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Why global partnerships matter 
Australian researchers have always worked across 
borders to tackle the world’s toughest problems. 
From Noel Gordon helping to create Google Maps 
to Ian Frazer’s work on the cervical cancer vaccine, 
international partnerships have delivered breakthroughs 
that changed lives everywhere.

In 2025, AUKUS offers major opportunities for collaboration 
but also risks narrowing our focus to just the US and UK. 
Horizon Europe, on the other hand, could supercharge 
Australia’s research efforts both in Europe and closer 
to home. 
For Australia, the message is clear — we must 
strengthen our global ties. In a world where 
no country can solve big problems alone, 
international collaboration is more important 
than ever. 

This capstone report in the From fragmented to 
future ready series calls for practical reforms to 
help Australia turn our great ideas into discoveries, 
products and solutions that communities, industries 
and national security depend on. 

To achieve this, we must engage strategically 
with international partners — while protecting our 
own sovereignty — to build the research capability 
our future requires.

What we are calling for
•	 A strategic, coordinated approach to government 

support for international research collaboration.
•	 A clear commitment to Horizon Europe and 

to explore creating a Horizon-style program 
tailored for the Indo-Pacific.

The value proposition 
International research is more visible, higher quality 
and often more cost-effective than research done 
in isolation. It strengthens Australia’s influence 
across the Indo-Pacific and globally.

Figure 1: Facets of research impact
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Impact
Australian research is changing lives — from medical  
breakthroughs to clean energy and sustainable 
technologies. It also enriches society in less 
obvious ways, like preserving culture, fostering 
community engagement1 and shaping public policy. 

1 � https://universitiesmatter.edu.au/about-3/
2 � https://guides.lib.monash.edu/research-metrics-publishing/fwci
3  Elsevier SciVal
4  https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/public-diplomacy

Governments want to maximise returns on 
R&D investment. One benchmark is the Field 
Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI) which compares 
the performance of research outputs globally. 

A score above one means higher-than average impact2.

Australia’s research with international partners 
(2019–23) scored 1.99 — almost double the 
global average. Domestic-only research scored 
just 1.143.4

Figure 2: Collaboration amplifies impact
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Quality and efficiency
International collaboration does not just boost impact. 
It lifts quality too. It gives Australian researchers 
access to expertise, infrastructure and equipment 
we do not have here. 

Long-term global partnerships strengthen 
the entire research pipeline — from discovery 
through to translation and commercialisation. 

Soft power
Research ties are one of Australia’s strongest tools 
for building long-term relationships. They expand 
our influence and reputation abroad, advancing 
our national interests. Yet government support 
is fragmented, short-term and small-scale. 
Without scale, we cannot build the strategic 
partnerships we need. 

It is about building people-to-people links and 
sustaining an extensive network of relationships 
with other countries. It advances Australia’s interests 
through strengthening our influence and reputation.
Australian Government Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade4

Stewardship, facilitation and funding
As with the domestic research policy ecosystem 
(see part 1 of this series), support for international 
research collaboration is scattered and 
lacks strategy:

•	 The Department of Education: no dedicated 
funding for international research collaboration. 
The Australian Strategy for International 
Education 2021–2030 only addresses risks, 
not opportunities. 

•	 Australian Research Council: provides Linkage 
Grants (around $400 million per annum) which 
can include, but do not require, global partners.

•	 Department of Defence/Defence Science and 
Technology Group: facilitates some partnerships 
but is disconnected from broader priorities. 

•	 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade: 
offers small, short-term diplomacy grants 
that undervalue research outcomes and 
deep connections.

•	 Department of Industry, Science and Resources: 
runs a science diplomacy fund, which also 
undervalues the research itself and is tiny by 
global standards with only around $33 million 
allocated over the next 4 years.

There is no national plan, no coordination 
and no recognition of the real value of 
research collaboration.

https://universitiesmatter.edu.au/about-3/
https://guides.lib.monash.edu/research-metrics-publishing/fwci
https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/public-diplomacy


4

Report four: From fragmented to future ready: on the world stage

Scale and quality Value for money Alignment 
Participation gives us access to 
projects and facilities well beyond 
our capacity, producing results 
we can apply immediately at home. 

New Zealand so far paid €8 million 
and secured participation in 
€152 million in projects — 
a 19x return. Canada has committed  
to investing CA$147 million  
(AU$163 million) over four years.

Horizon’s Pillar 2 priorities 
map directly onto Australia’s 
national research priorities, 
ensuring strategic fit.

Regional benefits Cultural change Timing 
South Korea, Singapore and 
Japan are already signing up. 
If we stay out, we risk 
being sidelined in regional 
collaborations.

Horizon drives collaboration 
and industry engagement. 
New Zealand shows how it 
reshapes the research system 
in ways Australia badly needs. 

The pay-as-you-go model — 
available now but won’t last. 
Negotiating now secures 
our place in Horizon and 
positions us to benefit from 
FP10 — almost twice the size of 
Horizon Europe — from day one.

Horizon Europe — the time is now 
Horizon Europe is the European Union’s primary 
funding instrument for research and innovation (R&I),  
with a €93.5 billion budget for 2021–2027 and 
a projected €175 billion for 2028–2032 for its 
successor program currently known as “FP10”. 

The EU continue to actively court Australian 
participation in Pillar 2 of Horizon Europe and we 
welcome the Government’s recent announcement 
of exploratory talks. Pillar 2 is a €53.5 billion fund for 
collaborative research aimed at addressing global 
challenges such as climate change and helping to 
achieve the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. 
New Zealand did us a great favour in pioneering a 
pay-as-you-go model — meaning we would only pay 
based on our level of successful bids. The case for 
our engagement has never been stronger.

Massive unrealised opportunities
•	 AUKUS could spark major collaborations, 

but there is no mechanism to connect universities 
to the research effort. 

•	 Australia lacks a large-scale fund to attract 
the world’s best talent. 

•	 We remain outside major global funding programs.

Our researchers have enormous potential, 
global engagement needs strong national leadership. 

Recommendations
1. �Develop a national action plan for 

international research collaboration that:

•	 balances people-to-people links  
with high-quality outcomes, and

•	 supports proper risk management 
and due diligence.

2. �Commence formal Horizon Europe 
negotiations immediately including 
a clear financial commitment. 

3. �Create a large-scale Indo-Pacific research program  
modelled on Horizon Europe Pillar 2, with:

•	 joint investment from regional neighbours
•	 co-designed projects focused on 

the Sustainable Development Goals. 
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