Senate Higher Education Committee - Monday, September 24, 2012

Good Morning Senator Cunningham and Distinguished Members:

I am Adrienne Eaton, President of the Rutgers AAUP-AFT.   I represent the full time faculty both tenure track and non-tenure track (2800), the grad student employees (teaching assistants and research assistants - 1900), the EOF counselors (25) and most recently post-doctoral scholars (400).   I am also a Professor in the School of Management and Labor Relations and the Chair of my Department.  In our system of shared governance in higher education, a union member can also function as an effective manager.   My own area of expertise is Labor Relations, but I will defer to my colleagues on the next panel to discuss that topic. I would be more than happy to return on another occasion for a longer and more detailed discussion which is much needed and long overdue. I am here today rather to discuss with you the value of faculty and staff research and its impact on economic development. 
FRAMEWORK:
We just finished a legislative debate on restructuring higher education and central to that debate was an economic development argument, more specifically the need to attract greater amounts of federal research funding.

As an active researcher in my own field, I am here to thank you for shining that spotlight on the importance of research to our state.   At Rutgers, research and other grants are the fastest growing source of revenue for the university.  I want to make clear that the vast majority of the grant-getting at the university is done by faculty and secondarily staff, not the management of the university.   Basic research, funded by federal, state and private sources and conducted on our college campuses (all of them), is an important and often overlooked stimulus to economic development.  

RESEARCH as ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT:

First, grants directly create jobs – research dollars are used for equipment and supplies, travel and other research costs but also for hiring research assistance from undergraduate students, graduate students, postdocs and research faculty.  In total, there are several thousand faculty and staff jobs at Rutgers entirely funded by external research grants. No doubt there are several thousand more at NJIT, UMDNJ and the state colleges combined.  

Creating a research-friendly environment is also a key indicator of where companies are located or choose to relocate. New Jersey has been known as the nation’s medicine chest because of its highly-educated workforce, but we risk losing our competitive advantage in the pharmaceutical and biomedical industries. Silicon Valley is strategically located in a concentration of higher education institutions including Stanford and Berkeley. North Carolina’s “Research Triangle” has been attracting biomedical companies over the past few decades. Massachusetts has capitalized for decades on its higher education concentration in the Boston metro area.

Research provides opportunities for and attracts the best undergraduate students, creating incentives for them to remain in the state for their college or university years.   And the research shows that where a student studies has a great influence on where he/she works and lives after graduation. 

77% of the research money brought into Rutgers comes from federal research grants.   The federal research dollars won by Rutgers has increased exponentially over the last two decades.  This amounts to a return to New Jersey of our federal tax dollars.  Like other affluent states, our state generally sends more to Washington than we get back.   We can continue to build on this record of grant-getting but not without proper state investment.  You’ll find the specific numbers of this in the charts attached to my written testimony.   I’m sure there is similar growth at many of our state colleges and universities.

This grant-getting cannot happen, however, without the steady support of the state.   Our state salaries provide the faculty with the time to write grants, often a lengthy and complicated process.   We need up to date facilities in which to conduct research – again, grant income rarely foots 100% of the facilities bill.   Further we need staff support in preparing budgets and other grant application documents (often 100s of pages).  We also need staff support to administer grants, monitoring paperwork requirements and more importantly budgets.    While grant overhead helps to pay for some of this, many grants – including those from the state of New Jersey itself - do not provide any administrative overhead.   

The repeated cuts in state support to the university have made it difficult to sustain this effort.  The grant accounting unit at Rutgers is consistently understaffed and there is heavy turnover as the staff find the workloads overwhelming.   Problems in grant accounting can lead to the loss of grant funds as has happened in my own unit.  
Research activity is so important that our union has sponsored grant writing workshops and regularly advocates for increases in federal research allocations. We are confident that, given proper support, our members will continue to increase New Jersey’s share of the federal research pie.

If we take both a short and a long view, investment in public higher education is a win-win for the state. In the short term, greater state investment creates jobs immediately conducting research and administering grants. Research facility construction creates even more jobs while expanding our state’s research capacity making us more attractive for federal and private grants. 

As we move forward we need to be very strategic with our state and university resources. State investment in infrastructure and operating aid is critically important. For Rutgers and our other state colleges and universities to recruit great faculty, staff and students we must contain the cost growth of attending college and properly fund and staff our academic departments and research programs.

In the long term, expansion of research capacity and increased state investment demonstrates to start-up businesses and established corporations that NJ is the right place to locate or relocate. 

