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BACKGROUND

The Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) was established as a statutory authority within the Foreign Affairs and Trade portfolio by the Australian Centre for  International Agricultural Research Act 1982 (ACIAR Act 1982).  That legislation provided for scrutiny and review by way of a sunset clause limiting the life of the organisation to 12 years (June 1994), subject to a review at the 10 year stage, ie. by June 1992.

Prior to arranging for the mandatory sunset review, on 18 October 1991 the Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, Senator the Hon. Gareth Evans, formally referred the matters of ACIAR's effectiveness against its charter and its statutory authority status to the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade for review and report.  The Minister requested that the review be concluded prior to May 1992.  In requesting that the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade conduct the inquiry, the Minister hoped to expose the Centre's operations and performance to public scrutiny and also to help obtain a wider understanding of ACIAR's role.

The terms of reference of the Joint Committee's inquiry were:

To examine and report upon:

a.
the effectiveness of ACIAR as an element of Australia's official development assistance program against its charter embodied in the ACIAR Act 1982;

b.
the desirability or otherwise of the continued existence of the Centre as a Statutory Authority after the expiration of twelve years of operations (June 1994), the maximum length of existence specified in the current Act.

The JCFADT report was tabled in April this year.

This document addresses the individual recommendations of the Committee, according to the order and topic groupings in which they are listed in the Committee's report.

OVERVIEW OF THE GOVERNMENT'S RESPONSE

The Government congratulates the Committee on its extremely thorough approach to the review. The Committee has made careful and considered recommendations on the matter of the continued existence of ACIAR and has made a number of valuable recommendations for improving ACIAR's efficiency and effectiveness in the future. Their implementation will lead to enhanced performance of ACIAR as an important element of the aid program.

The Government agrees with the fundamental recommendation that ACIAR continue as a statutory authority, located within the foreign affairs and trade portfolio, and that the sunset clause limiting the life of the Centre be removed. ACIAR performs an important function independently in the aid program in improving the well-being of people in developing countries and Australia through collaborative research partnerships aimed at the development of sustainable agricultural systems and the design of appropriate natural resource management strategies. ACIAR's projects mobilise Australian research expertise, thereby contributing to building research capacity both in Australia and developing countries.

The Government agrees that the Centre should continue to undergo external reviews at regular intervals, as required of all statutory authorities, but considers that such reviews should be conducted by appropriate persons selected at the time of review and with the objectives of the review in mind.

The Committee recommended that the role of sunset clauses for statutory authorities be investigated by the appropriate Parliamentary Committee. The Government notes this recommendation and suggests it would be appropriate for the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade to draw the matter to the attention of the Presiding Officers of Parliament.

The Government agrees that ACIAR's functions and mandate should be expanded further to include responsibility for the administration and disbursement of funds to the International Agricultural Research Centres, the conduct of project-related training and administration of the relevant training scheme and funds, and the carrying out of modest project-related development activities where practicable.

The Committee made two recommendations concerning the Centre's governing bodies. The Government agrees with the Committee's recommendation that ACIAR's Policy Advisory Council be reduced in size, but considers it to be important that, in its advisory capacity, the Council have a substantial number of members from countries other than Australia. The Government also considers that ACIAR's Board should be a five-member board which need not necessarily have AIDAB representation.

The Committee made a number of valuable recommendations pertaining to the focus, administration and internal management of ACIAR's research program which the Government endorses in principle. In some cases the Government has advocated a broader approach and has commended the recommendations to the consideration of ACIAR's Board of Management and Policy Advisory Council for future policy directions.

The Committee made several recommendations concerning, or with implication for, funding within the aid program, namely an increase in ACIAR's budget to 3.5% of the aid budget by 1997, an increase in core funding for the International Agricultural Research Centres (IARCs) to 1.5 of ODA by 1997, and the creation of an establishment along the same lines as ACIAR with responsibility for research and development assistance in areas including manufacturing systems and human resource development. The Government considers that ACIAR's performance and the importance of the IARCs' programs warrant a reconsideration of their funding priority within the aid budget. Further  consideration to a body similar to ACIAR to deal with non-agricultural sectors will be given.

