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Post doc refreshment

-------------------------------------

Improving the career path for CSIRO post docs is a high priority for the union. 

CSIRO now has more postdoctoral fellows than at any time in its 75-year  history - 207 at 30 June 2003 (compared with 180 in 2002) and a further 20 positions are currently open through the CSIRO postdoc scheme
.  This is in line with the organisation's target of increasing postdoc numbers across the organisation to 300 by 2006.  

Given this and the introduction in 2001 of a separate ‘prestigious’ corporate post doc scheme, the career paths and treatment of post docs throughout the Organisation has been on the agenda for the Staff Association for some time now. A survey of post docs has been organised and the SA's terms committee has a special group dedicated to post doc issues. And at it's last meeting the Association Council decided to call for a joint union-management workshop (under the auspices of the CSIRO Consultative Council) about post docs in CSIRO. The workshop will cover matters such as special employment benefits for post-docs, career development, whether post docs should be able to have more than one post-doc in CSIRO and proper monitoring of the fellowship schemes. The Staff Association believes some divisions have been remiss in their support for post docs and in their commitment to career development. 

"One of the few requirements for post doc appointments is that the position have an appropriate career development plan," says Pauline Gallagher, Association assistant secretary. "This is not met for many post docs and quite a number are feeling that they are being treated as technicians on labour intensive, intellectually less challenging, externally funded project work. Another problem encountered is post docs are doing the work of research scientists, but not being formally recognised as such," she adds.  

The prestigious scheme, known as the CSIRO Post-Doctoral Program, was set up and is administered by the Science Forum with the stated aim of attracting the best young scientific talent to CSIRO, moreso than Divisional fellowships have been doing. It has channelled post docs mainly into the Emerging Science Areas. The prestigious scheme was intended to reposition CSIRO as a good employer of the best talent.  

"The ideas behind this scheme were sound even though the setup was a bit rushed," says Pauline. “We had hoped that the Program would take oversight of all post docs in CSIRO and address the problems they were facing.”
 
Dr Michael Barber, executive director of science planning says post docs are an important component of CSIRO's workforce. "They are a way for the organisation to refresh itself, they bring new skills and knowledge of developing areas and they tend to be early in their careers. They also give the organisation a bit of flexibility…they are not necessarily positions that will lead to indefinite employment in CSIRO."

On the question of mentoring and support, Dr Barber emphasises that working for CSIRO will be a different research experience than that found in a university because the organisation is about science, business and delivery of outcomes, not just strategic research. He adds: "It is incumbent on us to ensure that post docs have career development, so that they are in a good position outside CSIRO. They should be able to publish appropriately and create an independent status for themselves."

Dr Suzy Rea, a former post doc and now research scientist at CSIRO Centre for Environment & Life Sciences has worked with the union on post doc employment matters. She agrees career development needs attention and that there should be a One-CSIRO approach. 

"I think CSIRO has to ensure one standard for career development. For example, all post docs should have identifiable mentors; money should be set aside for one international conference and two national conferences, and post docs should aim to have a minimum of one refereed paper a year and time allowed for writing up papers and/or their PhD, if it's not finished. These standards could be enforced by the Science Forum," says Suzy. 
But Dr Barber said he would not be issuing dictates on post doc support. "The way you develop someone working in low emission electricity in Newcastle, compared with someone in nanobiotechnology in the Division of Health Sciences Nutrition is quite different. I leave this for the good judgement of local managers."

Access to more than one fellowship is not ruled out either, but continuous rolling over of a fellowship so that someone spends 12-15 years in a position would not be good practice, said Dr Barber. 


Breakout box

Union workshop
The union's proposed workshop would deal with what a post doc should reasonably expect to achieve during a fellowship in CSIRO. Does the Organisation have the right balance between the sort of research freedom that will establish careers and CSIRO's directed and increasingly short-term research effort? Then there is the special benefits needed for a mobile and international workforce, recognition for intellectual property, the retention of Moral Rights under Copyright law, considerations if the project is shut down or the project leader leaves CSIRO; communicating research and mentoring support. And that’s not all…
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