 

Evidence of Miller's intention can be seen in 
the contents of the 1986 White Paper. The paper 
included three important decisions that were to 
impact upon R&D. These were: the fonnal 
agreement by government of the dollar-for-dollar 
matching of indus t1y contributions for R&D up 
to a maximum combined fund of 1 % of each 
industry's GVP; the establishment of a second 
RDC cove1-ing the horticultural indust1y; and the 
commitment to review all rural R&D programs 
administered by the Department of Prima1y 
Industry so as to consider other managerial 
models. 

The decision to provide a matching levy 
arrangement for rura l R&D brought to an end the 
'skirmishes' that the department had engaged in 
with the Depa1tment of Finance each time an 
industry research fund was established or 
expa nded. Although the 0.5 % of GYP funding 
level had been agreed for the rural research 
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council structure, it was the Commonwealth 
Government's uni form commitment to a dollar­

for-dolla r matching a r ra ngement across nil 

prima ry industries tha t was the real ach ievement 

of the 1986 White Paper. 
The creatio n of the Ho rticultural Rese::irch 

a nd Development Corpora tion was viewed by 

Miller as a s tep in the right direction fo r the 
event u::i l applica tio n of the RDC model ::icross all 

rural research councils. T he government a lso 
accepted an ea rlie r White Paper on Sta tuto ry 

Marketing Autho rity Refonn a nd unde11ook to go 
ahend with its imple menta tion. These reforms 

were based upon those that Miller had a lready 
established th rough the restructuring of the 

AM LC. Their accepta nce across all s ta tutory 
ma rketing a utho ri t ies was a coup for the R DC 
model. However, it was the decision to conduct a 
review of the ru ra l R&D programs ::idministered 
by the DP! tha t enabled Mille r to c reate the 

cond itions necessary to push , o nce aga in, the 
adopt ion of the R DCs model. 

Corporatisation Secured: the Research, 
Innovation and Competitiveness Statement 

In August 1987 the government implemented 
sweeping changes to the structure of port folios. 
DP! was merged w ith the Depa rtment of 
Resources and Energy and pa rt of the former 

Department o f Trade to become the Depa rtment 
of P.-imary Indus tries and Energy (OPIE). Mille r 

was assigned for 12 mo nths by Prime Ministe r 
Hawke, to ove rsee interna tio nal t rade 
negotia t ions as Associate Secre tary of the 

Depa rtme nt of Foreign Affa irs and Trade. 
In the meantime, the review of ru ral research 

continued to be undertaken w ith submissions 

drawn fro m a wide range of o rganisa tions ::i nd 
individu::ils involved with R&D. In Augus t 1988, 

Miller returned to the OPI E as Secretary. By this 

time, the review of rural research had been going 
fo r about a ye::i r. Mille r noted, however, th::it 

despite recommendations put forward , co nsensus 
hacl not been gained about the applicatio n of the 

RDC model to a ll rural resen rch councils. Debnte 
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on the issue cen tred ::iround the question of 

whether the proposed RDCs would be able to 
maintain their viability. For Miller this was n 

non-issue :is he mai ntn ined thnt, if the o rgn nisa­

tions were well-st ructu red :ind d isciplined, they 
would automatica lly be successful. 

Ultimately, Cabinet :ind Parliame nt accep ted 

th is view, with a joint m::ijor policy s tate me nt o n 

I<escarch, I11110\la t io11 a11d Competitivmcss released 
in Mny 1989 by M inis tc r Kerin a nd Pe ter Cook, 
who was the n Minister for Resources. T his policy 

document lnid the foundations fo r the passage o f 
the PIERD Act la te r in the sa me yea r. The 

Research, fo110\latio11 and Co111petit i l'c11css 

s ta tement was , therefore, a crucia l vehicle for 

Mille r in the realisat ion of h is R&D coqioratis­
ation objective. T he statement was jointly 

s ponsored by Ke rin and Cook and s ignifica n tly 
influenced the future directions taken in the 
primn ry industries and energy secto r. Although 

much of the review of rural R&D had been 
undertaken , its t ranslation into the s tatement saw 
Miller red raft some parts of it, a nd take respo ns i­
b ility for writ ing its introduct ion and conclusio n. 
The int roduct ion provided clear just ifica tion fo r a 
model of R&D that combined industry and 
gove rnment in a ' partnership' arra ngement and 

g:ive deta ils abo ut how s uch an arra ngement 
could be achieved. Those de tails ad voca ted the 

int roduction of new type of R& D o rganisatio n, 
with some sections of the Research, li111011at io11 

a11d Co111pctit il'c11css statement explicitly ::idvo­
ca ting the ::idopt ion of the RDC model. 

This was confirmed by the author in discus­

s ions w ith Mille r abo ut the influence and inte nt 

of the I<cscarc/1, f111101'at io11 a11d Co111fJC1it i1•mess 

document. T he persuasive a rguments, slick 

presentat ion a nd appeal to wider governmen t 
goa ls of e ffic iency and effectiveness were 
des igned to ensure its accept::i ncc by Cabine t and 

Parliamen t. Opera tional and structu ral deta ils o f 

the RDC model we re provided in the introductio n 
to the sta tement , couched within economic ::i nd 
ma rwgcrial rhetoric tha t advoca ted its des irability 

::is ::i ' profitable' R&D system. The focus of 

resea rch on 'high pay-off areas was a lso added to 
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argume nts in suppo rt of the RDCs model. 

Howeve r, this concept was clarified in orde r that 

the main beneficia ries of the corporations-the 

producers-we re focused upon as gnining the 

' highes t ulti mnte returns' from the ir operat ion . 

It is impo rt:111t to note that the statement 

could only have been as successful as its 

advocates. Kerin prov ided the necessa ry polit ical 

expert ise to e nsu re it s acceptance by Cabinet. 

Con1111e11ting o n the document , Keri n placed 

cons ide rable we ight upon its importa nce: 

The Hrsrnrcl1. lu11omtio11 and Co111prtiti ff11rss 
s1atemen1 was a c rucial clocumenl, without 1his 
docurne111 1hcy (1he DPIE) wo uld 1101 have 

wo11. Ralhcr. we would have lu rched from o ne 
1hi11g 10 a 1101h cr ... ii eslablished a bas is. 

\Vriti11g a book or a policy document of 1his 

ki 11d is 1he 011ly w:1y 10 gel a11y1hi11g done. I 
wish I could hnvc writ1c 11 some1hi 11g more 
about Public Resource Use so tha1 we had a 
Labor policy 011 1he e11vironme111 1ha1 was more 
1ha11 jus1 :1bou1 ge11 i11g voles. 

The l<csmrch, l1111ol'ntio11 n11d Co111µe1 i1i1•e11css 
statement e nabled the RDC mode l to be 

enshrined within arguments that supported the 
involvement of government in n system thnt 

could eventually ga in more p ri vate tha n public 

sector fund ing. Although both Kerin a nd Mi lle r 

were commi t ted to the provision of public monies 

for R&D, they were also we ll awa re that explicit 

:Jrgume nts for a model that would e ncourage 

private sector invest ment were mo re likely to gain 
support from Treasury. T he nesenrcl1, ln11ovntio11 

n11rl Co111J1clilil'e11css stateme nt concluded by o nce 

aga in e mphasising the benefits of the RDC model 

as an ':lppropriate s tructure for effectively 

adminis te ring the port fo lio of R&D p rog rams and 

for providing a more pro-ac tive approach to 

research and development '. The means by wh ich 

the RDCs would be est:Jblishecl was also provided 

in the J<esmrrl1, li111ow1tio11 n11d Co111petitil'e11css 
st:Jtement , with the mechanics of t rans ition from 

the RIR Act to the PIERD Act clea rly explai ned. 

With th is final componen t in place, Miller lwd 

ensured his corporntisa tion model could not be 

rejected on the bas is of implement:itio n 
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d iffic ulties. The accept:ince of the s t:i tement 

mea nt that Miller's vision for R&D, conceived S 

years previously, wns fina lly ren lised. In 1989 

legislation wns pnssed to enact the PIERD l3ill 

tha t estnbl ished the network of RDCs thnt exists 

in Austra lin today. 

Why Corporatisation? 

The immediate nnswer to this questio n is 'M ille r '. 

It was Mille r who developed the RDC model :i ncl 

re mained fai thful to it th roughout the 1980s. T he 

model p rovided n bl11ep rint for the orga nisntion of 

resenrch within an environment committed to 

greate r effic iency :ind effectiveness in p 11blic 

secto r oper::t tions. r\ pri nwry featu re of the Labor 

Government 's manngement strategy throughout 

this period had been the devolution and clecen ­

trnlisntio n of public secto r nctivitics. Corporn tis­

nt io n focilit:ited the implementntion of this 

strntcgy by re moving OPIE nrnnagerin l responsi· 

b ility fro m R&D, but nwintn ining dep::t rtme ntnl 

control th rough the nllocn tio n of rcsenrch monies. 

CoqJOratisnt ion beca me justified :is the vehicle 

tluough which the decent ralisa t io n of resen rch 

away from the DPIE's direct mnnnge ri::il a nd 

administra ti ve respons ibil ity could be ach ieved. 

In his book Public Ad111i11istrn1io11 in A11s1rnlin: n 
\Vn1crslicd, John Power makes the comment that 

s trntegies of this nntu re were prevalent under the 

Lnbor Government, wi th the rationn le being tha t 

politicin ns, in th is cnse Minister Kerin, maintain 

s tra tegic control of policy while its impleme nta· 

tio n is unimpeded. 

The perception tlrnt cha nges were needed to 

mnnngement of ru rn l R&D also stemmed from a 

wide r Commonwea lth Government bel ie f in the 

ra tio nalisation of research bodies to prod uce a 

primary emphnsis o n pmct icn l rcsen rch tha t 

would nssist the export drive. In order to nchieve 

this goa l the re wns conside rnble emphasis by 

ma nagers of the refo rm process 11 po11 maki ng 

public sector o rga nisa tions funct ion much like 

thei r private secto r counteqw rts. The pervas ive· 

ness of this philosoph.v, combined with the 

mnnagerial ist strategies described previously. 
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furthe r legitimised the drive for reform of rural 

R&D. 

When the question is raised as to why rural 

R&D was coqJo ratised , it must be recognised that 

there were a number of other factors innucncing 

the decision. Kerin argued that corporatisation 

was chosen because of the political imperative of 

gaining more money for the sector. He added that 

the re forn1s we re also designed to make resea rch 

more contestable; to broaden research horizons 

beyond the CSIRO; to ga in producer commitment 

to the funding of R&D; and to ensure that the 

R&D undertake n would enhance the economic 

competitiveness of Austra lian rura l industries. 

Hussey s upple mented this list by emplrns ising the 

need to break researcher p rovider captu re; the 

need to get more demand-rela ted research and, 

fina lly, to allow R&D organisntions gre:iter 

operational autonomy. The prevailing climate of 

reform was a lso vitally important as it provided 

the context within which such for-reach ing 

changes could be implemented. These reasons 

highlight the numerous issues th:it surrounded 
the management of R& D th roughout the 1980s. 

However, it must be recognised th:it it w:is 
Mi ller's vision for R&D th:it was the prinwry 

mot ivating force behind the eventu:il :iccept:ince 

of the RD Cs model. Mill e r was :ible to convince 

Kerin of the merits of the model, as the fo llowing 

statement from Kerin demonstrates: 

Corporatisation was from the outset the main 

goal. It was an idea, that in all honesty, was 

developed in the department more tha n in my 

office. The res ult of this was the l<rsrarcl1. 

ill11ornrio11 and Co111pr riri1·rnrss state ment tlw t 

argued the case sufficiently well to have the 

a ttention caught of the se nio r burea ucrnts who 

were responsible for much of the decision 

making in gove rn ment aml would have bee n 

happy to ge t rid of R&D funding. 

The path by which corpo ratisat io n was 

:ichicved must h:ivc sometimes been a tortuous 

one fo r Miller, who knew from the o utse t the 

directio n he w:intcd the sector to t:ikc. Table 2 

shows that each push for the adoption of the 

RDC model coincided with Mille r's re turn to 

OPIE. Without his continued commitment to the 
model, it seems unlikely th:it the RDC model 

would h:ive been :idoptcd. 

Miller's pa tience did , however, reap rewards, 

with the c01voratisatio n model curre ntly 

extending to cover 13 rural RDCs, w ith scope for 

some of the smalle r research councils, s uch :is 

dried fruits, to become corpora tio ns in the futu1·c. 

The corpo rations :ind councils cstnblishcd during 

this period of reform arc listed in the box below. 

In :iddition to commodity-specific 

co1vornt ions, some RDCs have been est:iblishcd 

to t:i cklc trans-sectoral issues. For exn mplc, the 

L:i nd :ind Water Resources Research :ind 

Development Coqmrnt ion (LWRRDC) focuses o n 

sustain:ibility issues s uch :is w:iter qu:ility :ind 

land dcgrad:i tio n , while the Rural Industries 
Research :i nd Development Corporn tio n (RIRDC) 

is concerned with ass isting newly e merging rura l 

industries. RIRDC is the s uccessor to ASRRC. 

Rura l Researc h Counci ls Rura l RDCs 

Cotton RDC 

Dairy RDC 

Energy RDC 

In tern a tiona I Wool Sec re ta ria t 

Land and Water Resources RDC 

Meat Research Corpora tion 

Chicken Meat Rese:irch 

Council 

Dried Frui ts Resea rch Council 

Egg Industry Research 

Council 
Fishing Indus try RDC 

Forest :ind Wood Products RDC 

Gm ins RDC 

Horticulturnl RDC 
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Pig RDC 

Rural Industries RDC 

Sugar RDC Honeybee Rese:i rch Council 

Tobacco Resea rch Council 
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Table 2. Chronology of events controlling the reform of rural R&D. 

Date State of R&D system 

1983 Ad hoc system of Rural Research Committees 
linked to SMAs and also funded by gover nment 
direct appropriations. 

Review of the AMLC undertaken. 

Proposal put fo rward fo r the creation of the 
AMLC 

1984 Establishment of the AMLC. 

1985 Establishment of the AMLRDC (July). 

AMLRDC board pass controversial decisions. 

Support for the R&D corporation model 
diminished. 

RJR Act passed establishing a network of Rural 
Research Councils (October). 

1986 Release of Economic and Rural Policy White 
Paper 

Key individuals 

John Kerin gains portfolio of the Minister of the DPI. 
Geoff Miller appointed Deputy Secretary of the DPT. 

Miller placed in charge of review. Corporation model 
floated as possible new structure. 

Industry accepts Miller's proposal. Kerin and Miller 
decide to reform the Meat R&D Committee as well. 

Meat R&D Committee arrangements reviewed. 
Recommendations made for the R&D corporation 
model to be used to reform Mea t R&D. 

Miller takes up position as Director of Economic 
Planning Advisory Council. 

Kerin politically embarrassed by failure of the R&D 

corporation model. 

Damage control leads to review of R&D arrangements. 

Newton and Gleeson involved in drafting of new 
proposals for R&D system. 

Kerin gains commitment from Cabinet for 0.5 % GVP 
funds 

Miller returned to DPI as Secretary 

Statutory Marketing Reform White Paper accepted Application of corporation model across all Statutory 
for implementation 

1987 Review of rural R&D undertaken 

DPl merged with Energy to become the OPIE. 

1988 Review of R&D continues 

Release of Research, Innovation and 

Competitiveness Statement. 

Research, Innovation and Competitiveness 
Sta tement suppor ted by Cabinet. 

1989 Primary Industries and Energy Research and 
Development Act passed. 

Establishment of the Corporation model 

Marketing Authorities. 

Miller moved to Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade. (August) 

Newton and Gleeson undertake review. 

Miller returns to OPIE, continues to advocate the R&D 
Corporation model. These ideas are incorporated in 
the review of R&D. 

Joint Statement by Minister Kerin and Cook Mi ller 
involved in production of Research, Innovation and 
Competitiveness Statement. R&D corporation model is 

central feature of the document. 

R&D Corporation model accepted. 

Miller' s vision realised 
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Reinterpreting the Rural R&D Reforms 

The changes tha t have occurred over the last 10 

yea rs in Aus tra lian ru ra l R&D were essentially 
the realis:itio n o f one reform agenda-an agenda 

managed and controlled by government. Govern­

ment, in this case represe nted by Ke rin a nd his 
department, had the capacity to set an agenda 

with which researchers and industry, in o rder to 
protect their own interests, had to comply. T he 

dependence of researchers upon public support 
meant that they had little option but to confo rm 

to the reforms. l'a ilure to do so would bas ica lly 
have mea nt the d iss ipation of research funding. 
The indus try position was not quite as vulnerable 
as that of the resea rchers. However, without 

government s upport, producers would have fo und 
it difficult to fund research. Appeasemen t seemed 
to be the strategy that was utilised by industry 
and their involvement in ru ral R&D may, 
the refore, be characterised as o ne of continual 
adjustment to governme ntal initia tives. 

In ma ny ways, the reforms accomplished in 

the rural R&D secto r s hould be viewed as a 
triumph over advers ity. The sporadic nature of 

the reform process, the dependence upon one 
individual's vis ion of reform and the fac t tha t, at 

the beginning of the 1980s agriculture was a 
diminish ing economic playe r, contributed to the 

low importance Ministe r Barry J ones and others 
in the Cabinet had placed upon rural R&D. The 
fact that the sector secured guaranteed 
Commo nwealth Government funding and 
established a new netwo rk of R&D agencies was 
no mea n fea t in light of the rural R&D position of 
the early 1980s. The importance of particular 

individuals in designing and implementing the 
reforms made to n 1ra l R&D in Aus tralia cannot 
be overstated . Mille r provided the leadership a nd 
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vis ion for a resea rch effort distinctly di fferent 

fro m tha t which had preceded it. Hussey a nd 

others provided the manageria l expert ise to sec 
that vis ion realised, and Kerin had the consum­

mate poli tical ski ll to ensure acceptance of the 
changes at the producer, researcher and 

govc rn men t !eve I. 
However, questio ns now need to be asked 

about whether the objectives of the refo rms a re 
the right ones? Has the nature and scope of 

research activity been altered through the appli­
ca tion of corporate managerial and opera tio nal 
frameworks? Eve n more fu nda mentally, has the 

quality of resea rch improved or suffe red in the 
quest for more commercially applicable and 
profitable results? Corporn tisation was not the 

only model that could have been used to reform 
ru ral R&D in Austra lia . for example, the R&D 

reforms that have been undertaken in New 
Zeala nd , a country with a s imilar contextual 
environment to that which cha racterised 
Australia in the 1980s, followed a diffe re nt path . 

It may be pertinent to conclude th is review of 
the Australian R&D refonns w ith the words of 
their primary architect, Geoff Miller, who, at a 
1994 Australian Institute of Agricultural Science 
workshop focusing upon the ex ternal funding o f 
rura l research, threw down the challe nge fo r 
future reformers: 

I ho pe that the RDCs continue to fe rt il ise 

Austral ian R&D fo r some time to come. But the 

innovations of the 1980's a ncl early 1990's will 

h ave to be supported by fu rther innova tions in 

the balance of this decade a nd beyond. I have 

made some s t1ggcstions for you (agric ult ural 

sc ic ntists)-and governments- to conside r. I 

will ma intain a n active interest in the ft1tu re 

progress you ma kc. 
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Table 2. Chronology of events controlling the reform of rural R&D. 

Date State of R&D system 

1983 Ad hoc system of Rural Research Committees 

linked to SMAs and also funded by gove.rnment 
direct appropriations. 

Review of the AMLC undertaken. 

Proposal put forward for the creation of the 

AMLC 

1984 Establishment of the AMLC. 

1985 Establishment of the AMLRDC Ouly). 

AMLRDC board pass controversial decisions. 
Support for the R&D corporation model 

diminished. 

RIR Act passed establishing a network of Rural 
Research Councils (October). 

1986 Release of Economic and Rural Policy White 

Paper 

Key individuals 

J ohn Kerin gains portfolio of the Minister of the DPI. 
Geoff Mille r appointed Deputy Secretary of the DPI. 

Miller placed in charge of review. Corporation model 
floated as possible new structure. 

Industry accepts Miller's proposal. Kerin and Miller 

decide t.o reform the Meat R&D Committee as well. 

Mea t R&D Committee a rrangements reviewed. 

Recommendations made for the R&D corporation 
model to be used to reform Meat R&D. 

Miller takes up position as Director of Economic 
Planning Advisory Council. 

Kerin politically embarrassed by fai lure of the R&D 
corporation model. 

Damage control leads to review of R&D arrangements. 
Newton and Gleeson involved in drafting of new 

proposals for R&D system. 

Kerin gains commitment from Cabinet for 0.5 % GVP 

funds 

Mille r returned to DP! as Secreta ry 

Statutory Marketing Reform White Paper accepted Application of corporation model across all Statutory 

for implementation Marketing Authorities. 

1987 Review of rural R&D undertaken 

DP! merged with Energy to become the OPIE. 

1988 Review of R&D continues 

Release of Research , Innovation and 
Competitiveness Sta tement. 

Resea rch , Innovation and Competitiveness 

Statement supported by Cabinet. 

1989 Primary Industries and Energy Research and 

Development Act passed. 

Establishment of the Corporation model 

Miller moved to Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade. (August) 

Newton and Gleeson undertake review. 

Mille r returns to OPIE, continues to advocate the R&D 
Corporation model. These ideas are incorporated in 

the review of R&D. 

Joint Statement by Ministe r Kerin and Cook Miller 

involved in production of Research, Innovation and 

Co111petitiveness Statement. R&D corporation model is 
central feature of the document. 

R&D Corporation model accepted. 

Miller's vision realised 
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Reinterpreting the Ru ral R&D Reform s 

The cha nges tha t have occurred over the last 10 

years in Austra lian rura l R&D were essentially 
the realisn tio n of o ne reform agenda-an agenda 

managed and co ntrolled by government. Govern­

me nt, in th is case represe nted by Ke rin a nd h is 
departmen t, had the cap:icity to set an :igcnda 
w ith which researchers and industry, in o rder to 

protect their ow n inte rests, had to co mply. T he 

dependence of researchers upon public support 
meant that they had little option but to conform 
to the reform s. Pa ilure to do so would basically 

have mea nt the dissipa tion of research funding. 
T he industry position was not qui te as vulnerable 
as that of the researchers. However, w itho ut 

government support , producers wou ld have fo und 
it difficult to fund research . Appeasement seemed 

to be the st ra tegy that was utilised by indus try 
and their involvement in ru ra l R&D may, 
therefore, be characterised as one of continual 
adjus tment to governmental initiat ives. 

In many ways, the reforms acco mplished in 
the rural R&D sector should be viewed as a 
triumph over adversity. T he sporad ic na ture of 
the reform process, the dependence upo n o ne 
indiv idual's vision of reform and the fact that, at 
the beginning of the 1980s agriculture was a 
diminish ing econo mic playe r, con tributed to the 

low importa nce Minister Barry Jones a nd others 
in the Cabinet had placed upon ru ra l R&D. T he 

fact that the sector secured guaran teed 
Commonwealth Government fund ing a nd 

established a new network of R& D agencies was 
no mean feat in ligh t of the ru ral R& D posit io n of 
the early 1980s. T he importa nce of pa rticular 
individua ls in designing a nd implementing the 

refo rms made to rura l R&D in Aus tra lia cannot 
be overstated. Miller prov ided the leadership and 
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vis ion fo r a research effo rt dist inctly di ffe rent 
from tha t which had preceded it. Hussey and 

others provided the ma nage rial expert ise to sec 

tha t vis ion realised, a nd Ke rin had the consum­

mate politica l sk ill to ensure accepta nee of the 
changes a t the prod ucer, researcher a nd 
government level. 

However, questio ns now need to be asked 

about whether the objectives of the reforms arc 
the right ones? Has the na tu re and scope of 
resea rch activity bee n alte red through the appli­

ca tion of corpo ra te manageria l a nd opera tiona l 
fra meworks? Even more fundamentally, has the 
qua lity of research improved o r s uffe red in the 

quest for more commercia lly applicable a nd 
pro fi table results? Corpo ra tisa t ion was not the 
o nly model tha t could have been used to reform 
ru ral R& D in Aus tra lia. For example, the R&D 
refo rms that have been unde rtaken in New 

Zealnnd, n count ry with a s imiln r con textual 
environment to tha t which characterised 

Australia in the 1980s, fo llowed a diffe re nt path . 
It may be pertinent to conclude th is review of 

the Australinn R&D reforms w ith the words o f 
the ir pr imary a rchi tect, Geoff Mi lle r, who, a t a 

1994 Austra lia n Institute of Agricul tu rnl Science 
workshop focusing upon the extcn wl fu nding o f 
ru ra l resea rch, threw dow n the clwllenge fo r 
f'u tu re reformers: 

I ho pe that the RDCs con tinue to fe rt ilise 

A ust rnlinn R& D fo r some t ime to come. Uut the 

in novations of the I 980's a nd ea rly I 990's will 

have to be suppo rted by furthe r innovations in 

the balance of this clecncle :ind beyond. I have 

111ncle some suggest ions for you (ngriculturnl 

sc ie ntists)-:m cl gove rnme nts-to consider. I 

w ill mnin tnin nn active interest in the fu ture 

progress you mnke. 
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3 Analysis Paralysis: the Rural Research 

and Development Corporations Under 
Review 

Mv sc11sc of govcni111e111 e11a/11atio11 is tltat progmm 
11ia 11agcrs r/o tlte requirer/ eva/11atio11, as a fo rm of 
ritual co111p/ia11cc, to satisfv tlte e1•a /11atio11 
guirlcl i11es and 011e-ltit re11iews of treasuries and 
rle1H1rt111e11ts of fi11n11ce 

O.Cnulley 

T h e ana lysis of refo rm in Austml ian ru ra l 

R&D has, up to this point, focused upon 
answe.-ing th ree of the fou r questions posed at 
the beginning: what is coqmra tisat ion, why d id it 
occur, and who/what drove the process? T he 
nnswers to these questions have provided the 
histoi-ical background of agricultu ra l R&D in 
Austra lia , the nature of the industry it has sough t 
to serve a nd the dema nds that have affected its 
opera tion over the yea rs. 

This chapte r focuses on the fou rth , and in 
many ways the most important quest ion , namely: 
has co rpora tisa tion achieved the objectives fo r 
w hich it was created? Government-initiated 
a ttempts to a nswer this question have resulted in 
fom major externa l reviews of the RDCs being 

u 11cic1 taken over the space of five yea rs . T his 
preoccupa tion wi th review has bee n driven, in 
large part, by political agendas. A new Minister 

fo r Primary Indust ries a nd Energy, Simon Crean, 
provided the trigger that sta rted the round of 
reviews. Crean, unlike Kerin, appeared u ncom­

fo rtable w ith the RDC model a nd its 'a rm's 
length' rela tio nship with government. He was 

known to prefe r cent ra lised , ra the r than 
decentra lised o rga nisatio nal arrangements. This 

resul ted in OPIE com missioning a review to 

assess the R&D coqJora tion model just 6 months 
afte r the orga n isations had been established . 

T he forthcoming discussion demonstrates 
that, although the reviews experienced by the 

RDCs have been comprehensive in conte nt, 
design and structure, they have, on the whole, 
fa iled to a nswer the questio n of whether the 
objectives of c01voratisatio n have been achieved. 
A fu ndame ntal problem has been the lack of 
understa nding demonstra ted by some of the 
reviewers about R&D a nd its outcomes. This 
criticism w ill be explained th ro ugh the use of 
primary research data obtained from a range of 
ind ividuals who work both w ith in a nd ou ts ide 
the RDCs. RDC managers, government 
representatives , and people located at the 
periphery of the system who a rc able to provide 
some broader insights about the R&D environ­
men t and the co1vora tio11s ' role with in it, were 
interv iewed. A fu ndamental question w ill be 
add ressed: if corpora tisat ion has ach ieved the 
objectives for which it was initially created, were 
they the 'right' objectives in the first place? 

The Objectives of Corporatisation 

To answer the questio n of whether the 
objectives of corporatisa tion have been ach ieved, 
we need fi rs t to unde rsta nd the objectives. The 

PIERD Act s tates: 

3. The objects of this Act a re to make provision 

fo r the fund ing and nclministrntion of research 

and developme nt relating to prima ry industries 

with a view to: 
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(a) increasing the economic, e nviron mental or 

social benefits to members of prima ry 

industries a nd to the communi ty in general 

by improving the production, processing, 

sto rage, t ransport o r marketing of the 

products of primary ind ustries; a nd, 

(b) achieving the sustainable use a nd 

susta inable ma nageme nt of natu ral 

resources; a nd , 

(c) maki ng more e ffective use of the resources 

a nd skills of the community in gene ral a nd 

the scientific community in pa rticula r; and 

(cl) improving accountability for ex pe nditure 

upon resea rch and development ac ti vities 

in rela tion to primary industries. 

