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Dear Professor Glover
Response to the Review of Research Requirements: ‘Australian University Category’

Universities Australia supports giving universities greater scope to specialise their research effort and
build on areas of strength. However, we do not consider this the right time to settle new research
requirements through the Threshold Standards. This is particularly relevant given the Universities
Accord (Opening the Doors of Opportunity) Bill 2026 remains before the Parliament. This Bill will
reshape core funding and governance arrangements for the sector and its passage or otherwise should
be settled before any change to research requirements under the “Australian University Category” are
pursued. Any change should also be considered together with, and not ahead of, the mission-based
compacts process between universities and the Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC).

Significant reform is already underway across research funding, regulation and the broader higher
education system. The Australian Research Council (ARC) is implementing major changes to the
National Competitive Grants Program, with the first redesigned scheme not opening until March next
year. Work is also underway on the Research Insights Capability and how research performance will be
assessed in future. At the same time, the Government has yet to address the longstanding gap
between the cost of undertaking research and the funding available to support it.

Those issues are central to any decision about the research capability universities should be required
to maintain. New requirements should not be set before the funding and assessment arrangements
that underpin them are clearer.

The regulatory context also needs to be considered. Universities are currently implementing major
changes to the governance and anti-racism provisions of the Threshold Standards, with the first of
those requirements taking effect from January 2027. The Better Regulation Working Group, co-chaired
by Universities Australia and the Department of Education, is also still working through opportunities
to reduce unnecessary and duplicative regulation across the sector.

The Government has been clear that it wants to reduce regulatory burden and address regulatory
creep in higher education. Against that backdrop, adding another significant set of requirements
before the Better Regulation Working Group has completed its work would be difficult to justify.
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There is also a real risk of having to revisit the requirements. If the Threshold Standards are changed
now, further amendments may be needed once the ARC reforms, research assessment arrangements,
broader funding settings and wider higher education reforms are settled. That would create
uncertainty for universities making long-term decisions about researchers, infrastructure, training and
partnerships. The Universities Accord legislation also remains before Parliament and will change the
funding and stewardship arrangements for the sector.

International education settings add another layer of uncertainty. Universities are operating in an
increasingly unpredictable policy environment, with national planning levels fixed, provider allocations
determined administratively and migration settings continuing to shift. This matters directly to
research because international education revenue has long helped universities cover the gap between
what research costs and what government funding provides. Frequent changes to these settings make
it harder for universities to plan confidently for the resources they will have available to sustain and
invest in research.

That is another reason not to settle new research requirements now. Universities should not be asked
to make long-term decisions about their research profile while a major source of the funding that
supports it remains so unpredictable.

Universities Australia also considers that any move towards greater research specialisation must
safeguard Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research capability across the higher education system.
The ATEC should monitor the cumulative impact of institutional specialisation on Indigenous-led
research, the development of the Indigenous research workforce and Higher Degree by Research
pathways, partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, and the ability of
Indigenous Knowledges and research to inform teaching and curriculum.

This will be particularly important in regional areas and in emerging fields where Indigenous research
capability remains relatively small. Decisions that may appear manageable at an individual institution
could, when considered collectively, weaken capability across the system.

We wish to emphasise that this is a highly complex issue requiring careful and substantial
consideration. Any reform should not be rushed, given the potential for serious unintended
consequences if the implications are not fully understood and addressed. Matters requiring detailed
consideration include:

e the interaction between the proposed changes and the mission-based compacts process

e who may be eligible to use the title and category of ‘university’

e theimplications for industrial relations within the university sector, particularly the 40:40:20
workload model

e the principle that government should incentivise research focus and excellence rather than
prescribe the amount or type of research universities undertake, and

e the potential implications for current and future research funding.
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Universities Australia recommends that the ATEC continue the policy and design work but defer
finalising and implementing changes to the research requirements until these related reforms are
further advanced. Any eventual changes should also deem existing universities to meet the revised
requirements at commencement, rather than require a separate reassessment process. This would
give universities certainty and recognise the investments they have already made under the existing
framework.

Universities Australia would welcome the opportunity to continue working with the ATEC on this issue.
Greater research specialisation has merit, but the settings around it need to be sufficiently settled

before universities are asked to respond to a new regulatory standard.

Yours sincerely

A}~y

Mr Luke Sheehy
Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia



