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Driving Sustainable  
National Prosperity

Building Regional Research Systems 
Across Australia

Regions are important drivers of sustainable national 
growth. 

Building from the creative mix of local issues and global 
research challenges, universities all across Australia 
generate research with benefits for communities and 
industries around the world. 

IRU universities are based in outer metropolitan areas 
of the State capitals and in Australia’s regional areas. 
Embedded in these regions, through our research, we 
are contributing to the building of regional research 
systems across Australia. 

This Policy Statement sets out how to ensure regional 
research systems are sufficiently robust to enable 
valuable research to be conducted throughout 
Australia. It outlines:

1. the challenge to ensure international level research 
flourishes across Australia with benefits delivered 
to communities and industries;

2. the advantages from a truly national research 
system; 

3. the steps needed to build effective research 
systems across Australia:

a. effective delivery of the university and 
innovation system,

b. evening-up the playing field, and

c. developing regional capability.
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Recommendations

Effective delivery of the university and innovation system 

1. The development of the 2016 National Research Infrastructure Roadmap should ensure that major 
research infrastructure developments are deployed across Australia with some elements based 
outside the major centres.

2. Innovation programs and incentives, including the Medical Research Future Fund (MRFF), should be 
effective across Australia to reach as many Australians as possible. 

Evening up the playing field 

3. To even up the opportunity for research from universities’ regional bases, the regional loading should 
include a research element to the calculation. 

4. There should be targeted incentives to reward regional engagement with research and innovation 
needs.

Developing regional capability 

5. Ensure community and education services are of a comparable standard across Australia. 

6. Reverse the order of roll out of new services to start some in regional areas to alter the perception of 
being regularly last and create incentives to be in such regions. 

7. Ensure knowledge infrastructure is part of comprehensive regional strategies. 
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1. The Challenge

The concentration of Australia’s population in a few 
major cities poses major challenges. There is an urgent 
need to make better use of the potential from the 
breadth of the country, for example from its northern 
regions, to reduce the pressure on the major cities and 
create positive outcomes for all current and future 
Australians. 

Successful innovation systems across Australia are 
part of the solution to how future Australians can 
draw sustainably on Australia’s physical resources and 
continue to live in prosperity.

The Government’s National Innovation and Science 
Agenda (NISA) seeks to create a significant change in 
the extent and effectiveness of innovation in Australia, 
drawing on our world standard fundamental research 
base in Australia’s universities and other research 
institutions.

It is crucial to the success of NISA to stimulate 
innovation across all regions of Australia. This requires 
each region to have an effective research system 
capable of supporting research, linking it to industry 
and other users through research:

•  that is done in the region by researchers who live  
in the region,

•  research from the region that is relevant across the 
world, and

•  research for the region, addressing its particular 
needs and characteristics.

IRU members are already leading the way in building 
these research systems. If we can expand this process, 
we will stimulate prosperity across all parts of Australia, 
including its major cities. 

There is an urgent need 
to make better use of the 
potential from the breadth of 
the country, for example from 
its northern regions, to reduce 
the pressure on the major 
cities and create positive 
outcomes for all current  
and future Australians. 

The challenge is not just the quality of research and 
the extent of innovation but also the underpinning 
infrastructure essential for the knowledge economy  
of reliable digital access and high levels of education.

The United States is a potential comparison point, with 
significant research and innovation across multiple 
states and cities, with standout concentrations in  
some areas.

The other challenge is to convey the benefits of a 
government investment in research and innovation 
when the time-lag for benefits is less immediate and 
obvious than with other investments such as physical 
infrastructure. The proposed measure of research 
engagement and impact is an opportunity to involve 
research end users in an otherwise academic exercise.  

This IRU policy statement sets out the key actions 
to realise the potential of IRU’s research-intensive 
universities located outside Australia’s main cities. 
Through these actions, it will be possible to envisage  
an Australia where excellent, relevant research can  
and currently is happening across the nation whether  
it is Acton or Wodonga. 
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IRU across Australia

The IRU members have bases across Australia’s major cities and through many regional centres.

For the purpose of this Statement ‘regional’ refers to researchers who are not based in Australia’s five largest cities 
namely Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth. 

Researchers and their universities operating outside these five cities face distinct challenges that centre on the impact 
of lower concentrations of people, generally with lower levels of education and income, living at some distance from 
other population centres.

