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Main Messages
Context

Establishment of the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships

The Rutherford Discovery Fellowships were established to support the career development of our most talented early to mid career researchers at a crucial stage in their careers.  They were intended to accelerate our top researchers to become research leaders, and to help New Zealand retain its best research talent and remain internationally competitive.
They sought to address a gap in career support for excellent researchers 3-10 years after completing their PhD.  At this stage researchers have yet to establish a reputation for excellence, so struggle to secure research funding in their own right.  They are often constrained to a series of postdoctoral awards, so many migrate to countries that offer better career support or attempt to survive on temporary research grants.  The Fellowships aim to help emerging researchers establish a track record for excellence earlier in their careers that will assist them to compete for mainstream research funding and gain independence.

The selection process also places weight on the potential leadership of the candidates.  The two tiers of Fellowship distinguish between researchers with the potential to be leaders (Tier 1) and those who have already demonstrated leadership capability (Tier 2).  Although the later naturally tend to be more established researchers, applicants’ years of experience is not determinative of their tier.  Tier 2 Fellowships provide higher stipend levels and maximum claimable research costs.  

Discontinuation of the Foundation Post-doctoral Fellowships

Funding for the Fellowships was reprioritised from two existing schemes: the Foundation’s Postdoctoral Fellowships and the James Cook Research Fellowships.  This allowed the scheme’s introduction to be fiscally neutral.  At the time, recent evaluations identified that the primary issue for emerging researchers was in establishing long-term research careers.  MoRST advised that funding for the Postdoctoral Fellowships would be better spent on a scheme supporting early career establishment on the basis of excellence.  Discontinuing the Postdoctoral Fellowship scheme was also considered desirable to enable the Foundation to concentrate on outcome based research.  Concerns were raised at the time that redirection of funds could leave a gap in support for untargeted post-docs.

Initial review of the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships

A preliminary review of the Rutherford Discovery Fellowship scheme was carried out after the first year and some changes were made to address issues like career breaks for parental leave, applied research eligibility and to increase the potential for applicants without permanent employment to be selected.

Science communities’ concerns regarding the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships

On September 7th 2011, a letter raising concerns about the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships and a perceived lack of opportunities for early to mid career researchers was addressed to the Minister of Science and Innovation, the Prime Minister’s Chief Science Advisor, the Chief Executives of MSI and RSNZ, the Tertiary Education Commission, the Selection Committee of the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships, and Science New Zealand. The letter had 560 signatories, ranging from PhD students to heads of departments.   

The two main concerns cited by the letter were:

· That the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships define early career too broadly.  Some Fellowships are being awarded to researchers with permanent academic positions and several years experience, potentially leaving early career researchers disadvantaged relative to those who already have permanent employment. 

· There is a gap in New Zealand science career pathway caused by lack of sufficient domestic post doctoral opportunities.  The authors argue that New Zealand is at risk of losing early career researchers overseas due to the lack of funding opportunities for them here.

Following on from this letter, the Minister announced that a review of the Rutherford Discovery Fellowships, intially scheduled for 2012, would be brought forward.

Context

Support for Postdoctoral Researchers
Figure 1- Supply of Doctoral Qualified Researchers by Area of Study, 2002-2009
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Rutherford Discovery Fellowships

Characteristics of Recipients
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