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VPs / Deans of Research Meeting with SFI
Monday 8th December, 4:15pm

IUA Offices, 48 Merrion Square
Agenda and Notes
Agenda

1. VPR feedback/input to SFI Strategy 2009-2013

2. Stokes

3. Research Professor
4. STARs and UREKA

5. Plan 2009
6. SFI Salary Scales (added by NUIG Research Office)

7. University contract requirements for RFP applicants 
8. Inflation costs for PhD fees

9. AOB

Item 1: VPR feedback/input to SFI Strategy 2009-2013
· SFI indicated that their budget for 2009 of €179m was €10m less than hoped for and that this and uncertainty over future funding would impact on SFI’s planning of its multi-annual commitments. 

· However, we must guard against uncertainty breeding inactivity and despondency. 

· Brief discussion of SFI’s shift of emphasis towards ‘research with consequences’ and that an improved communications exercise is required to promote awareness of the impact of research with consequences 
Items 2 & 3: Stokes and Research Professor

· This will possibly be delayed until the end of 2009, following the 2009 budget. Alternatively would be a call in early 2009 but this would be dependant upon receipt of ‘soft money’. This soft money was mentioned a number of times but I am not aware of what it refers to. 

· SFI outlined that 80% of its annual operating budget was utilised to fund existing commitments and that the remainder facilitates new commitments. This ratio may alter in view of the uncertain fiscal environment. 

· SFI indicated that the Research Professor programme was more likely to go ahead than Stokes, however there was almost unanimous agreement from the universities that the Stokes scheme should be prioritised over Research Professor. NUIG did argue that perhaps it would be useful to place an emphasis on senior professor recruitment within Stokes. 

· Maynooth, suggested an internal selection process to prioritise the applications, i.e. institutional submissions rather than departmental. There was some support for this. 

· UCD did not agree with NUIG’s proposal re Stokes and felt the emphasis should be on recruiting earlier career researchers. 

· Overall, a tension on the respective roles of Stokes and Research Professor, which should support the recruitment of senior professors. 

Item 4: STARs and UREKA

· Supplement programme discontinued in favour of Sites programme. A survey demonstrated that students & faculty had a preference for Sites programme. 
· The assessment panel for the new Sites programme met last week. 

Item 5: Plan 2009

· There will be two PI call in 2009. One made on 9 December 2008 and another in August/September 2009. Both calls will involve the recruitment of between forty and forty-five PIs. 

· Average SFI award in 2008 was €1.1m. There will be no cap placed on calls. 

· A single RFP call in 2009 with a desired 20 per cent success rate. 

· SIRGE to continue as it is vital to the research system’s sustainability. There was a discussion of the affects of the FTWA on this scheme, presumable those who had applied successfully had previously received two successive contracts from the HEI and the SIRGE contract would be a third successive contract. 

Item 6: SFI Salary Scales
· IUA & SFI salary scales differ with IUA being the more remunerative. NUIG highlighted this being a difficulty for them as they have adopted the IUA scales and they now have a situation where SFI researchers are on a lower salary scale than other researchers. 
· SFI argue that the IUA scales are overly generous and remove motivation for researchers to move into private industry. 

· All agreed that a sectorally agreed scale would be desirable including SFI. General consensus that this was an exercise for the IUA to lead. 

· SFI does allow exceptions to its scale if there are objective and justifiable reasons. 

· UCD mentioned that the IUA Registrars’ group are discussing the salary scales issue and careers issue, stressing that a sectoral scale was necessary. 

· External funders such as the Wellcome Trust and EC are also an issue as they must agree to scales also. 

Item 7: University contracts and RFP 
· This primarily centred around a discussion on FTWA and its impact and also performance reviews. SFI seemed to have a problem with performance reviews of an SFI grant holder and they needed to be guaranteed that a grant holder would be around for the duration of the grant and that a negative performance review might undermine this requirement. 

· FTWA issue centred around someone successfully receiving an SFI grant that would take them beyond two contracts and four years in one HEI. UCD argued that a grant is not the same as an employment contract and that someone can remain at a HEI on a grant and not receive an additional contract from the HEI? 

· Additional issue was an instance where someone leaves a HEI before end of grant and the need to ensure the PhD students are not left at a disadvantage and another supervisor is identified. 

· SFI indicated that in the case of a person securing a permanent position before the completion of a Stokes award the remaining salary can be vired into the research programme. It was agreed that flexibility was required but that we must guard against descending into complete relativity. 

Item 8: Inflation costs and PhD fees
· Graham had done his research, including some info he received from me, and indicated that PhD fee inflation was about 9 per cent per annum and questioned the justification for this. The universities outlined the failings of the RGAM and effectively admitted that PhD fees were being inflated to help compensate for the annual relative decline of the RGAM Unit Cost. 
· SFI argued that PhD fee inflation was costing them €4.2m per annum. 

· Universities responded that higher education inflation is 8 per cent per annum and this was reported to the HEA. 

· SFI responded that the HRB ‘flatline’ the PhD fee and that the difference between HRB funds and fee was being paid from other budget lines in the programme. 

· All universities agreed that they would rather less full costed activity than more less than fully costed activity. 

Item 9: AOB
· SFI not at all happy with the dearth of SFI funded research team applications to the ERC, which would leverage non Irish Exchequer funds, especially important in the current economic climate. Successful Irish applications would also demonstrate the world class quality of Irish science. 
· There were sixteen Irish applications to the ERC. Nine HSS and nine SET. Only two applications succeeded in passing the minimum standard threshold and both of these were in the HSS. 

· Overall success rate of ERC applications was fourteen per cent. 

· New SFI scheme will request information on leveraged funds and what non-Irish Exchequer funds applications have applied for. Some wondered if availability of Irish funds undermined the motivation to apply to ERC. SFI questioned this as the United Kingdom had a healthy number of applications. 

· TCD suggested encouraging the ‘best of the rest’ unsuccessful SFI applications to apply for ERC funding. There was general enthusiasm for this proposal, however SFI did make a cautionary note that if would look odd If an unsuccessful SFI applicant became a successful ERC applicant. 

· A SRC in the energy arena is a possibility in 2009. 

Strategy Document 
· DCU emphasised the importance of interacting with the HEA on the block grant system, arguing that the HEA does not really recognise the HE research agenda. 

· NUIM suggested the inclusion of bonus marks for SFI applicants who could demonstrate research with consequences. 

· SFI tentatively welcomed this suggestion but emphasised its primary role to support blue skies research and the need to defend the rationale for this. 

· TCD mentioned that HPSU (high potential start up) definition is not applicable to all disciplines and varies. 
· DCU positively mentioned the piece in the strategy document about SFI contribution to services sector e.g. Mathematics SRC, but that it was a little ‘light.’ SFI acknowledged this but stated that most of its contribution in this area would be human capital. 

