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Abstract

Since 1996 there has been a substantial and sustained decline in research activity undertaken directly or indirectly (through grant funding) by the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission (NOHSC). This decline has now reached a point where it is arguable whether, with some minor exceptions, the agency has any capacity to undertake meaningful research left. After describing NOHSC’s earlier role in undertaking and promoting research the paper traces the decline of research activity after 1995 and tries to identify some of the implications of this for OHS research more generally. It is argued that there continues to be a pressing need for NOHSC to take a strong leadership role in research and, given this, a strategy for achieving this end is presented.

Introduction: declaring an interest

Few active OHS researchers in Australia can write about NOHSC’s research activities as an uninterested party since almost all will have had some dealings with the agency. I have been involved almost continuously with NOHSC over a number of years, mainly though by no means exclusively in connection to its research activities. My major research-related involvement with NOHSC was as an expert member of the Research Standing Committee for years 1994-1997. Other NOHSC involvement included membership of the working party on core components in OHS tertiary education (1993-4), the standards evaluation steering committee of the Standards Development Standing Committee (1995-7) and the Scientific Panel of the National Asbestos Disease Research Foundation (1996-7). I was an invited participant in NOHSC seminars on enterprise bargaining (1993), integrating OHS into management systems (1994) and gave papers to NOHSC Industry Development Branch run seminars on performance indicators (1996). In 1993-94 NOHSC assisted John Rudge and I to run a conference on tertiary education in OHS that helped facilitate the establishment of professional association of OHS educators. In 1994/5 Philip Bohle and I successfully tendered to develop a set of modules on OHS management for the then Industry Development Section of NOHSC. I have also had ongoing and intermittent contact with a number of NOHSC staff, working with some and getting valuable assistance from others since 1990 (including supplying materials incorporated into both editions of my OHS text).
 

My role on the Research Standing Committee (RSC) included reviewing the annual round of expressions of interest, full grant applications, and PhD scholarship proposals, contributing to the identification of priority areas for research funding and reviewing completed research reports.  The last activity continued after the demise of RSC and right up to this year as projects based on the last round of extramural grants were finalised. In my time on the Research Standing Committee I was reluctant to make grant applications despite procedural safeguards (notably the exclusion of interested parties from grant deliberations). I was involved in only two relatively small projects (around $35,000 each), one an extramural grant and another intramural grant with a senior research scientist in NOHSC, Dr Claire Mayhew. On several occasions after 1997 I was invited to tender for NOHSC projects but made no applications (in other words I am not a disgruntled tender applicant!).

Participant observation carries with it the advantages of insights but also the potential for bias. With regard to the latter I would stress that my involvement with NOHSC was never as an employee or in a paid capacity. I remained a member of the three aforementioned committees up to the time when each was abolished and I continued to undertake tasks (such as reviewing research reports and responding to requests for information) for NOHSC after this time. My dealings with NOHSC have always been amicable. Further, I have served as an expert member of working parties and committees under both Coalition and Labor governments (state and federal). In short, I do not have any political or personal axes to grind with NOHSC. From 1996 I had become increasingly concerned at research developments within NOHSC but rejected two requests to write a commentary because I believed that this criticism might do more harm than good. That time, if it ever existed, has now passed. I am writing this piece out of a deep concern that NOHSC’s role as a facilitator and leader of OHS research in Australia – arguably one of its most critical functions – is largely defunct and its reactivation needs to be urgently debated.

The rise of research activity in NOHSC and its importance

Prior to the establishment of NOHSC in 1985 there had been virtually no national co-ordination of OHS regulation/standards, policy and research in Australia (excluding a series of short-lived initiatives in the 1920s and 1930s). Legislation and policy was left to the various state and territory jurisdictions. By and large these state and territory agencies did not see a need or a role in promoting research and the research they funded tended to be ad hoc and directed at meeting practical difficulties rather than systematically building a knowledge base on OHS. Further, as a multidisciplinary field, OHS often fell between stools in terms of funding of research grants from the conventional national research-funding schemes, the Australian Research Grants Scheme/Australian Research Council (or ARC) and the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC). The absence of dedicated OHS research and teaching units in universities meant academics with actual or potential expertise and interest in the field were isolated and scattered across a diverse array of disciplinary units (medicine, hygiene and ergonomics, toxicology, physics, psychology, built environment, engineering, law, sociology, industrial relations and management). There is also clear evidence that OHS research remains a poor cousin in overall health research funding despite the fact it is one of the most significant sources of avoidable morbidity and mortality in the community.

From the late 1980s onwards there is a clearly discernible increase in both the quantity and quality of published OHS research in Australia. This expansion cannot be attributed to any single factor. Rather it was the result of a number of factors including major changes to OHS legislation and increasing interest in OHS (and health matters more generally) internationally. It is also beyond dispute in my view that the creation of NOHSC was another very important factor in the growing interest in OHS research, providing both a national focal point for research and research-related policy debates as well as facilitating research activity both directly and indirectly. When NOHSC was established it included a specialist research institute loosely modelled on the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) in the USA covering a number of disciplinary/focus areas.  By the mid 1990s there were around 45 researchers employed in the National Institute (also known as the Research and Scientific Division) allocated into the series of units or priority areas of (Epidemiology and Surveillance, Toxicology, Occupational Medicine, Occupational Hygiene and Safety Engineering, Ergonomics, Human Performance Analysis and Statistics).
 

As by far the largest dedicated grouping of OHS researchers in Australia (and unencumbered by the teaching commitments of most university-based academics) this represented a significant contribution to OHS research. It meant that, in addition to their normal research activities, NOHSC also had a significant body of research expertise to call upon for its own specific projects or to use in evaluating the grant applications and research reports of the external researchers it funded. In order to promote a more co-ordinated and cooperative approach to OHS research in Australia the National Institute undertook surveys of research activities and published a series of reports on facilities, researchers and current projects.
 Since OHS researchers were (and remain) widely scattered in terms of geography, institution and core discipline, this monumental task (the second report was over 300 pages)
 was of more than passing value to scholars. It helped them get a feel for the field as well as identifying and locating researchers with similar interests.

There were other positive effects, including the capacity to building ongoing international links with researchers in other leading institutions such as NIOSH, both Karolinska and the National Institute for Working Life (NIWL) in Sweden, and the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health to name but a few. Whatever other criticism might be levelled at the intramural program it cannot be denied that the National Institute included leading international researchers (as judged by international journal publications, citation indexes and membership of international research panels). Between 1985/6 and 1995/6 Institute staff published well over 180 refereed-journal articles, a large proportion in leading international journals such as Occupational Medicine, the Scandinavian Journal of Work Environment and Health, Safety Science and Toxicology and Applied Pharmacology (as well as being regular contributors to this journal).
 Their presence was also critical to the development of what has become undoubtedly one of the best libraries of OHS research and other materials in Asia-Pacific region (the library is now itself rumoured to be under threat). As any university academic knows it is active researchers who shape the holdings of libraries and help library staff locate and procure the most significant journals and monographs and keep these lists up to date. If you want to test the role of NOHSC and more especially its now departed research personnel try finding a similar library in New Zealand! It was the researchers in NOHSC who had the expertise to build a national database of occupational injury and disease based on jurisdictional statistics, to develop a national coronial register of occupational fatalities (highlighting, amongst other things, limits with the compensation-based data).
 It was also NOHSC researchers who developed a national mesothelioma epidemiological register, widely and rightly regarded as not simply world-class but probably the most accurate register of its type available in any country.
 

In addition to its intramural research activities the National Institute was also resourced to fund research undertaken by external researchers. In my period of association with NOHSC the annual amount available for external grants was between $700,000 and $1 million.
 These funds were allocated on the basis of a competitive round of grant applications administered by the Research Standing Committee (RSC) subject to Commission approval in a way generally similar to ARC and NHMRC grants (and I have been a referee for both ARC and NHMRC grants). Grant applications were sent to at least two independent referees with expertise in the area to assess their merits (examining whether it met all grant criteria and scoring the application in terms of methodology, prior record of the applicants and all the standard tests). All members of the RSC also read the applications. Applications were then considered at a two day meeting where on the basis of the referee’s reports and discussion amongst RSC members (sometimes lengthy) applications were either rejected altogether or ranked according to their overall merit (given the limited pool only the highest ranked could be funded). Grants covered the same expenditures found in ARC etc grants (research assistants, travel, printing and mail-out costs for questionnaires, purchase of essential materials etc). In the period with which I am familiar the total monetary value of individual grants ranged from less than $10,000 to more than $100,000.

Out of its extramural pool the RSC also funded a small number (3-5 new scholarships per year) of PhD scholarships (worth around $25,000 each per annum over three years). Like grants, these scholarships were decided on the basis of a competitive round of applications, with a small working party of RSC (largely external expert members) assessing the applications and making recommendations to the full committee. Although merit was the primary determinant (in terms of the quality of the project, the student and supervision) some effort was made to achieve a spread of core disciplines amongst successful applicants. There was also an absolute baseline in terms of merit so the number of scholarships awarded was dependent on there being enough of sufficient quality. The same rule applied to research grants and in at least one year I can remember the total amount spent on grants was below what was notionally available because the RSC was of the view the quality did not warrant further funding. Extramural grants were funded from a pool of money allocated some years earlier and that was topped up on an annual basis. I think this encouraged a responsible long-term approach to funding grants in each round (and would recommend a similar approach if the extramural grant system is revived as I argue below). At the same time, there was a general agreement on the RSC that the number and quality of grant applications (and PhD scholarships too) had increased, especially in the years immediately prior to its demise, meaning that the problem was largely one of trying to adequately fund high quality applications. Without wanting to sound parochial I think the increase could be taken as evidence that an increasing number of qualified researchers were attracted to NOHSC grants and also that the RSC’s assessment procedures and feedback to unsuccessful applicants was helping them to improve their applications. I also think it is fair to say that the extramural grant scheme was directly contributing to an increase in the level of OHS research in Australia.