T hese objectives were derived from a concern 
to make R&D more effective, efficient and capable 
of responding to industry demands. Each was 
designed to be sufficien tly broad to e nable 
coverage of the fu ll range of R&D activity from 
the production to the marketing of agricultural 
products . T he RDCs were conceived of as linking 
mechanisms, capable of integrating research 
investors with both the providers and consumers 
of research outcomes. Central to this concept was 
the belief that, through a process of co-investment, 
government and industry would gain equally from 
the monies they were investing in R&D. T his 
understanding was based upon recognition tha t 
mos t research comprised both public and pr iva te 
good components a nd, as such, need not be 
provided for in isolation. As wi ll be shown, th is 
ideological basis proved to be incomprehensible 
for some sectors of the bureaucracy. Accompany­
ing this lack of understanding was a desire to 
retain, rather than relinquish control over what 
had previously been a government-controlled 
R&D envi ronment. The confl ict behveen central­
ised versus decentralised management, dependent 
versus autonomous fu nctioning and controller 
versus co-investor was one that became increas­
ingly obvious as subsequent reviews of the RDCs 
were undertaken. T he following discussion pro­
vides an analysis of these reviews and highligh ts 
the ways in which misunders ta nding and concep­
tual limita tions resulted in evaluations that con­
fused rather than clarified the role of the RDCs. 
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Review Overkill: an Evaluation of the 
Rural R&D Reviews 

T he Rural RDCs, with the exception of the Meat 
Resea rch Corporation (1985) and the H RDC 
(1987), had been in operation for only fi ve yea rs 
when my research was undertaken. Nevertheless, 
they had experienced an inordinate number of 
reviews. T here had been an apparent preoccu­
pation by government, at both the departmenta l 
and executive level, with evalua tion of the RDC 
model. The majority of the RDCs had not only to 
contend wi th four major government initia ted 
reviews, bu t also had to face scrutiny from 
specific Senate inqu iries . An outside observer 
might conclude that there has been ' review 
overkill'. 

T he following sections briefly outline the key 
government reviews that have focused upon the 
RDCs during the early 1990s. Each of these 
reviews was commissioned with a particular 
purpose in mind and this has been reflected in 
the backgrounds of those conducting the 
evaluations. All of the reviews essentia lly 
supported the RDC model, with some modifica­
tions recommended according to the particula r 
evaluation agenda of the reviewers. It will also 
become clear that the responses of the RDCs to 
each of the reviews have varied depending on the 
recommendations made, the level of understand­
ing abou t the nature of the RDC charter 
demonstrated by the reviewers and the agenda 
driving each of their evaluations. 

Review of the Research and Development 
Corporation Model ( 1991) 

T his review was commissioned by the Primary 
Industries and Energy Research Council in ea rly 
1991 and took place during the initial 
establish ment phase of the RDCs. T he review 
team consisted of two consulta nts: Gleeson, a 
former senior bureaucrat with the OPIE and one 
of the individuals responsible for the establish­
ment of the Rural Research Council model and 
Lascelles, also involved in the R&D communi ty. 
Both reviewers have moved between public and 
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private sec tor institutions. It is important to 

unders tand the backgrounds from which the 
review team were drawn. as the tens io n between 

bureaucratic and m:rnageria li st unde rs tandings of 

organisational acti vi ty is eviden t throughout the 

review and accounts in part for the somewhat 
eclectic nature of the final report. 

The terms of reference for thi s review were 
s pecifically focused upon RDC operat ional 

ac tivities. These ac tivities included: the 

achievement of corporate goals, the processes 
through which resea rch priorities were set, the 
balance of expertise on coqiora tio n boards, the 

impact of the RDCs on resea rch infrastructure 
issues , and the adequncy of accountability 
processes. The rationa le behind the selection of 

these activities wa s that they reflected 
governme nt com;crns abou t the ope ration a nd 
impact of the RDCs upon the wider R&D 

community. 
As ment ioned previously, Crea n was 

unde rstood to ha ve heen concerned wi th the 
a mount o f au tonomy accorded the RDCs. The 
decentra lised 1wture of the RDC model was 
contrnry to the centralised control of government 
ac tivity that Cre:m was believed to prefer. This 
predilection for greater, rather than lesse r 
government involvement , meant th:it the 

establishment phase of the RDCs was character­
ised by confl icting interpretations of how these 

o rga nisatio ns were supposed to operate. The 
Gleeson and L:iscelles review was fo ced , there­
fore, with a fledgling set of RDCs that were 

already hav ing questions raised about the 
independe nce accorded to them by the previous 
minister. 

Recogn it ion of the short time most RDCs had 

been in operat io n was given by those 
commissioning the review. On average, the 

executive directors of the RDCs had been 
appointed o nly s ix months before the assessment 
taking place. This led to the decis ion to use the 

AMLRDC, established in 1985, as the model for 

the evaluation. The team's findings on this 
organisation were then to be applied to the RDCs 

in gcner:il. 
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The fina l report produced by Gleeso n :111d 

L:i scelles gave a comprehens ive assessment of 

each of the RDC objec tives as they were o utlined 

in the terms of reference. Contrad ic tions w ithin 
and between each of the recomme nd:Jt ions, 
howeve r, m:ide the report dirlicult to inteqi ret as 

a whole. The he:ivy use o f burea ucrat ic a nd 

man:ige rial ist jargon :llld the convolu ted style in 
which the review was written, made it hard to 
work out exactly what the reviewers we re trying 

to say in so me of their lindings, fo r exa mple: 

... 1he reviewers conclude 1hat while !here is a 
widespread appreciation of 1he need to improve 
1he cffec1iveness and efli ciency of research aml 

dcvc lopmenl and commercialisation , 1he 

corpora lions, 1he bod ies to whom they arc 
accountable and resea rch instilutions need also 

lo recognise that the responsibilities of 1he 
corporn1ions to improve the effecliveness of 
research and development and 

commcrc ia lisa1ion encompass the 101a li1y of 
research and development re lated to their 
panicular se t of concerns. 

Recommendatio ns ranged from the ve ry 

complex to the almost decept ively s imple. Of the 
reco mme ndations that could be understood, 

some, such as the fo llowing, would have had 
significant ramifications if adopted. 

• The reviewers recommend that executive 
directors develop procedures which reduce 
the variability of requ iremen ls of individual 
corporat ions to a min imum. 

The preparation and interlocking of 

resenrch and development plans, 
panicularly by corpora lions, State 

deparlments, csmo and selected 
unive rsities, would greatly enhnncc the 

synergy betwee n the principnl research and 
development funding agencies. 

Both these recommendations sought to 
formalise and co-ordinate RDC activity. On the 

surfoce this seemed a logical objective. However, 
had the fi rst of these recommendatio ns been 

:icted upo n, it would have undermined the very 
bas is upo n which the RDCs were founded. Each 

of the RDCs was des igned to respond to and 
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reflect the needs of a particula r industry. T his 
charte r necessarily mea nt a conglomera tion of 
RDCs that were different from each other. T he 
standardisation of procedures and processes 
would have smothe red the flexibility and 
dynamism that the RDC model had been designed 
to provide so that it could respond to particular 
indus try demands. 

The second of the above recommendations 
also sought to homogenise the RDCs by placing 
them on a par with agencies that were, essen­
tially, research providers. Although the intent 
was to further a cohesive national approach to 
R&D, the in terlocking of research plans between 
research funder (RDC) and provide r (e.g. CS!RO) 
would not only have created research provider 
monopolies but also would lrnvc nega ted the bas is 
upon which the cont ract ing of research by the 
RDCs was envisioned to opera te; that is, through 
contestable and competitive bids. One of the 
primary goals of the reforms, as promoted by 
Miller, was to libe rate an R&D system that had 
become researcher-dominated in terms of its 
direction and control. T he development of 
research plans between ROCs and specific 
research providers would have restricted access to 
the bidding process by agencies without 
established linkages. Indeed, one of the primary 
tasks for some of the ROCs such as the Suga r 
R&O Corporation, was to encourage new 
resea rch providers to conduct R&O in order to 
break such monopolies. Although appe:iring 
reasonable, this recommendation would have 
removed the objective and indepe ndent 
foundations of the ROC model. 

The role of the OPIE was also accorded a 
considerable amount of atte ntion in the report. 
Recommendations in rela tion to the OPIE were 
in teresting, as a number of them ca lled upon the 
department to recognise the diversity inhere nt in 
the ROC model and adapt its role accord ingly. 
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The reviewers recommend tha t the O PIE in its 

ca pability to ensure its part icular role in the 

accountability process for the research and 

development corporations .. . tnkes into 

consiclern tion the d iversi ty of industry 

situat ions faced by the corporations and the 

need for corporations to dete rmine operational 

procedures which best meet their part icula r 

needs. 

This type of recommendation was supported 
by others that appeared to doubt whethe r the 
ROC model could actually operate w ithin the 
gene ra l R&O environment. 

111e reviewers conclude that the pluralist ic 

syste m of management of research and 

developme nt cannot be expected to operate 

efficie ntly in the absence of mut ual 

understa nding of cultures, req11iremcnt s a nd 

capabilities of nil panics. 

T his broad 'motherhood' type of stateme nt 
typified a number of the recommendations made 
in the review. There appeared to be a 
considerable variation of interpretat ion about 
what the ROCs were supposed to be do ing a nd 
how the e nvironme nt within which they opera ted 
should, or should not, be altered to accommodate 
that function. The tension th:it ex is ted was one 
that had , at its core, difficulty in unders tanding 
the role of the RDCs. Recommenda tions that 
supported the autonomous na ture of the ROCs 
discussed the need for acceptance of that dive rs ity 
and the development of ma nagement stra tegics 
that supported this feat ure. T he corporation as an 
independent entity was recognised in these 
findings, w ith the need fo r a strong industry 
focus a nd the involvement of experts drawn from 
such secto rs e mph:isised. Yet, in contras t to this 
perspective, the view was also put that an RDC 
was an o rga nisation like the CSIRO or a State 
department of agriculture and, as such, should be 
trea ted as a depe ndent rathe r than qua si· 
autonomous organisation. The recommendations 
that perceived the RDC in this role were those 
that placed the OPIE in an overseer capacity and 
sought to formalise processes and rela tionships 
within the R&D community. 

One can only speculate whether the two types 
of in tc1v retation reflected divergent perceptions 
of the two reviewers, bu t as a whole the report 
lacked consistency and cla ri ty. 
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Another foctor that hindered a useful 
outcome of the review was its use of the 
AMLRDC as representative of all RDCs. In 
retrospect, the dis tinctiveness of the AMLRDC 
led to the overa ll findings of the review being 
skewed, as the reviewers attempted to generalise 
fro m the specifics of one co1v orntio n ncross 11 

newly established RDCs. As a report on the 
AMLRDC, the review may have been useful in 
identify ing problems and issues in the function· 
ing of that organisation. Applying the findings to 
corporations that had not even begun their 
operationnl lives wns, however, overly ambitious. 
The meat industry could never be cons idered 
representative of all other rural industries when 
comparisons of s i11e, scale, his tory, markets and 
natu re of product are made. 

Another problem was that the AMLRDC had 
been established unde r a separate Act. As a 
result, it had a stric tly industry-focused charte r 
that made no allowa nces for communi ty-based 
criteria in the deve lopment of its research 
projects. This was in contras t to the PIERD Act 
that made specific reference to the need for RDCs 
to increase 'economic, environmental and social 
benefits to members of primary industries and 
the community in general'. The inclusion of this 
latter requ irement had a ra nge of implications for 
the management of dual s takeholder accounta­
bility respons ibilities. These implica tions were to 
be picked up in later reviews. 

The overall impact of the Gleeson and Lascelles 
review was two-fold. Firstly, the repo rt, although 
not acted upon, did provide a starting point for 
annther review commissioned to further investi­
gate evaluation and accountability procedures. The 
second contribution made by Gleeson and Lascelles 
was to demonstra te the difficulties of reviewing 
the RDC model. T he tens ion between industt·y 
and government (bureaucratic) objectives was one 
that was highlighted in the findings and demon­
s trated the skilled jugglers the RDCs had to be to 
reconcile their two stakeholders. It was this tension 
that remained as a thorn in the s ide of the RDCs 
a nd which served to fuel the scepticism of some 
observers who were calling for further review. 
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The Australian National Audit Office 
Review ( 1993) 

The Australian Nationa l Audit Office Review has 
the dubious reputation of being the evali.iation 
gene rally considered by the RDCs to have dem­
ons trated the least understanding about the ir role 
and the nature of R&D in general. When asked 
about the impact of this review, the majority of 
those interviewed gave somewhat derogatory 
answers that ranged from 'they were completely 
off the beam' to ' this review may as well have no t 
happened'. Despite the nega tive recept ion given to 
the review findings, the Audit Office report did 
serve to ident ify governmental concerns about 
deficiencies in accountabi lity and eval uation 
procedures as they related to the RDCs. 

The Audit Office was commissioned by OPIE 
to exa mine the rural R& D program with 
reference to the costs it imposed upon the 
Commonwealth budge t. The management of the 
RDCs was also unde r review, with part icular 
a ttention paid to the ways RDCs and OPIE were 
measuring the performance of research programs. 
The Audit Office was to conduct the review by 
undertaking selected audits of fou r of the RDCs. 
The information gathered was to form the basis 
of their subsequent recommendations. 

Due to the nature of the review's object ives 
and the background from which the reviewers 
ca me, it was hard ly surpris ing that the thrust of 
the Audit Office's report was for more rigorous 
evaluation of RDC activities. The int roduction of 
a range of new reporting requirements, the 
adoption of a more commercial focus, and the 
incorporation of a number of new evalua tion 
techniques into RDC and OPIE management 
regimes were recomme nded. The specific inte nt 
of these requirements was to improve the 
program management, planning and reporting 
practices of the RDCs. 

These recommendations were made on the 
basis of Audit Office investigations that 
discovered insufficient evaluation activity by the 
RDCs and the OPIE, alike. The co1vorations, they 
argued, had concentrated on the assessment of 
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project res ults. wh ereas the Dl'IE's main 

contribution to evalti:it ion had been to commis­

s ion a re\' iew o f the eoq1oratio n model. Ne ithe r 

organisatio n had exa m ined program pe rfo rmance 

and , as :i result . the development of sound 

program m:111age ment :ind performance measu re­

ment st rategics underwrote c:ich of the 14 

recommendations made in the final Australian 

National Audi t Office report. 

The attention paid to the area of pe rformance 

measurement in the Audit Offi ce rcpoi-t was 

noted by some of the RDC ma nagers as having 

been of some benefit. The audit of the GRDC 

revealed that 18 research projects commissioned 

by the corporation had failed to include any 

adoption stra tegics to ens ure the effective 

transmiss ion of results to the end-user. This 

omiss ion highlighted the need fo r better 

management and evaluat ion of resea rch activity 

throughout the investment cycle fro m idea to 

com me rcia 1 isa t ion. 
In gcncr::i l terms, while some of the Audit 

Office findings were useful in pointing out 

deficiencies, the report as n whole was l:irgcly 

disrega rdcd. This was because of its seeming 

inability to undcrs tnnd that R&D is an activity 
that is qualitatively diffe rent fro m the activities of 

most other public and priv:itc sector organisa­

tions. In discussions w ith those involved in the 

Audit Office review, it wns pointed out tlw t R&O 

w:is not something thnt took place in nea t c:iusn l 

relationships thnt ennblcd gunrantced predictions 

to be made on the basis of time, amount of money 

invested and the s ize of problem tncklcd. Rathe r, 

investment in R&D involved n large ele ment of 

risk, unccrtninty and trinl and error. As a result, 

the output of a pnrticular resenrch project may 

not be n tangible product but rathe r, knowledge 

about the conditio ns unde r which n formuln, for 

example, w ill not work. T he difficulty that faced 

the Audit Office was that the failure of n research 

project to produce the desired outcome was not 

necessnrily cons ide red a total loss by those in the 

R&D communi ty. This wns because even a foiled 

attempt at producing something contributed to 

the stock of knowledge about the particular 
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produc t sought. The in ta ngible 1w ture o f R&D 

find ings of this kind made compli:rnee with the 

Audit Ofliec's applica tion of disc rete :i ncl s pec ific 

eva luation techniques ve ry diflicult . 

The fact that such recommendations had been 

nwde was, in la rge part , due to the conccptu:il 

proble ms clisplnycd by the Audit Offiec in its 

nssessment of the ROCs. These difficulties were 

mnnifcs t in the preoccupation with quantitative, 

as opposed to qualitative, measu res of s uccess 

:idopted by the repo rt. For ex:implc. the use of the 

expressio n ' resenrch outco me' in the context of 

R&O :ictivity did not refer, :is the Audit Office 

thought . to a s imple input to output equation, but 

covered research benefits that went beyond the 

pure ly economic to a lso include environmentnl , 

soc i:1 l :ind othe r, more intangible, gains. The 

expression wns nlso used by the ROCs to refer to 

results that met the requirements, as laid out in 
the PIE RD Act , for R&O to provide benefits to 

primary industries and the community. This 

us:igc was one that ran counter to the Audit 

Office's understandings nbout the need for R& D 

to be measured according to easily qunntifiahle 

stages of activity and results. As :i result, 1110 ny 

wi thin the R&O community critie ised the Audit 
Office for its restric ted focus and it s predi lection 

for econo mic and finnncial indicators ::is the o nly 

mcnsure of s uccess. 

The OPIE was a lso accorded particular 

nttention by the reviewers , who perce ived it to be 

the representa tive government stakeholder in the 

ROCs. This w:is nn incorrect assumption , as the 

ROCs under their Act are directly accountable to 

the P:irliament, Minister, and represcnt:llivc 

organisations, nut to the OPIE. This difficulty 

as ide, the Audit Office did not believe that OPIE 

h:id given sufficie nt a ttentio n to assessing the 

performance of the coivorations. The p:irticular 

nrca highlighted by the review :is lack ing was 

ev:iluation of public good :is opposed to priva te 

benefit research outputs. The Audit Office :irgucd 

this defic iency meant that the re w:is no 

nsscssment being made about whether the 

:ichievements of the ROCs were suffic ient to 

warrant the level of funding prov ided by 
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government and indus try al ike. This problem led 
to the reviewers further recomme nding th:it the 
level of t:ixp:iyer fu nds channelled into the RDCs 
be reviewed. 

The issue of public versus pri v:ite benefit was 
to become :i continuing problem for the RDCs, 
wit h end less dcb:ites on the relative merits :ind 
difficulties of attempting to distinguish between 
the two clements of any resea rch outcome. 
DPIE's initi:il response to recommcnd:itions on 
this issue was th:it it w:is 'inappropriate to divide 
public interest :i nd private in te rest rcse:irch for 
reporting, since many R&D projects contained a 
mixture of both public and priv:i tc good 
components'. When viewed from this perspective, 
attempts to separate public ve rsus private benefit 
are largely futi le and detr:ict from the work of the 
RDCs. A lthough the focus of each RDC is on a 
particular commodity o r groups of simil:ir 
commodities , it is recognised that e nhancing the 
market competitiveness of a product re:ips 
economic benefits that flow through to the 
community at large. T his alone should be enough 
justification, it is argued by some, for the public 
good component of governme nt dollars in the 
RDCs. T he corollary to this is that attempts to 
impose arbitrary measu res upon research 
outcomes fail to appreciate the inte rlocking 
nature of public and private good benefits from 
R&D activity. The DPIE's supportive line on this 
issue sent out a message to the RDCs that their 
matching funding :irrangemcnt was, for the time 
being, secure. 

DPIE's reaction to the Audit Office report 
w:is largely nega tive, moving the Audit Office to 
co mment on the Department 's ' uniformly 
negative' response to its results . Of the eight 
recommendations made by the Aud it Office in 
re lation to the department, seven were rejected. 
However, this low s trike rate of Audit Office 
success was clue, in la rge part, to the DPIE's 
decis ion to commission another fo llow-up 
review. The effect of this impending review w:is 
to provide an esc:ipe cla use fo r OPIE, with the 
m:ijo rity of their responses conforming to a se t 
fo rmat, n:imely, 'Not agreed. These issues arc 

Revitalising Rural Research and Development in Australia 

conside red in the Budget Rura l Research 
Review'. 

When part icipa nts in the Aud it Office review 
were :iskcd why the cv:iluation w:is so widely 
discredited, diverse reasons were give n, but most 
highlighted the irwbility of the review team to 
understand the R&D environment. T he Audit 
Office, it was argued, assumed th:i t the RDCs 
were jus t another part o f the bureaucracy a nd 
that the answers the reviewers needed would be 
easily accessible and on fi le. T his type of 
approach mea nt that they had failed to grasp the 
complexity of the R&D environment and the part 
played in it by the RDCs. The poi nt was made 
that most people entering the industry took at 
le:ist a yea r to adjust to the peculi:iri ties of the 
RDC environment, w ith the impl ic:ition being 
th:i t :i n outside review team could not possibly 
expect to come to grips with it in just a few 
weeks. 

Pe rhaps the biggest problem that fa ced the 
Audit Office was that p redicability, clear causal 
relationships and easily identifiable inputs and 
outputs were not characte ristics of R&D activity. 
This meant that the fou ndations upon which the 
Audit Office team approached the review were 
inappropriate, especi:illy given the short time the 
RDCs had been operating and the lack of 
underst:inding by the reviewers abou t what it was 
they had actually been des igned to accomplish. 

Although the Aud it Office largely foiled in its 
attempts to impose new eva luation and accounta­
bility techniques upon the RDCs and the OPIE, 
the review succeeded in placing such issues at the 
top of the government agenda. In fact, the 
forthcoming review by OPIE had, as one of its 
primary focuses, an examina tion of performance 
measureme nt as undertaken in the RDCs. This 
se1·ved to sh ift back to the RDCs the onus of 
respons ibility for more effective a nd efficient 
evaluation procedures placed upon OPIE by the 
Audit Office. 
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The Budget Rural Research Task Force 
Review (The Byrne Report) ( 1993- 1994) 

The OPIE commissioned a review to follow up 
some of the find ings of the Audit Office review. It 

was undertaken with in the context of the 1993-
94 Budget process by a four-person task force. 

T he chair of the task force was Tony Byrne, a 
senior OPIE bu rea ucrat. He was joined by two 
officers from the Department of Finance, o ne 

from Treasu ry a nd a n outside consultant, Don 

Blesing, a forme r chai rman of the GRDC and a 
primary producer. Their brief was to review the 
administrative efficiency of RDC arra ngements 

and provide opt ions for improved coord inat ion 
with othe r Commonwealth programs involved in 
the promotion of rura l industry development. In 

order to respond to th is the task force a lso 

focused upon the objectives of the RDCs as 
outlined in the PIERD Act. 

From the outse t, this task force appea red to 
demonstrate a much sounder understanding of 

the part the RDCs were supposed to be playing in 
the rural R&D system. T he primary reason the 
RDC model had been created, according to the 
Byrne Repo rt , was to faci litate closer involve me nt 
:incl inves tment by indus try in the determination 

of rural resea rch objectives. T he tr:inslation of 
these objectives into adaptable a nd useahlc 
research outcomes was to be achieved through the 
crea tio n of organisations th:it were designed to be 
efficie nt, flexible, a utonomous and accountable 

fo r their activ ities to joint indust ry :incl 
government st:ikcholdcrs. This s tatement of 

understanding about the role of the RDCs 
provided the bas is from which the reviewers 
conducted their evaluatio n and immcdintcly 

placed the subsequent fi ndings on a sounder 
footing tlwn those of previo us reviewers. 

The prim:iry resou rce used by the reviewers 

was the organisatio ns involved in the rural R&D 

system. A ques tionnai re was used to obtain 
informat ion from each of the RDCs. It cove red a 

numbe r o f issues, including perfo rma nce evalu­

ation, the natu re o f relationships with govern-
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me nt, the train ing of directo rs, and the 

effectiveness of linkages between v:irious research 

agenc ies. In add ition, w ritten submissions were 

sought from the CSIRO, OPIE, State departments 

of agriculture, the NFF, and the Commonwealth 

rural-based statuto1-y m:irketing authorities, about 
the RDCs and the role they pl:iyed. This broad 
canvassing of opinion from those most closely 

involved in R&D provided the task force with a 

comprehensive range of views, issues :i nd 
problems for cons ideration. 

Twelve rccommc nd:itions were mnde in the 

Byrne Report, many of which have subsequently 

been acted upo n by the various organ isat ions they 
concerned. The ove r:ill finding w:is th:it the RDC 
model was 'performing well and that its broad 

objectives, as stated in the Research, Innovat ion 
and Competit iveness statement arc being 

:ichieved'. The report went on to conclude that 
the RDCs were succeedi ng in making R&D mo re 
relevant to industry needs and were faci litating 
increased involvement and investment by 
industry in research. This was one of the primary 

objectives of the RDC model and, just three yea rs 
after their cstnblishment, wns co ns idered to be n 
s ignific:i nt positive findi ng of the review. 

Altho ugh , in gener:i l terms, the Byrne 
Repo rt's findings were positive about the RDCs, 
the reviewe rs believed tha t it w:is time for the 
co rporat io ns to take :iccount of a number of 

bro:ider issues :ind requirements rel:i t ing to their 
legis lative charte r. Of the 12 recommend:itions, 

6 rela ted to the need for improved str:itegic 
pl:inning and for enhanced me:isurement of 
' innov:i tio n pcrform:ince'. By ' innov:i tio n ' the 

report :ippeared to me:in the ga mut of R& D fro m 
'concept to co mmerci:ilis:itio n' :ind the role of 
the RDCs in providing this range in their 

research project inves tments. ' Innovation' also 

included acknowledgment of ' linkages between 
indus try, the resea rch community :md 
gove rnmen t in all rispects of R&D fro m 

ide ntifying needs to adopting ou tcomes'. Th is 
broader ' innov:i tio n ' landscape w:is o ne not 

discussed in the two p revious reviews :i nd aga in 
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se rved to highlight the e nhanced unde rstanding 

o f the R&D env iron me nt demo nstrnted by the 

Uy rne review team. 

The co-onlinntio n of RDC and indus try 

object ives in the development of strn tegic plans 

was seen to be crucial, as was the requirement for 

investment portfolios that covered research o n 

processing, storngc and marke ting aspects of 

commodity management. Performance indicators 

were also needed, the report argued, fo r RDCs to 

assess the ir administrative, nwnngcrinl nnd 

investment performance. The infonn:it io n 

ga thered through such processes could be 

incorpo rated into strategic planning and 
1·cpurti11g processes nnd de tailed in R&D plans 

nnd a nnual repo rts. 

The difficult questio n of measuring public 

good as aga ins t priva te be nefit research o utcomes 

wns also nclclrcsscd by the report, w ith the overall 

conclus ion being that the RDCs were poorly 

equipped to assess the effect iveness of reporting 

011 the public good part of their research activi­
ti es. This finding was tempered by recognition 

that. given the commodity focus of the RDCs, 

there was little incentive to pursue public good 

research . 

This find ing ca n be disputed on the grounds 

that investment in commodity research necessa­

rily has flow-th ro ugh benefi ts to the community. 

Government favoured this perception of R& O 

benefit s to negate calls fo r the delineation of 

public as opposed to private resea rch ga ins. 

Perhaps in recognitio n of this, the Byrne repo rt 

d id not advocate nlloc:ition of a s pecific 

proportion of RDC budgets to public good 

resea rch. The rev iewers' decis ion not to do so 

flowed from the ir unde rstanding of how the 

public good part of resea rch was integrated 

w ithin the RDC approach. Thus, their report 

e ndorsed: 

... the view of' Gleeson aml Lascelles (1992) that 
well conceived :md executed R&O for primary 
industries' mlv:rncemcnl and sustainable use 
and management of resources, should not be in 
conOict. Further. long term national and 
industry interests will be protected by the 

Revitalising Rural Research and Development in Australia 

integration of inclustry, environmental and 
other public objectives al the ea rliest possible 
point in the R&D cycle. 

The reviewers listed a number of joint RDC 

projects thnt produced communi ty benefits, s uch 

:is sus ta inability, energy efficiency, irrigation and 

dr:iinngc, water management, :ind h uman 

nutrition , nil research nre:is that were pe rceived 

:is benefiting not only p1·i111nry indust ries b ut the 

public a t large. 