RESPONSES TO RECOMMENDATIONS
(A)
MANAGEMENT & ORGANISATION


Recommendation 1:
The Committee recommends that section 8(1)(c) dealing with AIDAB representation on the ACIAR Board of Management be amended as follows:

8.(1)


(c)
the person for the time being occupying, or performing the duties of, the office in the Australian Public Service known as Director-General, Australian International Development Assistance Bureau, or his or her nominee; and


Government's Response:

The Government agrees that it is important for ACIAR to maintain close dialogue with AIDAB and considers that it would be imperative for the Director-General of AIDAB or his or her nominee, to be a member of the Policy Advisory Council.  However, the Government does not accept the on-going need for AIDAB to be represented on the Centre's Board of Management, given ACIAR's evolution and performance as a statutory authority completely independent of AIDAB.  The Government considers that ACIAR's Board of Management should be an executive body composed of 5 members, but not necessarily having AIDAB representation.


Recommendation 2:

The Committee recommends that section 19 of the Act, dealing with membership of the Policy Advisory Council, be amended as follows:

19.(1)
The Council shall consist of -


(a)
a President;


(b)
the Director;

(c)
the person for the time being occupying, or performing the duties of, the office in the Australian Public Service known as Director-General, Australian International Development Assistance Bureau, or his or her nominee; and


(d)
9 other members.


...


(2)


(a)
the Minister shall ensure that half the number of Members of the Council are resident of countries other than Australia.


Government's Response:
The Government notes the importance of ACIAR's Policy Advisory Council as an advisory body to the Minister which has played a fundamental role in the evolution of the Centre's programs.  The Council is unique in its composition of distinguished partner country members and eminent Australians.  The Government agrees that there is scope for reduction in membership of ACIAR's Policy Advisory Council but considers that the JCFADT's recommendation of an absolute size of 12 members could be too restrictive.  A membership of 12 to 14 would provide greater flexibility.

While the JCFADT's recommendation that the number of partner country and Australian members be equal reflects the partnership concept well, the Minister may care to have a larger number of partner country representatives than Australians on the Council from time to time or vice versa.

The Government therefore does not accept the JCFADT's recommendation that the number of Australian and overseas country representatives need be equal on the Council.  It would seem that maximum benefit could be derived from the Council as an effective and fundamental advisory body if it were composed of 12 to 14 members, a substantial number of whom would be drawn from ACIAR's partner countries.


Recommendation 3:

The Committee further recommends that the quorum requirement for a meeting of the Policy Advisory Council be reduced from 9 to 7 and that the President has a deliberative and casting vote.


Government's Response:

The JCFADT's recommendation that the quorum requirement for a meeting of the Policy Advisory Council be reduced from 9 to 7 reflects the reduction in overall membership of the Council.  The Government considers that the requirement of 7 members for a quorum will also accord with a flexible membership of the Council of 12 to 14 members. The Committee's recommendation that the President have a deliberative and  casting vote, however, reflects the Committee's view that the Council comprise equal numbers of Australian and overseas country representatives.  With a flexible number of Australian and overseas country members, the preferred option outlined above, the need for the President to exercise a deliberative and casting vote will not apply.

(B)
THE ACIAR RESEARCH PROGRAM


Recommendation 4:

The Committee recommends that ACIAR's primary focus remains South East Asia and the South Pacific.  However, as funding permits, ACIAR should foster collaborative projects of mutual importance in other parts of the world, including Africa, the Middle East and South America.  North Africa and the Middle East, in particular, should be a priority because of Australia's expertise in dryland farming.


Government's Response:

The Committee notes that ACIAR has fulfilled well its mission of improving the well-being of people in developing countries through its programs, which have been focused in those countries of importance to Australia's aid program.  The Government agrees with the JCFADT that the assistance ACIAR provides should continue to be in line with Australia's aid objectives and thus focus primarily on programs in Asia and the Pacific, notably South East Asia and the South Pacific.  The Government sees no reason why ACIAR should not foster collaborative projects in Africa, the Middle East and South America, capitalising on Australian expertise relevant to these areas, but notes that the expansion of programs into these regions would be resource dependent.  ACIAR will continue to maintain existing programs in Asia and the Pacific and will assess proposals for projects in Africa, the Middle East and South America in the context of availability of resources, research priorities, impact and potential benefits in both Australia and the countries concerned.  The Policy Advisory Council will provide advice on this issue.


Recommendation 5:
The Committee recommends that ACIAR, in conjunction with its commissioned organisations and partner institutions, continue to evaluate the length of stay of Australian scientists in-country on a project by project basis.


Government's Response:

The Government agrees with the need for ACIAR to continue to maintain flexibility of approach to research partnerships and project design and considers it important that the factors applied by ACIAR in project evaluation and implementation regularly be clarified and publicised to the stakeholders  concerned.  The matter of the extent and duration of involvement of project scientists in in-country work is important to ensure maximum benefits are derived by partner countries from collaboration between their scientists and Australian scientists.  It is recognised, however, that this will vary from country to country, institution to institution and project to project, having regard to the level of science and technicality in projects and the internal capacity of the partner country institutions.  Thus ACIAR will continue to be sensitive to these factors and will need to evaluate the level of scientific interaction required on this basis.


Recommendation 6:

The Committee recommends that ACIAR be more flexible in determining project length, allowing projects to be approved on a case by case basis for periods of between 3 to 5 years.

Government's Response:

The Government acknowledges that there may be instances where ACIAR projects could achieve optimum results and impact if implemented over a 5 year period rather than the current 3 year project duration. ACIAR currently adopts a flexible approach whereby extensions to 3 year projects are implemented to continue research or focus on particular aspects of research arising from the initial 3 years.  The Government agrees that ACIAR needs to retain this flexible approach but may also consider the option of 5 year projects as necessary, bearing in mind the constraints of forward commitments and planning in administrative and resource terms.


Recommendation 7:

The Committee recommends that ACIAR, in conjunction with its commissioned Australian research institutions, develop a detailed set of guidelines governing the relationship between ACIAR and these bodies, detailing the relevant responsibilities of each position.


Government's Response:

The Government agrees that there is benefit in defining the relationship between ACIAR and Australian commissioned organisations in clear guidelines.  However, the relative responsibilities of each organisation in terms of the conduct of projects are already clearly spelled out in the formal Project Agreements entered into by ACIAR and commissioned organisations and it is difficult to see where these could be elaborated or improved.  ACIAR will continue to evaluate and refine the terms of the Project Agreement, remedying deficiencies as this becomes required.  The Government therefore does not accept the Committee's recommendation that there is a need to develop a further set of detailed guidelines at this stage.

(C)
FUNDING


Recommendation 8:

The Committee recommends that the ACIAR Act be amended to permit:


(a)
delegations by the Minister to an appropriate person within the Centre, particularly in relation to financial matters;


(b)
funds provided on trust or subject to condition to be paid into the ACIAR Trust Fund; and


(c)
financial reporting requirements to be satisfied by one set of financial statements only.


Government's Response:

The Government fully agrees with the need for the ACIAR Act to be amended to remedy deficiencies relating to delegations, ACIAR's Trust Fund and financial reporting mechanisms.  Approval has already been given by the Prime Minister for these technical amendments to the ACIAR Act to proceed.


Recommendation 9:

The Committee recommends that ACIAR's priority within the aid budget be increased, and that by 1997 approximately 3.5 per cent of the aid budget should be allocated to ACIAR.
Government's Response:
The Government notes the JCFADT's recommendation that ACIAR's priority within the aid budget be increased.  In the light of the Committee's favourable review of ACIAR and the positive recommendations concerning its future, together with the merit and cost-effectiveness of its program, it is clear that ACIAR's priority in the aid program will need to be reassessed, with a view to ACIAR's share of the aid program increasing, as budgetary circumstances allow.


Recommendation 10:

The Committee recommends that the ACIAR Board of Management formalise and issue a policy on the matter of overheads and cost recovery for the information and guidance of Australian collaborative institutions.

Government's Response:

The JCFADT's recommendation that a policy on overheads be formalised and issued by the Centre occurs in the context of increasing demand by Australian research institutions to recover to a greater extent a proportion of their overhead costs.  In this context ACIAR's Board of Management has determined a policy of considering overhead charges on a project by project basis, having regard to the policies and practices of commissioned organisations.  The Government endorses this approach which responds to an evolving situation.  ACIAR's Board of Management may need to reconsider its policy and reassess the current approach in response to the position eventually adopted by commissioned organisations, and re-issue an appropriate policy when required.

(D)
RELATIONS WITH OTHER ORGANISATIONS


Recommendation 11:

The Committee recommends that funding for the International Agricultural Research Centres, together with the resources needed to administer these funds, be transferred from AIDAB to ACIAR.

Government's Response:

The Government endorses the Committee's recommendation that funding for the International Agricultural Research Centres, (IARCs) be transferred, together with appropriate administrative resources, from AIDAB to ACIAR.  The necessary administrative arrangements have already been put in place by AIDAB and ACIAR such that ACIAR has now assumed responsibility for the IARCs, although AIDAB at this stage retains the funds and responsibility for disbursement of these pending technical legislative amendments to ACIAR's Act.  The amendments will enable ACIAR to disburse funds in its own right to the international organisations concerned and will complete the transfer of responsibility.


Recommendation 12:

The Committee further recommends that the funding for the International Agricultural Research Centres is to be additional to the increase in ACIAR core funding recommended earlier (Recommendation 9); and that the level of International Agricultural Research Centre core funding be increased to 1.5 per cent of total official development assistance over 5 years.

 
Government's Response:

The Government notes the recommendation that the level of core funding for the International Agricultural Research Centres be increased.  The IARCs' programs are the key to devising sustainable food production systems globally and an increase in funding to the level indicated will send a strong signal to the donor community and developing countries that Australia has real concerns about sustainable food production and sound environmental management.  The Government agrees with the JCFADT that an increase in funding to the IARCs is warranted, that any increase in funding to them should be additional to increases in ACIAR's core funding, and that the share of the aid program devoted to this activity should increase, as budgetary circumstances allow.

(E)
ACIAR IN THE FUTURE


Recommendation 13:

The Committee recommends that ACIAR continue as a statutory authority, located within the foreign affairs and trade portfolio, reporting to the Minister for Trade and Overseas Development.


Government's Response:

The Government agrees with the continuation of ACIAR and fully endorses the JCFADT's recommendation that ACIAR continue to be a statutory authority, located within the foreign affairs and trade portfolio. ACIAR will continue to report to the Minister for Trade and Overseas Development.


Recommendation 14:

The Committee recommends that the appropriate Parliamentary Committee inquire into the role of sunset clauses for statutory authorities.


Government's Response:

The Government notes the Committee's view on the advantageous role played by the sunset clause in ACIAR's Act and the consequent recommendation that an appropriate parliamentary committee examine the role of sunset clauses uniformly as a review mechanism for the performance of statutory authorities. The Government suggests it would be appropriate for the JCFADT to draw the matter to the attention of the Presiding Officers of Parliament.


Recommendation 15:

The Committee recommends that the new Act to continue ACIAR include a fundamental review, every 5 years, of ACIAR's Terms of Reference including the continued existence of the organisation.


Government's Response:

The Government agrees with the need for regular review of ACIAR.  In this regard, the provisions for review set out in Policy Guidelines for Commonwealth Statutory Authorities and Government Business Enterprises will apply.  It is not considered necessary to have legislative provision for such review.


Recommendation 16:

The Committee recommends that the review of ACIAR be carried out by a Parliamentary Committee because this will assist in achieving greater public awareness of the value of ACIAR's work; and the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade is the appropriate body to conduct such a review.