The Research Standing Committee reported to the Commission that governed its activities and had to approve all its decisions. The Commission set parameters (for example in terms of vetting and modifying suggestions as to research priorities) but gave the Committee considerable independence in recognition of its expertise on research issues. During my time, RSC membership consisted of a Commission member as chair, the CEO of Worksafe, head of the National Institute, two states/territories nominees, two nominees each from the ACTU and ACCI, a federal Department of Health/NHMRC representative and five expert members covering a range of OHS-related disciplines.   In conjunction with the Commission, the Research Standing Committee identified four to six priority areas for extramural grant applications plus a more general category (new and emerging areas) and these would then be advertised. The grant application and consideration process occurred in two stages.
 First, expressions of interest were invited. After a culling process involving all RSC members in February, the surviving applicants were invited to submit full applications that were the considered by a two day meeting of RSC in September. While the form of application followed a fairly standard format for research grants, applicants were asked to specify the practical outcomes of their research and to obtain the support of both relevant unions and employers. The latter requirement was in keeping with NOHSC’s tripartite and participatory approach. On only one occasion that I am aware did this requirement (and the refusal of one party to endorse the project) become a serious source of contention and since this issue has been analysed extensively elsewhere
 I don’t plan to re-visit it here.

Like any body the Research Standing Committee evolved over time, developing some procedures in response to identified problems and also undergoing change as a result of both internal debate and shifting external pressures. For example, I think it is fair to say that vetting of extramural grant applications and the progress of those projects that were funded was more vigorous in the second half of the 1990s than had been the case a decade earlier. Members were given summary information on all previous grants. In perusing these records I was horrified to discover one substantial grant made in the 1980s where a satisfactory final report was never received. However, I sincerely doubt whether the ARC or NHMRC has been immune from such cases and I encountered no recurrence of this problem during my own time with the RSC although a number of final reports did go through several rounds of revision and re-submission. Indeed, the extramural grant scheme was rather more rigorous in this area than comparable grant schemes. In addition to budget accounting, the scheme required an interim and full final report that were sent to independent referees for assessment.

During my time on the RSC there were also vigorous debates about applied research and publications. When I first joined on the Committee there was concern which I shared that a number of large grant recipients had not been sufficiently diligent in seeking to publish their findings in international academic journals and other credible and peer-reviewed outlets. This area was tightened up. The issue did tend to overlap (though not completely) with the awarding of grants to specialist OHS consultants (I can recall no applications by the large management consulting firms) and other applicants who could not be deemed as dedicated researchers. This was surprise to me as it was something I had never encountered in 15 years of sitting on research grant review panels. However, this approach did reflect the applied nature of some OHS research and the keen interest of the social partners in practical solutions. There were also other issues here. In its efforts to get research on areas that might otherwise be neglected (such as the use of agricultural bikes and rural occupational health more generally), the RSC had funded projects by groups who could not be regarded as professional researchers. My personal view was that this was probably acceptable so long as the problem being addressed was important, the methodology was sound and the applicants research exposure was sufficient to give reasonable prospects of a satisfactory outcome.  Further, credible publication was to be encouraged (and essential before further funding was awarded). I also believed these grants to non-professional researchers should remain a minor part of total grant expenditure and, as far as I am aware, this was the case. Indeed, of the numerous applications by non-professional researchers only a small number succeeded. I cannot pretend all RSC committee members shared my views although I think it is fair to say the approach adopted was close to the one just outlined. 

The intramural system had its share of debate and flaws, attracting some trenchant criticism in the course of the Industry Commission Inquiry.
 The Industry Commission argued that the Institute lacked adequate accountability. Researchers had resisted direction from the Commission and while the RSC was meant to oversee their role this had proved impossible in practice. The Institute’s research was accused of lacking relevance and of being poorly co-ordinated both inside NOHSC (there were instances where intramural and extramural projects addressed the same or overlapping issues) and with the jurisdictions and other relevant agencies (like the Joint Coal Board). Other criticisms included poor dissemination. Certainly, there was a view amongst some academics that the Institute had become a series of fiefdoms and that a more strategic approach was required which would allow the institute to meet changing research needs and priorities. This was not so much a criticism of the Institute’s senior management as a criticism of the balance of funding in relation to intramural and extramural research and a view that the stronger links should have been built with universities (through strategic partnerships and block grants). In my view, these criticisms had merit and I had raised the issue with the CEO of NOHSC on at least one occasion prior to the Industry Commission report. Ironically, the issues were partially addressed by the RSC shortly before its demise).