This approach to the public good versus 

private benefit debate made considerably more 

sense thnn the Aud it Office's 1·equirement of :i 

separatio n of the two clements for accountabi lity 

purposes. The 13yrne report did , however, point 

out thnt the expectations of industry :i nd 

government would differ and that RDC boa rds 

had to be c:ircful to manage the tens io n th:it 

ex is ted between the two. The development of 

pcrf'onnnnce indicators for projects th:i t focused 

upo n public good elements, the repott argued , 
would be one wny to ensure tha t industry 

remained aware that the matching taxpaye r dolla r 

they received w:is not fo r their benefit a lone, but 

had to flow th rough to nil Australians. 

The adoption :ind commercia lisa tion of 

resc:irch results was highlighted by the repo1t as 

an area that required attention by RDC 

management, pointing to the sho rtcomings in 

some G RDC projects ide ntified by the Audi t 

Office review. The involvement of indust ry a t the 

ea rliest stage of a rcse:i rch project was recom­

mended as one way to ensure the adoption of 
resea rch outcomes. Although the introduction of 

these types of strategies was conside red to be 

be ne ficial by most RDCs, the re was a perceived 

danger that the process could develop into one in 

which 'picking winners' could become the mnin 

aim. This would work to preclude high-risk 

projects which, nevertheless, had the potential fo r 

high re turns . 

Another s trand o f recomme nd:itions tlwt r::t n 

through the report concerned the re lationship 

between OPIE and the RDCs. Within nn 

'innova tion' syste m, it wns s tated , linkages 

between nil o rgnnisnt ions a nd individ11:1ls 
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involved in R&D were essential to ensure that 
resca rch outcomes met the needs of both the 
indus try and the comm11nity at large. The report 
found that interaction w ith DPIE took place 
largely th rough the industry section that related 
to a particular RDC. While this was logical, it 
meant that there was no specific group or section 
of the department that dealt with the RDCs as a 
whole. The effect of this, the Byrne report noted, 
was that the RDCs were not genera lly aware of 
broad DPIE policy and program developments 
until they were announced. T his was identified 
as a problem by the task force, as both the RDCs 
and DPIE could benefi t through communica tion 
before decision-making. A recommendation was 
made that the responsibility for improving 
information flow lay with both organisations nnd 
that it was a matter to be given particular 
attention. OPIE, according to the repon , needed 
to cla dfy its role in rela tion to the ROCs so that 
mechanisms could be developed to keep 
information and communication channels open. 

Under the legisla tion, one of the ways in 
which the RDCs should be informed about 
relevant OPIE activities is through the govern­
ment director on the corpo ration board. This 
person is approved by the Minister on the bas is of 
their sound knowledge of government policy 
processes and publ ic administration. The Byrne 
repon pointed out that the role of the government 
director was unclea r in many ROCs, and recom­
mended that the role and respons ibilities of the 
position be reviewed and specified more clea rly. 

T he improvement of coordination ancl 
collabo ration be tween the RDCs and all 
o rganisations within the R&O system was also 
focused on by the Byrne report. T hese issues 
were raised mainly in research provider 
submissions to the review tea m that criticised 
the d ifficulties of establishing linkages w ith the 
ROCs. In particular, there was criticism of the 
lack of commona lity in administrative 
procedures across the RDCs, something the 
Gleeson and Lascelles review had also 
h ighlighted. It was suggested by research 
prov ide rs that the ROCs should standardise 
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applica tion procedures, financial ma nagement 
a nd reporting, project monitor ing, contracts and 
the way in which project outcomes were 
eva luated. There wa s also cr iticism of the impac t 
the ROCs were having on research prio rit ies, 
w ith resea rch prov iders perceiving that short­
te rm projects were favoured at the expense of 
longer-term, strategic projects. 

In deali ng w ith these comments the reviewers 
s tressed that the system was new and that its full 
acceptance would take time. T he formatio n of the 
RDCs mea nt that researchers were no longer 
driving the R&D agenda. Rather, it was indus try, 
through the RDCs, that was defining priorities 
and allocating funds. T his chnnge was bound to 
have caused rese ntment and some problems for 
resea rch providers. I !owever, the Byrne report 
avoided a pote ntially contentious issue by 
emphasis ing the need for coordination a nd 
support be tween resea rch providers a nd the 
RDCs. In so doing, it gave the RDCs the benefit 
of the doubt over the concerns of the resea rch 
providers. 

Overall , the Byrne report found that the RDC 
model was operat ing well, though cons idera tion 
was given to the anrn lga mation of ma rketing :rnd 
research bodies. A test case of such a match had 
been provided by the Australian Wool Resea rch 
and Promotion Organisation. At the time the 
Byrne report was being wri tten the dairy industry 
was also cons idering a union between its research 
and marketing agencies. The advantages of 
amalga mating the functions of the statuto ry 
marketing authorities with the research 
investment portfo lios of the RDCs were believed 
to be: the provis ion of enhanced marketing 
opportunities fo r new products and processes; 
st1·onger linkages with the e nd-user of the 
product; and savings in administrative costs 
th rough the development of a single :rnd coherent 
industry develop me nt strategy. 

The counter argument to this union was that, 
as independent bodies, each statuto ry marketing 
authority and RDC could focus on its particula r 
functions and develop expert ise accordingly. 
Combining the two functions would also bring 
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into conflic t the priorities a nd philosophies of 

each type of o rga nisation. Priorities for rese~Hch 

funding were ge nerally nwde o n the bas is of 
prospective returns, while from a lllarkcting 

perspect ive time beca me a mo re important 
ele lllent: the quicker the return the bette r. This 

latte r approach, according to the By rne report, 

would restrict the cha nnelling o f research fund s 
into longer-te rlll projects. The implications for 

public good research, cross-collllllOdi ty research 
and networking between RD Cs if s uch an 

amalgalllation were to occur would therefore be 

s ignificant, as marketing and promotion activit ies 
tend to outweigh longer-te rm stnitegic approaches 
to indus try development. On the evidence 

available, the reviewe rs could not make a case for 
or agains t the amalga nwtion of research and 
marketing bodies. 

The Uyrne report was well received by the 
RDCs. In genera l, those RDC manage rs 
interviewed said the review was useful, with one 
respondent st;i ting it was valuable becnuse it had 

involved the Dep::ntment of Finance and the 
Treasury and had, as a 1·esult, served to educate 
'mind sets' that would not othenvise have 
understood the peculiarities of R&D activity. The 
By rne report made few waves with in the R&D 
community. The emphasis phiced o n coordi­
nation, collabora tion a nd communica tion meant 

that most research p rov ide rs were appeased by its 
findings and, at the same time, RDCs we re made 

aware that they needed to pay more attention to 
building bridges with pa rticular sect ions of the 
research community. 

A senior bureauc rat, comlllenting o n the 
Byrne report, encapsulated the plllvose of the 
docume nt when he said that the review 'was 

intended to push home some messages to the 
RDCs about their role within the system as it was 
perceived by government'. This was a telling 

comment, as subsequen t pressures o n the RDCs 

over the next year were to concern perforlllance 
mensurement, s trategic planning and 
accountab ility provisions. 
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The Industry Commission Inquiry into 
Research and Development ( 1994) 

The Industry Commiss ion (IC) inquiry has been, 

without doubt , the most controve rs ial of the 
reviews undertaken. It took over I8 11\0n ths to 

complete, with its revised recommendations 
h:mdcd down injuly I995. The majo r issues 

:iddressed were: (i) the effect of R&D o n indust ry 

competitive ness and economic growth; and (ii) 
the pe rfornwnce of polic ies and programs which 
influence R&D and innov;i tion in Australia. This 

brief was distinctive because of its broad and ;ill­
encomp:i ssing nature. T he bre;idth of the inquiry 
mea nt that all aspec ts of R&D in Austra lia were 

covered under the terms of the review with 
submiss ions sought from :i ll the major institu­
tio ns invo lved in the rese;irch environment. In 

add ition, public sess ions were conducted around 
the country. As a res ult of this process the 

findings were claimed by the IC to reflect 
preva iling views about the roles and responsibili­
ties of identified research agencies within the 
R&D community. The following discuss ion 
exa mines both the !C's draft and final reports. 

The ke y recommendations 

Interest ingly, the broadness of the IC inquiry 

was not considered a problem by the reviewers. 
Rather, it was seen as providing an assessment of 

;ill the compo nents of the Austra lian innovation 
sys tem. Previous reviews, it was noted by the IC, 
had been criticised bec:i use they had limited their 

focus to s ingle elements of a system and, in so 
doing, had fa iled to consider the interconnected 

nature of ins titutions within any R&D sys tem. 
The IC chose, therefore, to concentrate on the 
main institutions and the processes that 

influenced their performance. This approach was 

based on the belief that the 'appropriate' research 
outcomes would emerge from any system 
provided the processes and incentives for R&D 

were right. The term 'research o utcomes', as used 
by the IC, covered not only economic, but also 

social, cultural and environmental benefits. The 
IC also adopted the 'New Growth Theory' 

Analysis Paralysis: the Rural Research and Development Corporations Under Review 37 



Revitalising Rural Research and Development in Australia 

approach to unde rstanding the nature and impact 
of innovation upon economic grow th and society. 
This meant that the IC focused upon the role of 
government in crea ting ::me! strengthening 
markets for the promotion of R&D activity. 

The IC assessed each of the institutional 
elements that made up the Australian R&D 
system as well as the range of State and 
Commonwealth government research incentive 
schemes. The overall findings were that the 
system as a whole was one with many positive 
features. The high quality of research institutions 
and the improvements that had been made in the 
system through various programs of reform were 
recognised as having modified conditions within 
Australia to provide for a much imiJrOvcd 
' innovation ' system. But, and the re always seems 
to be a 'but' clause in reviews of this kind, 
because so much of the R&D sector was 
dependent upon government funding, the general 
public now needed more assurances about the 
quality, quantity and relevance of the research 
that was being undertaken. In essence, the IC was 
emphasising that government needed to find out 
what it was getting back for its investment dollar. 
The parallels b etween this approach and that 
which motivated reforms in New Zealand* were 
considerable and e merged as a characteristic 
feature of the IC repo rt 's recommendations. The 
following section discusses the findings of the 
IC's draft repon and considers the reaction of the 
R&D community to the recommendations. 

CSIRO 

CSIRO accounts for 50 % of the 
Commonwealth-provided research budget and 
received $462 millio n for 1994-1995. Over the 
years, the scope of CSIRO's research has 
expanded considerably and this led the IC to 
comment that the o rganisation had become 'all 
things to all people'. The corollary to this, 
according to the reviewers, was a loss of focus 
and cla rity about what it was the agency was 
actually meant to be doing. In order to rectify this 

• For more details see Lovett, S. ( l 994c) in bibliogrn phy. 
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problem, the IC recommended tha t CSIRO 
concentrate its resources 0 11 those research 
activities that had direct value to industry and the 
community, but which lacked sufficient private 
returns to be pe rformed or sponsored by firms. In 
o ther words, the IC believed that CSIRO needed 
to return to its o riginal research charter, which 
was to conduct and disseminate public good 
research for the benefit of the Australian nation. 

The recomme ndation that CSIRO conduct 
public good research did not preclude the 
organisation from continuing to provide some 
commercial services, with the agency maintaining 
the 30 % external funding requirement imposed 
upon it by the Commonwealth Gove rnment in 
earlier reforms. However, the provision of such 
commercial serv ices should not, argued the IC, be 
undertake n at the expense of the orga nisation 's 
duty to provide research for the general com­
munity. Therefore, the IC recommended that each 
project conducted by CSIRO us ing external fund s 
be costed on a fully funded, rather than marginal , 
basis. This proposal was designed to alleviate 
research infrastrncture problems and to e nsure 
that the public was not subsidising private 
interests. 

In line w ith the recommendation that CSIRO 
should focus 0 11 conducting more public good 
research was a further requirement that 
government, rather than the researchers w ithin 
the institution, specify the areas in which such 
research should be undertaken. Under existing 
arrangeme nts the CSIRO was allowed to allocate 
money on the bas is of its own requirements. The 
IC asserted that this made it very difficult fo r the 
government to know whether Australia was 
getting the bes t value out of the organisation with 
respec t to the type of research it undertook and 
the cos t of its operations to the taxpaye r. In orde r 
to counte r this situation, it was recommended 
that governme nt direc tly commission the CSIRO 
to unde1t akc public good research on a project or 
program basis, according to broad na tional 
priorities es tablished from outs ide the agency. 
The IC believed this would alleviate the range of 
problems associated with researche r vested 
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interest, as well as enhance the focus of the 
o rganisation and improve accountability and 
evaluation arrangements. T he move to a resea rch 
purchasing role fo r governme nt bo re s trong 
parallels to the Crown Research Institute system 
established in New Zea land. This approach by the 
IC s ignalled the strong belief, dcmonstrnted 
th roughout the report, in an R&D system in 
which taxpayers knew exactly what they were 
ge tting for the ir money. 

The universities 

Univers ities collectively account fo r around 
one-quarte r of Aus trnlia 's tota l resea rch 
expend iture and domina te the provision of basic 
research. T he bulk of funds fo r unive rs ities is 
provided by the Commonwealth Government 
through a 'dual funding' sys tem of block grnnts to 
ins titut ions, combined w ith compe titive gra nts 
for selected research projects or progra ms. A 
portion of the block fu nding is notionally 
identified for research a nd is commonly referred 
to 3S the ' Research Qua ntum'. O n the whole, 
un ive rs ities arc free to allocate these funds 3S 
they sec fit. A competitive pool of fund s is also 
available to unive rs ities and is ad ministe red and 
controlled by the Austra lian Resea rch Council. 

The IC conside red that the unive rs ities had 
two roles to play in the R&D system. Firstly, they 
were to educate s tudents and secondly, they were 
to contribute to the c reation of new knowledge. 
The d istinction made between these two ' types' 
o f research function served as the basis for the 
!C's subsequent recommendations. The IC 
bel ieved tha t research undertaken as a n aspect of 
tc3ching should remain part of the direct 
operating grant, whe reas resea rch provided fo r 
through the Resea rch Quantum should be 
contestably alloca ted on the bas is of research 
pe rformance. T he advantage of contestable 
alloca tion was that it would reward strongly 
performing institutions and enhance competi­
tiveness in the tert iary education system. 

In accordance w ith the competitive nature of 
the grant, the adminis tration of the Resea rch 
Quantum would no longer be part of the block 
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funding allocation. It would instead be assigned 
by the indepe ndent Aus tralian Research Council. 
The council would make fund ing alloca tion 
decisions th rough a contestable process based o n 
meeting national prio rities. It was also recom­
mended that infrastructure costs relati ng d irectly 
to these projects be incorpora ted in an organisa­
tion 's bid, as the submiss ion of projects on a fully 
fu nded bas is would e nsure adequate research 
infrastructure resources were maintained. 

State government agricultural research 

State depa1iments of agriculture have 
developed particular expertise in the area of 
applied research and ex tension. T hese 
o rganisations conduct more than half of the total 
rural resea rch carried out in Austral ia. A 
cons iderable proportion of the fu nds for these 
depa1imcnts is derived fro m State government 
block grants, although the introduction of RDCs 
has provided another conduit for cha nnell ing 
Commonwealth funds. 

Sta te agricultural research bodies were 
identified by the IC as playing two roles within 
the R&D system. These we re, firstly, to act as 
providers of commissioned research :i nd, 
secondly, to undertake research of particular 
benefit to the Sta te concerned. It was the second 
of these roles that the IC fe lt was most 
appropriate. Howeve r, the evidence collected by 
the IC revealed that the fi rst role was, in fac t, 
predominant. T his development had occurred 
despite the fa ct that ex te rnally commissioned 
research may not necessarily coincide with the 
priorities of the States. T he proble m identified by 
the IC was that exte rnal funds had become 
necessary for State departments to mainta in their 
research capaci ty. T his source of funds had also 
allowed State governments to pull back resources 
on the basis that their agricultural depa rtme nts 
were able to get Commonwealth money to support 
them. This was an uninte nded consequence of 
the int roduction of the RDCs and one wh ich State 
gove rnments were fu lly exploiting. 

In ligh t of this trend, the IC recommended 
tha t Sta te agricultural departments should fully 
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cost and charge for all ex ternally commiss ioned 
research. The report also recommended tha t the 

New Zealand model be considered fo r implemen­

tation across all the States. Arguments made in 
support of this proposal were, unsuqnis ingly, the 

same as those made in New Ze;1land when that 
country's reforms were being imple mented . Cost 

competitiveness. consumer-driven research am! 

the development of a proactive and respons ive 

netwo rk of R&D agencies were all cited as 
positive outcomes of the adoption of the New 
Zeabnd approach. In line with this proposal was 

IC suppo rt for the trend towards a more commer­

cial appro;ich to the provis ion of extension 
services. This line was somewhat tempered by 
recognit ion that there w;is still ::i role for gove rn­

ment to play in the provision of State agricultmal 
services on the grounds of market failure and 
community benefits, although the report did not 

specify how this need would be me t. 

Business enterprises 

Although business expenditure in rural R&D 

is ve ry low, it is important to consider briefly the 
recommendations m::ide by the IC in relation to 
this sector. This is because, as Inter discuss ions 
will reveal , some of the proposals made to change 
the RDCs were premised on comparisons with 
the private sector. Government support for this 
sector ha s been very generous in Australia , 

particularly over the last decade, :md has been 
provided through a range of mechanisms that 
include: the 1 SO% tax concess ion available across 

all firms; competitive grants for R&D; and 
concessional loans for the commercialisation of 

technologica I innovations. Various pa rtne rsh ips 

and joint venture arrangements have also been 
promoted, with government generally playing a 

co-financing role. The Cooperative Research 
Centres are pe rhaps the best example of this type 

of partnership, with the mainte1rnnce of paten ts 
and other intellectual property laws encouraging 

such investme nts. 
A Bureau of Industry Economics review of 

the l SO % tax concession, conducted in 1992-93, 
concluded that it was 'more likely to have 
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ge nera ted a net social benefit fo r Aus tralia than 
not'. This was hardly a ringing endorsement for 

the success of the program, although it was 

sufficient to prevent the IC fro m making any 
attempts to alter its curre nt form. The competi­

tive grants scheme adminis te red by the Industry 

R&D 13o::ml was, in contrast, paid particular 
attention, with the IC expressing rese rvatio ns 

about the level of discretion enjoyed by the 13oa rd 
in the se lection of prnjec ts. The approach of the 

Board was described by the IC as o ne that w;is 

primarily concerned with 'picking winners'. 
\Vhile such an approach w::is understandable, the 

IC questioned the relatio nship of such projects to 
the provisio n of wider social and na tional 
benefits . The point was made that the projects 
most likely to provide commercial success we re 

ones that the industry would probably have 
funded of its own accord. I 11 such cnses, where 
wns the justification for government subs idies? 

In order to comb:lt these problems, the IC 
recommended the extension of the 1 SO% tax 

concession to include tax loss compa nies that 
previously would have npplied for grants rathe1· 

than undertake R&D activity on their own. The 
IC argued on equity, efficiency a nd adminis trative 
grounds, that this was a more appropriate way to 
provide assistance. The IC warned aga inst 
government over-subsidisation of the sec to r and 
rejected calls made by some companies for the 
extens ion of the 1 SO% tax concess ion to cover 

commercialisation activities. This was felt to be 
inappropriate as the benefits from product 
commercia lisa tion were largely captured by the 
individual firm. The IC appeared to odopt the 
view that it was time for the private sector to 

initiate R&D without necessarily having to rely 

on government to pick up the tab. 

Cooperative Research Centres 

Cooperative Research Centres (CRCs) were 
the brain-child of Professor Ralph Slatyer, Chief 

Scientific Adviser to the Hawke Labor 

Government. These centres are seen as having 
objectives such as to channel more money into 

the univers ities; to develop linkages between 
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research institutions and industry; and to provide 
the means by which experts from particular areas 
could be drawn together to work on a particular 
problem. Each centre had to have, as a core 
participant, a university partner. However, there 
is considerable variation across the organisations 
in terms of level of indus try involvement, 
composition and research orientation. As a result 
of this diversity, research activity can range from 
s trategic to applied projects, with the overall 
trend being for applied projects that have 
commercialisation potential. The IC did not 
spend a lot of time on the centres as they were to 
be the subject of a detailed review in 1995. It did, 
however, recommend that because CRCs 
emphasised commercia l activities the context of 
government support for such institutions be re­
evaluated in light of the public good rationale for 
government funding. Questions were raised about 
the cost-effectiveness of the centres as well as the 
basic recurring issue pressed by the IC of who 
was benefiting from such research and what 
government was getting for its investment? 

Rural Research and Development 

Corporations 

All of the institutions discussed so far are, in 
one form or another, resea rch providers. The 
establishment of the RDCs altered arrangements 
so that a new resea rch purchaser and investor 
entered the R&D nel:\vork. As a result, the 
allocation of R&D expenditure has been altered, 
w ith Commonwealth funds directed to the RDCs 
being invested through a contestable bidding 
process. This has placed pressure upon research 
providers to competitively price their services in 
order to 'win ' RDC contracts. Figure 5 shows the 
profile of research providers used by the RDCs in 
1994-95. 

T he RDCs have become responsible for the 
allocation of monies to other government 
sponsored institutions. The justification for this 
arrangement is that the RDCs are investing only 
in research that their particula r industry wishes 
to be undertaken and the organisations that are 
successful in gaining an R&D contract are those 
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that are competitive and cost effective. On this 
basis, the overall assessment of the RD Cs made 
by the IC was favourable, with some reference to 
the fact that the organisations had operated for 
only a few years. The IC noted that one of the 
main aims of the RDCs, namely increased 
industry investment in R&D, had been achieved. 
Table 3 shows the increase over time in indus try 
investment since the establishment of the RDCs. 
It highlights the success of the RDCs in gaining 
more industry dollars, with the HRDC most 
notable in this regard. 

Figure 5. Allocation of research and development 

corporation expenditure, 1994-95. 

Universities 22% 
Other 16% 

Despite this, significant changes to the RDCs 
were recommended in the IC Report. These 
changes were justified on l:\vo grounds: firstly, the 
IC believed that the beneficiaries of research 
should pay in proportion to the benefits received; 
and secondly, it was argued that the greater the 
spillover benefits, the greate r the proportion the 
government should contribute. On this basis, the 
IC recommended that half the benefits from the 
research investments of commodity-based RDCs 
should accrue to farmers and the other half to the 
community. It was this latter community benefit 
tha t the IC focused upon by asking the ques tion 
- were the RDCs providing this community 
benefit, or were farmers ga ining disproportion­
ately from the dollar-for-dollar matching levy 
arrangement? The answer, in light of the recom­
mendations made, appeared to be the former. 
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Table 3. Percentage increase between 1988 and 1994 
in the estimated expenditure of R&D 
corporations and councils. 

Corporation/Council 1988-89 1993- 94 Increase 
($111) ($111) (%) 

Cotton RDC 2.4 6.8 182 

Dairy RDC 3.6 15.4 326 

Fisheries RDC 7.7 10.7 39 

Forest & Wood Products 0 0 0 

RDC 

Grains RDC 23.3 51.0 119 

Grape & Wine RDC 1.8 3.7 104 

Horticultural RDC 0.5 17.4 3398 

Meat Resea rch 30.2 50.8 68 
Corporation 

Pig RDC 3.0 7.2 140 

Sugar RDC 1.9 7.5 285 

Wool RDC 40.9 40.8 0 

Land & Water Resources 9.2 14.5 57 

RDC ' 

Rural Industries RDC b 4.3 14.9 246 

Chicken Meat R&D 1.1 1.6 46 
Council 

Dried Fruits R&D Council 0.7 1.5 131 

Egg Industry R&D Council 0.7 1.3 79 

Honeybee R&D Council 0.2 0.3 57 

Tobacco R&D Council 1.6 1.6 2 

TOTAL 133.1 247.0 85 

' LWRRDC is totally funded by Common wealth appropriations 

b Some components of the RIRDC budget are funded solely by 

Commonwealth appropriations and some by industry levies 

and matching Commonwealth contributions. 

The ratio 

The RDCs were established on the basis that 
they could invest in research that ranged along 
the entire R&D continuum, from 'concept to 
commercialisa tion'. The IC concluded, however, 
that the strong industry influence over RDC 
decis ion making has resulted in their activities 
being biased towards the applied end of the 
research spectrum. Taking this argument one step 
further led the IC to argue that, as the research 
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project progresses along the R&D continuum, the 
smaller, proportionately, the spillovers were likely 
to be and the less the justification for government 
support. The IC believed that, in light of this, the 
benefit to government s takeholders in the RDCs 
was less than that to industry. It therefore 
recommended that the government contribution 
to the RDCs be altered from the matching ratio of 
dollar-for-dollar to a new rate of $1 for every $4 
of industry funds. 

The rate of $ 1:$4 was believed by the IC to be 
a more generous level of assistance than that 
provided to business through the 150 % tax 
concession, as levies were also 100 % tax 
deductible. Although not specifically sta ted, the 
revised ratio implied that the IC believed that 
rural industry, as the main beneficiary of the 
RDCs, should contribute more of the money for 
R&D. Industry interests, the report argued, did 
not always coincide with those of society in 
general and a mismatch of public good and 
private benefit had been created through the 
dollar-for-dollar matching arrangement. The 
funds saved by the government through the 
application of the new ratio could be channelled 
into research for the public good. 

Removal of the ceiling 

As described previously, the imposition of a 
ceiling of 0.5 % of GVP on government matching 
contributions was a somewhat ad hoc decision. In 
recognition of this, it was noted in the 1989 
Research, Innovation a.11d Competitiveness 
statement that by the time industry contributions 
reached this level of contr ibution it would be 
necessary for primary producers to reconsider the 
amount and determine whether increased 
funding was warranted. The IC provided data 
that demonstrated increases in the funds 
provided by industry. In response to this success, 
the IC recommended the removal of the cap on 
the levy so that industry could be encouraged to 
contribute more. This would allow industry to 
decide for itself what an appropriate levy amount 
for their industry was, as well as provide for 
greater flexibility in the management of R&D 
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funds. The IC pointed out that this would enable 
industry to: 

... make choices between mai nto ining. 

increasing. or s pendi ng rese rve funds, or, 

alternat ively. maintaining o r increasing the 

level of the levy with out losing the gove rnment 

cont ribu tio11 if, in some yea rs, totnl spe nding 

goes above I per ce nt of GVP. 

The IC believed that the combined effect of a 
lower rat io of gove rnme nt contribution (i.e. 1 :4) 
a nd the absence of a ny se t ce iling would provide 
s ufficient incent ive for the RDC model to 
continue opera ting successfully. 

O ther issues 

The IC recomme ndations to reduce the levy 
:.111d remove the ceiling ca used the most debate. 
Other issues raised by the !C's review included 
the fo llowing: 

Basic vs applied research 

Concern was registe red in some of the 
submissions about the short-term perspective of 
the RDCs. This concern was rebutted w ith da ta 
that demonstrated some of the RDCs spent 
around 60 % of their budget on st rategic research. 
Under the RDC cha rte r they were to reflect 
industty interests a nd, on this bas is, the IC argued 
that the corpora tions should not be expected to 
commission pure public good research. This 
finding provided further support for the !C's 
recommendation of an overall reduction in the 
nwtching levy. The bottom line appeared to be 
that if the research was benefiting industry, the n 
industry, not government, should pay. 

Differentiated levies 

Fu nds collected th rough the levy system ca n be 
d irected only to the solut ion of generic industry 
problems. The IC recommended that thought be 
given to the introduction of extra volunta ry levies 
in order that region-specific issues could be 
nddressed by forme rs prepared to invest in 
research on them. This recommendation was also 
made in light of the resource constraints being 
placed upon Sta te departments of agricul ture that 
had previously provided such services. 
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A differentiated levy system was also 
proposed to enable growers to choose which 
cOJv orat ions they wished their levy to support . 
For example, a beef producer might decide that, as 
water table levels were threatening his/he r 
productive land, the levy should go to LWRRDC 
rather than the Meat Research Corporation 
(M RC). This type of approach was reminiscent of 
the New Zealand use r-pay system and was 
thought by the IC to provide rural indus try 
producers w ith greater freedom and flex ibility. 

Fully funded project submissions 

In line with previous recommendations, the IC 
proposed that the RDCs fully fu nd research 
projects, rather than work on the bas is of 
marginal funding. It was believed tha t fu lly 
funding projects would ameliorate the problems 
of research infrastructu re maintenance being 
experienced in the R&D system . 

