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The effect of changes to government policy on the fortunes of the mathematical
sciences was a theme of my previous column. It was the lead up to the federal
budget, and so a time when change can be expected. Little did anyone expect that
an announcement relating to 457 visas would be one of the changes impacting on
the mathematical sciences, and, more broadly, the research sector. On a personal
level, this came at a time that I myself and a colleague had selected an applicant
from France for a postdoc position we had available. The previous overseas postdoc
I had hired was sponsored on a 457 visa under the category of a university lecturer,
which in practice meant a four-year visa. The new rules require two years work
experience beyond the PhD degree for this category. Our new postdoc has then
been sponsored under the category of a university tutor, for which time spent as
a PhD student counts for the two years work experience, but only provides for a
two-year visa. We were told that the university sector is still in discussion with
the government on the issue, but at present this is where things stand.

The federal budget saw the announcement of big changes to the funding of uni-
versities. For 2018 and 2019 a 2.5 percent ‘efficiency dividend’ on payments for
teaching, with the claim being that university revenue has grown faster than costs
in recent years. There are to be increases in the fees students pay for courses,
and the threshold on the income that students earn before being required to pay
back loans is to be lowered. From 2019 it is proposed that a voucher system be
introduced for postgraduate students, allowing recipients to use at institutions of
their choice. Certainly this last change may well have a big effect on postgraduate
programs in the mathematical sciences, depending on the details.

On the first Friday of June, in keeping with the tradition of last year, the NCMS
convened in Canberra for a face-to-face meeting. This forum provides a mecha-
nism for cooperation and coordination among the various organisational branches
of the mathematical sciences. The implementation of the decadal plan requires
these qualities, and to facilitate and report on progress in this direction is one of
the concerns of the NCMS. The committee was addressed by Tim Sealey, of the
resolve–Mathematics by Inquiry team, on the progress of this joint partnership
between the Australian Academy of Science and AAMT to provide resource ma-
terial for an inquiry based approach to the teaching and learning of mathematics
at all stages of schooling. Interestingly Tim reported that a significant increase
in the uptake of these resources by the schools happened when a mechanism was
introduced to give teachers more opportunity for feedback and influence in the
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final product. Chris Hatherly from the Academy gave a candid account of political
realities, and how timing can play a crucial role in getting ideas and initiatives up
and going. No doubt AMSI have mastered this art, with the director Geoff Prince
announcing an enormous (tens of millions of dollars) contract with the federal
government to administer an intern program to place graduate students in indus-
try during their higher degree program. AMSI have been active on this front for
some time now; the new contract represents a vast increase in scale, and is part
of the governments innovation agenda. The flow-on effect may well be significant,
with the present plan of AMSI being to use income generated from this activity
to bolster its ability to facilitate research activities in the mathematical sciences.
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