At another level entirely, there was questioning of tripartite decision-making on the distribution of research funds by the Victorian Institute of Occupational Safety and Health and the Western Australian Department of Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare. Several leading academics, the ACTU and the ACCI disputed these views and the Industry Commission recommended that there be tripartite advice on research priorities but not research management. In its other recommendations on research the Industry Commission called for a greater emphasis on funding external rather than ‘inhouse’ research and converting the National Institute into a more independent statutory body along the lines of NIOSH. It also recommended the funding of a small number of centres of excellence in OHS research in universities and the retention of the Research Standing Committee as a tripartite body but with a smaller membership.

From rigour to rigor mortis -the death of research activity in NOHSC

The Industry Commission’s analysis and recommendations were both perceptive and at times flawed (see for example contradictory statements that the Institute’s activities lacked relevance and co-ordination but urging it should have greater independence). Nevertheless, the report could have served as a basis for addressing problems with existing structures. Most notably, the inadequate involvement of NOHSC with other jurisdictions and agencies, building the extramural program and funding OHS centres of excellence were all areas that could have been readily addressed. However, there were only limited moves on the first issue prior to a change of federal government in March 1996. The election of a conservative Liberal Coalition government had profound affects on NOHSC and especially its research activities. In the 1993 election Coalition policy had been to abolish NOHSC altogether. This policy was not retained for the 1996 election. However, soon after its election the government introduced stringent budget cuts affecting most government departments and agencies. For NOHSC it meant a cut in its budget of around a third, a major reorganisation and a loss of about half the total staff. For the National Institute the effect was even more profound with a loss of about 75% of its staff, leaving a rump of researchers which became ever smaller over the next four years. By early this year there were only four duly qualified researchers employed by NOHSC and this shell of a unit has now been disbanded with two of the remaining staff being offered redundancy (a further member is on secondment to another government agency).

The initial downsizing had entirely predictable effects on the morale of remaining staff, encouraging even those not targeted for redundancy to seek jobs in universities and industry. In conjunction with changes to senior management (including its CEO Ted Emmett, Chair of the Commission, Joe Riordan and head of the National Institute, Dr Neil Stacey)
, NOHSC downsizing also created uncertainty, ad hoc decision-making, restructuring and survival driven ‘managerial re-positioning’ within the agency. Research was a clear loser in these changes though by no means the only one (given my involvement with several other losers like the Industry Development Section and Standards I got to attend several wakes). To some extent, the parts of NOHSC to suffer most were paying a price for the agency’s failure to make more effort to involve industry and the jurisdictions, especially in its early years.
 This had built a pool of resentment about centralisation and overlap with some state activities (and the latter was a key factor in the rapid demise of the Industry Development Branch). The election of a number of conservative governments at state level reinforced the desire to make changes to a body whose origins were a direct outcome of the Accord engineered by the Hawke federal Labor government a decade earlier. I think it is also fair to say some substantive findings of research undertaken or funded by the National Institute had not proved popular with elements in industry (such as the estimates of occupational disease mortality).

In as much as the downsizing drew legitimacy from criticism in the Industry Commission report there were suggestions that the emphasis in research activity would be shifted to the extramural research grant stream. In February 1996, the RSC had spent two days deciding the priority research areas for 1996 as well as undertaking a visioning exercise to identify a select number of priority areas for future research.
  However, the import of this was soon brought into question. The Standards Development Committee (SDS) informed RSC that future research was to concentrate on the evaluation of standards. While not unsympathetic to this focus, members of RSC saw the instruction as compromising its own independent role and pre-directing at least some of its limited resources. I was part of a RSC deputation that took this viewpoint to the SDS, where its views were given a due hearing. At its June 1996 meeting the RSC proposed a number of cost-cutting measures in relation to its structure/operations.  It also modified the 1996-7 priority areas to incorporate a new topic, evaluation of OHS standards (to be drafted in conjunction with SDS) and to include two of the original topics (structural change in the workplace and industry focus on impediments to risk control measures).

In retrospect the refusal of RSC to buckle to the new order might be seen as signing its own death warrant. However, while still involved with the steering committee dealing with the evaluation of existing national standards, I formed the view that the focus on standards would prove to be transitory and after legitimating the emasculation of research activity would itself suffer a similar fate. This proved to be the case. At what turned out to be its final meeting in February 1997 the new CEO of Worksafe, Helen L’Orange, informed RSC that the Labour Ministers Council (LMC) wanted to ‘become more directly involved in the approach and future directions of NOHSC.’
 The Labour Ministers’ Council meeting three months later declared itself the peak OHS policy body and announced there would be less emphasis on promulgating OHS standards/codes. Indeed, any new initiatives in this area were to require LMC agreement. The Council also rejected the 1996/97 RSC research grant priorities, arguing there were other projects that ‘would better suit major planned outcomes than any of the 1996-97 proposed grant applications’.
 The NOHSC executive duly followed suit by cancelling the 1996/97 grant round (and nullifying the development work that would have gone into applications by this stage). While this re-positioning by the LMC purported to be strategic, the grounds for the shift were never fully justified and there were even suggestions that research was largely being allocated to meet the whims of newly elected ministers and other interest groups. Whatever the case, unlike the RSC the new regime for identifying research priorities did not require involvement by qualified researchers (even in a referral sense) or a transparent process of deliberation and justification.

By the end of 1997 the RSC and the extramural grant scheme it administered no longer existed in any meaningful sense. Existing obligations (current grants and scholarships) were progressively wound down and the Commission and a small subcommittee of it took over the allocation of some funding to particular projects. Ironically as it turned out, one of the six areas identified by the RSC’s ill-fated visioning exercise was changes to work and labour markets (outsourcing, the growth of temporary employment etc). This was an issue where NOHSC had already funded a number of projects (on outsourcing) and was arguably ahead of agencies in many other countries in recognising the potential importance of such changes for OHS. Since then the issue has been the subject of a series of government reports and agency meetings in Europe.  It has also been a special (and several times dominant) theme in at least a dozen international conferences, including special conferences organised by the NIWL in Sweden and the American Psychological Association/NIOSH in the USA in 1999 and the upcoming ICOH 2000 Congress in Singapore.
 NOHSC missed the opportunity and international recognition that would have flowed from its now lapsed contribution to funding research in the area. It is an additional irony that state OHS agencies now increasingly recognise the challenges posed by outsourcing, labour hire etc. 

In late 1997/early1998 the final report of the intramural project on the OHS of clothing outworkers undertaken by Dr Mayhew and I was accepted by the external referees and read/edited by the Chair of NOHSC Professor Dennis Else. It was resolved to publish the report through the Industrial Relations Research Centre of the University of New South Wales rather than, as was common practice with intramural projects at that time, an AGPS monograph with NOHSC effectively subsidising the publication costs by purchasing 50 copies.
 As far as I am aware, the report’s scholarly merit has never been seriously questioned and a paper based on it was published in a leading international health journal.
 However, the report’s conclusions and recommendations were directly critical of the current federal government’s policies and have subsequently received wide media coverage as well as being cited in a number of Senate and state government inquiries/reports.
 While I am not privy to the internal workings of NOHSC management I can understand why the agency might be reluctant to publish such a report under its own imprimatur. Such issues are by no means unique to NOHSC or Australia although they do raise fundamental questions about evidence driven policy. For its part, the NSW government has used the report to devise a regulatory strategy to address the manifest OHS problems encountered by clothing outworkers.

There can be no doubt that destruction of NOHSC’s extramural grant scheme has had an impact on the capacity to undertake research in the field. As mentioned earlier, the ARC and NHMRC were not substantial funding agents for OHS research prior to NOHSC and as Mayhew’s report
 shows nor is there any evidence that they have moved to fill this gap since the demise of the extramural grants scheme. It could be suggested this is because academics interested in OHS research are simply below par. Ignoring the cause/effect argument, this interpretation is not borne out by the number of Australian-authored articles published in international journals, quality monographs and citation of Australian research in the international literature. Nor is it matched by my own dealings with international scholars, a number of whom have asked me why Australia seems to have what appears to them as an abnormal number of high quality scholars in this field (for which I have no short answer). Rather, I think it is fair to say OHS research funding continues to fall between stools.

Redefining research

I am sure there are senior staff in NOHSC who would claim the agency is still active in both sponsoring research and undertaking its own research activity. Indeed, a range of activities are included under this label on the NOHSC web page and as far as I am aware the agency staff still present a view of ongoing research to international meetings and agencies. NOHSC is affiliated to a number of major international agencies such as the World Health Organisation and has links with equivalent bodies in other countries such as NIOSH. These agencies and bodies all place a very high value on scientifically credible information (see for example NIOSH reports evaluating evidence on electro-magnetic radiation or manual handling/ergonomics). In other words, these affiliations and links carry a burden of responsibility in terms of keeping these bodies informed of what research is actually being carried out and what is being found. Failure to adopt the same rigorous standards could damage the credibility of NOHSC and Australia’s standing more generally.