Gaps, duplication and collaboration 

Criticisms were levelled at the RDCs about the 
na rrow commodity focus of the research projects 
commissioned. It was argued by some of the 
resea rch providers that this focus had led to gaps 
in the coverage of rura l problems. However, the 
charter of the RDCs required them to focus on 
meet ing the needs of the ir indust ry, yet at the 
sa me time these organisa tions were also to 
address broader rura l issues. Alleg::itions were 
made by some researchers that the broader rura l 
issues and problems were not being covered 
th rough RDC research portfol ios. Duplica tion as 
a result of insufficient co-ordination and 
collabora tion between the RDCs was also a 
concern. 

Assessing research outcomes 
T he evalua tion and assessment of research 
outcomes was emphasised as a vital RDC activity 
if the coqmrations were to be held accountable 
for the management of stakeholder funds. As has 
been mentioned previously, evaluation was a n 
area focused upon by both the ANOA and l3yrnc 
reports. The impact of these two reviews 
appea red to satisfy the IC that the RDCs were 
engaging in sufficient assessment activities, 
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altho ugh the repo1t did highlight the benefits that 

arose from the ' rigorous and comprehensive ex­

pos! evaluatio n o f research progra ms'. 

Accountability 

The IC had reservations about the effectiveness of 
the process by which industry preferences were 

conveyed to those respons ible for setting the levy. 
It was not always the case tha t a producer lwd 

access to the representative industry body 

respons ible for decisio ns concerning the levy. In 
o rder to make the process a truly democratic o ne, 
the IC recommended each RDC hold an a nnual 

general meeting at which levy paye rs could vote 
on the level of the levy. For those growers unable 
to attend the meeting, a proxy voting system 

could be implemented. To minimise costs the IC 
s uggested that meetings could he held ;it the sa me 
time as major industry conferences. Mandatory 

annual general meetings would achieve grea te r 
trans pa rency in the RDCs' act ivities . 

The initial response: the draft report 
considered 

Cons idera tion of the IC recomme ndat ions leads to 
the conclus ion that their philosophica l basis is 
similar to that which d rove the reforms to New 
Zealand ru ra l R&D. The preoccupatio n with 
getti ng the most out of the gove rn111ent dollar, 
ensuring the taxpayers knew what they were 
ge tting for the ir resea rch investmen t, :is well as 
user-p:iys financial :i rrangements were 
fund ame ntal te ne ts used to jus tify change in New 

Zeabnd. The IC had, in fa ct, advocated the 
introduction of the New Zealand model to 
Aus tralian Sta te departments of agricultu re and 

was clearly sy mpathet ic with the approach taken 
by that country to refo rm of its rural R&D effort. 

Wh y was New Zealand t<lkcn as a 111odel? It is 

certainly true that the context of reform in both 
Aus tralia a nd New Ze:il:ind was pervaded by 
eco nomic ratio nalism and its assodated rhetoric. 

It could also be that, in attempt ing to clarify the 
role of each of the research ins ti tutions in 
Australia 's R&D system, the IC found it 

necessa ry to adopt ::i somewha t reduction ist 
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approach that atte mpted to simplif:v and 

ca tegorise roles a nd respons ibilities o n the basis 

of pred ictable and ta ngible outcomes. The 

problem w ith this approach , as has been 

demonstrnted in New Zea lnnd , is the danger of 
ove r-simplificn tion . 

T he release of the I C's Draft Repo rt in 

December 1994 resul ted in a flood of s ubmissio ns 
critica l of its findings a nd recomme nda tio ns. 

CSIRO and the unive rs ities were the most 
outspoken abo ut the report, with both 
questio ning the proposed alteratio n in fu nding 

nrra ngements. The RDCs prepa red a joint 

submission that argued a s trong case ag:i ins t the 
adoption of the IC lind ings, particularly as they 
re lated to the funding arm ngemen ts of the 

corporations. Th is dm:ument se rved to crystallise 
ma ny of the more cont rove rs ial issues common to 
the reviews covered he re. It is thus useful to 
present a synopsis of it here. 

'/"lie l<DCs respond. The RDCs response to the 
IC was a lengthy, well a rgued and we ll prese nted 
paper, that st rongly ad voca ted mainte nance of the 

stat us quo. The paper began by acknowledging 
the attempt made by the IC to clarify the roles 
and responsib ilities of each cle ment that made up 
the R&D system. The separation of research 
customers :ind research contr::icto rs with in a 
co ntestable e nvironment was s upported , as well 
ns the view tha t government should se t priorities 
for public good research inves tment . The RDCs' 
ce ntral c rit ic ism of the IC reco mmendations was, 

however, that there was a n ' u nb ridge::ihle gap' 
be tween IC pol icy gu idel ines and the way it 

sough t to apply them to the RDCs. The RDCs 

described the potential impact of adopt ing the 
IC's recomme ndations as o ne that would deal a 
'body blow' to a system the Commiss io n itse lf had 
reported was working well. 

T he conceptual 'gap' described above, refe rred 
to the broad se t of principles produced by the IC 

report as guidelines by which decis ions in the 

R&D enviro nmen t sho uld he nwde. T hese policy 
principles were outlined in the draft repo 11 of the 
IC as fo llows: 
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• Diversity should be encouraged. 
• Private incen tives should be built on where 

possible. 
• Assistance schemes should be simple and 

transparent, with well defined criteria. 
• Assistance levels should be broadly 
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Figure 6. Research mix of gove rnment fundi ng of 

research and development, 1995. 

100 -
Universities 

100% 

consistent. 80 - CSIRO CR Cs 
• Research should be monitored and evaluated. 
• Government's non research and development 

requirements should be clearly articula ted. 
• 'Contestability' should have a major role in 

research funding. 
• Government's separate roles in research and 

development should be clear. 
The outline of the main recommendations, as 

they applied to the various types of research 
institutions, clearly reflects these underlying 
principles. T he IC systematically broke down the 
system into distinct parts and attempted to 
simplify the roles of each institution in order that 
greater clarity and consistency could be achieved. 

Under the IC plan, it became clear that there 
was a role to play for each research institution at 
a particular stage of the research continuum. This 
continuum ranged from basic/strategic to applied 
and commercia l R&D activity. The IC placed the 
u niversities and CSIRO at the basic end of the 
scale, with the State departments of agricu lture 
restricted to extension work and the Cooperative 
Research Centres and RDCs located at the 
applied/comme rcial end of the research spectrum. 
Public good research vvas seen as occurring only 
at the basic end of this range, a nd its primary 
providers were, therefore, the universities and 
CSIRO. This provided the justifica tion behind the 
IC recommendations that s ince RDC activities 
tended to be towards the applied end ofR&D, 
w here the bene fits and spillovers were 
appropriated by industry, the amount of 
government funding channelled into these 
institutions should be reduced. 

In response to the IC, the RDCs provided data 
to counter what they believed to be an over­
simplified conception of the organisation of R&D 
activity (Figure 6). 
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What Figure 6 illustrates, argued the RDCs, is 
that a mix of research activity is undertaken by 
each set of institutions. The figure shows that as 
the mix of resea rch shifts from basic to strategic 
and to applied research there is an associated 
tendency for the share of government funding to 
fall. The RDCs, on the basis of this evidence, 
asserted that they were meeting their obl igations 
for the provis ion of a mix of public good a nd 
industry research investment, with their 50 % 

government investment providing a mix of basic, 
strategic and applied research. Their response 
noted, inter nlia: 

There is no necessary connection between the 

movement toward more relevant research and 
development and a shift from basic resea rch to 

applied research. The RDCs by focusing the 
whole research process on high priority issues, 

both for the industry and public good aspects 
may not necessarily change the basic, strategic 

and applied research balance very much at all. 
There are in fact signs that as the RDCs mature 
they are becoming much more aware of the 

interdependence of basic, strategic and applied 
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research and willing to support a balance mix of 

resea rch effort as envisagecl by Mi nisters Ke rin 

a nd Cook in their 1989 State ment. 

T he key point to be made by the RDCs on the 
basis of this evidence, was that their activities 
were not confined to applied research from which 
only industry had benefited and, hence, they were 
fulfilling their public good obligations. 

Another a rgument used to support the RDC 
matching-funding arrangement related to the 
spillovers from R&D. Even if the RDCs were 
investing only in applied activities, it was 
reasoned, the spillovers from undertaking such 
research would still be sufficient to warrant the 
matching levy arrangement. T he economic, social, 
cultural and environmental benefi ts that accrued 
from R&D at any s tage of the innovation process 
were such that the general public always gained. 
It followed, said the RDCs, that the dollar-for. 
dollar matching levy arrangement should not be 
altered. 

The RDCs also disagreed with the IC about its 
comparison between the 150% research tax 
concession and the rural RDCs funding arrange­
ments. The IC argued for roughly equivalent 
incen tives for assistance to be provided for RDC 
research and industrial research. The rationale 
behind the approach was that RDC research was 
equivalent to research supported by the 150 % tax 
concession. However, the RDCs demonstrated 
that when comparisons were made between the 
tax concession and the work of the RDCs it was 
clear that differences existed between the two. 
The four main distinctions that were drawn by 
the RDCs from such a comparison were that: (i) 
the objectives of the RDCs as stated in the PIERD 
Act made explicit allowances for the perfo rmance 
of public good research; (ii) the R&D tax conces­
sion went to firms who decided what R&D they 
w ished performed while the RDCs made deci­
sions on behalf of industry and the community; 
(iii) most firms performed R&D in their own in­
house facilities, while most RDC research was 
performed by State departments of agriculture, 
CSIRO and the universities; and (iv) that R&D 
undertaken by private firms benefi ts those 
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organisations alone, whereas RDC research 
results are generally made available across the 
agricultural sector a nd the general community. 

T hese points were based on a distinction 
being made between the tax concession, which 
was described as a general, non-directed form of 
support for R&D performed by firms, and the 
RDC research investment approach, that was 
legisla tive ly required to incorporate both 
communi ty and industry interests. Each 
corporation was accountable and respons ible to 
levy payers and the government, in recognition of 
the fact that the spillovers accrui ng from thei r 
activities were likely to be substantially grea ter 
than those associated with the R&D tax conces­
sion. These misunders tandings led the RDCs to 
argue that the IC recommendations were flawed. 

The RDC submission argued, on the basis of 
this evidence, that a strong case for changing the 
role of the corporations as envisaged by govern­
ment in 1989 did not exist. T he removal of 
responsibi lity for public good research from the 
RDC portfolio would not only, it was said, 
fragment the rural research syste m, bu t also defy 
all previous government documentation that had 
disputed attempts to partition public good and 
industry driven R&D. 

T he RDCs were not as vehemently opposed to 
the other recommendations of the IC report as 
they had been to the issue of fu nding. T he 
removal of the ceiling on levies was recognised as 
a valid issue, as a number of the RDCs were 
approaching or had exceeded the 0.5 % of GYP 
industry contribution . The stimulation of 
indus try investmen t over and above this levy was 
highl ighted by the RDCs in two options they 
presented to the IC. Firstly, the ceiling on 
government matching funding could be ra ised to 
0. 75 % of GVP and secondly, a tape red ceiling 
could be applied with the amount of matching 
funds decreasing as industry invested over the 
0.5 % (e.g. at 0. 75 % GYP the ra tio might be $1 
for every $1.50 from industry). 

Criticisms concerning the lack of collabor­
ation and duplication of effort were rejected, with 
evidence provided on the number of joint projects 
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undertaken between the RDCs se rving to 

d emonstra te that coordination did occur. j oint 

m ee tings of all RDC executive directors, 

communications and business managers were 

noted as examples of :it tempts by the corporntio ns 
to e nsure that issues d id not ' fall between the 

crncks'. Interestingly. the IC sugges tion that bo th 

the CSIIZO and State agencies charge the full cost 
for exte rnally funded R&D was accepted in 

principle, but amended by the RDCs on the bas is 

that in many cases the R&D projects undertaken 
by these agencies also s upported their interests . 
The RDCs suggested instead that the IC should 

distinguish between (i) R&D that was s pecifically 
commiss ioned by an RDC to research a specific 
problem, and (ii) collaborative R&D where 

several groups were involved in defining the 
scope and objectives of the project. In the former 
s ituation, the RDCs sa id that they would accept 

the full costs of the research project, whereas in 
the latter case the cost of the resea rch would be 

dependent upon negotiation between all groups 
involved. This distinction would enable projects 
to be considered on a case-by-case bas is w ith the 
re lative interests and benefits to be obtained 
reflected in the proportion of the cos ts shared by 
each party. 

The IC Recommendations Reconsidered 

The IC, in light of the RDC s ubmission , reco nsid­

e red a number of the issues that had caused 
controve rsy. Submissions prepared by other 

institutions. such as the universities and CSIRO 
had a s imilar effect, although the universities 
foiled to win the battle over the re mova l of the 

Resea rch Quantum from direct block approp ri­
ations. The CSIRO funding recommcnclations 

were w ithdrawn and replaced by a new reeom­

mcndation for an annual workshop to be insti­
tuted at which officials of all stakeholder govern­

ment departments could develop broad prio rities 
for public good research. Evaluation a nd perform­

ance measurement continued to be emphas ised as 
impo rtant in o rder that the institu tion be given an 

increased amount of public sc rutiny. 
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The gran ts scheme provided for business 
through the Industrial R&D Board was retained. 

in contrast to the !C's initial recommendation 

that it be abolished o n the grounds of inefficiency 
and ineffectiveness. For S tate departments, the 

blatant advocacy of the New Zealand model was 

removed and subs titu ted with references to the 
need for these organisations to 'consider' 

establishing agricultural research departments as 
separate coqmrations. The IC w ithdrew the 

recommendation for gove rnmen t support to be 

reduced iu the RDCs to $ 1 :$4 but mnintained 
that the rate of $1 :$1 was not justifiable. On this 
basis the IC recommended n $ I :$2 rntio be put in 

place but with 11 0 government cei ling. All other 
recommeudntio ns made in relation to the RDCs 
remnined the same. 

This final series of recommendations wns a 
disappointment for many, as the IC was seen to 
have bnckcd down from its original strong stance 
on the roles and responsibilities of organisations 
within the R& D system. Although the findings 

were based on recomme ndations made in the 
draft document, there seemed to be an attitude of 
'take it or leave it' rather than the stronger ' this is 
what needs to happen' that ran through the initial 
findings. The length of time tnken to conduct the 
review, the nega tive response the draft report lwd 
received nnd the politicn l llak that was generated 

by the findings, may have had the combined 
effect of quelling e nthus iasm on the part of the IC 
for its task. 

Speculation Abounds: Will Government 

Implement the IC? 

The Gove rnment's response to the IC report wns 

originally expected in Octobe r 1995, but was 
continually put off, with the dendline ex tended 

into December. This was to enable yet another 
CSIRO internally commiss ioned review to be 

inco1vorated into the Labo r Government 's 
'Innova tion Statement'. In addition , the looming 
election may have made it politica lly expedien t 

fo r the Prime Minis te r to launch the document in 

the lead-up to the campaign proper. Speculatio n 
about the likely o u tcome of the IC report was, in 
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the mea ntime, p rovided by those the proposed 

reforms would affect. In inte rviews conducted 
with the executive directors of the RDCs an 

interest ing mix of responses was recorded. 

For many, the timing of the IC was such that 

they did not believe the report would be acted 
upon by the Labor Government. This was 

because a Federal election was to be held by May 
1996 and was predicted to be a close contest 

dependent upon winning votes in marginal 

electorates, many of them located in rural areas. 
As far as the RDCs were concerned, the Labor 
Government was unlikely to institute changes 

that would directly impact upon rural producers. 
The proposed reductio n in fund ing was a n issue 
that had already incited producer wrath, with the 

NFF a rguing a strong case aga ins t such cha nges 
being introduced. Industry ow ne rship of the RDC 
model meant that it would be a brave government 
that would change the system in any way. In 
add ition, a commitment had been given by john 
Ande rson, the shadow minis ter for p1imary 
industries and e nergy, that under a Coalition 

government the dollar-for-dollar matching fund s 
formula was secure. O n the whole, therefore, 
most fe lt the dollar-for-dolla r funding formula 
was likely to be re tained. 

Arguments agains t alterations to the funding 
arrangements were a lso disputed through appeals 
to the original charter of the RDCs. T he RDCs, it 
was argued , were se t up to institute a co­
investment pa rtnership between industry a nd 
government. The removal of one of the partners 
would jeopa rdise this relationship, as would 

altering the funding balance between the two. 
One of the respondents said that, even in respect 
of the most value-added part of the rural 

production market, the food processing sector, the 
level of investme nt in R&D was low, at around 
0.6 %. This rate compared with around 0.8% for 

a n industry like electronics. How then, it was 
poin ted out, could 'you ask a primary producer, 
who is on the bones of his backside, focing bnd 

yenr nfter bad, to put more money into R&D 

when they arc alrendy contributing 0.5 % ?'. An 
add itionnl obscn1at ion was made tlrnt a reduction 
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in the a moullt of mo ney from government could 

initiate a crisis of confide nce, particularly in some 
snwller industries that did not lwvc the ca pacity 
to invest more money in rural R&D. 

As for as the other, less controve rsial, 

recommendatio ns were concerned, participn nts 

did not believe that the 0.5 % ceiling would be 

lifted. This was a view shared by othe rs o utside 
the syste m :ind was based upon a belief that 
Trensury would be too worried about the 

possibi lity of industry suddenly decid ing to 

inc rease contributions :ind government having to 
match the m up to an unspecified leve l. T he open­
endedness of such :in arrn ngemcnt was not one 

that Treasury or the Depa1-tment of l'inancc was 
likely to support. In response to th is fcnr, the 
exn mple was given that if a forme r had to choose 
be tween increasing cnpital stock such as a tracto r 
or investing more in R&D, the tracto r would 

more than likely win o ut. It was nlso the case, 
argued one m:rnager that, although most formers 

felt R&D was a 'good thing', ma ny of them would 
not be pre pa red to invest any mo re money thn 11 

they were at present, a fact that could be used to 
mitigate Treasury fears. 

T he introductio n of a competi ti ve, di fferent i­
ated, levy that would allow producers to a llocn te 
fu nds on the basis of who they wanted their 
mo ney to go to was rejected on the bas is of its 
imple mentation being an admin ist rative night­
ma re as well as the fragme ntation it would ca use 
ac ross the system as whole. While many 

supported the freedom of cho ice this approach 
accorded the producer, the problems that would 
be created by RDCs having to vie fo r research 
dollars amongst growers would transfe r resou rces 
away fro m resea rch into self marketing and 

pro motion activities. This would undermine the 
originnl purpose of the RDCs which was to inves t 
and pro mote R&D, not chase dollars from 

producer groups. 
These responses to questions about the like ly 

impact of the IC Inquiry were countered by those 

who sa id that, altho ugh they did not believe the 
recommendations wo uld be acted upon, they did 

in fo ct support so me of the findings. Newton, 
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involved in the ini tia l establish111ent of the RDCs. 

argued tha t the IC reco111111e1Hlations were both 

ti111cly a nd inev it:ible, 'with :i few less dollars the 

RDCs might st:irt to th ink about their prio rities 

a ml rea lly ge t it together in te rms of nwking 

p rofitable invest111e11t dec is io ns'. This type of 

atti tude was echoed by o thers who did not be lieve 
the RDCs warranted th i.; m:itching fund ing 

a rra ngement and, as a resul t, felt th:it indus try 

s hould be pay ing more. One respondent fe lt that 

the dollar-for-dollar matching was probably 

appropriate for those RDCs that were doing 

largely basic/s trategic research. However, for 

those co rporations that were concentra t ing on the 

o ther end of the resea rch spectrum , a reduced 

rate of matching should apply. 

Opinions s uch as these reflected the range of 

pe rceptions that exis ted about the role of the 

RDCs and the part they were perceived to play in 

the R&D system. In line with s upport fo r some of 
the findings were comments that the IC did not , 

in foet , go for enough. Hussey contends th::it the 

backdown by the IC was hugely beca use they did 

not do eno ugh analysis to ensure the recommen­

d a tions they made could stand fast in the face of 

c riticism. He believed that the IC was o n the right 

track when it talked about spillove rs in re lation to 
the RDCs and raised questio ns abou t whether the 

gcnernl co mmunity was getting the bes t 

' investmen t bang for the government dolla r'? 

Howeve r, the fa ilure of the IC to explain exactly 

w lrnt these spillovers were, meant that they had 

le ft the ir recommendations open to attack by 

those that w ished to retain governme nt funding. 

This view was echoed by othe r respondents w ho 

believed that, at the end of the day, the IC had 

found the w hole thing too ha rd and this had 

accounted for the watered-down vers ion of its 

in itial findings. Wh::itever the outcome, opinion 

wa s clea rly divided about wh ethe r the JC inquiry 

h ad done a good or b::i d job. The level of scrutiny 

it imposed upon the system, combined with the 

amount of time and effo rt the RDCs devoted to 

the preparat ion of submissions, meant that the 

release of the ' Innovat ion Statement' in 

Decembe1· 1995 was awa ited wi th in terest. 
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Have the Corporations Been Over­
Reviewed? 

The amount of discussion that surrounded the 

reviews of the RD Cs over the pe riod I !HJ 1- !J.'i wa s 

wa rranted beca use of the issues they ra ised and 

the impact they had upon the corpo rations 

themselves. As has been shown, the va rious 

review teams released findings that were less than 

ea rth shatte ring, with Hussey arguing that the 

governnwnt has induced a s itua tion of" ana lys is 

paralys is' throughout the R&D community. The 

fact that so many reviews occurred mus t, in part, 
be attributed to a problem that has re mained 

cons iste nt throughout this examination of the 

reviews, namely the complete failure on the part 

of some sectio ns of government to understand the 

nature of R&D activity and the role which the 

RDCs were conceived of as playing in its 

accomplishment. This problem was discussed at 

length by the majority of people inte rviewed, both 
from burea ucratic and governme nt backgrounds. 

Consta nt evaluations have left many of the RDCs 
in positions where they have had to di1·cct a 

s ig11itic~111t proportion of their resources in to the 

prepara tion of responses, leading one respondent 

to say tha t he was 's ick of consta ntly having to 

fight a rear guard action' as it limited the abili ty 

of the COilJOratio n to stay o n top of the research 

that was supposed to be its primary task. S imilar 

views were recorded across most executive 

directors with phrases s uch as the 'paper wa r' 

and 'you become jaundiced ' used to describe the 

effect of cons tant, exte rnally-imposed scrntinies. 

O thers were more pragmatic abo ut the cycles 

of reviews that had occurred, believ ing tha t it was 

a genera l mani fes tation of the present 

environment in wh ich they were loca ted. 

Evaluation, sa id one of the respondents whose 

corporation was located in Ca nberra , ' is the 

business of this town , we jus t have to learn to 

accep t it and get on w ith the job as best we ca n'. 

This type of response was made by many 

participa nts who seemed to accept that reviews 

were going to occur so long as the matching 

funding a rrangement stayed. The key tc survival 
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was givi ng the reviewers what they wa nted and 

protecting your interests as best as you could. 
The value of u ndertnk ing all these reviews 

must, howeve r, be questioned . T he logic behind 
reviewing ::i system so young appenrs to be 

ll::iwed , partieul::i rly when consider::itio n is given 

to the foct that rcse::i rch is an inves tment ::ict ivity, 
with many projects need ing to run for 5-7 years 
or more before results ca n be recorded. The 

exa mination undcrt::iken in this chapter has also 

revealed th::it, while the objec tives of corpo rn tis· 
ation were referred to by each of the review 

ten ms, none of the findings related specificnlly to 
the fo ur objectives of coqJOrn ti s::ition given in 
clnuse 3 of the 1989 P!ERD Act (see p::ige 27) . 

Despite explic it reference not being nrnde to the 
PIERD Act, issues of accountability, efficient a nd 
effective resource ma nagement and research 
o utcomes that benefi ted both the community and 
indus try were certainly raised in the reviews. 

T hese factors essentially provide the substance of 
each of the 1989 objectives of corporatisat ion. In 
light of these find ings can we assume, therefore, 
that the corporn tisation of ru ra l R&D lrns 

ach ieved the objectives for which it was created? 
The diffuse a nd ::i ll -encompassing nature of 

the objectives as specified in the PIERD Act was , 
ostens ibly, designed to provide the RDCs with 

suffic ient nexibility to allow them to renect their 
particula r industry's needs. However, in light of 

the review findings exa mined thus far, there may 
be some merit in asking whe ther the capacious 
nature of the objectives has ac tually c reated some 
of the problems the RDCs arc cu rrently cxpcri· 
encing? Most of the reviews paid particular 

attention to discovering information about RDC 
operational specifics, ra the r than con tinuing to 
promote the more genera list government line 

espoused in the PIERD Act. The PIERD Act docs 
not require such detail in order for its objec tives 
to be met. Rather it acco rds the RDCs a wide 

scope for interpretatio n of how to meet these 
goal s. Have the reviews now c rea ted a si tuation in 

which these objectives a rc now unde r threat? If 
so, we re the reviews ask ing the right questions in 

the first place? It w::is hoped tha t the release of 
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the ' lnnovation State ment' would answer these 
questions by p rov iding some clarification abo ut 

what role governme nt actually w:i nted to play in 
relation to the RDCs. For those with in these 

o rganisa tions, the content of the document was to 
p rove a rude shock. 

'Innovate Australia': a shock for the RDCs 

On 6 Decembe r 1995 the long aw:iited ' Innova te 

Austra lia' stateme nt was fina lly re leased by 
gove rn111cnt. The media hype surround ing the 
launch of the docume nt was conside rable wi th 

Prime Minister Keating using the occasion to 
begin ca nipaigning in earnest fo r the 1996 Federal 
e lectio n, with the date set for 2 Ma rch. T he 

breadth of the docu me nt was such tha t everyth ing 
fro m resea rch, traini ng, educatio n, small business 
and the infonn:i tion super h ighway were covered . 
The necessity for Aus tra lia to become an 
innovative na tion was made repe:itedly, but 
bec:iuse Keating was not compelled to define 
exactly wlwt the te rm ' innovation' mea nt, some o f 

the force behind its promotio n was dissipated. 
Government used the IC report as the b::is is 

for all the recomme ndations made in rela tio n to 
rural R&D. T he genera l R&D e nvironment was 

to be improved through a resea rch commercia­
lisatio n program, the s tre ngthening of the rules 

govern ing intellec tual property, exp::ins ion of 
internationa l science and technology linkages, 

and access to the informa tion supe r h ighway. 
CSIRO was to be given a key role to play in the 
interna tional scene through the establishment of 
a panel of experts whose job it was to promote 
Australian R&D, as well as ensure the nation was 

kept in touch with globa l developments. T he 
government accepted the IC recommendat ions 
that clarifica tion of the role of CSI RO was needed 

and endo rsed the introduction of a number of 
measures to enha nee the accountability of the 
orga nisation. These measures included cost ing 

a nd pricing guidelines, the evaluat ion of resea rch 
and incrcnsccl advisory and consultat ive 
processes. T he idea of an ::innual consultative 

forum at which the directions ofCSIRO would be 
se t was a lso endorsed. 
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As regards the IC recommendat ions that dea lt 

wi th funding nrrangeme nts, governme nt nccepted 

proposals to introduce consis tency in cost 
recovery a nd pricing policies across resea rch 

ngencies and unive rs ities. The system of block 
grant funding to the universities wns to be 

retnined, with gove rnment rejecting the granting 

of statutory authority to the Aus tralia Research 
Council. The 150% tax concess ion system was to 
be maintained, though fine-tuned to improve 

accessibility, management and cost effectiveness. 
In addition, ind ustry was to sec the renewal of 

the $40 million n yenr R&D competitive gra nts 
scheme. Five new Cooperative Rcscn rch Centres 
were nnnounccd with funding guaranteed by 
government fo r seven yen rs. estnblish ing these 

organisatio ns as pcnnancnt feat ures o f the R&D 
system. Overall , therefore, the Innovation 
Sta tement talked a lot ::ibout government's role as 
o ne of creating the right environment to facilitate 
the process of wealth creation and innovat ion , as 
well as the need for Australia to be at the 
forefront of technologica l progress. 

For the RDCs, the release of this document 
transmitted some s t rong s ignals fro m gove rnme nt 

about the need fo r industry to become more 
in volved in the prov ision of resources for R&D. 

The most s ignifica nt decision in rela tion to th is 
push for mo re indus try dolbrs was not the 

continuatio n of the matching levy nrra ngcment, 
but dropping the level from 0.5 % to 0.4 % of GV P. 
13eyond this point , the Commonwealth undertook 
to prov ide one dollar fo r every two dollars cont ri­
buted by indust ry, with the ceiling to Commo n­

wea lth contributions removed. The removal of 
this cap represe nted the bigges t s urp rise of the 
s tate ment and wa s welcomed by the RDCs. 

