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Response

Introduction

The Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL) is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to the 2011 Strategic Roadmap for Australian Research Infrastructure Discussion Paper.

Research infrastructure policy issues

CAUL has previously responded to the Strategic Framework for Research Infrastructure Investment Discussion Paper, affirming the principle that infrastructure that continues to be a priority should be able to access funding for ongoing operations. 

Regarding pricing and access, CAUL favours models that encourage use and support collaboration. 

CAUL also favours models that privilege use that will result in the creation of well managed data that will be made as widely available as possible in the shortest possible timeframe. 

Regarding prioritisation of investment in research, CAUL generally endorses the principle that investment should favour areas in which Australia is already performing excellent research, or in which Australia seeks to develop excellence, however investment decisions should be mindful of the importance of nurturing innovation and inter-disciplinary research, both of which could be disadvantaged by a focus on existing research strengths, noting that major research problems all involve inter-disciplinary research.

Recommendation:

1. CAUL recommends that due attention be paid to the need to support innovation and inter-disciplinary research when access to research infrastructure facilities is determined.


Integration of existing and future facilities

In commenting on the discussion about integration of facilities, CAUL is most interested in eResearch infrastructure facilities. These include at present the National Computing Infrastructure (NCI), the Australian National Data Service (ANDS), National eResearch Collaboration Tools and Resources (NeCTAR), the Research Data Storage Infrastructure (RDSI) and the Australian Access Federation (AAF). 

CAUL is mindful of both the experience of the user of facilities, including researchers and their institutions, and the operation of the facilities. Researchers and institutions do not necessarily compartmentalise e-research infrastructure facilities in the way they have been set up by Government; they engage with the facilities more as a continuum than as separate facilities, or they have little awareness of the facilities themselves, but simply want their needs met or their problems solved. From this perspective, a shopfront or integrated offer would appear to be preferable. 

On the other hand, the role and evolution of the facilities require different governance and engagement mechanisms to ensure their success. CAUL recommends that the various eResearch infrastructure components remain separate, as they are at present, but that a mechanism or mechanisms be developed to ensure greater integration of their services and programs. This would be facilitated, for example, by ensuring that the Directors of each of the facilities meet regularly.

In considering its response to the issue of integration, CAUL and CAUDIT have consulted and are agreed with the view expressed above, however they also recognise the need to try to integrate the eResearch infrastructure environment and are resolved to support their members to this end. In addition, both CAUL and CAUDIT would like to be involved in discussions about changes that alter the eResearch infrastructure environment, to ensure that they are best able to understand and help implement any changes to be made.

Recommendations:

2. CAUL recommends that the existing eResearch infrastructure components be kept separate from a governance perspective but that mechanisms to increase collaboration between them be introduced.

3. CAUL recommends that CAUL and CAUDIT be consulted about changes to the eResearch infrastructure environment in order that they can inform the changes, help implement them and help improve integration.


Expert Working Group reports (excluding the eResearch Infrastructure Expert Working Group)

CAUL is struck by the Expert Working Groups’ identification of data management and use as one of their primary concerns at present. 

The Environmentally Sustainable Australia Expert Working Group identified the importance of integration of data across various domains and the need to adopt a common approach to data discoverability, accessibility and interoperability. 
The Promoting and Maintaining Good Health Expert Working Group identified the need to have infrastructure that is able to generate and interpret vast amounts of information, and the importance of data discovery and sharing infrastructure. 
The Frontier Technologies Expert Working Group identified the dramatic escalation of the volume of data created and the need to manage this data as critical areas of importance. 
The Safeguarding Australia Expert Working Group identified the need for better data management to allow access to and use of disparate and diverse sets of data, often owned by other agencies, as well as data security, integration and connectivity. 
The Understanding Cultures and Communities Expert Working Group identified the need for integrated services and tools to create, capture, store, share, manage, manipulate and analyse diverse data collections and resources.

This analysis of needs relating to data identified by the Expert Working Groups is consistent with CAUL’s analysis. Over the past few years, particularly since the establishment of ANDS, CAUL members have become increasingly involved in their universities’ eResearch activity, especially data management. CAUL members bring an information management perspective (curation, discovery and retrieval) to their role and are aware of researchers’ broader needs (as opposed to a high performance computing or data storage perspective), which have been articulated in the Roadmap Discussion Paper.  It is clear that a growing number of researchers now understand the critical role of data in an eResearch era, which means that they will be more receptive to interventions designed to improve data management practice for use and reuse of the data. It is also clear from the Roadmap Discussion Paper that researchers do not necessarily distinguish between the intervention coming from ANDS, vis a vis NeCTAR, AAF or RDSI, and so on. CAUL is of the view that the eResearch infrastructure providers and institutions need to understand these arrangements and interrelationships, rather than the researchers themselves. 

It is evident from the Expert Working Groups’ comments that these key research areas are seeking support to make the transformative step into fully functional eResearch. It is important that the Government recognises both the groundwork that has already been laid, as well as the need to move strongly into the next phase of eResearch infrastructure support. 

Regarding current infrastructure, CAUL feels most confident about commenting explicitly on the contribution that ANDS has made, given the close association that many CAUL members have with ANDS programs and activities, as opposed to other programs. CAUL is of the view that ANDS has already made a substantial, indeed critical, contribution to researchers and institutions. CAUL is aware that there is real momentum within Australian universities to build data management capability and strategies, and considers that a further five year intervention evolving from the current suite of activities would support this momentum and ensure that the progress that has been made to date is consolidated and established within a sustainable, institution-led environment.

Recommendation:

4. CAUL recommends that the current commitment to eResearch infrastructure be continued to allow the strength that is building to be consolidated, ensuring a transformation of Australian eResearch.


Understanding Cultures and Communities Expert Working Group

CAUL shares the view of the Understanding Cultures and Communities Expert Working Group that investment in capability building and infrastructure to support eResearch and inter-disciplinary research for the humanities and social sciences in Australia to date has been inadequate and has held back research. CAUL agrees with the Expert Working Group that an intervention at this stage that focuses on the humanities and social sciences would be transformative. It would facilitate the creation of distributed, nationally significant collections that would support broader, deeper, faster research. Such an intervention would allow institutions across the research disciplines to build capability and establish infrastructure that would provide a platform for sustainable development beyond the funding period, building on the Government’s recent investment in institutional repositories and current investment in data management, which together have positioned Australia as international best-of-breed. 

The challenges of creating interconnected, resource-rich, well curated national collections to support humanities and social sciences research are essentially beyond current capacity, however they are within reach and this is the appropriate time to take the transformative step.  These national collections would draw on material held by or curated by any institution, including university libraries, the National and State Libraries, museums, archives, etc.

CAUL is recommending that an intervention in support of humanities and social sciences should be directed towards distributed collections, on the basis that this will allow sustainable infrastructure and capability to be built most effectively. It is also possible that some major research areas should be consolidated within national storage hubs, such as those to be established through the RDSI program. Where this is to be the case, CAUL recommends that consideration be given in advance to the ongoing curatorial requirements, and the business case associated with these. While being open to the view that a number of consolidated collections may be appropriate, CAUL cautions against relying solely on this as the way forward, as this would not maximise capability development. 

Regardless of the way or ways forward, CAUL is concerned that a great deal of digitisation is currently being done in an unconnected way as part of research projects, and recommends that a central support mechanism be established as part of ANDS or in some other way to provide guidance to researchers and institutions in an attempt to improve curation, data management and accessibility of this digitised material.

The Understanding Cultures and Communities Expert Working Group has identified some existing projects that have benefitted from Government support. Other examples for future consideration include the possibility of creating a national land rights collection, drawing on parliamentary, legal, geographic, cultural, media and personal material currently held in multiple institutions and formats, or allowing various combinations of all of the material relating to the debate on climate change. There are numerous examples of data-centric humanities and social sciences research overseas that can inform this discussion; one example is the internationally supported Digging into data challenge project (see http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/digitisation/diggingintodata.aspx), which involves the United Kingdom, the United States and Canada in a range of eResearch activities. 

Recommendations:

5. CAUL recommends that funding be provided for a period of five years to allow for the establishment of nationally significant, multi-institutional digital collections that will support the transformation of eResearch in the humanities and social sciences capability and infrastructure.

6. That a digitisation advisory service be established to provide guidance to researchers intending to undertake digitisation as part of a research project, to improve curation, data management and accessibility of this digitised material.


eResearch Infrastructure Expert Working Group

Further to the comments made by the eResearch Infrastructure Working Group, which CAUL generally endorses, CAUL notes the visionary investment already made by the Government in eResearch infrastructure and urges it to continue to invest in it to ensure that Australia strengthens and advances its world-leading position, whereby Australian researchers will have the best information environment, allowing them to do better research and answer more important questions. CAUL also notes that there has been insufficient time for the various components of the eResearch Infrastructure investment to properly demonstrate their value, although those that are most advanced, such as ANDS, are now able to show evidence of a fundamental change in the way researchers and research institutions think about data management. The next stage of eResearch Infrastructure investment will allow the inter-dependency of the various components to become more apparent, and to yield benefit.

CAUL considers that the next phase of investment will allow some activities to become operationalised within institutions, while the larger programs evolve to address emerging needs. In the case of ANDS, this should include more intensive working with the national research priorities to ensure that their particular needs are met. ANDS and other eResearch Infrastructure programs will need to work with institutions to consider which elements can become their responsibility, and when and how.

CAUL has a particular interest in data management and the work of ANDS. In many institutions CAUL members provide data management leadership and data management services. CAUL believes that genuine progress has been made in the past few years, but that a huge task lies ahead. The capture and management of data is complex and expensive, and there are a great many structural, technical and cultural barriers to be overcome, in addition to the infrastructure and associated skills, before a critical mass of Australian research data is managed in ways that support use, reuse and collaboration. The support provided by ANDS has been invaluable, and that is to a large extent why momentum is now able to be demonstrated. It would be a terrible blow for Australia’s data management strategy if ANDS in particular was not given the funding necessary to proceed. At present CAUL members estimate that less than 5 % of the data in their institutions is being effectively managed, but that that % will rise rapidly over the next few years on the foundations that have been laid if the Government’s strategic intervention continues.

CAUL also notes that much of what needs to be done relates to people and policies, rather than technical infrastructure, although the two are related. Investment in building expertise and supporting cultural change is as necessary as investment in equipment and tools. Underpinning both are a range of necessary services, including data registration and citation, and researcher identity. 

CAUL notes that the potential for rapid adoption of cloud solutions in support of eResearch has a number of possible implications that have not yet been fully considered or researched. These include legal and intellectual property issues, long term accessibility, curation, control, privacy and sustainability. JISC has a program to explore this matter: see 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/researchinfrastructure/usingcloudcomp.aspx . CAUL recommends that the government monitor the use of cloud computing for eResearch and establish a forum to discuss its implications for Australian research.

Recommendations:

7. CAUL recommends that the Government recognise the critical point that has been reached in developing data management capability and infrastructure and provide ongoing support to achieve the best possible return on investment.

8. CAUL recommends that support be provided for skills development and organisational change support as well as technical infrastructure and services.

9. CAUL recommends that the government monitor the use of cloud computing for eResearch and establish a forum to discuss its implications for Australian research.
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