However, recent references to research activity lack substance. The December 1999 NOHSC document, National OHS Improvement Framework, acknowledges the critical role of research to meet emerging areas of risk and also elaborates a co-ordinated research effort as a critical infrastructural requirement.
 However, the brutal truth is that there is no NOHSC infrastructure left to achieve these laudable goals. The impression of NOHSC as an active research agency can only be sustained by a rather profound redefinition of what constitutes research. Even at the most general level of understanding, genuine research requires the application of accepted scientific methods to test a hypothesis or explore a problem by persons who are suitably qualified (in terms of training in these methods). At most, only a tiny handful of NOHSC’s remaining staff have the recognized qualifications and experience to undertake what most academics and professional researchers in government agencies or other bodies would regard as credible research. Producing materials based on the research of others may be valuable but it does not constitute research if the person performing that task lacks the skills or the intention of critically evaluating the scientific merit of what is collected (or even how this material was selected and collected). Whatever other problems it had, the defunct National Institute at least it provided a professionally qualified and credible reference for deciding what constituted research. The removal of the Institute and a core of senior research-qualified personnel from NOHSC means that decisions on what is and what is not research can be made by persons lacking the qualifications to make this judgement and without a reference point to persons with suitable qualifications. I have no problem with the Commission or senior NOHSC managers directing staff to undertake research. I do have problems with the absence of qualified staff to do this, to decide the valid means for undertaking such research, and to advise the Commission in terms of the scientifically defensible interpretation of findings.

The same definitional criteria should also apply where NOHSC funds external individuals or groups to undertake projects it wants to label as research (I am not suggesting everything funded externally needs to constitute research). Further, where public funds are expended on research there needs to be adequate procedures in place to ensure that those chosen to undertake the tasks are duly qualified and were selected according to their merit. This means having qualified and experienced researchers on the selection committee (and preferably some that are external to the organisation), taking due account of the scientific merit of applications and the capacity of the applicants to achieve a successful outcome. With regard to the latter, the ARC and NHMRC rightly look to the past record of the applicants in terms of previous competitive grants and credible research publications (most notably articles in refereed academic journals). Most importantly, while the selection process should be held behind closed doors there must be a structure and sufficient record-keeping to ensure that due process according to these criteria were carried out. Like ARC panels, the now defunct Research Standing Committee provided these procedural safeguards in its grant application rounds. The regular timing of the application rounds and wide distribution of application material (not simply an advertisement in the press and selected letters of invitation) also helped to promote the largest pool of potential applicants. 

Leaving the last point aside, it is my firm view that, however well it may suit other types of activity, a competitive tender process now being used by NOHSC is not an appropriate mechanism for disbursing competitive research funds. Under competitive tendering, projects are identified and then advertised with applicants being invited to submit a bid. As far as I am aware, the competitive tendering process does not require a permanent selection panel with recognised research credentials, an enunciated set of selection criteria that apply to other competitive research grant systems (like ARC and NHMRC) and independent expert referees. While it may be argued that some of these conditions have been met, the fact that these conditions are not mandated or open to independent verification is crucial. As such, competitive tendering lacks the transparency (the RSC’s membership and deliberative procedures were publicly available) and guarantees/safeguards of genuine academic merit and scientific credibility I have just identified. While my view may seem old-fashioned to the new generation of free-market policy advocates I think the reasons identified help to explain why the ARC and NHMRC use peer and panel review rather than competitive tendering. The disbursement of large funds by competitive tender raises other issues. It may attract bids from large consulting firms who, unlike university-based academics, need to cover all infrastructure costs and generate a profit from the exercise, thereby reducing the available pool spent on actual research. Indeed, since funding to academics under the RSC (and other schemes) often fell short of the actual costs in terms of materials and time the loss is actually greater than what the profit issue alone would imply. 

Competitive tendering and the funding of consultants raise at least four other important issues. First, there is greater potential for conflicts of interest because while academics can survive without grants, consultants face a strong imperative to secure return business and so would be less keen to produce a report that might embarrass the granting agency or its political masters. Second, there is the question of dissemination. Academics have an incentive to publish their research findings in academic and professional journals, to promote their findings in the media and other outlets and to do so without charge since these activities are part of their ‘job’ and will assist their career. Consultants and especially large one’s with a corporate mentality, on the other hand, may see little advantage in disseminating widely what they can possibly use directly or indirectly in commercial services. Not all OHS consultants may see things this way. I am aware of some smaller OHS consultants who actively publish but they are not typical (many lack the expertise and time to do so). However, only by requiring peer-reviewed publication as an explicit part of the grant assessment process (something not guaranteed under competitive tendering), can this be encouraged.