These decisions were to ta ke effect from 1 
J uly 1996. The Minister for Primary Industries 
and Energy, Bob Collins, argued that this new 

arra ngeme n t wo uld ' provide a s table bas is for 
the future growth of the RDCs' as well as a llow 
the level of ru ra l R&D to grow in accordance 

wi th the needs of industry. Othe r changes 

included the ex tens ion o f voluntary levy 
nrrangcme nts so thnt contribu tions could be 

Revitalising Rural Research and Development in Australia 

made by produce rs who wanted funds directed 

into pure ly regional issues, as well as the 

inclusion of downstream processors in the RDC 
sys tem. This meant thnt not only produce rs but 

also the industries that hnndled their 
commod it ies could invest in R& D through the 

RDCs. T he o nly requireme nt was that such 

industries ngree to the compulsory levy. 
The main message to co me out of the 

Innovation Statement was, therefore, one of 

support fo r the !C's recommendations. T his 
suppo rt provided a strong indicat ion to the RDCs 
that their long-term futu re would require 

increased indust ry investment. Altho ugh funding 
from gove rnme nt would s till be provided, in order 
for the matching arrangement to continue over 

0.4 % of GVP, industry had to commit itse lf to 
allocating mo re resources to R&D. 

Taken as a whole, reaction to the Innovation 
Statement seemed to be charac terised by ambiva­
lence from those within the R&D com munity. 
This ambiv::ilence may have stemmed fro m the 
fact tha t the document did not tackle thorny 
issues like research infrastructure and where the 
fund s to ma intain a bas ic research capacity were 

to be found. Although the sta tement used the 
rhetoric of' innova tio n', its act ual effect was to 

reduce marginally the amount of funding a llo­
cated to the a rea of rural R&D. As such, perhaps 

the clearest message it provided was that govern­
me nt fe lt it was time others took on the challenge 
of funding and promot ing R&D. for the RDCs, 
this message presented both threats and oppor­
tunities. Increased industry investment would be 

met by continued government support, but failure 
to gain such industry suppo rt would inhibit the 
developme nt of RDC research portfolios. 

A number of iss ues as they rela te to the RDCs 
and the ir environment have been discussed in 

this chapte r. The analysis undertaken has been 

based upo n a se ries of ' review' s napshots with the 
most recent of these being of the December 1995 
Innovation S ta tement. T he next chapte r ra ises a 

numbe r of questions in rela tion to the various 

review findings and speculates upon the future 
challenges which the RDCs may face as a result . 
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4 Are We Asking the Right Questions? 

An Evaluation of the Corporatisation 
of Australian Rural Research and 

Development 

' 1Vo11 /d 11011rcll111c, please ll'iiirh way I OlllJIU tOlJO 

.fi m11 Ii ere:>' 

''f'lw r dcpc11ds a /lood rlral 011 l!'hcrc 11011 11•a11r ro_r1ct 

to'. said tile Car. 

·1 r/011 'r 11111cli care ll'herr .. 'said Alicc. 

' 'f'hm i t doc.rn 'r 111M tcr 11'/iich 1m!J 11011 lJO,' said rlic 

Car. 

Lewis Carroll 

T he analysis of the reviews experienced in 

the rural R&D sector over the period 1991 - 95 
has se rved to crystallise many of the issues 
currently causing difficulties for the RDCs. It has 
also become increasingly obvious that, r:ithcr 
tlwn cl:i rific:i tion :ibout the role of the RDCs 

resulting from such cv:iluatio ns, confusio n :i nd 
ambiguity have typified both the recomme nd:i­
tions of the reviews and the responses of those 
most :iffectcd by them. A number of questions 
lwve emerged from the examin:ition of the 

reviews ranging from specific operational issues 
to more :imo1vhous, conceptual, problems tlwt 
deal w ith the n:iture of R&D :i nd the prevailing 
research environment. These questions arc built 
upon by decisions made in the Innovation 

Statement that have both confirmed am! modified 
some of the foundatio ns upo n which the RDCs 

we re originally based. 
This chapter w ill address each of the 

questions ra ised in the previous o ne. It will 
supplement the material already presented with 
information ga thered through inte1v iews and w ill 

consider both the immediate difficulties confro nt­

ing the RDCs and possible future challenges. In 
o rde r to clari(y these issues, this chapter isolates 
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problems as they rela te to each of the RD Cs' key 
st;1keholders and their environment. Thus, 

indus try, researchers, government , the RDCs and 
the R&D environment itself, a re each considered. 

Breaking these issues into li ve di stinct 
categories allows key the mes and ques tions to be 
draw n o ut in rcl:itio n to each of the focal a rcas 
lis ted above. For example, the way in which 
industry has responded positively to the 

introduction of the RDCs has, on the surface, 
been a triumph for those responsible for 
establishing the coq >orations. However, the 
questio n arises as to whether this support is real, 
or whether the RDCs have merely provided 
another vehicle th rough which the rur:il sector 
can gain resources. In light of the Innov:ition 

St:i tcme nt, w ill industry :ictually contribute mo re 
resources to R& D, o r w ill the RDCs be fo ccd with 

a reduced funding base? In contras t to industry, 
those researchers that must now ga in contrac ts 
through the RDCs have, on the whole, reacted 
negative ly to the changes and have raised ~1 
numbe1· of problems. A re we depic ting ou r 

research infrastructure to the extent that in , s:iy, 
10 yc:irs time we will not have a research capacity 
in Australia? Has the an1ount of bas ic rcsc:i rch 

declined to the ex tent that the re is a clanger of 
losing the fo undations fro m which other, mo re 

applied research can be conducted? 
In light of rece nt decisions, the role of 

government in rela tion to the RDCs appears to be 
under question. Is the Innovation Statement 
indica tive of a government unsure of the value of 

its investment in the RDCs? Has the IC 

recommenda tio n fo r a dis tinction to be draw n 



between public good and private benefit resulted 
in a government more concerned w ith mo nitor­
ing the process than with the outcomes of 

research :icti vity? For example, a rc we moving 

towards the adoption of the New Zealand 

approach to R&D*, with gove rnme nt becoming a 

p11rchnscr of, rather than co-i111•csror i11 , research? 
These questions place the RDCs in a difficult 

pos ition as they must respond to stakeholder 

demands as well as undertake the co re bus iness 

of R&D investment and management. A rc the 
RDCs losing s ight of their original goals in order 
to meet these dem:rnds? Arc the coqJO nltions 

becoming over-bureaucratised as they atte mpt to 
negotiate their way th rough a n incrc:is ing wo rk 
load? As State and Federal governments pull back 

resources from the area have the RDCs become 
the de facto funding source for rural R&D? What 
docs the fut u re hold for these o rganisatio ns as 
they face an R&D environment that is placing 
considerably more, rather than less, demands 
upon them? In light of the importance of these 
questio ns, this section add resses each o f the 

p roble ms :rnd concerns upon which such 
difficulties are based. In so doing cons ide ration is 

given to both the threats and opportunities tha t 
will determine the future of the RDCs. 

Industry: the Pe rception of Success? 

Perhaps the mos t positive finding of each review 
has been that the RDCs are meeting the 
objectives of corporat isation. There has been a 
s ubsta ntial increase in indus try R&D investmen t, 

with rural p roducers repoited in all the reviews 
:is being ::ictively involved in the determination of 
research priorities. Industry support and 
awareness of the model appears to be s t rong, w ith 
a recent p roducer sun1ey conducted by GRDC 

repo1·ting 51 % of forme rs as having changed 
forming practices through the adopt ion of 
resea rch findings over the last five yea rs . In 

add ition, ' unaided aware ness' of the exis tence of 

the GRDC had more than doubled over the same 

* for more details see Lovett, S. ( l 994c) in bibliography. 
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period, from 7 % to 18 %. These find ings a re 

consistent wi th comments made by othe r RDC 

managers about the increase in producer R&D 
k nowledge and suppo rt of the corpora tions in 

general. Further evidence of support has been 
increased activity by the NFF to pro mote the 

be nefits of investme nt in rural R&D. 

A number of reasons may be s uggested for 
this s uccess in gaining producer suppor t. T he 
most frequently c ited explanation given by 

producers and RDCs alike is that, under the new 
sys tem, it is the indus tries rather than the 

resea rchers that are driving the research agenda. 
It is argued by RDC managers that this change is 

responsible for the deve lopme nt of a genuine 
realisa tion amongst rural producers that R&D is 
producing tangible a nd , mo re importantly, 
uscablc results designed to assist them. This 
assertion is suppo rted by anecdotal ev idence of an 

attitudinal change occurring within the ru ral 
sector. For example, early attempts by o ne 

corpo ra tion to bring together industry a nd 
researchers to develop a joint plan for the 

industry concerned revealed a dichotomy of 
interest and understa nding between the two 
groups. This was demonstrated through an 
exercise that involved researchers listing the main 

resea rch breakthroughs tha t had occurred in tha t 
part icular commodity area ove r the previous 20 
yea rs . \Vhilc researchers rated 27, producers 
rnted only 3 of these as having been of any 
be nefit to the industry. T his kind of disparity was 
representative of o ne of the ma in problems that 
existed in the R&D sector before the introductio n 
of the RDC model, namely a lack of 
co mmunica tion a nd contact between the 

s ta keholders involved in rural R&D. 
\Vords s uch as 'transpare nt', 'respons ive', 

'effective', 'efficient' and 'approachable' were 

used by RDC manage rs to describe the se1-vices 
which industry has come to expec t the 
corpo rations to provide. The epi thet 'honest 

broker' is being used to describe the role of RDCs. 
Producers can depend upon their part icular 
corpo ration as an honest broker providing 

objective, expert advice about rural issues. T he 
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perceived apolitical nature of the RDCs has 

meant that producers can use these organisa tions , 

secure in the knowledge that their main concern 
is the bette rment of their particular industry in 

not only economic, but also social, cultural and 

environmental terms. 
The honest broker role is one that has also 

served to shi ft the distribution of influence in the 

rural R&D sector. Before the changes int rod uced 
in the 1989 PIERD Act it was clea r that research­

ers were in control of the resea rch agenda. For 
producers, challenging this resea rcher-do mina ted 

system was inconceivable because of the 
monopoly of knowledge held by the resea rch 

community. Producers were described by some 
RDC managers as being wary of entering into 
negotiations with this t raditionally separate and 
'clever' com munity. The establishment of the 

RDCs has shifted influence away fro m the 
researchers and enfra nchised produce1·s so tlrnt 
they may take a more active role in the determi­

nation of research prio rities. This me:ms that 
rural producers now put fo1wa rd R&D proposals 

with grea ter confidence, rather than the previous 
situation in which it was felt that researchers 
patronised growers by telling them what they 

could and could not do. 
Although researche r do minance of the system 

before the 1989 reforms was a rea lity, it mus t also 
be recognised that producers we re not lobbying to 

draw attention to their R&D needs. The main 
characterist ic of the nira l sector, like other 
indust rial sectors in Australia, was apa thy ra ther 
than enthus iasm about the possible be nefi ts of 
R&D. The introductio n of the RDCs transformed 

some producers' att itudes about the potential of 
R&D to assis t in the development of more 
commercia lly profitable commodi ties. T his 

'transformation ' has been attributed by the RDCs 
to their subtle education campa ign. Educa ting 
minds t radit ionally opposed to anything 

scholastic has proved , it was said , to be one of the 
most fund:imen ta l compo nents of RDC research 

programs. 
The effect of the introduction of the RDCs 

has been, therefore, to boost producer interest 
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and involvement in the management and 
direction of R&D as it affected particulnr rural 

commodities. T he percept ion of success that 

curre ntly surro unds the RDC model is thus due 
primarily to the producer support the system 

appears to have gained . Producers are described 

by the RDCs as possessing a strong feeli ng of 
ownersh ip of the model, which has led, in some 

cases, to industry, rather than resea rchers, 
pushing the R&D case to governme nt and other 

agencies. 

Re-assessing the Perception of Success 

Indus try support fo r the model has meant that 
government and producers al ike pay s ignificantly 
more attentio n to R&D than was the case fi ve 

yea rs ago. This attention has raised the profile of 
the rural R&D sector to a level unanticipated by 
those responsible for initially establishing the 

RDC syste m. However, it needs to be asked 
whethe r indust ry support is as widespread as 
reported, or if a few politicnlly astute producers 
have recognised the resource benefits provided 
thro ugh the IZDCs and the significa nt amount of 
government money that is channelled through 
these organisa tio ns. 

In August 1995, a NFF confe rence hin ted at 
the possibility of producers using R&D to fu rther 

their own interests, rather than because of any 
sustained commitment to research per se. T his 
confe rence wns convened to address a 'Draft 
Nn tional Agricultural Research St rategy for 
Aus tralia '. Over 200 de lega tes attended, with the 

NFF ga ining a great deal of media attention and 
praise for organis ing such a fo rum. Buth the 
Minister for the Department of Pri11rn1y 

Indust ries and Energy, Senator Bob Collins, and 
Senator Peter Cook, Minister fo r Indus try, 
Science and Technology, addressed the 

confere nce, adding to the media hype that 

surrounded proceedings. Resea rch had seemingly 
become vi t:i l to the nation with the NFF 
espousing the rhetoric of innovation :i nd the 

benefits of Australia being a 'clever count ry'. 
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Most of the deleg:Jtes nt the confe rence, 

however, were the re .'.I S .'.I result of government 

funding in one form or another, .'.I situntio n 

d l:lracte ris tic of R& D in Austrnli:i. People fro m 

publicly fu nded resea rch ins titut io ns, the RDCs, 

educa tio n:il inst itutio ns :l ll(i rurnl industry 

representatives ::it tended , ::is we ll ::i s :i new breed 

of profcssion:lls who provide cons ul tancy se1vices 

for rur.'.11 industries :l tHI lobby for p roducers' 

interests. Of the producers present, mos t held 

positio ns in off-form ind ustries or were members 

of the boards of RDCs. ' Indepe ndent' produce rs, 

un:l tt:lched to :i gove rnment or governme nt­

sponsored org:l nis:i t ion, were conspicuous by 

thei r nbscncc. 

T he timing of this pnrticular con fe rence was 

such thnt, w ith an electio n looming, the NFF was 

able to p ro mote rural secto r inte rests by using the 

issue of R& D to g:lin media , political and 
fin:incia l s upport. G iven the large number of 

m:i rgi1l:ll sc:lts in rurn l e lecto rates, the two 

Minis te rs nttcnding the confe rence we re unlike ly 

to make ;m y controvers ial s tateme nts tha t would 

upset the fo rm lobby-there was no hint of any 
forthcoming funding cuts. The N FF and some 

rcprcsent:Jti ves of rurnl industries exploited this 
situ:ition to raise :i numbe r o f issues :iml 

problems, nl:l ny of which we re unrelated to R&D. 

Overa ll , the confe rence :ich ieved very little in 

furthering the deve lopment of a Na tio nal 

Agricultural Rcse:i rch Strntcgy for Aus trn iin. 

The con fe rence proceedings contained :i 

se ries of ' motherhood' s tateme nts about 

commitment to rese;irch, pnrtnerships between 

industry and gove rnme nt :rnd the need to ensure 

tha t Aus tra lia w:is part of the glob:ll innov:itio n 

system. The s t:i tcments lacked substa nce in tha t 

they fo iled to place on :rny o rga nisation the 

respons ibili ty for carry ing such commitments 

fo rwa rd . As a restllt, the confe rence was a lost 

opportunity fo r the productio n of a resea rch 

st rn tcgy for the n:ition , but it wns politica lly 

be nefici:i l fo r the Austra lian ru rn l lobby, wh ich 

pl:l ced dem:inds .'.I nd press llres upo n governme nt 

fo r nl:l inte nance of d rought-rela ted fii l:l nc ia l 

assisrnnce p:lck:lges. 
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T hese observ:ltio ns suggest that the rurn l 

sec to r had supported the RDC model l:i rgely 

bec:luse it provided :i nother conduit fo r 

government funds. Producers have to invest in 

R&D because the matching levy is comp ulsory. 

Ra ther tha n a w idespread enlightenme nt of .'.I ll 

producers abou t the benefi ts of R&D, it is more 

likely a c:ise of rtl rn l growers h:iving litt le choice 

but to comply with legally enforcenble 

obligntions. Many of the RDC mnn:igers noted 

thnt this was the case for the ir pnrt icul:ir 

indus tries, with dotlbts expressed :ibo ut whethe r 

the majo rity of producers would eve r invest in 

R&D of the ir own free w ill. 

An Arranged Marriage? Industry and 
R&D 

The preceding comments suggest that, on the 

whole, some rural industries :i re s till inves ting in 

R&D o nly beca use they have to. T he real test o f 

this proposit ion w ill be whether indust ry 

responds positively to the cha llenge prese nted by 

n reduction of government funds in the RDCs. As 

shown in Table 4, fo r industries thn t cu rren tly 

contribute below the new level of 0 .4 % GVP 

the re will be little imp:ict. In the grnins, sug::ir nnd 

pig indus tries, producers nre nlready investing .'.I t 

mo re th:in 0.5 % GVP. This means thnt these 

RDCs w ill come close to maintain ing existing 

fund ing levels despite the drop in governme nt 

funding to 0 .4 % GVP. The GRDC will , in foc t, be 
better o ff unde r the new ::i rr:i ngements, as the $ 1 

governme nt to $2 indus try matching nrm ngement 

over the 0.4 % level will result in prod ucers in 

this secto r being rewarded for their curre nt 

commitment to 0.77% GVP. 

The posi tion of the grn in indus try contrnsts 

wi th othe rs such :is me:Jt :ind wool, whose R&D 

levies fo ll betwee n 0.4 :i nd 0.5% GVP. T hese 

RDCs predict th:i t the reduced rnte of mntchi ng 

dollars will lwvc :J signific:i nt effect o n the ir 

operntio ns. For exa mple. a lthough the Ment 

Research Corpora tion (MRC) has :i l::irge n umbe r 

of producers. the ceil ing of 0.5 % levy con trib­

utions h :is been cnpped b.v growers who refuse to 
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commit fu11her money to R&D. This mea ns that 
the MRC will lose a subs tantial amount of funds 
unless its producers are prepared to lift the cap. 
The NFF also made the point that the govern­
ment's decision to reduce funding had occu rred at 
a time when the sector could ill-afford any 
increased financial burdens beca use of the effects 
drought, flooding and other environmenta l 
problems were having in rural communities. The 
corollary was that it was unlikely these indust1-ies 
would invest more in R&D and, in fact , would 
prefer to see the overall level of funding dropped. 

The differences between the RDCs in relation 
to the level of R&D contribution, present one of 
the main stumbling blocks for policy makers 

trying to grapple with the issues surround ing 
rural R&D. It is impossible to generalise across all 
the RDCs when each is so very different in terms 
of industry composition, culture and, more 
specifically, conception of the value of R&D. 
Many rural industries nre no more alike than 
chalk nnd cheese and, if decisions are to be take n 
that alter current RDC fund ing and management 
arrangeme nts, a case-by-case approach needs to 
be taken. This is the only way that issues such as 
the capacity of industry to pay and the economic, 
political and social environment in which 
particular RDCs arc located, can be taken into 
consideration. 

Table 4. Projected impact of new government matching levy a rrangeme nts on rural research and development 

corporation funds. 

Industry Industry Industry New Government Diffe re nce 

contribution GVP levy contribution 

(% ofGVP) ($111) ($m) ($111) ($ m) 

Commodit ies 

Cotton 0.36 719 2.6 2.6 0 

Dairy 0.29 2,238 6 .5 6.5 0 

Fish eries 0.16 1,294 2 .1 2.1 0 

Grains 0.77 4,238 32.6 24.2 2.9 

Grape & Wine 0 .14 1,200 1.7 1.7 0 

Horticulture 0.26 3,500 9.1 9.1 0 

Meat 0.49 5,010 24.6 22.3 -2 .3 

Pig 0.54 654 3.5 3.1 -0.2 

Sugar 0 .57 781 4 .5 3.9 -0 .l 

Wool 0.50 2,536 12.7 11.4 - 1.3 

RIRDC na na na na na 

Rice 0 .39 198 0.8 0.8 -0 .2 

Chicken Meat 0.06 645 0 .4 0.4 0 

Dried Fruits 0.42 110 0.5 0.5 0 

Eggs 0.23 284 0 .7 0.7 0 

Honeybee 0.50 30 0 .2 0.1 0 

Tobacco 1.02 63 0.6 0.4 0.1 

Total 23,500 103.1 89.8 - 1.3 

* Calculations based o n 93/94 Figures 
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Researchers: a Pe riod of Adjustme nt 

The group most affc1:ted b_v the <.:hangcs to rurnl 

R&D h:is been, without do ubt. the resca rd1crs. 
The advent of the RDCs has dra11w ti1:all_v altered 

the dy namics of the R&D sec tor. Resea rche rs 
now have to respond to industry-defin ed research 

dire1:tio ns. It is no surprise that the tra ns ition to 

these new arra ngements has nut been easy, with 
the reform e nvironme nt being particularly 
threa tening to a group of profcssion:ils who lwd 

held a pos itio n of overriding influence for so lo ng. 

Competiti ve te ndering has forced them to develop 
new s kills in o rder to s ubmit bids th:it arc not 
only s uccin1:t, hut ;,ilso relevant to the indus try 

conce rned. This l:ittcr require ment had not been 
explic it in previous funding arr:ingements :ind 
had resulted , it w;,is argued , in resea rchers 

believing that they knew what wns best fo r 
indus try witho ut actually asking the producers 
concerned . The disparity betwee n resenrcher and 
producer perceptio ns of these needs had been 
large and it was this discrepancy that formed the 

basis o f Mille r's contention that it was time that 
industry, rnther th:m 'wise old men', directed 

R&D. 
The strength of the relationship between 

researchers :ind industry s takeholders v:irics from 
one RDC to another. The Cotton RDC hns an 
excellent relationship with resenrchers. This is 

largely becnusc it estnblishcd its own R&D centre, 
the Cotton Research Institute. The SRDC invest­
ed in the development of n new s ugar research 
org:i nisa tio n, to break the 'closed shop' th rough 
which research h:id previously been done for the 

industry. The MRC, on the other h:ind, has :in 
unc:isy relatio nship wi th its rese:i rch community 
due to the corporatio n 's self-confessed ndoption 

of :i 'c rash through or c rash ' management 
philosophy. The ch:inge from a somewh:it 
patcrnn listic and benevolent government 

mannge1·inl sty le to that of an nbras ive a nd 

denwnding RDC wns o ne that generated resent­
ment :ind hostility in some research agencies. 

The m:i in reason researche rs :ire now being 
trc:ited differe ntly is :i fundamental belief in the 
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need for R&D tu n.: llc1: t industry object ives. 

While some researchers s ti ll have d iffi cult ies wi th 

the new nrrangcmc nts. it is also the case tha t 

many have made the transit io n rela t ively 
smoothly and arc equipping their organisat ions to 

dc:i l with the reformed system. It was po inted out 
by one m:111agcr that the RDCs had not been 

eren ted to ' attack rcsc:i rchcrs', hu t rat her to 

refocus R&D on rural industry objectives. 
The new system can ::ilso help researchers to 

ge t 0 11 wi th the bus iness o f R&D. As the agencies 

in which govcrnmc 11 t, industry a nd researcher 

interests arc brought together, it is the RDCs that 
arc responsible for nwint:iining linkages, estab­
lishing relntionships :rnd ensuring these groups 

work togethe r whcsivc ly. The RDCs fac il itate 
contact between groups a nd individ uals, wh ich in 

turn leads to the fo rmation of ne two rks, :is well 
as dealing with the adminis trative work load of 
in ves ting in R&D. Th is w:is described by o ne 
RDC m:in:igc r as 'freeing up' rcsca1·chc rs from 
some of the time-consuming administrative 

diffi culties tha t tend to characte rise the 
m:in:igcmcnt of R&D. The recent introd uc tion of 
longer-term funding cycles has meant tha t, 
::i lthough researchers arc ini t ially 'put through the 
hoops', they may then be funded fo r up to 5 
years. This source of guaranteed funds provides 
reseurchcrs with a measure of security tha t was 

l:icki ng when the RDCs were fi rst introd uced . 
T heoretic:illy, therefore, the pote ntia l freedom 

that the RDCs can provide to resea rchers could be 
recognised as a posit ive o utcome of the reforms. 
However, many scientists believe that to gn in 

access to these benefits, they now have spend 
more time than ever fill ing out forms. The 
increasing number of research submissio ns to 

RDCs has led some of the corporntions to develop 
:i range of mechanisms for screen ing the 'good' 
from the 'bad ' research projects, wi th the 

corollary being an increase in the deta il required 

in research submissio ns. T he GRDC, for example, 
requires a benefit-cost analysis for each full 
research submission, something that one 

rcse:ircher estimated cost h is orga n isa tion ::i n 

additio na l $3000 in time and effort to provide. 
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O ther corporations use other tactics to try and 
weed o ut those research bids that may not delive r 

what they p romise. T he overall result is a de mand 

for analyt ica l rigour thnt did not previously exist 
in the sec to r. 

Jn o rder to cope with these new demands, 
researchers have had to equip the mselves with a 

rnnge o f new skills. In some cases, profess ional 

agencies are used to prepare bids, in order to 
boost the chances of a resea rch agency gaining a 
contract. Other strategies have involved the 

development of alliances w ith indus try groups, so 
that particular research facilities become a ffiliated 
o r recognised as being the 'experts' in n com­

modity nrea. One of the most important parts of 
nny research submiss ion is whether the resu lts of 
the proposed R&D will benefit industry. This has 
required researchers to become significantly more 
mvare of the problems and needs of rural 

indus tries they serve. 
Although the RDC-promoted rhetoric behind 

these changes in management style and operatio n 
seems sou nd, it is still the case that many 
research institutions have been slow to adopt 
these new processes and requ irements. Michael 
Hitche ns, nn Assis tant Secretary in the OPIE 
Corpora te Policy Division, believes that many 
research institutes are failing to appreciate the 
operational differences involved in the transition 
from a public sector to a mo re comme rcia l 
environment. He argues that the main stumbling 
block for some research agencies is that they cost 

rather than price the ir research. 13y this he is 
referring to the fact that some resea rch ins titu tes, 
notably CSIRO and the universities, attempt full 
cost recovery by adding every thing up and putting 
an extra bit here and there to cover a varie ty of 

sundry expenses. T his is not the way that 
professional organisations competitively price the 

services they provide. Price takes account of 
market demand, level of competition a nd 

potential benefit to the organisa tion of gaining 
the contract. In contrast to the adoption of this 
type of approach, research submissions from the 

CSIRO were described as genera lly consis ting of 

over-inflated bids designed to cover the organisa-

58 

tio n's overheads, rather than provide a compet i­
tive, market-orientated serv ice. 

The change in R& D culture s timulated by the 

int roduction of the RDCs has required a change 
in approach by researche rs seeking corpora tion 
fund s. However, a major problem has a risen in 

the sector been use State govc rn me n ts, in 

pnrt icular, are tending to view the RDCs as 
replacement R&D funding organisations ra the r 

than as compleme ntary sources of funding. The 
RDCs, as a result, arc becoming increasingly 

relied upon by researchers to provide all the 
funding and infrast ructure for the rnral R&D 
system. If this att itude persists it could have d ire 

consequences for the maintenance of :111 

Aus tralian R&D capacity. 

Australia's R&D Capacity Under Threat? 

Some researchers have argued that the strong 
indust ry focus of the RDCs has resulted in a 

decrease in the amount of bas ic research being 
unde11aken and a corresponding erosion o f 
research infrastrneturc. Research infra structure 
covers nil those things required to ennble a 
research program to be undertake n, including the 
provis io n of support for the work of individual 
scientists. Richard Williams, a Senio r Resenrch 
Pol icy Adviser with the Bureau of Resource 
Sciences, believes that if the current decline in 
infrastructure is allowed to continue, within 10 
yen rs the nation could face a crisis in its R&D 

sector. The issue of research infrastructure was 
highlighted in the IC Report as one of the main 

problems facing the R&D community. The !C's 
subsequent recommendation was that nil research 
projects , whethe r fro m public or private sec tor 

orga nisations, be submitted on a fu lly funded 
rnthc r than marginal basis. This would mean thnt 
resea rchers would factor into ench research bid 

the costs of maintnining existing infras tructure or 
investing in new capital equipment. 

