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BACKGROUND





It has long been recognised that funding for research from external sources rarely covers the full costs of research.  Institutions are expected to “top up” not only the direct costs but also to fund the indirect research costs (overheads) from their operating grants.  To try and circumvent the costs associated with this UTS has had in place a policy of 30% overhead charge on research projects not funded through agencies listed on the National Competitive Grants Index (NCGI).  The distribution of this income was as follows:  60% to faculties and 40% to be retained centrally.  Grants from the NCGI agencies are specifically excluded because the federal government seeks to provide indirect infrastructure support for these projects through the Research Infrastructure Block Grant (RIBG) provided to universities.





In late 1996 the Research Management Committee undertook to re-examine this policy to try and ascertain:





	a)	whether the percentage charged was still relevant;


	b)	whether the distribution of income needed to be adjusted;


	c)	whether the term “research overhead” needed to be changed; and


d)	whether there were ways in which researchers could be made more aware of the need for this policy.





As part of their deliberations, it was decided to survey the current research overhead policies of all Australian universities and to contact academic units within UTS to ask for comments on the current policy and any suggestions for amendments, changes, etc.  From responses received from other universities, it was clear that all universities have such policies and the charges were all approximately the same as those made by UTS although there were some variations in how the policies were framed or implemented.  Responses from faculties indicated varying practices in relation to faculty charges and varying levels of acceptance of the need for research overheads changes.





PREVIOUS POLICY





Until this polocy review, at UTS, a charge of 30% was made for overheads on the total budget.  The income from this charge is split as follows:





18%	to the Faculty for distribution as deemed appropriate, although it was strongly recommended that a portion be returned to the department or school which generated the research;











12%	to be retained Centrally


	6% to the Research Office for the preparation of contracts and other associated costs


	6% to the Vice-Chancellor’s contingency fund





The previous policy allowed for waiver of Faculty dividend upon receipt of a letter from the Dean to the Director of the Research Office.  The Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research) could make exceptions on the charge of central overheads.








DISCUSSION





The previous policy at UTS appeared to cause considerable antagonism among some academic staff and heads of academic units.  The overhead charges were seen as some sort of arbitrary charge or ‘tax’ imposed on researchers rather than as something which supports their research activities.  Various initiatives were taken over a two year period to attempt to educate researchers about the need for these overhead charges and to assist them in building the charges in appropriate ways to their grant or funding applications.  In particular, the Research Office provided advice to researchers to this end.





As a result of the review undertaken, it was suggested that the issue could be further addressed by three changes to the policy.  First, a change of name was suggested so that the purpose of these charges is more clearly signalled; second, it was suggested that a list be established and widely circulated of agencies not on the National Competitive Grant Index which the University recognises as specifically rejecting any moves by universities to charge overheads on research grants; and third, it was suggested that some of the charges should go directly to the researcher(s) involved.  The latter suggestion would not preclude faculties from directing a proportion of all of the funds they receive also directly to the researchers if they believe this to be appropriate in specific cases.





The suggestion also emerged from discussions in various contexts, that a distinction be made between laboratory and non-laboratory research in recognition that the equipment infrastructure costs may not be as expensive in some areas of research in the University as others.





Finally, there was some discussion about increasing the level of overheads charge.  It was noted that the AVCC has recommended higher levels of charging for all universities and that agencies like CSIRO require their researchers to include a far higher charge.  Since this discussion occurred at UTS the federal government’s proposals about ‘competitive neutrality’ have also emerged as a significant issue in this area.  On this basis, it would appear appropriate to review the level of overheads charged at UTS each year, but the consensus was that it was more useful for UTS to focus in 1997 on gaining the acceptance of researchers to the policy rather than increasing charges at this stage to reflect the total costs of research.

















CURRENT POLICY





After consideration of information received from other universities and also responses from academic units within UTS, the following policy has been implemented, taking effect for grants awarded and contracts negotiated from June 1997 onwards:





Research Overheads be renamed University Research Infrastructure Costs





Costs:





	25% be the charge for non-laboratory based research - research defined in this way to be determined by the Faculty concerned


	30% be used for laboratory based research





Distribution of funds received be as follows:





19-24% - faculty allocation (percentile differing according to whether laboratory or non-laboratory) with no less than one-third of the Faculty allocation to be distributed directly to the researcher(s) involved based on a satisfactory submission as to how the funds were to be used for infrastructure support for their research





6% - to the Research Office to be used for the preparation of contracts and other similar support services





Research Office Role:





Research Office to provide advice to researchers about how to build in University Research Infrastructure Costs to their grant applications to conform at the minimum to the University’s policy on these costs and in particular, what infrastructure support costs, specific to their own work, should be built in through this mechanism.





Exclusions





Granting bodies on the National Competitive Grant Index (NCGI) are exempt from University Research Infrastructure Costs charged.  In addition also:


�Bodies which specifically exclude applications from organisations, e.g.


	-	Australia Council


	-	Australian Film Commission


Charitable organisations, e.g.


	-	Royal Deaf & Blind Society


�This list will be updated each year.

















Waivers





The Dean of the Faculty, in consultation with the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research), may waive the Faculty Infrastructure charges upon request.  A letter to this effect must be received by the Research Office, otherwise the full charge will be made.





Central Infrastructure charges are immutable.  In rare cases the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research) may vary such charge upon request.





Review





This policy to be reviewed in November each year by the Research Management Committee, in particular, in relation to the percentage charges and their continuing appropriateness.
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