Third, because it is peer reviewed and read by (amongst others) professional researchers, publication in the scientific literature is also a demonstration that the research was undertaken in a sufficiently rigorous manner. It is also a means of disseminating ideas internationally. If our research is high quality it should be relevant to a wider audience. I am not suggesting that other outlets (such as professional journals, the web etc) should not be utilised as well. They should because they can reach a different audience (although it should be noted that academic research does get reproduced in these outlets).

Fourth, competitive tendering and review by non-experts raises the potential for bias or predetermined findings, or generally lowers the perceived independence and standards of reports. Distinguished or even just competent researchers, conscious of their reputation, may not wish to be associated with this type of funding arrangement (in terms of sitting on expert panels or refereeing final reports). Indeed, it may lead them to question having any links with NOHSC.

The declining interest of NOHSC in scientific research has been revealed in other less apparent ways. One was a decision not to allow NOHSC researchers to publish under their own name. This is an issue that has arisen in other agencies such as NIOSH. However, for researchers the capacity to publish under their own name is critical to establish a track record of research activity, to indicate their contribution to multi-authored projects and to be used in career development (thereby affecting NOHSC’s ability to attract and retain qualified researchers). The capacity to publish in the scientific literature also provides an avenue for testing the worth of this work and to add to research development in the broader sense. I understand some NOHSC staff may be permitted to publish but what is required here is a renunciation of the policy not special exemptions or variations. Other indicators of the decline in research culture include inordinate delays to publishing at least some monographs and ‘administrative’ interventions to change monograph titles, enforce cuts to literature reviews and similar editorialising. 

Fixing the Problem

I am writing this piece not simply to bemoan the serious decline in research infrastructure and activity at NOHSC. Rather, I also want to suggest practical ways that these problems can be addressed. Like Eric Wigglesworth I think there is an overwhelming case for a substantial boost to OHS research funding and this funding should be directed at genuine research not consulting reports or other items masquerading under this label. Unlike Eric, in my view the current problems with NOHSC research are not linked to tripartism and nor do I believe that all OHS research-funding should be untied or undirected. The latter sets up a false dichotomy when both aims are actually legitimate and achievable. I would propose a model that incorporates both while preserving scholarly integrity. The funding for this I have calculated at around $7 million per annum. Given Wigglesworth estimates (which I would accept), and the fact that a small country like Finland could afford to spend 150 million Finmarks (or close to $A40 million) on OHS research in 1998,
 this proposal is very modest, practical and achievable in the current environment. I would advocate a progressive ratcheting up of funding with the growth of infrastructure and resources). This model would consist of three components.

1) The re-establishment of a National Institute in NOHSC with around 20 full-time researchers (ie less than half the original intramural core) plus 4-5 temporary (ie 3 months to 2 years) seconded posts from leading OHS researchers located in universities, research institutes or other bodies in Australia or overseas.  The latter posts would be decided via a special application round to the re-established Research Standing Committee, subject to Commission approval. The latter arrangement could, for example, provide another avenue for enhancing OHS links with New Zealand as well as enabling scholars from several countries to engage in research of international significance, including comparative studies. Indeed, a researcher exchange program between the leading international OHS institutes would seem to have potentially significant benefits. Leaving this aspect aside, the core of 20 researchers would be sufficient to give a reasonable spread of the relevant core disciplines, preclude the development of disciplinary fiefdoms and encourage collaborative work. The research activities of those employed in the Institute would be subject to the direction of the Commission. It would also be of a size sufficient so that Institute staff could respond to NOHSC routine research needs and urgent issues in a rapid manner, as well as undertaking some individual and group research dictated by their own interests (and therefore giving recognition to the importance of ‘free inquiry’). The intramural program would also provide administrative and other infrastructure for the Research Standing Committee (see below). This would be a cost efficient way of providing this support and also help to ensure co-ordination/avoid overlap between intramural and external research activities. The total budget for the institute I would estimate to be around $3 million per annum.

2) Re-establish the Research Standing Committee (or a similar body with a different title) largely along the lines of the previous body. That is the Committee would include representatives of the state jurisdictions, the social partners, NOHSC research staff and at least four external experts covering a range of fields in OHS. The RSC would administer an external grants scheme and also a small number (3-4 per year) of PhD scholarships. This would provide a scientifically credible, transparent and accountable mechanism for allocating research funding externally. NOHSC’s role should not simply be to encourage OHS research but to promote research addressing issues of national importance I don’t have a problem with re-implementing the system of identifying 4-6 priority for each round in conjunction with longer term ‘visioning’ by the RSC and approved by the Commission. So long as these categories of research are not too narrowly defined and a catch-all category of ‘new and emerging areas’ is retained so outstanding projects that don’t fit under any category in a given year can still be considered for funding I would not anticipate major problems.

