‘ ANIMALFREESCIENCEADVOCACY.ORG.AU
Animal I'ree

Science
\dvocacy

Policy Review of the National Competitive Grants Program

Submission by Animal-Free Science Advocacy
13 April 2025

Animal-Free Science Advocacy (AFSA), a not-for-profit organisation dedicated to advancing
human-relevant research and teaching methods, welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the
National Competitive Grants Program review. This is a pivotal moment for the Australian Research
Council (ARC) to future-proof the country’s research ecosystem by embedding non-animal research
methods (NAMs) into its funding schemes.

The Need for NAMs in ARC Grant Schemes
Integrating NAMs into ARC funding would:

e Drive innovation by supporting cutting-edge, human-relevant technologies.
Ensure economic sustainability by reducing reliance on costly, outdated animal models.
Align research with public expectations for ethical, forward-thinking science.
Maintain global competitiveness as international investment in NAMSs accelerates.

Scientific Rationale: Advancing Human-Relevant Research

Traditional animal models have a 95% failure rate in translating to human medicine [1], with fewer
than 10% of promising discoveries from basic research entering routine clinical use within 20 years
[2]. In contrast, human-derived models—such as organ-on-a-chip and Al-driven systems—have
demonstrated superior predictive accuracy [3].

Australia’s national science agency, CSIRO, identified NAMs as a key research priority in its 2023
Non-Animal Models report [4]. Similarly, the NSW Non-Animal Technologies Network (NAT-Net)
[5] and the Therapeutic Goods Administration [6] have recognised NAMs as emerging
technologies.

To maintain scientific leadership, the ARC must embed NAMs into high-risk, early-stage research
projects through its Initiate scheme, ensuring Australia stays at the forefront of global innovation.

Economic Case: Cost Efficiency & Growth Potential
Animal research is financially unsustainable. The Australian Resource Centre, one of the country’s
largest animal facilities, operated at a net loss of AUD 13.6 million before closing in 2023 [7].

Conversely, CSIRO estimates that investing in NAMs could generate over AUD 1.5 billion and create
5,000 jobs in Australia by 2040 [4]. AFSA’s 2025 Business Case for Non-Animal Research
Methods highlights the economic potential of a dedicated NAMSs sector [8].
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Prioritising NAMs in ARC grant schemes would ensure public investment delivers maximum impact,
fuelling innovation that is scientifically and financially sustainable.

Public Support: Aligning Research with Societal Expectations

Public sentiment strongly favours a shift away from animal testing. A 2022 survey by the Australia
New Zealand Council for the Care of Animals in Research and Teaching found that 64% of
Australians demand greater transparency on research alternatives [9].

Despite this, the ARC allocated AUD 20 million to the Centre of Excellence for Integrative Brain
Function, some of which funded non-human primate research [10]—an investment at odds with
public expectations and uncertain translational benefits.

Embedding NAMs into ARC grants would enhance public trust, align research with ethical values and
increase transparency. We also recommend publishing:

e Plain language summaries for all funded projects.

e Outcome evaluations to track research impact and promote accountability.

Global Precedence: Australia is Falling Behind

In 1989, a Senate inquiry recommended dedicated funding for NAMSs [11], yet Australia has failed to
act. In contrast, both the EU and US have each invested approximately AUD 1.4 billion in NAMs
since 2011 [8].

Without similar investment, Australia risks falling behind in global collaboration, research
competitiveness and talent attraction.

Core Recommendation: Integrating NAMs into ARC Grant Schemes
We urge the ARC to explicitly prioritise NAMs within the Initiate, Breakthrough, Collaborate and
Prioritise schemes, ensuring these research methods receive dedicated funding and recognition.

Proposed Integration Across ARC Schemes:

e Initiate: Introduce a specific call for high-risk, high-reward projects using NAMs to drive
early-stage breakthroughs.

¢ Breakthrough: Prioritise medium-scale projects leveraging NAMs for cross-disciplinary
innovation and real-world applications.

o Collaborate: Facilitate industry partnerships for the commercialisation and scaling of NAMs,
potentially through shared organoid infrastructure similar to the NAT-Net model [5].

e Prioritise: Establish a National Centre of Excellence for NAMs, consolidating expertise,
fostering collaboration and setting global research standards. This would align with
Australia’s National Science Research Priorities, particularly ‘supporting health and
thriving communities’ and ‘building a secure and resilient nation’ [12].
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Additional Recommendations:
1. Recruit NAMs experts as peer reviewers on ARC grant panels and introduce a NAMs-
focused evaluation checklist [13].
2. Require grant applicants using animal models to provide a detailed justification for why
NAMs cannot be used, following best-practice models such as UK Research and
Innovation’s approach [14].

Conclusion

Integrating NAMs into the ARC’s grant schemes is not just an ethical imperative—it is a scientific
necessity, an economic opportunity and a public expectation. By supporting NAMs, the ARC can
future-proof Australia’s research ecosystem, ensuring it remains adaptive, competitive and at the
forefront of global innovation.
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