The definition includes Canberra. Canberra demonstrates that, with investment, a small city can be the base for world 
leading research. Australia needs only one national capital but it needs several vibrant regional centres. The challenge 
is how to stimulate other regions to achieve similar outcomes.

About 32% of IRU students are taught at campuses outside these five capitals, such that we teach 18% of all students 
in regional campuses across Australia1.

Nearly half of the IRU’s research income is generated from its regional bases, such that we contribute around 30% 
of Australia’s regionally based research2. Research from regional bases is particularly strong for involvement with 
Collaborative Research Centres (CRCs), which bring together university researchers with business and other research 
users to pursue key issues. Regional based research accounts for nearly 25% of total CRC research income.

30% 18%
of Australia’s 
regionally based 
research takes place 
at IRU universities.

IRU universities 
teach 18% of 
all students in 
regional campuses 
across Australia. 

12013 data 

22014 data
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Rather than focusing on 
concerns about “regional 
equity”, the policy framework 
should identify regions as key 
drivers of sustainable growth 
that reduces the pressure on 
Australia’s major cities. 

2.  A Truly National 
Research System

The IRU aspiration is for excellent research to take place 
across Australia in each Australian university. 

Australia should be a continent with multiple sites 
of excellent research, addressing both fundamental 
research and research driven by end users. Encouraging 
further concentration of research output to a small 
set of city centric universities will only hamper future 
opportunities. 

Impact of reaching critical 
mass of research in a region 
Investment in Australian universities outside the major 
cities pushes each region towards the critical mass of 
researchers, innovative businesses, and knowledge 
workers to support a more diversified, future Australia. 
Critical mass is a relative term and a ‘minimum’ amount 
of researchers, businesses etc. should not ‘disqualify’  
a region. 

The challenge is to generate the positive spiral from 
the interacting factors. If regions are able to drive 
knowledge-based economic growth, they will be able to 
attract more innovative industry, altering the balance of 
population growth within Australia. 

Rather than focusing on concerns about “regional 
equity”, the policy framework should identify regions 
as key drivers of sustainable growth that reduces the 
pressure on Australia’s major cities. 

The Deloitte report The purpose of place: Reconsidered, 
argues that for ‘places’ to flourish rather than languish, a 
collaborative effort from people, communities, businesses 
and governments is required.  It outlines how sometimes 
universities are the drivers behind an area’s prosperity.  

From this angle, rather than waiting for governments to 
act first, the other parts of the ecosystem should move in 
tandem. The report also outlines how universities have 
fueled the prosperity of ‘place’.

The European Union report Connecting Universities 
to Regional Growth: A Practical Guide, devised for its 
2020 Strategy recommended “to promote the active 
engagement of universities and other higher education 
institutions in regional innovation strategies for smart 
specialisation, in co-operation with research centres, 
businesses and other partners in civil society.”

Hence, rather than seeing the universities in the regions 
as institutions that need to be ‘subsidised’, universities 
such as IRU members which are located in outer metro 
and regional Australia, should be recognised for their 
leading role in scoping and developing the strategy for 
the region.  
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Research and its regional 
relevance 
The nature of IRU members is to draw on their regional 
base to inform the internationally relevant research 
they pursue. 

Research outside the major cities or stronger research 
universities should not be typecast as limited to research 
of relevance to a region, implicitly research of lesser 
standing. Universities can be over-defined by the regions 
in which they happen to be located. The region should 
inspire the university and its staff but their research 
should not be limited to the needs of regions in which 
they thrive, except by explicit intent to so focus energy.

The Australian research debate likes to position 
Australia as a small research nation perpetually on 
the edge of exclusion. Australia is the world’s 12th 
biggest economy, and the 7th in a 2011 list of scholarly 
scientific output per capita - a player of significance but 
much smaller than some. 

Australia’s position in the world is similar to the 
position of many of Australia’s regions within Australia. 
The same case applies of the need to be part of 
developments in rough proportion to economic and 
population size.

Conducting high level research increasingly requires the 
involvement of teams of researchers working within 
multiple institutions across many countries. This has led 
to international research collaborations growing at a 
significant rate.