The response of RDC manage rs to the 
suggestion of fully funded research bids was 

positive, although some indiviclunls believed that 

the research infrastructure argument wns 
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essentially a 'furphy'. When a bid was successful 
in gaining RDC funds it was pointed out that the 
money had few restrictions placed upon it in 
terms of where or on what the resea rch ins titution 
could spend it. The implica tion of this attitude is 
that money gained th rough an RDC could, quite 
easily, be spent on infrastructure. Most RDC 
managers said that they did not wan t to know 
what the money they prov ided was spe nt on so 
long as agreed milestones in the resea rch project 
were met. Researchers might also spend the 
money on, for example, overseas travel o r new 
equipment- the only proviso was that the 
pcrfonnancc targe ts set by the RDC were accom­
plished. RDC managers said that infrastructure 
costs were justified when a contrnct for a 
particula r research project was awarded to an 
organ isa tion. However, research projects submit­
ted to the RDC for funding should not expect 
infrastructure costs to be met. The re is no 
contradiction here. What is being said is that 
infrastructure costs may be provided if they meet 
an indus try-defined need but not if they arc 
addressing a resea rch institution need. It should 
be noted that, although the freedom gra nted to the 
researchers has been considerable, failure to meet 
agreed milestones could lead to the RDC suing the 
research agency for breach of contract. This is a 
very real ince ntive for resenrchers to spend 
sensibly and responsibly the funds they gnin. 

One RDC mnnager noted an interes ting 
episode re lating to funding for the mainte nance 
of resea rch infrastructure. His coqJOration had 
bee n presented with a submission that sought 
fonds to retain a staff member in a S tate 
agricultural research department. The 
justification for this bid was tha t the individual 
concerned was the only expert left in this 
particular region w ho could deal with a particular 
type of commodity problem. T he RDC was thus 
placed in a position where it would be 'damned if 
it did and damned if it didn't'. If the RDC chose to 
fund the researcher's salary, it would be prov iding 
monies fo r what was a State government 
responsibility. If the RDC did not provide the 
money, growers in that particular region would 
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lose expe rtise of vnlue to the ir indust ry. In the 
end it was decided that the precedent the 
corpo ration would have set by provid ing funds 
that were essentia lly fo r salary would have 
released a floodgate of simila r applicatio11s from 
research groups tha t were feeling the pinch of 
Commonwealth and State funding cuts. 

If submissions arc made to the RDCs for 
funds to conduct a research project, there is no 
prerequis ite for details of where those fund s are 
to be spent. In cases w here the funds are 
explicitly attached to infrastructu re the alloca tion 
of funds becomes more difficult fo r the RDCs. 
The effect of th is is to encourage researche rs to 
place submissions for resea rch contracts w ithout 
specify ing that the money will , in fact, be spent 
on infrastructure. 

An add itional facto r that needs to be con­
s ide red is tha t, in o rde r for resea rch infrastruc­
ture costs to be covered by a n RDC, the project 
proposed must relate to a particula r commodity. If 
this s ituation is taken a s tep further, it is possible 
to speculate that the R&D communi ty may face 
the proble m of infras tructure being mainta ined 
only for those researchers that ta ilor their work 
to a particular corporation. An inc rease in RDC 
submissions from organisa tions such as the 
unive rsities and CSIRO might mean that 
Aus tralia could lose its R& D capac ity in those 
areas that do not specifically meet RDC goals and 
objectives. Thus, it might eventua te that only 
commodity-based R&D was being done, w ith the 
broader issues facing the rural sector and the 
community at large left untouched. 

T he issue of research infrast ructure is clearly 
one of importance for the R&D community. Some 
have viewed it as a rcsea rch management 
proble m. If orga nisations such as CSIRO and the 
universities are to be competitive, it is argued, 
they have to manage the ir funds better so that 
infrastructure cos ts are covered. This argument 
has been used by both gove rnment and RDC 
personnel who have fe lt that the infrastructure 
issue was being hijacked by researchers 
uncomfortable with the new a rra ngeme nts and 
concerned to protect their interests. 
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\Vlwtt;\'Cr the reason. if the issue of research 

infra strncturc is not con sidered b.v policylllakers . 

vc r.v rea l problcllls lllight develop in relat io n to 
the nwintenance of :\ustralia's R&D capacit y. 

T he 1995 Innovation Sta tement failed to address 
th is problclll , a source of disa ppointment for 

lllany in the R&D colllmunity. The suggestion 

lllade by the IC of explicit l.v recognising the costs 
of infrastructure by fu lly funding resea rch 

submissions appears to have been rejected by 
government. It lllust he recognised that research 

infras tructure is not o nly a n RDC respons ibility 

b ut o ne that government, at both the State and 
Federal levels. must continue to address. T he 
p roblem currently appea rs to be one in which the 

RDCs a rc the organisations with the money aml , 
:is s uch, they attract researchers faced with sca rce 
resources. The cl ange r is that, as Sta te govcrn­

lllcnts, in particula r. continue to pull back 
resources, the RDCs will become increasingly 
rel ied upon to provide suppot1 for infrastructure. 

T he issue remains, therefore. of governments 
abdicating thei r responsibilities for maintaining 

Aust ralia 's research capacity. This strntcgy in the 
long te rm will erode infrastructure to the po int 
where basic faci lities may not exis t in areas th:it 

do no t conform to RDC needs. 

The Research Mix 

Another issue identified by researchers as 
resulting from the ru ral R&D reforms has been 

the perceived decline in the amount of bas ic 
research being undertaken. T heir concern is that 
basic research provides the fo undations for more 
applied and stra tegic research. According to Keith 

Pavit t, in his study 'Technical Innovation :rnd 
British Economic Performance' (1980), without 

s uch fo undations there is little chance of a 
country remaining compet itive. 

Some resea rchers believe that the entrance of 
the RDCs into the R&D marketplace has led to an 
overemphasis on short term, tangible research 

ga ins to the detriment of funding of basic 

research. RDC research investment patterns tend 
to support th is assertion. Table S shows that 62 % 
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of R&D unde rtaken by the RDCs is applied 

rcse:i rch. However. the picture docs not seelll to 

be as grilll as that pain ted by researchers, with 

11 % of R&D investmen t in bas ic research and 
:m other 27 % in st rategic research. Examinatio n 

of the table also reveals consider:ible di ffere nces 
between RDCs as rega rds the :imoun t of invest­

ment undertaken in va rious resea rch c:itegorics. 

This is not s urpris ing give n that the resea rch mix 

of e:ich corporntion reflects industry demands for 
R&D to be undertaken in pnrticular areas. It is 
also important to note that most of the RDCs, 

cont rary to researcher perceptions. invest in a 
number o f projects th:Jt r:rnge across the entire 
R&D spect rum. 

RDC managers therefore la rgely rejected 
suggestions thnt investmen t in bas ic resea rch lwd 
declined. They said that, if they were doing their 

job properly, resea rch investment would range 
alo ng the entire R&D continuum. Indeed, the 

point was made that the RDCs were, in fact, in a 
be tte r pos itio n than priva te companies to under­
take bas ic research . A high-risk project nwy have 
only :t 10% chance of return , n rate that would 
preclude some private companies fro nt investing. 
Government matching of industry funds means 
that the RDCs have the leverage to invest in high­

risk research fro m which returns were not 
guaranteed. The RDCs arc thus able to support 
research that lws the potential to break new 
ground. Overall , inte rviews undertaken wi th 
RDC m:inagers indica ted no lack of unde rs tand­

ing :ibout the need for basic research . I ndecd , 
most respondents were strong suppo rters of such 
rese:i rch. 

It is :i lso pertine nt to consider the findings of 

the Byrne Repo rt o n this issue. It noted the short 
time the RDCs had been in operation, with the 

corollary being tha t short-term, more immediate 
R&D proble ms were being funded fi rs t. If 
industry could gain some tangible resea rch 

benefits rela t ively quickly, p rod ucers would be 
more likely to maintain their interest :ind 
financin l s upport for R&D. This was important 

fo r the long-te rm future of the R&D secto r. T he 

logical outcome of this st rategy is that investment 

Chapter 4 



at the basic end of the research spectrum is now 

more likely tu increase, as the shorte r te rm 
problems a rc progress ively solved. 

The issues thnt a rise in rc lntiun to basic 
rcsea rch , as with those concerning resea rch 

infras tructure arc, inevitably, matte rs which o nly 

government ca n resolve. A complicating factor 

tlrnt panially accounts for the ca ll by researchers 
for a greate r amount of bas ic resea rch to be 
funded by the RDCs is the require me nt for some 

resea rch inst itutes, in particular the unive rs ities, 

tu gain ex ternal funds. This has meant that those 
involved in basic research are more vulne rable to 
financia l constraints than researche rs involved 

more exclusively in w mmcn.: ia lly applicable R&D 
p rojects. Modifyi ng long-te rm projec ts to s uit 
RDC requirements is not an easy task, a lthough it 
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is becoming a feature of the R&D environment as 
the imperative of securing fund s secs researchers 

putting in s ubmiss ions to the coqJoration in the 

hope of gain ing financ ial support. This was not n 
s ituation Miller had envisaged. 

Problems re lating to the research mix arc 
closely linked to issues s urrounding infras truc­

ture. Mille r des igned the RDCs to complemen t 

othe r research institu tio ns and their programs. 
On this bas is, he expected funding to be main­
tained for basic resea rch in o rganisa tions such as 

CSlRO and the u nive rs ities. But this has not 
happened, with funds generally decreasing rathe r 
tha n increas ing for s uch inst itutio ns. This lws 

meant tha t the RDCs arc now focused upo n by 
researchers as the de facto funding sou rce and , 
therefore, the main targets fo r gripes nbout the 

Table 5. Rural resc:irch and development corporations research investment patterns, 199S. 

R&D Corporation/ Council % % % 1994- 95 
Basic Strategic Applied Budget ($111) 

Cotton R&D Corporation 25 28 47 6.1 

Dairy R&D Corporation 13 32 SS 18.4 

Energy R&D Corporation 0 0 100 17.1 

Fisheries R&D Corporation 15 45 40 14.0 

Fo rest & Wood Products R&D Corpora tion 2 13 85 3.2 

Grains R&D Corporat ion 13 22 65 51.0 

Grape & Wine R&D Corpora tion 19 44 37 3.8 

Horticultu ral R& D Corporation 5 20 75 21.5 

Interna tional Wool Secre taria t 0 22 78 32.8 

Land & Water Resources R&D Corpora tion 15 65 20 21.0 

Meat Resea rch Corporation 15 20 65 52.7 

Pig R&D Corporation 38 20 42 7.9 

Rural lnclustrics R&D Corporation 5 22 73 15.6 

Sugar R& D Corporation 7 50 43 9.4 

Chicken Meal Research Council 15 35 50 1.7 

Dried Frui ts Resea rch Council 4 13 83 1.5 

Egg Industry Research Cou ncil 16 37 47 1.2 

Honeybee Research Cou ncil 0 60 40 0.3 

Tobacco Research Council 7 41 S2 1.3 

Total $111 280.5 

Percent 11 27 62 100% 
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nature of the research mix being funded . Cast ing 

the RDCs in this position is unjus tified, ns these 

orgnnisa tions were not designed to fulfil this role. 

In :idd ition, concentrating on the RDCs deflects 
attc11tion :iway from the ren l issue, which is the 

declining level of assis tance fro m governme nt. 
T he lo ng-term implications of this problem nre, ns 

a lrcndy highlighted , tha t the resea rch mix in 

Austra lia will become that which re flects only 
RDC industry needs and neglects brander R&D 

d irected to the benefit of the community as a 

whole. 

The Quality of Research 

Whether the qua lity of research has improved ns 

a result of the int roductio11 of the RDCs was a 
questio n notably miss ing from the terms of a ll the 
reviews examined earlier. Although a seemingly 
obvio us measu re of RDC success, qual ity has not 
been a specific foc us of a ttent ion in a ny of the 

terms of refere nce or rccommc ndntions developed 
by the vnrious review tea ms. T his may be beca use 
'quality' is a diffuse concept difficult to tic down. 
Wlrnt exnctly does 'quality' mean in re ln t ion to 
R&D? Does qua lity mea n scien tific rigour? Docs 
quality relate to the appl icabil ity of research 
results? Does quality refer to the process by 

which the R&D was undertake n? 
Whe n this was put to R DC managers, it 

became :ipparcnt th:it the prim:iry crite rio n used 
to dete rmine the qua lity or otherw ise o f resea rch 
was whether o r not the results could be used by 

industry. Indus try re levance s tood out ns the 
nwin measure by which the RDCs cv::i lu:i tcd their 

opcr:i tion in the R&D community. With this as 

the basis of assessment, most RDC nwnagcrs sa id 
thnt they felt R&D hnd improved ns n result of the 
reforms. It wns nrgued thnt the processes which 

governed whether or not n project wns funded 
e nsured thnt the R&D undertnken wo uld meet 
industry needs. For corpora tions s uch ns 

LWRRDC thnt e ngaged in mo re gene ric stlldies 

s uch ns, for cxn111pl e, c nvi ronmentnlly sus t:iinnblc 
wntcr use, industry rclcv:incc was still :i n 
important c rite rio n of success. 
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Industry relevance wns also emphnsiscd by the 

RDCs as being depende nt upon R&D thnt wns 

conducted efficiently nnd effectively. Cons ide rnblc 

pressure is now plnccd upon rcsenrchers to meet 
rigorous rcpo11ing nm! milestone requ irements. 

These requirements serve to guide resea rchers, 
nnd to e nnble the ROCs to t rack the results of 

their R&D investment. Because the RDCs receive 

nil the submissions fo r research to be undcrt:iken 
in a pnrticular area, s ignifican tly less duplicntion 

now occm s throughout rurn l R&D. Generally, 
o nly one of these submissions ac tua lly gn ins the 

funds, w ith those researchers that fo il to gain 
fin:incia l support having to work in different 
:i re:is. The :ipplic:i tion process thus reduces 

duplica tion :ind provides :i leading focus o n results 
:i nd outputs. This focus was one tlwt w:is lnck ing 
before the introduction of the RDCs, when 

rese:irche rs conducted projects of interest to them, 
ra ther th:in responding to the needs of :i p:i rt icula r 
group o r o rg:i nisa tio 11 . 

The words used hy RDC m:i nage rs to 
de termine the quality of research were, therefore, 
those that seemed to re la te primarily to the 
relevance of its outcomes and the process by 

which R&D w::i s being conducted. Although RDC 
managers were confide nt th::i t the qu:ili ty of 
resea rch had improved, Williams :i rgued tha t it 
would take ::it least 10 years of opera tion for each 
RDC to make 3 confide nt :i nd va lid nssessment of 
s uch assert ions. This was a sen time nt echoed by :i 
number of those interv iewed, although all RDC 

man:igers agreed th :i t, insofor :is their 
o rg:in isations were concerned, it w:is whether the 
rese:irch undertaken could be used by industry 

tlwt remained the m::iin g:iuge of s uccess or 
fo ilu re. 

Coping with the Changes: Researcher 
Tactics 

In s umnwry, the picture so far is of an R&D 

commun ity that has hnd to adjust to :i s ign ifica nt 
degree of cha nge in its environment. T his clrnnge 

has affec ted the way resc:i rchers do their business 
as well ns how clients needs :ire met. T his 
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'adjustment ' has created problems for many 

rcscn rchcrs but there nrc signs tlwt scientists arc 

coming to terms with the reforms and a rc, in fact, 

lcn rning to npprcciate the be nefi ts the new 

system ca n provide. Rcscn rchcrs also seem. in 
some measure, to be re-building the power base 

that the adoptio n of this model had initia lly 
e roded. For example, although it is denied by 

ROC managers, those researchers able to put in 

the 'gloss iest' applica tion in terms of des ign :ind 
presentation are more likely to gnin RDC resea rch 

cont racts than those less well presented. T his 
might mean tha t research projects that arc 

actually more worth while in terms of the ir 
potentia l benefits to ind ustry m ight be passed 
over in favour of the mo re ' professional' 

;1pplil:a tion. RDC managers refute this suggestion, 
despite the fact thnt it fo llows tlrnt, in 
orgnnisat ions va luing efficie ncy, effec tiveness :ind 

profess io nalism so h ighly, the best presented 
appli<.:a tio ns would be more likely to gain the 

fond s. I nvcstment in the profess ional product ion 
of research b ids may the refore become :i worth 
while expense if it means a research organisa tio n 
gains a lucrative RDC contract. 

T he re :ire, nevertheless, p roblems emerging :is 

the resea rch com munity nttempts to protect its 
interests. Some rese:i rch ins titutes arc cnde:iv­

ouring to develop strntcgic :i llia nccs w ith pa rts of 
indus try in order to become the ' natural' choice 
for investment by pa11iculnr RDCs. By getting 
closer to industry, researchers arc also able to 
influe nce those who arc involved in the selectio n 

of rcsc:ird1 projects . Interviews with RDC 
mnnngcrs revealed that some corpornt ions were 
experiencing proble ms becnuse their governing 
boards were inclining tow:irds 'gee-whiz' projects 

involving new technologies. These choices may 
he m:idc over other projects th:it do not have the 

tcchnicnl interest but which provide solutions 
more appropriate to the needs of thei r industry. 

T he level of bonrd involvement vnrics across 
corpora tio ns, but researchers arc becoming aware 

o f the predilectio n o utlined above, :i nd have 

somet imes, it h:is been repo rted, geared up their 
b ids to incrense the chances of industry suppo rt, 
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even if in some cases the research is dressed up to 
look more ground -breaki ng than is the cnse. 

All RDCs need to be awn re of a ml m:rnage 

these kinds of researche r tactics. Howeve r, ;:i 

growing proble m highlighted by one RDC 
manager has the potent ial to degrade the system 

completely. This ma n:iger stressed the importance 
of being sure that submissio ns put to the 

coq ioratio ns were, in fact, fo r new resea rch, 

rather than for resea rch tlwt h:id already been 
done! It appears that some resea rchers have 

sought funds for projects that have already been 
comple ted a nd then used those fu nds fo r othe r 

activit ies. The mo nopoly on knowledge held by 
resea rche rs puts the RDCs at :i severe 
disadvantage in dealing with this proble m, 

p:irticularly if there arc o nly n few scie ntis ts 
working in that pnrticular commodi ty nrea. Whi le 
it is likely that such sca ms are still rare, to detect 
anti expose them, the RDCs will need to ma in tain 
vigilance. Spurious proposals have the poten tial to 

bring grcnt discredit to the R&D gr:rnt alloca tion 
system :is well as :i further drain o n di minish ing 
research resou recs. 

Government: a Maze of Contradictions 

Government h:is been the advocate for change in 
many aspects of rura l R&D, with the parts it has 
pl:iyed in the reform process ranging fro m 
motivating agent to co-ordinator to stakeholder 

and reviewer. It has bee n in these latte r roles that 
recent difficulties have nrisen. A conceptual 
distinction is beginning to develop be twee n those 

who perceive the RDCs as a utono mous un its :it 
'elbow's length ' from government and those that 

view the co1·porat io ns as governmen t entit ies 

:ind, therefore, subj ect to accountability, 
reporting and evaluntion requirements like any 
other public service dcpnrtment. This conceptunl 

conflict hns been he ightened th ro ugh govern­
ment-ini tiated reviews and reports that have 

questioned the acco1111tnbili ty a rrange ments thnt 
exist between the RDCs and their joint 

stakeholders. Pnrliamcnt :i nd industry. The 
issues that have arisen from th is conflict raise 
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questio ns about the ve ry ba sis upon which the 
RDCs were founded, and challenge the role 

which Miller and Kerin saw government 

perfo rming. 

Dual Accountability Under Threat? 

The RDC model is dependent upon each corpora ­

tion having freedo m to ope rate independently in 

a commercial env ironment. In order to gran t 

these organisations this freedom, the accounta­
bility arrangeme nts conceived by the architects of 
the re forms rested upon both dual and s trategic 

accountability techniques. In the case of the 
RDCs, they are accountable to Parliament 
through the Minister and to industry through 

representative producer orga nisations. The 
accountability mechanism operates th ro ugh the 
use of st rategic planning and reporting require­
ments, with an annual report the main means 
through which each RDC is held accountable to 

its stakeholders. In addition to a n annu:il report, 
each RDC must also produce five-year strategic 

and annual operatio nal plnns fo r the Minister's 
app roval. These plans are developed in consul­

ta tion with indus try to ensure that they reflect 
the needs of the particular commodity sector 
concerned. Once approva l has been gained from 
the Ministe r, each o f these reports and plans is 
subsequently presented to industry for scrutiny. 

These accountab ility arrangements were 
designed to assure both RDCs a nd s takeholders 

that the co1vora tio ns were meeting their objec­
tives as laid out in the PIERD Act. Dual accounta­

bility decentra lised the accountability process and 
was designed to replace more rigid and centra lised 
control mecha nisms in a system that ma intained , 

but did not restiict, the accountability relationship 
between RDC a nd stakeholde r. The adoption of 
this system of accountability represented a new 

approach to the management of statu tory authori­
ties a nd sought to grant organ isa tions like the 
RDCs a free rein in terms of their opera tional and 

managerial p ractices while, a t the same time, 
ensuring that they rema ined aware of their public 

and private stakeholder responsibili ties. Despite 
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the logic of these arrangement:; th is system of dua l 
and s trategic :iccountab ility now nppears to be 

unde r th ren t. 
This threat has been e nc:ipsulated in a 

Department of Finance document that lws sought 
to impose further reporting require ments upo n 

the RDCs. In 1991, the j oint Committee of Public 
Accounts released a report entitled 'Annual 

Reporting Guidelines fo r Statu tory Authorities'. 

The repoi-t put the view that ' there we re no 
consistent or all embrac ing legisla tive require­
ments for every statuto ry authority to repo rt to 

Parliament annually'. This finding led the 
committee to recommend that new guidelines be 
developed to ensure all governme nt sta tuto ry 

autho rities prepared annual rcpo11s that met 
unifo rm opera tio nal and finnncial requirements . 
It was not until 1995 that this recommendatio n 

was acted upon, w ith the Department of Finance 
commissioned to develop the principles, 

standa rds and contents of annual reports as they 
related to governme nt statutory authorities. The 
results of this work were to the n fo rm the basis 
for the inclusio n of an Annual Repo rt 
requireme nt schedule in the Com monwea ltli 
Autli orities rwd Co111 pa11ics A ct 1995. 

In mid 1995, a Depa rtmen t of Finance 
Exposu re Drnft dealing with these reporting 
requirements was released and circulated to all 
government statutory au tho rities fo r commen t. 
The RDCs saw this document as an a ttempt by 
gove rnment to impose further reporting 
requirements o n them and , not suq1ris ingly, they 

did not support it. In a joint submissio n to the 
Departmen t of Finn nee, the RDCs noted that: 

.. . the document seemed to represent a proposal 

fo r a generic reporting mode l for both small as 

well as very la rge a ut horities, together with 

additional requi re ments fo r authorities such as 

R&D Corpora tions. As s uch , it must suffer 

from its lack of recognition of the 

circumsta nces of individua l authorit ies and the 

burdens it imposes on them. 

The geneiic natu re of the exposure dra ft 

meant, the co1vora tions a rgued, that the pa11icu­
lar characteristics of each individual RDC had not 
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hccn conside red. The Department of Finance had 

also appc:1red to neglect cnnsidern tio n uf the dual 

and strntegic accou11tahilit.v arrange me nts with 
which the corpora tions already had to comply. As 

was po inted in the RDC response, Division 4 of 

the 1989 l'IERD 1\ ct was devoted entire ly to out ­
lining the content o f an annual report des igned to 
provide the key mechanism through which each 

RDC was held :iccountahle. Adoption of the draft 

would. effec tively, supe rsede the l'IERD 1\ ct as 
well as impose requ irements for new and , it was 
argued, la rgely irreleva nt deta ils of RDC 

operations . 

The RDC ma nagers also pointed out tlwt the 
draft required de tails from the cnrpo rntions that 
misunderstood the work of these orga n isa tions 

and sought to impose generic cri tc ri:i upo n :i 
group of :igencies for w hich s uch categories were 
inappropriate. Profit :ind loss sta tements in 

relation to the net cost o f the se1v ices provided by 
the RDCs were required for each area of corpora· 
t ion expense. The RDCs noted , in response to 
s uch requests, that the nature o f the activities 
they undertook could not, in foc t, he mcnsured 
nccording to such crite ri:i. In addition, the draft 
sought detn ils of the minu tes o f hoard mee tings; 
a ll resea rch results including those tlwt were 
confidential a nd had commercinlisation potentia l; 

personal de tails o f executive officers employed hy 
the RDC; and sta ff details includ ing gender 
breakdown, :ibse ntce ism and hunrn n resource 
ma nagement training programs. 

The sc:ile and ex tent of s uch detail was, 

:iecord ing to the RDCs, no t only in:ippropriate 
but :ilso irrelev:i nt in te rms of the work of their 
orga nis :itions . On the whole, it wns argued that 

the impos it io n of these reporting requireme nts 
actually deflec ted attentio n and resources away 
from the RDCs ' pr ima ry goal , wh ich was to 

produce industry-re leva nt R&D outcomes. 
(Some interv iewees a lso asse rted that adop tion 

of the guidelines could result in some ROCs 
employ ing additio nal s taff just to fulfil reporting 

requi rements .) 
In summary, the RDCs' object ions to the draft 

reporting guidelines rested o n three main issues. 
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Firstly. the draft d id not take accoun t o f current 

disclosure arrangements: secondl.v. it did not 
recognise tha t the repo rting req u ireme nts it lis ted 

could not easily he met by a number o f au tho1·ities 
wi thout increas ing their cmrent admi ni strative 

:ind m:rn:igemen t resources; and th irdly, it foiled 

to :iccount for ex isting legislative reporting 
req uirements. The ove rall impress ion ga ined from 

the uni formly nega tive reaction by the ROCs was 
that these urganis:itions were tired of the seem­

ingly endless reporting :rnd review req ui rements 
imposed upon the m. It could be argued on the 
o ther hand that , s ince these orgun isat ions arc 

ge tt ing half of the ir funds fro m govern men t, they 
must be prepared to respo nd to the require ments 
of th:i t stnkeholdc r. 

Whe ther or not the Department of Fin:ince 
guidelines a re implemented in their current form, 
the accountab il ity issues they raise high light 

current difficulties that surround gove rnment and 
its relatio nship with the RDCs. Despite the fact 

that accountability mechanisms ex ist and were 
considered by those that established the coq)Qra· 
tio ns to provide sufficient feedback o n perform­
ance, the period under review has seen the RDCs 
placed under cons istent pressu re for add itiona l 
informatio n and incre:ised reporting 
requireme nts. 

A variety o f responses was ga thered fro m 
interviewees on the issue of OPIE interference in 

corporatio n ac tivities. A number of the ROCs 
sa id tha t they fel t the te rm 'overseer' was too 
s trong to desc1ibe the role of the department. 
Rather, some argued that OPIE was doing a good 
job of advis ing the Ministe r on wh:it the ROCs 

were doing. However, these supportive comments 
were countered by others who argued that the 
cove1t way in which some sections of OPIE 

sough t information was annoying, u nprofess io nal 
and a constant sou rce of irritation for the ir 

organisa tions. O thers fe lt that OPIE did not know 
what it was doing a nyway and tha t so lo ng as 

they gave the department the info rma tion it 
thought it required they could manage its 

demands. A last group of responses related to 
those ROCs that had difficulties wi th areas in the 
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department specialising in the sa me commodity 
area. In these s ituations, OPIE divisions con­
cerned were repo rted as being quite hostile to the 
RDCs, w ith the coqJora tions appa rently viewed 
as competitors. In contrast, one RDC manager 
repo1tcd relations w ith its divis ional body as 
excelle nt, supportive and ex tremely beneficial. 

The range of pe rceptions of OPIE- from 
'nuisance' to 'advoca tc'-once aga in demonstrates 
the diversity that characterises RDC operations. A 
foctor influencing perceptions of OPIE- positive 
o r negative- was the home base of the RDC 
manager being interviewed. RDCs in Ca nberra, 
close to OPIE, seemed to experience grea ter inter­
vention than for those located in other centres. 

Whatever the perception of OPIE, it is clearly 
the case that interactions between the bureau­
cracy and RDCs are producing both positive and 
nega tive effects. Patronising comments were 
made from both burea ucrats and RDC managers 
alike about their re lationships. On the one hand, 
bureaucra ts seemed to think that the RDCs were 
a bit ' precious' in relation to their claims of being 
different to other statutory authorities, while the 
RDC manage rs conveyed a n impression of the 
'bumbling' bureaucracy as basically having no 
idea of w hat was going on eithe r within or 
outs ide its organisational boundaries. 

