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Dear Professor Bartlett

Response to the Strengthening Research Security and National Security Expectations in the Higher
Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards): consultation paper

Universities Australia (UA) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Higher Education Standards
Committee’s consultation on research security. Australian universities strongly support protecting
Australia’s research system from foreign interference, inappropriate foreign influence and other
security risks, while preserving the openness, international engagement and academic freedom that
underpin research excellence.

Our position
UA does not support amendments to the Threshold Standards at this time.

Universities have substantially strengthened research security through the Universities Foreign
Interference Taskforce (UFIT) Guidelines, the Australian Research Council Research Security
Framework, legislative obligations and institutional governance arrangements. The recent foreign
research project provisions under the Australia’s Foreign Relations (State and Territory Arrangements)
Act 2020 strengthen these requirements further.

Universities must now have arrangements to identify relevant foreign research projects, assess
potential national interest and foreign policy risks, manage those risks and implement appropriate
controls. Parliament has established the obligation. The priority now should be implementation, not
another layer of regulation.

The sector-led Researcher-to-Researcher Secure Collaboration Practice Framework, attached to this
submission and currently with UFIT for endorsement, provides a practical mechanism to support
implementation, particularly where collaboration begins informally between researchers. Additional
requirements through the Threshold Standards would duplicate arrangements that are only now being
implemented. They would also run counter to the Government’s deregulatory agenda and its stated
objective of reducing duplication and unnecessary regulatory burden across higher education.

At a time when the Minister has acknowledged regulatory creep in the sector, new regulation should
only be introduced where there is a demonstrated gap. UA does not believe such a gap has been
identified.
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Focus on implementation

Research security depends on more than regulatory compliance. It requires institutional capability,
specialist expertise, informed judgement, timely government advice and the ability to respond as risks
change. The immediate priority should therefore be to:

e implement the new legislative requirements

e embed the Practice Framework across the sector

e strengthen capability and trusted information-sharing between universities and government,
and

e evaluate the effectiveness of these arrangements before considering further regulation.

This approach would improve research security without creating additional reporting and assurance
processes that risk focusing effort on compliance rather than the identification and management of
genuine risk.

Implementation should also recognise Indigenous data governance and Indigenous Cultural and
Intellectual Property (ICIP) as distinct considerations. Institutional approaches to research data and
intellectual property need to recognise Indigenous rights, interests, custodianship and cultural
authority, including where Indigenous Knowledges or data are held by universities but remain subject
to Community governance and consent. Research security arrangements should protect these
interests without creating unnecessary barriers to legitimate Indigenous research or reciprocal
knowledge exchange.

TEQSA is not the right mechanism

UA also does not support creating a new research security assurance role for the Tertiary Education
Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) through the Threshold Standards.

The Threshold Standards are designed to establish stable, sector-wide quality requirements. Research
security is different. It requires contextual assessment, responsiveness to changing risks and access to
current national security and foreign policy advice.

TEQSA is not a national security agency. Relevant intelligence and assessments sit with agencies
including ASIO, Home Affairs, Defence and DFAT. TEQSA cannot independently determine whether
particular collaborations, entities or technologies present national security risks without developing
substantial new capability and relying on those agencies for information.

Creating a new TEQSA assurance role would therefore add another regulatory layer to arrangements
already supported by legislation, direct government-sector engagement and UFIT. That would be
difficult to reconcile with the Government’s broader objective of simpler, better targeted and less
duplicative regulation.

Conclusion

Universities Australia supports stronger research security and the protection of Australia’s national
interests.
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We ask the Committee not to recommend amendments to the Threshold Standards at this time. The
focus should instead be on implementing the new legislative requirements and the sector-led Practice
Framework, strengthening capability and information-sharing, and assessing their effectiveness before
further regulation is considered.

Yours sincerely

Mr Luke Sheehy
Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia



