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Federal Election 2019: 
 

Policies & Comment 
 
 
As we approach this most important election, how do we judge political parties - on their 
promises, their track record or both? 
 
TRACK RECORD 
 
As far as track records go, the Liberal-National Party has been tearing itself apart in not 
accepting the science of Climate Change while the Australian Labor Party accepts the 
science but won’t return to a price on carbon, as advocated by the Greens.  
 
In our specific industry, the Greens and Gillard Labor Government delivered the uncapped 
45% Research and Development Tax Incentive after much hard lobbying from the industry 
- led by Ausbiotech under chief executive officer Dr Anna Lavelle. 
 
The previous Senator Kim Carr Commercialisation Australia substitute for the Commercial 
Ready scheme was too little, too late, and with too many conflicts of interest. The paltry 
$80 million-a-year, compared to Israel’s Office of Chief Scientist’s $US350 million-a-year 
for a population one-third the size of Australia, said enough.  
 
But Senator Carr has been the Minister or Shadow Minister for Innovation since 
December 2006. He is passionate about sunrise industries. We would have been more 
impressed had his bail-outs of the infernal combustion engine industry been conditional on 
producing Australian second-generation, electric, long-haul semi-trailers and cars. 
 
On the other side of the aisle, then Opposition Leader Tony Abbott, through the member 
for Higgins, Kelly O’Dwyer, promised there would be no cuts to the R&D Tax Incentive and 
no cuts to NHMRC and ARC funding. Mr Abbott also promised “No cuts to the ABC, SBS, 
health or education” immediately before the 2013 election. All were cut. 
 
In discussing OECD data on tax rates, one of Ms O’Dwyer’s assistants asked: “You don’t 
believe the OECD, do you?” Well, yes, actually, this writer does, along with large, 
randomized, controlled trials, or ‘science’. 



And what are the measurable outcomes of the Liberal-National Party Government? 
 
Biotech Daily first believed that the $20 billion Medical Research Future Fund was a 
thought-bubble, but it has materialized and is half-way funded. Funds are being dispersed 
and Biotech Daily has reported on many projects announced by long-term Health Minister 
Greg Hunt, who appears to have a real passion for his portfolio. 
 
Biotech Daily met Mr Hunt with then Victoria Labor Health Minister Jill Hennessy at the 
Walter and Eliza Hall Institute launch of Venetoclax for cancer. He has been a good 
Health Minister, despite his intemperate comments on the Victoria judicial system and 
supporting Peter Dutton’s destabilization of the Liberal leadership. 
 
But we have had six innovation ministers under the Abbott-Turnbull governments and 
since the rise of Scott Morrison there has been no Innovation Minister. 
 
The Prime Minister for Innovation, Malcolm Turnbull, oversaw the first cut to the R&D Tax 
Incentive and instead of establishing an Independent Innovation Board to vet the rorts, 
tried to cap the incentive at $2 million a year and then backed down to $4 million a year. 
Some companies making the biggest claims are on the cusp of success (or failure). 
 
 
THE PROMISES 
 
The Greens are promising a 4% of GDP spend on science and research by 2030, the ALP 
is promising 3%, also by 2030. It is currently 1.8% of GDP and the LNP has no 
commitment. All three parties have promised a Science Minister in Cabinet.  
 
LIBERAL NATIONAL PARTY COALITION 
The Liberal Party website’s policies do not include any reference to innovation or science, 
with the policies on research limited to support for its $20 billion MRFF. 
A spokesman for the Minister for Industry Science and Technology Karen Andrews told 
Biotech Daily that “the Coalition has introduced reforms to encourage companies to do 
additional R&D, while addressing real concerns about rorting and integrity” and clinical 
trials were exempt from the proposed $4 million cap.  
Biotech Daily asked whether the Coalition would continue funding the CSIRO, ARC and 
NHMRC at current levels adjusted for inflation and desist from interference in grants. 
The spokesman said the Morrison Government was “committed to ensuring that the 
CSIRO continues to be a world-leading scientific institution” and said the Coalition 
invested $97 million more in CSIRO than Labor did when it was in government and the 
2019-’20 CSIRO allocation was in-line with indexation.  
The Coalition said it was committed to the National Interest Test (NIT) and only “those 
applications that meet the NIT definition and score highly in the competitive grants 
process will be recommended to the Minister for funding”. 
“This approach creates no additional burden to researchers in preparing their applications 
but requires them to specifically address the NIT definition.” 
The Liberal Party spokesman said the Coalition Government proposed the $1.1 billion 
National Innovation and Science Agenda, established Innovation and Science Australia for 
independent advice to Government and was “the only party to invest in Women in STEM”. 
According to the Budget papers the long-term allocations to the CSIRO, NHMRC and 
ARC have not kept up with, and are not expected to keep up with, inflation. 



AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY 
A spokesperson for Senator Carr told Biotech Daily that Labor’s intention was “to support 
the development of a 21st Century industry structure for Australia that provides quality 
jobs and underpins prosperity and living standards … [and] lift Australia’s research and 
development expenditure to 3.0 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) by 2030”. 
Labor said it would reform the Research and Development Tax Incentive (RDTI) “to help 
more firms do quality research and development here in Australia and employ more 
Australians … [and] firms that collaborate with researchers in universities and public 
research agencies to create new knowledge will be eligible for a 10 percent premium” on 
top of the RDTI. 
The ALP said it would “change the program objectives of the R&D Tax Incentive” by 
improving collaboration and “look at the RDTI in a manner in which we can secure 
savings”. 
Asked directly if Labor would retain the reduced rate of 43.5 percent capped at $4 million 
or return to an uncapped 45 percent, Biotech Daily was referred to the ambiguous policy. 
The ALP said it would conduct “a root-and-branch inquiry into strengthening our research 
capabilities across the whole of government … [and] restore the integrity of the Australian 
Research Council, by ending political interference in the grants process”. 
 
 
 
THE GREENS 
The Greens pledged to meet a 4.0 percent of GDP science, research and innovation 
target by 2030, make jobs for scientists and researchers more secure and reverse funding 
cuts to CSIRO and other public research agencies. 
The Greens’ Research and Development Policy says it supports “a strong research sector 
in Australia to help move away from the polluting industries of the past and deliver the jobs 
of the future”.  
The Greens promised to create a ‘Protecting Science’ package, consisting of a $2.6 billion 
boost to the ARC, NHMRC and Cooperative Research Centres over 10 years; provide 
$1.05 billion through the Medical Research Future Fund; fund four new integrated health 
research centres; increase funding to the Research Infrastructure Investment Strategy by 
$2.2 billion over 10 years; restore the Sustainable Research Excellence program and 
boost university research; provide $60.2 million for international collaboration; and provide 
$185.1 million to ensure Open Access Publishing of Government-funded research.  
The Greens said they would spend more than $2.5 billion over the decade to support 
equitable and ongoing employment opportunities for researchers; provide support for 
women in science; allocate funding to support early and midcareer researchers; and 
invest in teacher training in STEM education.  
The Greens said they were committed to an additional $40 million in annual funding to the 
CSIRO, reversing the Coalition’s Budget cuts, as well as funding the Australian Nuclear 
Science and Technology Organisation, the Australian Institute of Medical Scientists and 
providing more than $100 million to the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science.  
The Greens said they would improve the R&D Tax Incentive by reversing Government 
cuts and providing a 20 percent non-refundable tax offset for companies that hire science 
technology engineering and mathematics (STEM) doctoral students. 
 
 
 
 



THE RESPONSE 
 
 
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY AUSTRALIA 
Science and Technology Australia provides a comparison of the major parties policies on 
its website: https://scienceandtechnologyaustralia.org.au/policy-and-advocacy/. 
Science and Technology Australia president Prof Emma Johnston said that “despite 
strong support from Australians, we are facing downward trends in government 
investment in science and technology, no visionary national plan, and increasing job 
insecurity in our sector”. 
 
 
ASSOCIATION OF AUSTRALIAN MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTES  
In a media release, the Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes (AAMRI) 
said it was “delighted to receive confirmation … from the Australian Labor Party that a 
future Labor Government would provide the strong support needed to build a world class 
health and media research sector”.  
AAMRI said that Labor had agreed to use the MRFF and work with the sector to invest in 
mid-career researchers and women in science technology engineering and mathematics. 
AAMRI said the $125 million for cancer research as part of Labor’s Medicare Cancer Plan 
was “strongly welcomed by the sector and will help our researchers to find new cures and 
treatments, giving new hope to patients and their families”. 
 
 
MEDICINES AUSTRALIA  
Medicines Australia welcomed the Labor Party announcement to reform the Research and 
Development (R&D) Tax Incentive if elected on May 18, 2019. 
Medicines Australia said it welcomed the appointment of former chief scientist Prof Ian 
Chubb as leader of the ALP’s proposed review of Australia’s research sector. 
 
 
AUSBIOTECH  
A joint statement by Ausbiotech, Medicines Australia, MTAA, Biomedical Research 
Victoria, the Bio-Melbourne Network and Research Australia, called on the contenders to 
“preserve the R&D Tax Incentive”, meaning to leave it at 43.5 percent with no cap. 
 
 
BIOTECH DAILY 
Biotech Daily is concerned that the Liberal National Party is divided on science. The 
canary in the coal mine, so to speak, is the coal mine. If the LNP doesn’t understand 
Global Warming, science and innovation are off to a bad start. 
 
Ministerial interference with research grants is more Stalinist than utilitarian, and the first 
refusals were misplaced. How does one prove the “national interest” in basic research on 
a molecule that may or may not have efficacy for cancer or a diagnostic that may or may 
not be commercializable, let alone test ice-cores for carbon dioxide concentrations?  
 
The cuts to funding under Prime Minister Turnbull do not bode well for a Government in 
which innovation has disappeared without trace, but the commitment to the MRFF and the 
passion of Health Minister Greg Hunt are the Government’s saving graces. 

https://scienceandtechnologyaustralia.org.au/policy-and-advocacy/


The ALP lacks imagination on innovation and commercialization. Despite promises of 
meetings with Opposition Leader (and local Member of the House of Representatives), Bill 
Shorten, the meetings never materialized.  
 
But the RDTI is excellent for commercialization and Senator Carr has an institutional 
memory of the operations of his portfolios. The RDTI needs to be reviewed by an 
Independent Innovation Board, rather than the blunt instrument of cuts and caps. 
 
The Greens may well hold the balance of power in the next Parliament and their policies 
are the most innovation-friendly. 
 
The Member for Melbourne, Adam Bandt, knows his constituency includes CSL, the 
Parkville Precinct and scores of biotech companies. Greens leader, Senator Richard di 
Natale, is a medical doctor. The State member for Melbourne, Ellen Sandell, is a former 
CSIRO research scientist. 
 
Whichever major party forms Government, it would be good for innovation and 
biotechnology for the Greens to have influence, if not the balance of power. 
 
The Labor Party has demonstrated a greater commitment to innovation and 
commercialization than the Coalition, while the Coalition has demonstrated a greater 
commitment to medical research. 
 
Finally, the Coalition has sought re-election on the platform that it is a better manager of 
the economy.  
 
This is contestable in that taxation as a percentage of GDP – if you believe OECD data – 
has been lower under Labor than the Coalition. 
 
A report in the Fairfax papers last weekend said GDP growth for the past six years of LNP 
Government was 2.6 percent, identical to that of the previous Labor Government. What 
the article omitted was that Labor’s 2.6 percent growth included the Global Financial Crisis 
and the LNP 2.6 percent was during a world-wide growth period. 
 
Every vote counts. And that is a fact. 

 
David Langsam 

Editor 
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