The Murray-Darling Freshwater Research 
Centre is located in La Trobe University’s 
regional campuses of Mildura and Albury-
Wodonga.  Focusing on freshwater ecology 
research in the Murray-Darling Basin, the 
Centre generates new knowledge about the 
complex responses of aquatic ecosystems to 
changes in flows across a range of spatial and 
temporal scales.

The rapid changes in digital technology and their impact 
on communications means that researchers from all 
universities can be effective members of world wide 
networks. While researchers remain part of local 
networks and respond to issues of local importance, the 
co-location of researchers with related researchers is 
less important than previously.

The opportunity is now stronger to bring to bear on the 
international stage the wide range of local evidence and 
challenges linking up with similar regions overseas such 
as a linkage of tropical regions around the globe.

Research at the Griffith Institute for Tourism is 
dedicated to supporting a sustainable future 
for tourism. Based on the Gold Coast, one of 
Australia’s principal tourist destinations, it focuses 
on three key impact areas: business, destinations 
and organisations, health experience and well-
being and environmental change and nature 
conservation, within the broader geographic 
context of the Asia-Pacific region. 

The Western Australia State Agricultural 
and Biotechnology Centre (SABC) located 
at Murdoch University provides platforms 
and equipment enabling multi disciplinary 
research in biotechnology which underpins 
the agricultural and veterinary industry. The 
benefits stretch from the Western Australia 
community to national and international 
research links and collaborations. 
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The Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull has stated that  
“in fostering an environment for innovation and 
science, we have to build an ecosystem from the 
bottom up1.” 

To build an effective eco-system from the bottom up, 
requires both action specific to university funding 
and incentives and broader initiatives to support local 
capability across Australia. Most actions are to ensure 
comparable circumstances from major city to regional 
hub. These should be aligned with medium term actions 
to balance the playing field in favour of regional bases 
as a means to push along a positive cycle building up 
research and innovation outcomes. 

a.  Effective delivery of the 
university and innovation 
system

An intentionally national approach to 
infrastructure

Adequate research infrastructure is at the basis of any 
research system. Usually, inner-city institutions are 
able to take advantage of major research infrastructure 
which is located nearby.  This baseline should be 
extended to other universities outside mainland cities 
through ensuring that major research infrastructure 
developments are deployed in regional and rural 
Australia and the outer metropolitan areas of major 
cities. Currently this is not taking place. 

Ensuring that infrastructure outside Australia’s major 
urban sites is on a par with that in Australian cities is 
critical.  Good access to infrastructure will encourage 
more people and businesses to set up shop in the 
regions, interacting with the universities and thus  
building the regional research capability. 

The distribution of National Collaborative Research 
Infrastructure Strategy (NCRIS) infrastructure2 is a clear 
example of the challenge. Only 18% of the facilities 
are located outside Australia’s five large cities and 
Canberra, with the majority concentrated in the inner 
cities. 

3.  Building Effective Research 
Systems Across Australia 

Recommendation 1

The development of the 
2016 National Research 
Infrastructure Roadmap 
should ensure that major 
research infrastructure 
developments are deployed 
across Australia with some 
elements based outside the 
major centres. 

3.  Building Effective Research 
Systems Across Australia 

NCRIS Project Locations

76%

12%

6%

7%
Outer Metro

Regional Cities

Remote and rural

Cities and Innercity

1 Address to the Prime Minister’s Prizes for Science dinner, 22 October 2015 (www.malcolmturnbull.com.au/media/address-to-the-prime-minister) 
2 www.iru.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/IRU-NCRIS-Project-Location-Analysis.pdf
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Innovation programs and  
incentives are effective  
across Australia 

 Government programs should aim to support desired 
activity across Australia. Where the program selects 
from applications, one criterion should be that 
successful applications are distributed cross Australia, 
rather than just assessing each on its individual value.

This issue is important for some significant Government 
initiatives.

National Innovation and Science Agenda (NISA)

In rolling out the suite of NISA programs, it is essential 
that they are equally available to investors and 
companies across Australia. The IRU argued against 
limiting the early stage investor tax incentives to 
sophisticated investors, as likely to exclude newer and 
smaller investors who could come from across Australia 
including regions. Likewise, we support current and 
additional incentives for smaller companies to access the 
research and development tax incentive and the need to 
simplify access to it, changes which will improve use by 
companies from regional areas. As the IRU argued in its 
submission to the ongoing review of this tax incentive, 
the application process should not be so complicated 
that it requires companies to engage consultants in order 
to register and make a claim. 