However, the reality of the situation for the 
RDCs is that they must comply with the demands 
placed upon them by government. As a stake­
holder, gove mment, w hether in the form of the 
Department of Finance, OPIE or a Senate 
Estimates Committee, has the righ t to request 
information and details about RDC operations. 
Although this s itua tion places the RDCs in a 
somewhat vulnerable pos ition, the re is also a 
respons ibility upon government to consider the 
impact of the demands it places upon the corpora­
tions. In ligh t of both interviews and observa­
tions, the increasing pressures placed upon the 
RDCs for rcpm·t ing a nd evaluation documents are 
di recting resources into monitoring the process 
rather than the outcomes of the work the 
coqJOrations were created to accomplish. 
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Means More Important than the Ends: 
Government Losing Its Way? 

The reviews undertaken ove r the pe riod 1991 - 95 
focused attent ion upon the eva luation of RDC 
activity. On the whole, this arose from the 
question: Arc the government dollars going into 
the RDCs deliveri ng public good outcomes? 
Although th is is a va lid question, the quest to 
evaluate is becoming an end in itself- the mea ns 
by which work is accomplished is becoming more 
important than its outcomes a nd benefits for 
industry and the community. 

The atten tion paid to this issue was no t 
something in te nded by those who established the 
RDCs. Miller argues that attempting to separate 
public and private good is futi le, as both are inte r­
related in any fo rm of resea rch outcome. This was 
a view echoed in both the Glccson/ Lascelles and 
Byrne reports, and is one suppo11ed by Kerin , 
Cook and Coll ins. The IC recommendations 
sought to reduce government funding on the bas is 
that the public good outcomes of RDC activity 
were insufficient to war rant the matching dolla r­
for-dolla r anangement. These recomme ndations 
were also supported by those who saw some 
govcmment funding of the RDCs as essential, 
but, in light of the applied nature of the rcscan:h 
outcomes, less than that currently granted . 

Wlrntever the position taken, the po int at 
issue remains as to whether or no t public good 
can be distinguished from private good R& D 
outcomes. This issue has not been resolved by the 
creation of a model or formula to work out 
exactly what the government money going into a 
corpo ration produces. The IC recommendations 
provided government with va lid grounds upon 
which to question their involve ment in the 
RDCs. These recommendations have been 
cons idered in the Innova tion State ment w ith the 
requirement for industry to contribute more 
funds to R&D clearly stated. Without increased 
industry inves tment, gove rnment, through the 
Innovation Statement, has shown that it is no 
longer prepared to carry the bulk of the burden 
for the provision of fund s for resea rch activity. 
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Should industry fo il to meet this ch:illenge a nd 
gove rnment fund ing is reduced, albeit ma rginally, 
it will be inte res ting to sec if a decrease in public 
sector resources w ill also lend to a reduct ion in 
evaluat ion demands. 

Recommendations made by the IC in relation 
to the importa nce of evaluation we re picked up in 
the Innova tion St:itcmcnt, with p:i rticul:ir 
emphasis placed upon cx-:inte evalua tion. 
Recently, OPIE initiated an attempt to develop a 
set of ge neric perfo rmance measures for all 
corporn tions. From the outse t this was doomed to 
fa il. The uniqueness of each RDC means th:it 
perfo rmance indica tors need to reflect the type of 
rcse:irch be ing unde rtaken. The developme nt by 
OPIE of a set of perfo rmance indicators to cover 
:i ll RDCs h:is resul ted in a group of statements 
that a rc too bronc! and all-encomp:issing to mean 
much . A ll the RDC.; were using pcrform:incc 
indica to rs before government ide ntified such 
measures as being import:m t. T his mea nt tha t, 
from the beginning, the work done by OPIE w:is 
cons ide red to be :i fo irly meaningless :ic tivity. 
Most o f those interviewed :igrced w ith this 
summ:ition, with some :ilso commenting tlrn t :i t 
least it kept the bureaucracy out of their h:iir. 
Cynicism as ide, one c:i nnot escape the conclusion 
that the resources cha nnelled into the project by 
OPIE :rnd the RDCs were largely wasted and 
he nce misallocatcd. The question needs to be 
asked, has :i syste m been created in which the 
RDCs must continuously appease governme nt in 
order to delive r the benefits were created to 
deliver? 

OPIE has argued that the development of 
perfo rma nce indica tors fo r the RDCs has, in foc t, 
been done to safegua rd the future of these organi­
sa tions. In this sce n:i rio, OPIE casts itself in the 
role of RDC de fende r, w ith the enemies being the 
Depa rtme nt of P'inance and the T reasury. As 
ea rlier discussions revealed, the Department of 
Finance draft repo rting guidelines place grea ter 
ra ther tha n less de mands for accountability on 
the RDCs. OPIE s:iys that by ensur ing th:i t the 
RDCs ca n counte r such requirements th rough 
we ll-developed eva lua tive processes, it is gu:i rding 
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thei r interests and en:ibling them to better 
manage bureaucratic dcm:inds. 

However, the bureaucracy is generally not 
seen as being particularly helpful. O ne RDC 
manager estimated th:i t the matching government 
doll:i r received by he r corpo ra tion w:is spent 
wholly on producing :i nd meeting burea ucra tic 
reporting a nd audi ting requireme nts-a s it ua tion 
inimica l to the commercial, productive and 
profit:ibility objectives to which the RDCs were 
supposed to be or ienta ted. Similar s ituations were 
recounted by other RDC ma nagers who reported 
the amount of time and effo rt spent on producing 
submissions fo r government reviews and 
assessments as conside1ablc. T he RDCs, it was 
pointed out, were not crea ted to genera te reports 
but rather to stimulate, invest and produce 
research outcomes that could benefit Australia n 
ru ra l industries and the nation as :i whole. 

In light of the previous discussion it is 
reasonable to ask whether the level of 
accountability sought by gove rnment a nd the 
degree of its intervention into the RDCs have 
gone 'over the top'. Miller felt that the RDCs 
seemed to have to comply with a range of 
unnecessa ry review processes. Government's role, 
he argued, was to invest in R&D and promote the 
benefits of so doing in o rder tha t industry could 
be encouraged to put more money into research. 
He pointed out tlwt Australia still sat towards the 
bottom end of the OECD R&D investment list, a 
position th:it reflected badly upon the coun try 
within the international community. 

The difficulties faced by the RDCs seem to lie 
in the management of the ir position, which is 
between the public a nd priva te sector. It is this 
pos ition that Williams highlights as representing 
:i basic inconsistency in the arra ngements u nder 
which the RDCs were established. Williams 
argues that government inte rvention in ru ra l 
R&D is warranted , given arguments concerning 
the nature of the agricultural e nvironment, 
producer capacity fo r investment and dispersion 
of research results, with their combined effect 
undeniably creating a s ituation of market foi l me. 
The problem revolves around the releva nce of an 
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R&D sector based on market failure, ye t 

expec ting the grea test measure of its success to be 
prod ucti vit_v g:iins in the markl'tpb.:c. How can 

such ;1 sys tem, Williams asks, produce benefits 

fo r the public good whe n economic gain for the 
intlustry concerned is the outcome to which R&D 

is o rientated? He suggests tha t, in sitt1atio ns 
where the R&D is being spent o n bnsic rese:J rch, 

the dollar-for-doll:ir matching arr:rngcment is 

appropriate bt1t where the outcomes of the 

rescnrch ha ve commercin l applicntion , the 
proportion of government money shot1ld be 
reduced, bccat1sc it is industry, not the genera l 

public, that is reaping the rew:mls . 
Williams's ::irgument is supported by both the 

IC report and dato showing the investment spread 

of the RDCs across R&D ca tegories. However, the 

fact th:Jt a sprcod of inves tment occurs along the 
R&D continuum militotcs against n broad-band , 

cos t-cutting approach to reduce government 
investment in the RDCs. Despite this problem, 
the decision mode in the Innovation Statement to 

reduce funding has been applied across the board, 
with nu mention of the ratio of funding being 
dependent upon the type of resea rch undertake n. 
What is required is a sliding scale of investment 
that allocates governme nt money acco rding to the 
potential breokdown of be nefits the rcseorch is 
likely to produce. A cose-by-casc approoch would 

need to be token in order fo r such a system to 

work. 
That s uch on approach would be too difficult 

to 11w1wge may account for the decision by 
government to apply funding t1niformly. Most 

RDC m:Jnagers orgued that government :Jnd 
industry were co- investors in the R&D undc r­
token by the corpora tio ns . As co-investors, both 

stokeholders ga ined the reseorch benefits directly 
th rough specific prodt1cts, or indirectly through 
enhanced economic returns or politico I, socio!, 

cultural and environme ntal benefits . This co-

in vestment argument has cata lysed considerat ion 
of a number of isst1es bearing o n governme nt's 

rel:Jtionship with the corporations . 

68 

Co-investor versus Purchaser: the Need 
for Clarification 

The move towards the need to (It1anti(v public 

good os opposed to privote R&D benefits is one 
that has evolved over the years the RDCs have 

bee n in opera tion. It has been driven lorgcly by 
the series of reviews exa mined ea rlier. T his move 

has been o threa tening o ne for the RDCs, :is it has 

clwllcngcd the government/ indus try joint 
investmen t approach upo n which these 

orga nisa tio ns we re o riginally founded. As one 
RDC manager pointed out: 

. .. whe n we were firs t set up the pure intent of 

the governme nt dol b r was to ;1ssis1 industry 

devcloµment ancl now it is bei ng brough t 

arou nd by va r io us political forces that the 

RDCs have tn demonstrate th:1t they an: doing 

public goocl research . 

The reasons for the development alluded to in 
the obovc quotation arc interest ing. While the 
rhetoric of gove rnment has remained s upportive 
of the RDCs, with the co- investment :Jpprooch 
emphas ised as fundamental to the s uccess of the 
model , there hos :Jlso been increased pressure 

placed upon the corporations to comply with the 
Department of Finance directives discussed 

previously. As the following quotat ion by Sena tor 
Bob Collins demonstrntcs, despite the demands 
placed upo n government to asce rta in w hat 
exactly the money it puts into the RDCs is 
actually :Jccomplishing, statements that reject the 

separation of public :Jnd private good research 
outcomes were being made by government 
representatives as recently as 1995. 

Rega rding the µublic goocl, I accept that all ru rnl 

R&D, even projects that arc specifically 

targeted at industry needs, contains a blend of 

potential public and private benefits. These 

benefi ts arc, in practice, impossible to separate 

a nd quantify. 

OPIE has adopted the more genera l term 

'public benefi t' ins tead of public good which has 

a n explicit economic meaning. Public benefit, 
according to OPIE, expanded the relevance of 

resea rch outcomes so that they moved beyond the 
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commonly held economic conception of the work 
o f the RDCs to ;i n emph;isis o n soci::il, cult urn I 

;ind environment:i l benefits. 

In line wi th the :idoption of this term, 

Collins identified six government priority are:is 
for the RDCs to cons ider whe n nwking the ir 

investme nt dec isions. These ;i re::is were: the 
m:lllagemcnt ofl:ind :ind w::iter resources; the 

monito ring of intcnwtion;il ;i nd do mestic 

market ch:ingcs; v:i luc-adding :llld process ing 
techno logies; the structure and diversi fica tio n of 
forming e nterprises; productivity growth and 

tcchno logic:.i l improvements; ::i nd the need to p::iy 
;ittcntio n to rurnl communities ::ind soci::il 
wclforc issues. T he intentio n behind the 

government 's foc us o n these issues w::is not th:.it 
they sho uld become prescriptive but r:.ithcr they 
provide some guid;incc o n where the RDCs 

should be orientating their rcsc::i rch. The 
bro:id ly defined n:itu re of these prio r ity :ireas 

made it rel:itivc ly easy for the RDCs to ensure 
th::it R&D investment decisions took :iccount of 
the m and, therefo re, s:itis ficd governme nt's 
expecta tio ns. It a lso enabled the RDCs to 
dc mons tra tc th:i t the m:i tchi ng governme nt 
do llar w::is w:irrnnted. The objectives were such 
that it was o nly through R& D inves tme nt over ::i 
wide spectrum of rcsc::irch activi ty tha t the 
p roblems government sought to :iddress could be 
targeted. It s imply was not poss ible to go out :ind 
purch:ise the solution, like a product off a supe r­
ma rket shelf. 

Despite the foct that the fo rmer OPIE 

minister's rhetoric supports the RDCs, there are 
forces at work undermining the inves tment 
approach to R&D activity. The empowerment of 

indus try through the int roductio n of the RDC 
system has cont ributed to the push fo r an 
increase in tangible research results . At the same 
time as industry confide nce in the promotion of 
its research interests and demands fo r results has 

grown, government has ini ti:itcd a series of 

reviews that has :i ttcmpted to assess whether the 
RDC model is work ing. The findings of these 
reviews ha ve questioned whether, in light of the 

strong industry focus of the RDCs, government is 
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getting va lue for mo ney out of its investment 

doll:ir. This has led , subsequently, to ca lls fo r the 

separa tion of research outcomes so that :i 

distinction can be made between those benefits 
accruing to industry and those accru ing to the 

Australian taxpaye r. T he overnll result has been 
that gove rnment hus a ttempted to cla rify the 

nature of its investment in the RDCs, wi th the 

Innovatio n Stateme nt providing some indica tion 
of the direction in which it might be moving. 

T his sequence o f developments sugges ts that, 

although governme nt accepts the ra tionale fo r 

public secto r intervention in R&D and the broad 
areas in which investmen t should be unde rtaken, 
the emphas is upon cva luation lws led to a heigh t­

ened preoccupation wi th performance measure­
ment :111d re-assessme nt of the appropriateness of 
RDC activities. It would appear that government, 
perhaps unw ittingly, is diverting attentio n away 
from the issue of rcse:i rch outcomes, towards the 
evaluatio n of RDC activity. The problem with 
this move is that beca use resea rch outcomes a re 
so difficult to evalua te, the process receives undue 
attention. T his input a nd p rocess focus serves to 

deflect thinking away from what seems to be a 
genera l reluctance by governme nt to st:ite 
unequivocally that their investment in the RDCs 
is war ranted given the public a nd p rivate benefits 

that accrue from R&D. 
The problem with emphasising ev:i luation is 

that the more of it that's do ne, the more restricted 
becomes the outlook as at tempts ii re made to 
compartmentalise research act ivity. This 
reductionist approach tends to supplant 
important broade r goals with mo re easily 
measured results, with the corollary that the 
RDCs w ill , inevitably, focus on ta ngible research 

outcomes that meet the demands of reporting 
requi rements. A long-te rm effect of th is trend 
might be the incapacity of the RDCs to address 

wider concerns in favour of concentrating on 
projects that are mo re likely to fulfi l evalua tion 
requirements. In one sense, the evalua tion 

criteria provide pe1verse incentives to skew 
research so that it will fit neatly into a particular 

category. T he development of this s ituation 
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would then justify questions abou t whether 

government should be involved in co-investing 
with industry in the RDCs. 

Co-investment is dependent upon both public 

good and privnte benefit issues being conside red. 

The co- investment npproach provides the RDCs 

with n mnnclate to explore wider issues and 
concerns beyond the purely economic, to include 

social and environme ntnl problems. The removnl 
of pnrt of the government doll::ir, as has occurred 

recently, should necessarily result in a corres­

ponding decrease in projects that supplement 
commodity-speci fic R&D to add ress broader 
domestic :ind in te rnational problems. This is 

because, as government reduces its investment, 
so docs the requirement for the RDCs to engage 
in projects for the public good. The decis ion 

made by government to reduce the amount of 
funds goi ng into the RDCs provides a measure of 
how willing it is to invest taxpayer dollars in 

organisations that cannot provide guara nteed 
measures of exactly what that money is 

producing in terms of public good outcomes. It 
could be the case that government now wishes to 

become a purchase r of rcscnrch outcomes, as has 
occurred in New Zealand. If so, it will lrnve to 
curb its des ire for increas ingly mo re extens ive 
eva luation requirements, as this level of 
involvement is inappropriate when a st rict ly 

buyer/supplier relationship applies. 
Currently, the ultimate resolution of the co­

in vestment versus purchaser issue appears to 
have been placed in the ' too hard' basket, w ith 
the RDCs continuing to focus upon their abili ty 

to produce measures of productivity and 
profitability according to government guidelines. 
The issue is not, however, o ne that is going to go 

away, with policymake rs eventually having to 
come to terms with the confus ion that exis ts 
around what role govL:rnmcnt wnnts to play. T he 

choice is betwL:cn a co-investor in research or a 
purch::iscr of research, w ith either choice having 
significa nt implirntions for the outlook and 

success of the RDCs. At prese nt , the RDCs a rc 

having to spend more time o n jus tifying the 
me::ins by which they operate rather than being 
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able to produce the ends they were established to 

attain. This may we ll be the safes t opt ion fo r the 
RDCs, rather than attempting to clarify gove rn­

ments position and in so doing ri sking the loss of 
more fund s. 

The Rural RDCs: Betwixt and Between 

The RDCs now co-ordinate and reconcile the 
demands of industry and government wi th the 
available rcse::irch capacity. The RDCs, in effect, 

arc responsible for juggling the interests of each 
of these groups in order to achieve the best 

possible R&D outcomes for the industry 
concerned. Curre ntly, however, the RDCs appear 

to be grappling w ith a number of iss ues that have 
::irisen ::is a result of their position 'be twixt and 
between' this group of stakeholders. The drawing 

together of these iss ues has reve::iled a number of 
problems that range from concerns about the rule 

of the RDCs in the provision of extens ion 
se rvices, the relev::i nce of RDC research 
outcomes, and the need for possibk changes in 
the kgislntive fra mework under which the 
corporatio ns have been est:iblished. The broad 
range of problems th::it ex ists indicates the 
difficulties facing the RDCs. l'erh::ips the 

strongest message to come ou t of inves tig:ition 
into why these problems have arisen is that there 
is a lack of clarity about what each of the 
s takeholders involved in the corpora tio ns expects 
the o rganisations to provide. This confus ion 

needs to he addressed in the immed iate future as 
the s urviv:i l of the RDCs depends upo n it . 

Meeting the Demands of Industry: 
Extension and Technology Transfer 

The evalu:i tion of resea rch outcomes is one of the 
RDCs' primary concerns. This co ncern lws 

become particularly important because of the 
e mphasis placed upon eva lua tion by all the 

reviews examined earlier. The mos t significant 
measure of success for most coq)Qrat ion 

managers was whether the results of a particular 
research project could be used by industry. This 

goal was one that . unde r ideal ci rcumst::inccs, 
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would provide uscablc research results fro 111 every 

project undertaken by an RDC. However, ge tting 
the scientific com111u nity involved in producing 

such accessible research has not bee n an easy 

task. I t has been in the area of technology 

t ra nsfer that the gap between producer and 

resea rcher interests has become most apparent, 
with the RDCs seeking to rectify thi s problem 

using a number of different strategics. 
Tho ugh researchers a rc now more nwarc o f 

industry needs, the communica tio n of research 

results rema ins n p roblem for the RDCs. The bulk 
of producer interaction has trnditionn lly been 
initiated hy the State departments of :igriculturc. 

The rcluctnnce of the resea rch community to 
p rnv idc such se rvices may s tem from the 
h isto rical divide that hns, up unt il the ndvent of 

the RDCs, seemed to ex ist between producers :i nd 
sc ien tis ts. Th is divide has meant that commun­
icatio n be tween the two groups has bee n limited, 
the overa ll result being an isolated resea rch 
community. However, the combined effect of 

declining Stntc depnrtme nt of :igriculture 
ex tens ion services :i ncl the req u irement by the 

RDCs that rcse:irch be t:ingible :ind rclev:i n t lw s 
me;i1Jt that scientists h;ive hnd to become bette r 

equipped at out lining the ways in which the ir 
research results ca n be used . 

Despite the emphas is placed upon the 

development of adoptio n strategics by the 
corporations, the rcnction by some researchers to 
meet ing these demands has been tardy, with bids 
continuing to be s ubmitted without s uffic ient 
a ttentio n paid to how results w ill be used . In 

many cases, the stock response from scientists to 
the issue of the disseminntion of rcscnrch fi ndings 
has been the publicatio n of thei r work in rcsen rch 

reports and the convening of a workshop. This 
111inimalist appronch is rejected by RDCs ;ind 

governme nt al ike, who :irgue thn t interactive :ind 
innovnt ivc approaches arc needed to ge t ind ustry 

and resea rchers working together. With the 
changing fanning e nviron111c nt, many producers 

have access to technology such as computers, CD­
ROM and othe r inte rac tive media . Being able to 

t:ip into these new types o f technology transfer is 
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viewed by the RDCs as vit:il if resc:i rch results a re 

to reach those they :ire designed to assist. 

Most RDC ma nage rs believe thn t, in ligh t of 
the increasingly competi tive climate w ithin 

which R&D is loca ted , scientists w ill eventually 
have to ta kc extens ion work mo re seriously. 

RDCs now require adoption st r;itcgics to be buil t 

into s ubmissions for research funds, w ith 
considerable ;i ttc ntion paid to this nspcct of the 

proposal. T hese demands on resc;i rchers have 
prob;ibly been genera ted by the evaluat io n 

pressures placed on the RDCs by each of the 
reviews examined in the preceding chapte r. 
Without tangible resea rch resul ts, mensurcmcnt 

of the work of the corpo rations becomes 
increasingly d iffi cult a nd leads to grea te r 
demands fo r proof of what it is the RDCs are 

doing with the funds they receive. 
Nevertheless, adoption is not all, and 

a tten tion s till needs to be paid to the rcscn rch 

projec t itself. Technology transfe r is important 
bu t the content :md excellence of rese:irch results 
must not be compromised in fovour of the most 
progressive way of delivering informa tion. The 
overall message to the RDCs is that they must 
continue to impress upon the research 
community the impo rt;incc of being able to 

communicate info rmntio n , :is well as ensuring 
that the industry to wh ich that materinl is 

directed is able to understand a nd use the 
find ings. The adoption of research results entails 
a two-way inte raction between scient is ts and 

industry, with the RDCs as focilitators. 

Legislative Leve rage: the Need for an 
Update d Act 

T he 1989 PIERD Act was designed to prov ide a 
generic legislat ive framework under wh ich the 

corpora tions could be established. It thus had to 
be sufficiently brond to a llow common adminis­

trative a nd accountabil ity p rinciples to undcqJi n 
the operations o f each of the RDCs crea ted . The 

objectives of the PIERD Act can be in terpreted 

with a cons iderable degree of nexibility b.v the 
organisa tio ns they are designed to guide. This lws 
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meant that, in te rms of the broad thrust of each of 
the objectives, the RDCs have met all their key 

require ments. 

Though the RDCs have been s uccessful in 
meeting the objectives of the PJERD Act, there 

have been call s fo r its ame ndme nt. These calls 

appea r to have been stimulated by the various 

reviews undertaken, a nd by scrutiny of RDC 
operations by government a nd private sec tor 

organisations. The specula tion generated by these 
examinations has been focused upon resolving a 

number of p roblems and anomalies tha t have the 
PIERD Act as their source. 

A central theme in this monograph has been 

increased pressure placed upo n the RDCs for a 
clear distinc tio n to be made between private and 
public good research outcomes. This issue has 

been mani fes ted in many ways. Hussey believes 
that the confusio n over public good and private 
benefits has arisen because of the lack o f 
specific ity in the PIERD Act about the types of 
projects in which the RDCs are supposed to be 
channelling investment. The l~esearclt ln11011atio11 
a11d Co111petiti 11c11ess Sta1c111e11t (1989) that 

provided the foundations of the RDC model, dealt 
specifically with the grounds upon wh ich 

government intervention in R& D was warranted. 
It was this pa rt of the document that Hussey 
believes was o mitted from the PIERD Act and 
which may have prevented the cunent difficulties 
faced by the R DCs in determining the benefits of 
unde1taking pa rticular research projects. 

In essence, Hussey argues tha t the PIERD Act 

fai ls to emphasise sufficiently the fact that the 
RDCs owe their exis tence to ma rket failure. The 
implications o f this defic ie ncy are that the RDCs 
are generally unable to justify, o n the grounds of 
market fo ilure, where the governmen t dolla rs 

going into their investment portfo lio are being 
spent and who is benefit ing from that expendi­
ture. The lack of specificity in the PIERD Act has 

resulted in the RDCs being placed in a policy 

vacuum, with little guidance about where they 
should and should not be investing public money. 
The conseque nce of this is that the RD Cs, in 

H ussey 's opinio n , are foi ling to ask: Why should 
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gove rnment money be going into this project?; 

nnd Where is the mnrke t fa ilure tha t j us tifies the 

use of taxpayers mo ney in this way? 

These issues a re particularly pertine nt in light 
of the recommenda tio n of the IC and o ther 

rev iews that much more de tail was requi red nbo ut 
w here, how nnd to what the government funds 

going into the RDCs were being d irected. When 

these criticisms we re put to intc1-vicwccs, most 

respondents said tha t the RDCs did , in part, owe 
their ex istence to marke t failure but disagreed 
with the way in which Hussey defined the te rm. 

The term ' mnrkct fo ilurc' as used by Hussey was 
o ne, it was argued by respondents, based o n 
economic assumptio ns nhout things that happen 

in perfec t worlds unde r ideal c ircumstances. 
Under these nssumptions, the RDCs would invest 
only in R&D projects that would never be take n 
up by the private secto r because of the risks 
involved and problems in protecting nccess to the 

results produced. Adoption of these assumptions 
would result in the investment portfolios of the 
RDCs being quite restricted. RDC ma nagers 
believed that, nltho ugh market foilure was 
important, there wns also a mo re genera l 
commitme nt for the organisations to invest in 
public capital nnd p ublic good projects across a 
wide spectrum of :.icti vity. 

Several examples were subseque ntly provided 
by the coqJOrntio ns of investment unde rtaken by 
the R DCs that would be deemed inapproprinte by 

Hussey, but which the boards of these corpora ­
tio ns had deemed to be nn appropria te use of 

funds. For example, the board of the MRC chose 
to invest in a p roject tha t would contravene 
Hussey's criteria. Meat processing companies in 
Australia hnve failed to in vest in R&D because of 
an o rganisa tional cul ture opposed to anything 

academic. In order to overcome this, the MRC has 
begun an education campaign that aims to 
develop an apprecia tion and unclcrst:rnding of the 

benefits of investing in R&D. This campa ign has 
a number of s tra nds, w ith the MRC currently 

p roviding funds for the t1·inl establishment of a 
research facility access ible to meat-process ing 

companies. It is hoped that this inves tment w ill 
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help e ngender an e nhanced appreciation of the 

be nefits of R&D and eventua lly lead to the 

compa nies concerned developing their own R&D 
capaci ty. 

Such an intervention in the meat processing 

sec tor would not be supported by Hussey as, 
technica lly, there is no market foil ure. The sole 

reason that these companies arc not investing in 

R&D is an ingrained culture unable to recognise 

the potential benefits of investment in resea rch. 
Hussey argues tha t, if these companies s ta rted to 
suffer in world ma rkcts as a result of their lack of 

R&D investment, they would , of necessity, 

develop a resea rch capacity-their continuing 
market success would de mand it. 

This view is cou nte red by the MRC, po inting 

to the abysmal h isto1y of under-investment in 
R&D across a ll Aust ralian indus tries, and asks: 

Wl1y wait fo r the crnsh of a comp:rny when 
th rough a small investment s uch organisations 
c:rn be educ:ited about the benefits of R&D? It is 
a lso the case tha t inco mplete informa tio n c:in 
lead to nwrkct fai lu re. In this ins tance, the fact 

that meat processing companies foil to under­
s tand the connect io n between econo mic growth 

and R&D could provide support fo r the MRC's 
actions. It is a ttempting to rectify a situatio n in 

which there is a lack of knowledge about the 
benefits of undertaking R&D. In so doing it could 
be argued that it is interve ning in a situation of 
ma rkct fo ii u re. 

In the contex t of the work of the RDCs, 

therefore, it would appear that a broader defini­
tion of market fo ilu1·e is deemed more appropriate 
by most manage rs . The point to be drawn fro m 

the Hussey vers us RDC inteqnetation of market 
fa ilure is tha t, dtu-ing the initia l establishment 
phase of the corporatio ns such issues were not 

raised. However, in light o f recent reviews and 
calls fo r evaluatio n there now appears to be a 
need for government to say which definition of 

market fai lure it wants the RDCs to work to. 

