
1 
 

Joint Committee on Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science  
 
Roundtable Discussion on the Future funding of Higher Education 
 
Opening Statement by Peter Brown, Director, Irish Research Council 
 
 
Thank you, Chair, for the invitation to address today, on behalf of the 
Irish Research Council, this roundtable discussion on the matter of 
the future funding of higher education.  
 
The IRC is an associated agency of the Department under the aegis of 
the Higher Education Authority. The IRC’s mission is to support 
excellence in research talent, knowledge and engagement, and we 
collaborate with a range of stakeholders and partners within and 
outside the research system to deliver on this mission.  
 
The research and innovation system functions as a critical national 
strategic resource in the face of the uncertainty that underpins 
national or global challenges. The emergence of the COVID-19 
pandemic is an example of a global crisis that caught this planet 
unawares, and research expertise in different disciplines has been 
critical to navigating the crisis. Knowledge and expertise will be even 
more critical going forward as we seek to solve the climate crisis and 
make a successful transition to a green, sustainable and indeed 
peaceful future. 
 
The impact of investment in research and innovation is multi-
faceted. These impacts include:  
 
- Firstly, the development of new knowledge and expertise across 
disciplines that equips us with the ability to make informed decisions 
around known and not-yet-known challenges.  
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- Secondly, with the right partnership structures, the diffusion of that 
knowledge across government, enterprise and civil society 
- Thirdly, a pipeline of highly skilled and qualified research graduates 
to meet the needs of enterprise, the public sector, higher education 
and civil society  
- Fourth, through research-informed teaching & learning, the 
development of an emerging and future graduate workforce whose 
members are equipped to collectively overcome national or global 
societal challenges. 
 

Research and evidence clearly show the link between investment in 
basic research and productivity growth. Growth in productivity is not 
solely a function of technological innovation, it is also influenced by 
skills, the health of the workforce, the quality of infrastructure, 
childcare, education, social cohesion, and broad quality of life. 
Research and innovation across disciplines contributes to progress in 
these areas, including through evidence-based policy and decision-
making. As has been observed elsewhere, sustainable growth and 
innovation in the context of a service-dominated economy requires a 
mix of disciplines and not just STEM.  
 
A vibrant eco-system of research for knowledge requires long-term, 
predictable funding schemes addressing a) all disciplines and b) all 
career stages. Fundamental research is by its nature not geared 
towards immediate technological deployment or application; 
however, it is basic research that lays the foundations for the 
innovations of the future. As members of the committee are no 
doubt aware, Ireland’s share of public investment in research doesn’t 
compare well with our peers in Europe, and among the ambitions for 
the next national research strategy should be to address this for the 
system as a whole, whilst building research capacity and staff within 
the emerging technological university system.  
 
In the context of the future funding of research and innovation, 
balance between STEM and AHSS is critical to maximizing the 
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potential of the research and innovation system. Both across the EU 
and in Ireland, there is recognition that interdisciplinary research will 
be key to successfully overcoming current and future challenges. 
Ireland has the potential to be a global exemplar for interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary research. 
 
International connectivity and collaboration are at the core of any 
functioning research and innovation system, existing as they do 
across myriad networks of peers and expertise across the globe. The 
global public health crisis has demonstrated how investment in 
research and innovation by national jurisdictions and the European 
Union have collectively been mobilised for truly global impact.  
 
Investing in an adequate pipeline of research awards across 
disciplines and career stages, both individual and cohort-based, is 
critical to making Ireland a destination of choice in research and 
innovation. Current success rates on key schemes in the eco-system 
are frequently too low, meaning that we are losing truly excellent 
candidates from the research system or, more likely, to other 
countries. Investment in R&I should facilitate minimum 25%-30% 
success rates for all key funding schemes. I close this statement on 
the matter of our postgraduate researchers, who are the future of 
the system. A national minimum postgraduate stipend, linked to the 
cost of living and which is internationally competitive, should be 
introduced for all funded postgraduate researchers, and 
systematically reviewed. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to address the Committee and I look 
forward to the wider discussion. 

 
ENDS 

25 March 2022 
 

 