National research priorities should be pursued to ensure 
contribution towards each priority from across Australia, 
and not permit some to be addressed by a concentrated 
set of institutions only.

Medical Research Future Fund (MRFF)

The same issue is particularly relevant when it comes 
to health and medical research and the need to ensure 
that the benefits and output of Australian research 
reach as many Australians as possible.  

In its submission to the Medical Research Future 
Fund (MRFF)’s five year strategy, IRU argued that 
IRU universities, located in regional and outer-metro 
Australia, and with world standard health and medical 
research, are uniquely positioned to address the 
challenges of improving health outcomes across 
Australia. The benefit for the government is that this 
expertise is already present across Australia – it simply 
needs to be tapped and maximized through investing in 
research based in the regions with health challenges.

The Flinders Rural Health South 
Australia research unit has been 
developing a research culture in rural 
communities. Located in Renmark 
and other rural communities in 
South Australia, the centre has led 
communities to better understand the 
health challenges and better plan for 
the future. Undertaking quality post 
graduate research locally facilitates staff 
retention rates and attracts clinicians 
to the region. Hence, health research is 
providing a powerful vehicle for further 
strengthening interconnections in rural 
communities.

Investing in capable research in the regions 
across Australia has a spill over effect in 
stimulating those regions which in itself 
will enhance health outcomes and broader 
community wellbeing.

Recommendation 2

Innovation programs and 
incentives, including the 
Medical Research Future Fund 
(MRFF), should be effective 
across Australia to reach as 
many Australians as possible.
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Recommendation 3

To even up the opportunity 
for research from universities’ 
regional bases the regional 
loading should include a 
research element to the 
calculation.

Recommendation 4

There should be targeted 
incentives to reward regional 
engagement with research 
and innovation needs.

b. Evening up the playing field 
A major question is how much the Government should 
push along research capability through targeted 
programs to address historic weaknesses in investment 
and to offset the impact of currently smaller number of 
researchers and innovative businesses.

Research funding base grant

The main Government funding for universities remains 
the Commonwealth Grant Scheme. It is the prime 
Government support for academic salaries. It is driven 
by the number and discipline of students. In contrast 
most research programs, including all competitive 
project grants, target the relevant costs of research. 

The system works for campuses in city based areas 
where students tend to enroll. It is harder where 
student numbers tend to be smaller and concentrated 
in some disciplines but not always those where there is 
important research.

The capacity to attract students to a region from 
elsewhere is partly dependent on the range of courses 
including provision of unique courses with notable 
research such as James Cook University’s world-leading 
tropical health and medicine research. The rural loading 
is driven by student numbers alone. We need a parallel 
payment that targets research output to underpin 
university research outcomes and encourage research 
activity outside of the large cities.

Increasing the pool of researcher talent

Every university faces challenges to retain the best staff, 
the best researchers, and the best links with industry. 
This is harder for universities located outside mainland 
cities due the mix of what the university itself offers and 
the opportunities or not of the surrounding community.

To bridge the current gap, specific incentives might 
include specific funding to regional universities to 
develop depth in specialised areas in which they or their 
regions have comparative advantage. This could be one 
focus for the Flagship Programs concept raised in the 
Government’s Higher Education Discussion Paper.

c.  Developing regional capability

Comparable standards across Australia 

The range and extent of services and resources in a 
region affect the desire of researchers, innovators and 
students to live there and remain there. These factors 
go way beyond the specifics of how the university and 
businesses operate. 

Such challenges can be mitigated through building up 
the broader regional research capability. The more 
diverse and successful they are, the more it will make 
it likely that an effective community of researchers and 
innovators will live in a region. 

Important elements which the various levels of 
Government need to address include school and 
general education services of a comparable standard 
to the larger cities and community services of a 
comparable standard.

If these are in place, the natural advantages of an area 
can come to the fore along with the potential from 
living in a smaller community. 
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Recommendation 5

Ensure community and 
education services are of a 
comparable standard across 
Australia. 

Since 1984, the ‘Menzies School of Health 
Research’ now located at Charles Darwin 
University, has driven research focused 
on breaking the cycle of disease and 
improving health outcomes for people 
in Australia and the Asia-Pacific region, 
particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities. 

