Cultural research in Australia
- How are culturally oriented (or cultural studies) scholars getting funding for their research there?
The main source of funding is the federal government's major research funding institution, the Australian Research Council (ARC). This has an associated but separate arm called the National Health and Medical Research Centre, which means that (fortunately) culturally oriented scholars do not find themselves competing against people in the health sciences or funding. They do, however, need to compete against all manner of other scholars including the earth scientists such as physicists and chemists, which can make it quite difficult since the measures for judging the effectiveness of their research (citations etc) are not widely used in cultural studies, and many of the architectural humanities journals are not even listed in citation registers such as ISI.

Most universities here also have their own internal research funding schemes, but these are very often seed funding in the interests of building track record and experience and effective collaboration, so that scholars can then go on to compete for external ARC funding. There are many different ARC funding schemes - for individual scholars as well as collaborations, for linkage with industry (where the industry partner is expected to match the government funding), for collaborations with international institutions or scholars, etc. All of these schemes are extremely competitive, with low success rates, and this can be a barrier to young scholars since one of the key criteria for selection is existing track record of other competitive grants. It can be hard to get a foot on the ladder, so to speak, which means that established research centres or communities where established scholars work together with young scholars have a much greater rate of success than isolated scholars working alone.

- Which main current trends affect the situation for cultural research where you are?
The recent change in the Australian federal government is expected to make a quite significant shift in conditions for cultural and other research, since the incoming government has made it a stated priority to 'internationalise' Australian research, and also to inject considerable funds into a sector which has been under-funded for some years. This means the establishment of new research schemes which are likely to be open to international as well as local scholars, with the aim of luring promising/established Australian citizens home again, drawing in promising/established overseas scholars, and sending Australian scholars to work for periods in international institutions. The hope is that worlds-best-practice will in this way be enshrined in Australian research institutions.

Another trend is the emphasis, in government-funded research schemes, on specific 'priority areas', (which include: 'an environmentally sustainable Australia; promoting and maintaining good health; frontier technologies for building and transforming Australian industries; safeguarding Australia'). These priority areas are fairly instrumental in their aims and scope, and culturally-oriented research is not easy to justify within their terms.

- Which main obstacles are discussed there and/or experienced by you?
The main obstacle in my own situation would be relative lack of track record as a young researcher, which puts me in a non-competitive position against established scholars. It is however true that some of the large external granting schemes have a portion of their total funding allocation set aside for 'Early Career Researchers', and also that seed funding from within my own institution (also specifically targeted at Early Career Researchers, defined as being within five years of completion of the PhD) has given me experience in writing grant applications. I am also fortunate in having academic mentors and collaborators in other national and international institutions, who have been generous and strategic in guiding my research endeavours.

Other general issues or obstacles for Australian scholars include the fact that some of the older, more research-intensive universities have much higher levels of administrative support for the (very onerous and time-consuming) task of writing grant applications, and have a supportive and colleagial research culture which assists scholars in conceiving and framing research projects. The newer and more vocationally-oriented universities (for instance the University of Technology Sydney, which was reformulated as a university from a collection of former Colleges of Advanced Education just under twenty years ago) have the disadvantage of a generally less research-oriented staff body, a smaller or less well-established research culture, heavy teaching loads, a lack of administrative support for grant writing, and so on. There are however also advantages for a research-active scholar in such institutions, since much of the responsibility for a given faculty's publications falls onto the shoulders of a few active scholars, who are sometimes given a certain leeway as a result.

- Are there efforts to make  publication measurements more relevant to humanities research?
Yes, this is being discussed at the highest levels of government and university policy - I think it is fair to say that all of these issues are presently under re-evaluation in Australia, and a whole new system of measuring the output and level of research (moving from the simple counting of publications, to a measure of peer esteem and 'quality') has been extensively discussed and researched over the past year. The election of the new government has also thrown this into a new light.
Generally speaking, it seems that there is a general recognition that there are problems with the present method of measuring research quantum, that it needs to shift to reflect new methods and modes of research (practice-based research, interdisciplinary research, industry-oriented as well as 'pure' research), but that this is a far from simple task, and no system will ever be perfect.

- How do universities and other research funders look upon success in attracting external funding ?
Unversities look very favourably on success in attracting external funding as a measure of a researcher's productivity, peer esteem, and general success, and this is taken into account in promotion and job applications. It is anecdotally said that success in attracting external funding is now a much more significant register of success than actual publications, and certainly more than undergraduate or postgraduate teaching. As mentioned earlier, there is also a cumulative effect, where a researcher who has already had some success in attracting external funding is far more likely to be successful again.

- Is there any debate on (or good solutions for) how to handle interdisciplinary applications fairly in a funding system that often respect disciplinary boundaries?
Yes, there is considerable debate on these issues - for instance in architecture, as an intensely practice-oriented discipline, where the nature and role of research in relation to actual practice is not at all clear. In addition, scholars who work in an inter-disciplinary way within what might be called the 'architectural humanities' are at a disadvantage to other humanities or culturally-oriented scholars, since the research and grant-getting culture in architecture is considerably less well-developed than in those other fields, and following a long undergraduate technical training it is still relatively unusual to hold a PhD in architectural academia. Debate and lobbying has been intense with the new federal government and new education minister, with various industry and academic groupings vying to be the peak advisory body. 
Within this turbulent context the question of how to handle funding applications for interdisciplinary projects is a very hot topic in Australia, in architecture and all of the culturally-oriented fields.
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