An a rea of the Act that all RDC manage rs 
e mphasised as requ iring reassessment, was the set 

of the rules controlling the appointment and role 
of the government director. T he appointmen t of 
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departmental officia ls as government directors 
w:is o riginally des igned to ensure that taxpaye r 

funds were spent wise ly a nd responsibly. 
However, confusion has always ex isted amongst 

the RDCs about what it is that the government 

directors a rc supposed to do. Arc they watchdogs? 
Do they represent the Minister? Are governme nt 

di rectors :iblc to provide deta ils of what 
government is likely to support or rejec t in terms 

of RDC investmen t activity? Do government 

directors act as the mouthpiece for the R DC in 
governme nt? T hese questions point to the 
difficult ies faced by the RDCs in their 

relatio nship wi th the government director. 
The a mbigu ity of the government director's 

posit io n was picked up in the Gleeson and 

L:iscellcs review, wh ich suggested the p resence of 
the individu:il o n the board blurred the othcnvisc 
clear line of accountability that existed between 
the RDC :ind the Minis te r. The com ments made 
by Gleeson and Lasccllcs demonstrate tlw t this 

review team fe lt exis ting account:ib ility 
:irrangemcnts to be s uffic ient wi tho ut the 
presence of the government director. Accordi ng to 
Phil Price, Executive Director of LWRRDC, 
government directors foce problems of conflict of 
interest as well as the general :imbigu ity that 
surrounds the ir position. This is beca use all 
government directors have positions in the 
bureaucracy. Problems arise when, in the case of 

resource :i lloca tio n decis ions, the di recto r has to 
reconcile the demands of two different 

o rganisa tions. T his can lead to s ituations in 
which the directo r is actually in conflict w ith the 
RDC he or she is supposed to se rve. 

Complacency on the Increase? 

T he problems and issues raised in relation to the 

RDCs up to this point clea rly require resolution. 
O n the whole, however, the corporat ions have 

been very successful in est:iblishing themselves 
w ithin the R&D community. It is certainly the 

c:ise tha t these organ isations now hold a 
s ignifica nt amount of power, particularly in 

rela tion to the d istribution of funds w ithin the 
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R&D sector. The success of these organisations 
could, however, also have negative consequences. 
This s tatement is made as a result of observations 
that seem to suggest that some of the RD Cs may 
be losing s ight of their original goals. 

While the increased support of producers 
cannot be denied , the RDCs could become lulled 
into a false sense of security that prevents them 
from looking out for pitfalls ahead. Industry has 
clearly taken a s trong interest in the development 
of the RDCs. However, the empowerment of 
producers could eventually threaten the basis 
upon which the RDCs have been founded. As 
industry becomes increasingly strident in its 
demands for R& D, the case for a reduction of 
government money w ill become stronge r. This is 
because a grea ter indus try focus will necessarily 
result in a decline in the extent of public good 
projects undertaken by the RDCs. The NFF has 
suggested that government should increase the 
matching levy contribution up to 0.75 % in 
recognition of the benefits that investment in 
R&D provides. However, this recommendation 
did not ask whether such an increase was 
actually warranted in terms of the amount of 
benefit accruing to the genera l public as a result 
of such government investment. 

The problem with the NFF scenario is that, 
though ru ral industries may ca ll upon 
government to invest more money in the RDCs, 
those same industries are, on the whole, unwill­
ing to increase their own contributions. The 
empowennent of industry when viewed in this 
light is something tha t the RDCs need to be able 
to manage, as it could quite easily result in a 
decline of government support and an indus try 
body not inclined to make up the shortfall. 
Indeed, the s trong producer support and 
sentiment expressed concerning the value of the 
RDCs may well have reduced governme nt doubts 
about mooting possible fund reductions in the 
sector. 

Complacency abo ut this issue could also lead 
to the RDCs continuing to 'sa tisfise' rather than 
'maximise' their operations. A. Newton believes 
that the c01vorations are still too narrow in 
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outlook and focus . He argues that they should 
develop a broader vision that considers 
deve lopments in the international arena rather 
than concentrating only on the domestic R&D 
environment. Research ventures, joint 
partnerships and the adoption of a commercial 
approach are required, he believes, for the RDCs 
to reach the cutting edge of world technological 
developments. At present, the domination of 
industry means that a local or regional focus 
tends to preclude a broadening of resea rch 
hotizons. 

Newton says that just because the RDCs 
received a compulsory levy d id not mean that the 
level at which tlrnt levy was set was optimal in 
terms of the amount of money being spent on 
R&D. It was up to the RDCs, he believed, to 
continue to push for grea ter industry investme nt, 
without necessarily hav ing public sector dollars 
smoothing the way. Failure to work on the 
development of such strategies would, he argued, 
result in organisat ions alw:iys dependent upon 
government for support. This dependency was 
one that, in the face of economic cost cutting, 
represented a naive approach to the future 
e nvironment in which the RDCs w ill be located. 
The reality, according to Newton , is that 
government will continue to pull back funds­
finaneial constraints wi ll dema nd it. The RDCs 
need to prepare for this eventuali ty and seek 
alte rnative sources of funds. 

The somewhat pessimis tic outlook fo r the 
RDCs of both Newton and Hussey, highlights the 
necess ity for these organisations to guard agains t 
complacency. A related problem is tha t the RDCs 
are changing in the way they conduct and 
manage their business. As the workload and 
demands placed upon the RDCs have increased, 
so ha s the amount of time spe nt by the 
corpora tions on imple menting systems and 
processes to deal with the pressures placed upon 
them. While it is understandable that such 
methods a re used to deal with the volume of 
submiss ions received by the RD Cs, there is a n 
inherent danger that the corpora tions could 
become over-bureaucratised , w ith the process 
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becoming more import;int tlrnn the ends. This 
criticism w;is echoed by respondents who saw 
that the RDCs could quite eas ily become caught 
up in the 'endless red tape' that typified 
government. 

Concern w ith the process rather than the 
outcomes has al ready become something of 
problem for the bigger c01vorat ions. In inte rviews 
conducted with RDC managers, it beca me appar­
e nt that, rather than being able to concentra te on 
the outcomes of investment, keeping up with 
submission processing, industry demands and 
government evaluation a nd accountability 
req uirements led to an incre:i sed risk th:i t the 
ends would, in some c:iscs, become forgotten. 
T his was ex:ictly the sort of s ituation that the 
RDCs had been created to avoid, w ith Miller 
seeking to establ ish org:rnisat ions concerned wi th 
outcomes rather than input accounting. If the 
RDCs are to avoid problems of this nature, 
s takeholder groups, in particular government, 
will need to work out what it is the RDCs have 
been established to achieve and wha t sort of 
condit ions will help the m to re:ich those goals. At 
prese nt, many of the corporations appear to be 
running in order to stand still, wi th ever­
increasing demands and pressures placed upon 
them. 

Over-bure:i uc ratisa tion could also cause the 
RDCs to lose touch w ith the industries they were 
designed to ass ist. One RDC manager said that 
maintaining the personal face of the c01voration 
was the most important goal for his organisation. 
A nother respondent believed that once industry 
thou~ht the RDC had become just like any othe r 
government department, the relationship would 
end as quickly as it had begun. Industry, he sa id, 
w:is not interested in organisations that lost touch 
w ith the ir p rimary clie nts. These views highlight 
the problems faced by the RDCs as they become 
more successful and a re placed under grea ter 
pressures. A final point made in this contex t was 
that if the RDCs beca me too big their corporate 
cultures might change, gradu:illy moving them 
fu rther a nd further away from the s takeholde rs 
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who are supposed to define the direction and 
content of their activities. 

In summary, the RDCs are currently facing 
some challenges in relation to thei r operat ional 
and manageria l functioning. These challenges 
s tem largely from the preva iling resea rch 
e nvironment a nd stakeholder demands. T he fi nal 
part o f this chapter explo res the general R&D 
environment, and the opportunities and threa ts it 
presents to the corporations in both the short and 
long terms. 

The R&D Environment:Threats and 
Opportunities 

The fu ture of the RDCs will, in large pa rt, be 
depe ndent upon their ab ility to deal w ith the 
demands placed upon them by the environment 
in which they operate. T his environment is one 
characterised by complexity and unpredictability, 
with pressures deriving from inte rnational a nd 
domestic sources. To survive in this environment, 
the RDCs w ill need to be flexible, adaptable and 
innov:i tive. To develop and fos ter such :itt ributes 
will require conscious effort on the pa1·t of RDC 
managers to focus on the outcomes of thei r 
activi ties rather than the process. 

The release of the Innovation State ment has, 
in part, provided some justifica tion fo1· adopting 
such a course, :is the decline in gove rnment 
funding may reduce the demands it places upon 
the corporntion. The task of the RDCs will be to 
find a way of bal:incing the rel:i tive contributions 
of its industry a nd government s takeholders to 
ensure that both groups remain sa tisfied the ir 
de m:i nds arc being met. The RDCs mus t also take 
account of the broader context w ithin which they 
are located, and ensure that public opinion, a 
powerful weapon, st:iys with the m. T he ma in 
'environme nt:i l' pressures likely to impinge on 
the RDCs in the forthcoming yea rs :i re outlined 
in the next section. 

Securing Sustainability 

Sus t:i inability is the greatest single issue facing 
both the RDCs and the Austra lian na tion in 

75 



Revitalising Rural Research and Development in Australia 

gene ral. T he unrestrained exploitntion of 

resources upon which rurnl indus tries in 

:\ustr:ili:i have bee n fo unded h:is taken us to the 

po int w here seve re degrada tion problems such :is 

s::ilinity. erosion and decl ining water quality are 
thrc::itening the viability o f some fa rming 

e nte1vrises. T he result of the long-term ::idoption 
of th is forming approach has been that a number 

of Aus tralia 's n1rnl industries. including cotto n, 

sugar, rice and some other gra ins, and pa rts of the 
meat secto r. cu rrently foce an unsustainable 
future. Many rural industries have paid 

insufficient a ttention to rehabilitation of the 

natu ra l resources on which they have depended. 
T his approach to forming is mo ribund, and its 
death will be has tened by a constituency 

increas ingly aware of, and concerned about, the 
sta te of the environme nt and the need to 
conse rve Aus tralia's natu ra l resources. 

The pressure for responsible resource use is 
being applied to producers. The fa rming 
community's reaction to such pressure has been 
mixed, but two types of response predominate 
Some producers believe that, because they have 

been providing goods for the general community, 
the government should pay for the rehabilitation 
of their land. T hese formers do not sec it as their 
respons ibility to manage their resources 
susta inably: rather, it is the purchasers of cheap 

commodities w ho have reaped the benefits of 
forming ente1vriscs tha t should pick up the tab 
for conse1vat ion . T he other type of response rests 
on the belief that, as forme rs use and rely o n the 
resources available to them, they should also 

ensure that they can manage those resources 
sustainably. Why should government be expected 
to look after those resources when it is the former 

who is making his or her livelihood from the m? 
These two conflicting perceptions about 

where the responsib ility for sustainability lies 
currently divide opinion over what, if anything, 

government should do to help overcome the ru ra l 
land resource degradation problem. The fact that 
gove rnment !ms been active in the development 

of policies and programs designed to address 

sustainability issues has mea nt that the main 
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message going out to fa rmers is that the public 

sector is prepa red to pay. For the RDCs, this h :is 

resulted in ::i n incre:isingly significant p ropo rtio n 
of the ir resources being invested in 'conserv::it io n ' 

research. At the s:i mc time, producers have been 

exho rted to act respo ns ibly and take account of 

the da mage they might be inflicting on the 
e nvi ronment. The suggestion has even been made 

that formers should be licensed, and that to be so 
they must demons trate that they recognise the 

need to form sustain:ibly, and have the :ibility to 
do so. 

for the RDCs susta inability is, therefore, one 
of the biggest challenges facing the indus tries 

upon which they depend. As a result, most RDC 
ma nage rs rega rded the development of research 
portfolios based upo n responsible :rnd sus tainable 

manageme nt practices as :i priori ty.joi nt projects 
between coqJOra tions were also cited as a vehicle 
th rough which such issues could be addressed . 
One manager noted that attentio n needed to be 
pa id to the development of industries that were 
better suited to the Aus tralian environme nt , 
ra ther tha n continuing to produce crops that we re 

grown more successfully overse::i s. This sugges­
tion is tinged with irony bec:iusc it has been R& D 
that h::is enabled crops no t suited to the Austral­
ian environme nt to s in-vive sufficiently well to 
reap export dollars. It is the continuing produc­
tion of these same crops that is now creat ing 
degradatio n d ifficulties. Research will :iga in be 

needed to provide answers to these proble ms, 
with the RDCs ploying a key role in delivering 
the resources to support such wo rk. A problem 

that remains is that so long as competitor na tio ns 
co ntinue to exploit the ir resources unsustainably, 
Austral ian ::ittempts to reverse environmental 
problems will always be hampered. Sus tainable 
farming will cost more, a nd the sho!·t-term 

economic success of lower-cost oversea s 

producers will milit::ite ag:i inst our long-term 
planning for a sust:i inable future. 

Although the reaction of most formers to the 

matter of sustainability is ambivalent, prim:iry 

producer and consultant Don Blesing points out 
that unless producers recognise it as a valid 
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concern they are likely to lose their market 

pos itio n. The ave rage consumer has developed a 

h eightened awareness abo ut the environment, 
w ith the desire fo r 'clea n, green products' 

evidenced by the increase in demand for 
o rganically grown, pest icide-free goods. T h is 

demand, argues Blcsing, can only rise, making it 

impera tive for producers to utilise the approach 
in their fo rming. The RDCs find 13lesing's 

declining market/ profitab ility a rgument more 
e ffective than the general issue of susta inabili ty 

in conv incing producers of the need to invest in 
s ustainable fanning practices. Whateve r approach 
is adopted , producers must acknowledge and act 

on the issue of sustainability if Australian rural 
industries are to surv ive. 

The Politics of It All 

The RDCs work in an intensely political 
e nvironment. \.Vhen asked what the main 
catalysts for change were in this environment, all 

RDC managers said that government a nd the 
pol itical process were the most significant 

innuences upon their operations. This point has 
been de monstrated throughout this monograph, 
w ith the development of the RDCs resting upon 
governme nt intervention at every step of the way. 

The recent release of the Innovation Sta tement 
has questioned this symbiotic relationship, with 
t he implicatio ns of the statement yet to be fully 
appreciated by all parties concerned. 

However, the political processes that affect the 
RDCs are not confined to the f edera l level, with 
local, regio na l a nd State rea lms also important 

instiga to rs of change. The RDCs must opera te at 
each of these levels in o rder to bring togethe r 
o rganisations and individua ls that may not 

typically have worked together. It has been the 
success of the coqJora tions in fulfilling this role 
that has, in la rge part, accounted fo r the strong 

p roducer support of the system. The RDCs have 
been able to ga in access to producers who wo uld 
generally never have moved beyond their 

particula r region. Although the RDCs have been 
criticised for adopt ing such a local focus, it is 
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certainly the case that producers 1·eport feeling 

mo re in touch w ith their corporation than most 
othe r agencies des igned to rep rese nt their 

interests . The strength of this approach has, in 

foct, been boosted by the Innovation Sta tement 

which granted the development of more 
volun tary levies so that producers who wish to 
ca n invest in R&D specific to thei r region. 

Industry adoptio n of the RDC model has, 

the refore, been in large part a result of a 
deliberate atte mpt by the corporations to e ngage 
local a nd regiona l producer input. However, a t 

the more general level it is government that has 
the potential to main tain o r suspend the 
operations of the RDCs. Nowhere has this been 

more apparent than in the debate over the 
adoption or otherwise of the IC 
recommendat ions. It has been the decisions made 

by government that effectively determine the 
future of the RDCs and which define the 

ope rationa l objectives and accountab ility 
requirements they have to comply with . T he 
Innova tion Statement has p rovided a new 
blueprint fo r the continued evolution of the 
RDCs. It remains to be seen how it will actually 
be put into effect. 

for the ROCs, the ability to anticipate, 
prepa re and advocate for their organisa tion is 
crucia l within such a n environment. T his 'state 
of readiness' is o ne that the corporations must 
cultivate in order to meet the challenges 
constantly emanating fro m the stakeholders to 
which they are held accountable. Although such 
an ability is importa nt, it could also be the case 
tha t, in endeavouring to sa tis fy such politica l 

pressures, the core bus iness of the corpora tion 
may get left behind. T he a im for the RDCs is to 
be able to balance the politics of their s ituation 
with a strong central core of their orga nisa tion 

tota lly committed to pursuing opera tional goals. 

The Innovation System: the RDCs Placed 
in a New Context 

T he word ' innovatio n ' has become the latest 

'buzz word' in the R&D environment. With the 
eventual release of the 1995 Innovation 
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Statement, the then Labor Government took o n 

the ma ntle of ensuring Austral ia was able to deal 
with the challenges of the future global and 

domestic environment. Globalisat ion, informa ­
tion technology, access to the information 

supe rhighway and the need for competitive 

industries were all highlighted in the sta tement as 
imperatives for the future. The implicat ion of this 

for the RDCs was that they needed to be able to 
ready themselves and the ir s takeholders to deal 

with the effects of these challenges. 

But what exactly does innova tion mean? In 
many ways the te rm has come to represent a 
catch-all word for eve rything from new 

technologies, goods and serv ices to creat ivity, 
cultural change and ideas. The government 

defines innovation as fo llows: 

Put simply, innova tion is nbout new products 

nnd services nnd new nnd better wnys of 

producing them. 

By this definit io n, innova tion is 

predominantly concerned w ith the production of 
goods and services in line w ith technologica l 
development and progress . The bottom line is 
esse ntially, therefore, an economic one, with the 
ability to 'innovate' cons idered vital for 
Austra lian industries to meet the challenges of 

global ma rkets. 
T his new 'innova tive' environment impels the 

RDCs to produce research portfolios concerned 

with va lue-adding, the use of new technologies, 
a nd the development of more effective and 
efficient ways of doing things. The overall thrust 

of the message sent to the RDCs through the 
Innovat ion St:i tc ment was that governme nt was 
no longer prepared to carry the majority of costs 

for supporting industry investment in R&D. 
Primary industries need to recognise the value of 
resea rch and :i llocate their resources accordingly. 

One of the main objectives for the RDCs in light 
of this must, therefore, be to continue to engage 
the rural sector in suppo rting the ir research 

effort, and to seek out other possible mea ns of 

capturing resea rch funds. T his is where Newto n's 
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and Miller's ca lls for entrepreneu rial act ivity 

need to be acted upon. 

At a more gene ral level, Blcsing believes tha t 
the bigges t challenge fa cing the RDCs in the 

' innovat ive' e nvironme nt in wh ich they work, is 

the need to plan s trategically. Instead of a 

reactive, narrow commodity focus, Blcsing argues 
that it is time for the RDCs to move into the next 
stage of their development and cons ider broader 

national and interna tional issues. This wi ll be a 

difficult task for the RDCs, because the bulk of 
the ir success has come from their abili ty to stay 
in touch wi th producer groups. This capacity has 

required a speci fic, o ften local focus for R&D 
activity. However, 13lcsing argues that this 
specificity limits the operations of the RDC, as 

ultimately it se rves to deflect attention from 
w ider issues a nd co ncerns. There is a da nger that, 
as RDCs continue to develop increasingly mo re 

complicated systems for managing commodity­
specific research projects, they will also lose the 
ability to look ove r the fence and sec what is 
happening in the w ider world. 

In order to avoid such a developme nt, the 
ability to develop a nd maintain a vis ion , and plan 
for ch:rnge, is o ne that the RDCs need to cultiva te. 

At p rese nt, the re a rc opportunities for the RDCs 
to meet th is challenge by adopting a long-term 

stra tegic pla ns that should ensure the ind ustries 
to which they arc accountable do not lose sight of 
the international a nd national environment 
w ithin which they opera te. The real test of 
whether the RDCs ca n achieve this goal is one 

that depends upon the ir abili ty to persuade 
industry bodies tha t such a n objective is a good 
one. T his, in itself, could prove to be the biggest 

future challenge for the RDCs. 

The Combined Effect: the Future of the 
RD Cs 

Th is chapter has raised a number of issues, 
problems and cha lle nges that the RDCs mus t dea l 

with in both the short- and long- term futu re. The 

nature of the relat ionship between stakeholder 
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groups looks set to change, with the rhetoric of 
government appearing to move the RDCs further 

away from public sector influence and control. It 
will be interesting to sec whether rcp011ing, 

evaluatio n. and accountability requirements foll 
in line w ith this rhetoric, although the propens ity 

for gove rnmen t to seek more, rathe r than less, 
information from the RDCs is a habit that will be 

hard to break. Industry will also need to reassess 

its role in relatio n to the RDCs. With indus try 
likely to become the primary s takeholder in some 

o f these o rga nisa tions, it could be that corpora­
tions w ill move to play a more overtly politica l 

role in the promotio n of their commodity sector's 
interests. As for researchers, the abi lity to work 
w ithin an increasingly industry-driven R&D 
environment w ill require the development o f a 

capacity to ensure that the resea rch they 
undertake is relevant and applicable. It is also 
cle:ir that many of the :imbiguitics and a nomalies 
thnt exis t in the arrangements gove rning the 

RDCs need to be dealt with. 

Are We Asking the Right Questions? 
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However, on the whole, the RDCs appear 
destined for a sus tainable future. It will be the 
ability to plan a future in which indus try, 

governme nt, resea rche r and genera l community 

needs are satisfied thnt will be the key to their 

lo ngevity. This w ill be no easy task, as the 
complexities and vested interests inhere nt within 

each of these stakeholder groups w ill require 
sophisticated handling. Significant threa ts and 

opportunities clearly exis t for the RDCs. T he 

ca pacity to be flex ible, adaptable and professional 
in response to these cha llenges will secure the 
fotc of these organisations. Ultimately, it will be 

up to each RDC to decide how to deal with the 
demands and pressures placed upon it. It w ill be 
in teresting to sec whether these organisations 

will be granted the freedom to opera te com­
mercially, as Miller and Ke rin intended, and, if 
they arc, whether they ca n ha ndle that freedom. 
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5 EPILOGUE 

D espite assurances made by DPIE that, 
following the release of the Industry 

Commission (1995) find ings, no more evaluation 
of the RDCs would take place for another five 
yea rs, two more reviews have since been 

undertaken which, potentially, impact on the 
RDCs. The Stocker and Mortimer reports were 
both released in June 1997 and came about ::i s a 
result of the Howard Co::i lition Government 
wa nting ' new' inform::ition about the Australian 

R&D environment and business sector. 
Over the past dcc::idc, both s ides of politics 

(including the Na tion::il Pa rty) h::ive moved closer 
together on economic polic ies, including 
priva tisation, corporat isation, reduced protection 
and a greater emphas is o n user pays. Despite the 

s imilarities in approach, however, the Howard 
Coalition Government sought 'fresh ' insigh t into 

R&D, with john Stocker, Chief Scientist, 
commissioned to report a nd make recommend­
ations on any gaps and overlays in existing 
arrangements, as well ::is to identify ways of 
determining national priorities fo r science ::ind 

technology. 
Under these terms of refe rence, Stocke r 

undertook a comprehensive analysis of all 
publicly funded science and technology in 
Austral ia. In his report, Stocker fou nd that the 

RDCs were crucial elements in the rural R&D 
system that successfully integra ted und delive red 
R&D outcomes to ru ra l industries. He also st::itcd 

th::it the RDCs had developed effective and 

efficien t mechanisms to ensure that R&D 
investment was strategic a nd ta rgeted, with 
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problems of dupl icatio n and overlap of research 
activity largely resolved . 

The suppo rt accorded to the RDCs by Stocker 
was in contras t to the findings o f Mortimer, who 
proposed fu11d31ne ntal changes to the R& D 
system. Mortimer had been charged wi th 
invcstig::i ting the effici ency and effectiveness of 

Commonwealth bus iness programs in o rde r to 
ensure th::it Aus trali::i h::id the ' right mix of 

business programs to assist industry to meet the 
challenges of an incre::isingly competitive global 
market'. T hese terms of refere nce provided broad 
scope for Mortimer and saw him include an 
ex::iminnt ion of existing R&D arrnngemcnts. 

Mortimer's approach was striking in its 
s imilarity to the ANAO review of the RDCs 
discussed previously. Both reviews adopted a 
narrow economic paradigm that demonstrated 
their lack of in-depth understanding about the 
na tu re of the rural, ::is opposed to industri::i l, 
sector. As a result of the adoptio n of this 
::ippro::ich, Mortimer's recommend::itio ns, like the 

ANAO findings, were fund::iment::illy !lawed and 
made worse by the array of foctunl errors 
scattered throughout the review. These errors 
further undermined the credibility of his findings 
in relnt ion to ruml R&D. 

Mortimer sough t to treat rural R&D the s::i me 
ns R&D conducted by firms. The a rguments that 
mitiga te aga inst such trea tment have been 

outlined earlier in this monograph and w ill not be 
revisited he re, suffice to say that the approach is 
inappropriate and unworkable given the 

differences in strncture, size and na ture of rurnl 



ve rsus o the r industry sectors. Howeve r. based on 

his nssumption that rurnl R&D was the sa me as 

R& D conducted by firms, Mort ime r 

recom111c 11dcd the i11troductio11 of ~111 'l nnovat iou 

Rebate' w h ich would sec fund s to the RDCs 

decline by as much as 40 % beca use of the 11:i 1Tow 

dcfi uit ion of R& D which the ' l1111ova t io n Reb:itc' 

w ould employ. 

It lws been cstim:ited by some of the RDCs 

tlwt the introductiou of the ' lunovation Reba te' 

would result in tcchuology tr:rnsfo r and exte nsio n 

activiti es becoming ineligible for funding. T o lose 

investment at this end of the R& D spec tru m 

w ould be iron ic, given tlwt it is the dissemina tion 

:ind adoption of research findings that tr:rnslates 

research into useable products and processes for 

industry and the public at large. Removing these 

acti vities from the aus pices of the RDCs would, 

in all likelihood, j cop:irdise the high degree of 

ownership fe lt by rurnl i11dust1y ove r rurnl R&D 

a nd :i ffcct its w ill ingness to p:iy. 

Fi n:illy, Mort imer recommended th:it 

admiuistr:itive and fuuding arrn ngcments could 
be s trea mlined th rough the consolid:it io n of the 

RDCs into o ne Rural RDC. The :ic tivities of the 

LWRRDC and RIRDC would be deli ve red 

t h rough ot he r programs and these coqJO rations 

w ould cease to exist. If implemented , this 

rccommc nd:ition would undo :i ll th:it Ke rin :ind 

Miller had :ittc mpted to :ichicvc through the 

est:iblis hmcnt of a network of RDCs. As h:is bee n 

discussed, Mille r sought to 'free' R&D from the 

s tric tures of bureaucratic process to e nable 

industry to identify and determine where R&D 

investment should occur. The introduc tion of a 

s ingle RDC would not only re-crea te the problems 

o f the past, but re move the key ingredie nt th:it 

h as m:ide the RDCs s uch a success-industry 

o wnership of the syste m. 

It is not known whethe r the recommend­

ations m:ide by M ortime r w ill be adopted, but the 

co mmissioning of the Stocker a nd Mortimer 

Epliogue 
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reviews by the Howard Coalition Government 

serves to valida te the points mnde in the 

preceding chapte r. T he nature of the pol iticn l 

process , the evnluation paradigm and the 

prope nsity fo r governme nts to seek 'new' 

informat ion. arc nil fea tu res th:i t have 

characterised the R& D en vironme nt in Austra lia 

s ince the introductio n of the new a rrange ments 

iu the late 1980s. It has bee n the demonstrated 

capac ity of the RDCs to remain fl exible and 

dy namic in the face of such pressures th:i t has 

stre ngthe ned the va lidity of the coqior:i t ion 

model. 

On the whole, the model h:is cont inued to 

receive strong suppo rt from growers, although the 

Ment RDC, the first of the corpo rations to be 

created , has reccn1ly been subsumed into a larger 

org:mis:i tion conce rned w ith a ll aspects of the 

meat industry. This is not expec ted to occur in 

the other commodity-based corporat ions, but the 

future is a lw:iys full of unccrt::iinties. 

For my part, I believe th::it the RDCs w ill 

continue to be a success, with this s uccess 

meas ured hy the support of the rural indus tries 

they have been created to se 1ve. The high calibre 

of people that the RDCs have at tracted is 

testimony to Miller and Kcrin 's commit me nt to ::i 

model that sough t to merge and deliver both 

private and public good R& D outcomes within 

organisa tions staffed by motivated and expert 

professio nals. 

In conclus io n, the fo llowi ng words of 

Machiave lli seem to me to epitomise the short 

his tory of the RDCs. They migh t a lso p rov ide 

encouragement to those working fo r, ::i nd 

supportive of, the cha nges that h::ivc taken pl:ice 

in ru ral R&D ove r the past decade: 

There is nothing more difficult lo ta ke in ha nd, 
more perilous 10 conduct, or more uncertain in 

its success, than lo take the lead in the 

introduclion of a new order of things. 
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