Researchers at James Cook University’s 
‘Australian Institute of Tropical Health  
and Medicine (AITHM)’ are conducting 
world-leading research focused on the 
health issues of most importance to  
tropical Australia, Southeast Asia  
and the Pacific.
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Effective Digital Access 

Through AARNet, Australia’s researchers have kept 
at the world standard for speed and bandwidth. That 
service is provided primarily on an equal basis to all 
university campuses. However, areas at the end of the 
cables tend to access upgrades later rather than first. 
Reversing roll outs orders can alter the perception of 
being regularly last and create incentives to be in such 
regions. 

University based Internet is essential. Home based 
Internet is not far behind to support researchers being 
mobile and home-based work. The ambition behind 
the National Broadband Network (NBN) is to do this but 
there are questions about what it provides outside the 
major cities and when it delivers. 

The NBN’s neutral charging policy is about ensuring 
equal potential for the outcomes from digital capacity 
wherever accessed, through a charge that spreads 
national costs equally. It is important that the network 
continue to develop in regions with the lowest levels of 
digital access and speed. 

Ensure regional strategies such as 
that for Northern Australia target the 
knowledge and creative industries 

Northern Australia Policy tends to be oriented toward 
the physical infrastructure over the knowledge 
infrastructure. 

As previously argued by the Northern Territory 
Government1, knowledge infrastructure needs to 
be part and parcel of the development of Northern 
Australia. Along with other institutions and agencies, 
universities in Northern Australia have a crucial role 
to play in a holistic development of Northern Australia 
that includes the knowledge and creative industries 
beyond the essential physical infrastructure. Two IRU 
members, James Cook University (JCU) and Charles 
Darwin University (CDU) are uniquely placed to be part 
of this process making Northern Australia a hub of 
specialised knowledge infrastructure.  

Recommendation 6

Reverse the order of roll out 
of new services to start some 
in regional areas to alter the 
perception of being regularly 
last and create incentives to 
be in such regions. 

Recommendation 7

Ensure knowledge 
infrastructure is part of 
comprehensive regional 
strategies. 

1  Submission by the Northern Territory Government to the Joint Select Committee on Northern Australia Inquiry into the Development of Northern 
Australia February 2014’
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CRICOS codes for universities: 
Griffith University 00233E

La Trobe University 00115M

Flinders University 00114A

Murdoch University 00125J

Charles Darwin University 00300K

James Cook University 00117J

The IRU Research  
System Series:

The Innovative Research Universities (IRU) has identified 
four crucial issues for the Australian research system 
each of which address the Government’s aims to 
improve the commercial outcomes from research.They 
are:

1.    Promoting  industry driven research to complement 
Australia’s extensive university led research outputs

2.   Strengthening Australian interaction with the 
expanding economies of  Asia and the tropics 
through linked research systems and support for 
industry in those countries 

3.   Building regional research systems that support  
research conducted throughout Australia with 
benefits delivered to communities and industries; 
and

4.   Emphasising translational research. Translational 
research tests the findings of basic research in 
practical, real world contexts to put the research 
to work improving products and processes, feeding 
back the outcomes into the next stages of the 
underlying research.



Driving Sustainable National Prosperity: Ensuring Effective Research Systems Across 
Australia’s Regions is the third statement in the IRU Research Statement series. 

Regions are important drivers of sustainable national growth. 

Building from the creative mix of local issues and global research challenges, 
universities all across Australia generate research with benefits for communities 
and industries around the world. 

IRU universities are based in outer metropolitan areas of the State capitals and in 
Australia’s regional areas. Embedded in these regions, through our research, we 
are contributing to the building of regional research systems across Australia. 

This Policy Statement sets our how to ensure regional research systems are 
sufficiently robust to enable valuable research to be conducted throughout 
Australia. 

The IRU is a network of six comprehensive researching universities comprising 
Charles Darwin University, Flinders University, Griffith University, James Cook 
University, La Trobe University and Murdoch University. Through research relevant 
to the region, and the creation of graduates, IRU universities strengthen the social 
and economic prosperity of both their own areas and the nation.

Website details: www.iru.edu.au 

Contact information: secretariat@iru.edu.au
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