With regard to PhD scholarships I think there are good grounds for trying to keep a spread of disciplinary backgrounds and geographic location so long as suitable supervision and infrastructure is available. In my experience of the earlier scheme this could be achieved without compromising the quality of applications. The total budget for the extramural program (including PhD scholarships) would be $2 million per annum.

3) Establish a competitive block grant system to a selected number (5-6) universities with strong research programs in OHS. These bodies would be deemed as centres of excellence in OHS research. Funding of at least $250,000 per year over a five year period would be decided on competitive round of applications to the Research Standing Committee (subject to NOHSC approval) with an ongoing review process (say at two yearly intervals to assess performance). This funding would not be tied to particular projects designated by NOHSC but rather aimed at building the general level of OHS research infrastructure and activity. This approach would also represent an efficient use of resources since it would build on the existing staff and physical infrastructure (buildings, equipment etc) of universities. In other words, the funding could focus on appointing additional staff etc that will directly contribute to research output. The five-year term would also give centres the stability essential to undertake large research projects (rather than a collection of boutique studies) and attract high quality staff. Centres would be precluded from applying for NOHSC extramural grants during the period of their funding but would be free to apply for research grants from other federal or state granting bodies including the ARC, NHMRC and government agencies. This exclusion is aimed at ensuring the centres don’t use their privileged funding to ‘scoop’ other worthy applicants, especially individual researchers, and to ensure the extramural system promotes research outside of the designated centres.

Given the multidisciplinary character of OHS, applicants should demonstrate that their proposed activities were multidisciplinary although this would not preclude an emphasis on particular aspects of OHS (such as epidemiology/medicine or ergonomics and human factors). Indeed, there would advantages in having an array of centres with distinctive areas of special strength. In order to enhance the overall national development of research I would advocate that without compromising quality efforts be made to ensure a spread of centres in terms of geographic location/jurisdiction. While these centres should remain independent, they should build links with the relevant jurisdictional OHS agencies (and include representatives of these agencies on their committee/board of management – as a number of existing research centres already do). It might be possible for staff interchanges between a centre of excellence and the local jurisdiction (which also affords opportunities for mutually beneficial arrangements on PhD projects or placements). I estimate an annual budget of $2 million would be adequate to fund 5-6 small centres. I am not convinced that concentrating this funding in a smaller number of centres would yield demonstrably better results and it would certainly sacrifice the advantages of disciplinary and geographic spread.

This would have the advantage in terms of promoting a genuinely national approach to OHS research, drawing state and territory agencies into the research ‘loop’ at a number of levels and providing opportunities for collaborative projects, assisting research to inform policy-making. 

My model would seek to build on the strengths of the model that existed up to 1996 and address some of the legitimate concerns raised by the Industry Commission report and Wigglesworth. It would provide a genuinely national framework for research, inducing a greater level of jurisdictional involvement than was the case in the past without spreading a limited pool of resources too thinly. Indeed, I would argue this structure is more likely to facilitate collaborative funding of projects by state agencies and NOHSC. I would also urge NOHSC to look at closer collaboration with the federal Department of Health and Aged Care in terms of developing better indicators of occupational disease and jointly funding research on work organisation and health. Mounting evidence on the impact of work factors on health by Marmot et al
 in the UK, as well as scholars in north America and continental Europe demands that this receive serious attention in this country so we can shape public health and OHS policies for the 21st century. There is also an urgent need for NOHSC to collaborate with the Department of Health and Aged Care to address serious deficiencies in existing data sources on occupational disease identified by a recent stocktake undertaken by the latter.

Conclusion

As others more eminent than I have noted post-modernism and the promoters of neo-liberal ideas both appear to disdain the notion of evidence-driven policy. I continue to subscribe to view that knowledge of world should inform our decisions and scientific research plays a vital role in expanding that knowledge. As distinct from the simple collection of information, scientific research provides the intellectual and methodological rigour to test the ‘fit’ between ideas and available information. Given rapid changes in the workplace and work processes over the last 20 years, as well as significant changes to regulatory regimes, there is a pressing need for active research into OHS in Australia.

The paper has identified serious deficiencies in the current resourcing and approach of NOHSC to research. This is a structural problem (and hence I have avoided apportioning blame or praise to individuals) but the paper should not be interpreted as providing evidence for the abolition of NOHSC. Unlike others, I believe that tripartisim was not a cause of the problems identified and, notwithstanding one or two perplexing decisions by Commission representatives, it is a strength that should be retained. The agency has a number of important roles aside from research, has made some important contributions to OHS since its establishment and, as I have indicated, can be revitalised to provide the national co-ordination and leadership in research (and other areas) that is required now and into the foreseeable future. What is required is a tangible commitment to genuine OHS research (and the essential role of NOHSC in this) to match the lofty sentiments of documents like the National OHS Improvement Framework and to meet what Wigglesworth and others have shown to be demonstrable case for action.
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