Government's Response:

The Government recognises the value of the review of ACIAR undertaken by the JCFADT, particularly in terms of exposing ACIAR in an open and accountable way to a Joint Committee of the Parliament and in raising both public and parliamentary awareness of the important role ACIAR plays.  This type of review the Government considers important and there may be merit in the JCFADT assessing ACIAR in line with its periodical assessments of the aid program.  However, the Government would see the value of review of ACIAR by bodies other than the JCFADT from time to time.

(F)
EXTENDING ACIAR'S MANDATE


Recommendation 17:

The Committee recommends that the ACIAR Act be revised to allow ACIAR to conduct project-related training (both informal and post-graduate); and that responsibility for the administration of ACIAR's training scheme together with the concomitant resources, should be transferred from AIDAB to ACIAR.


Government's Response:

The Government concurs that ACIAR should have the flexibility to be able to conduct project-related training in its own right, and agrees that resources currently administered by AIDAB for ACIAR's training scheme be transferred from AIDAB to ACIAR.


Recommendation 18:

The Committee recommends that AIDAB establish a Technical Advisory Committee with the task of monitoring ACIAR research projects to enable earlier identification of results that could be developed through the AIDAB program.  The Technical Advisory Committee should be chaired by the Director, Country Programs, AIDAB and should include representatives from ACIAR as well as AIDAB.


Government's Response:

The JCFADT recommends the creation of a Technical Advisory Committee within AIDAB to monitor ACIAR research projects and determine options for development.  The recommendation is a valuable one which would appear to be intended to help to coordinate activities and cooperation between the two organisations.  A less formal arrangement  already exists  between  ACIAR and AIDAB for consultation on projects at a high level, involving the Director of ACIAR and a Deputy Director General, AIDAB.  This arrangement appears to be working well, and there would seem to be little need at this stage to set up a more formal mechanism such as a Technical Advisory Committee, although this option will be borne in mind should it be warranted in the future.


Recommendation 19:

The Committee recommends that, when AIDAB has declined to conduct a follow up project utilising ACIAR research results, ACIAR should have the option of extending the post-project phase to include a small pilot program, with Board of Management approval.


Government's Response:

The Government agrees with the JCFADT's recommendation that ACIAR have the flexibility to commission project-related development activities, subject to approval by the Board of Management of the Centre. However, while ACIAR will maintain an active dialogue with AIDAB on development activities and opportunities for mutual input, there may be occasions where it would be more appropriate for ACIAR to commission a development activity in its own right or to implement development work within a strict timeframe.  For this reason the Government does not agree that it would be advantageous for ACIAR only to have the ability to conduct development work when AIDAB had declined to do so, but considers that there would be benefit in ACIAR's having the flexibility to commission development work relevant to projects on its own assessment.  An independent mandate for development activities will help to place ACIAR in a responsible and catalytic role in assisting in the adoption of the results of the research it commissions.


Recommendation 20:

The Committee recommends that the Australian Government examine the possibility of establishing an organisation along the same lines as ACIAR with the purpose of providing research and development assistance to regional countries in manufacturing systems, human resource development, etc.

Government's Response:

The Government agrees with the JCFADT's recommendation that the establishment of an organisation along similar lines to ACIAR to provide R&D assistance in non-agricultural sectors to regional countries be examined.  The Minister has asked for a report in due course from the portfolio on the proposal for this new initiative in the aid program.

(G)
PUBLIC AWARENESS


Recommendation 21:

The Committee recommends that ACIAR consult with AIDAB on ways to increase public awareness of the importance and achievements of ACIAR's work in solving major agricultural problems.


Government's Response:

The Government agrees with the recommendation that there is a need to improve public awareness of ACIAR's achievements, particularly in terms of the mutual benefits of ACIAR's programs to both partner countries and Australia.  ACIAR will consult with AIDAB and other bodies as appropriate on how best to publicise the achievements of the agricultural partnerships ACIAR supports.

