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The Contribution of E-Research to VUW’s Research Strategy 
2008 - 2010 

VUW must develop a sustainable capability to conduct e-Research if it is to meet the 
objectives of the Research Strategy. This paper proposes the development of a VUW e-
Research Roadmap that would outline the actions that could be taken and the investments 
that could be made to ensure VUW maintains a leadership role and builds a strategic 
advantage in this area. 

Defining e-Research 

In Australia e-Research is defined as encapsulating research activities that use a spectrum of 
advanced information and communication technologies (ICT) and that embrace new research 
methodologies emerging from increasing access to advanced networks, services and tools.1 In the 
UK, a simpler vision reflects the impact of this access: the purpose of the UK’s e-Science 
initiative is to enable faster, better or different research.2 

Reports from New Zealand e-Research champions3 who have recently attended overseas 
meetings indicate that research in Europe, North America, and increasingly Australia is now 
focused on using e-Research tools and methods to develop novel ways of conducting research.  

Ulf Dahlsten, Director of Emerging Technologies and Infrastructures at the European 
Commission recently commented on the potential impact of e-Research:  

In five years 80 percent of all scientific papers in all areas will be made in virtual 
laboratories. Fifty percent of social science documents will go the same way in five 
to ten years.4 

New Zealand is at an early stage in its development of e-Research capability, but our research 
competitiveness and ability to participate in large-scale international collaborations depend upon 
it. In the coming years, the New Zealand research sector – and individual institutions within that 
sector, such as VUW – will need to build up a significant technological base (infrastructure, 
middleware and applications) and to ensure the availability of professionals with the skills and 
expertise to use e-research tools to enhance research processes and outputs.  

The new Kiwi Advanced Research and Education Network (KAREN) is an important enabler, 
offering immediate opportunities to do things more quickly: however, KAREN is only the first 
part of a much larger e-Research infrastructure that needs to evolve. There is still a great deal of 
work to be done ensuring that researchers understand the new environment, and have the support 
to develop and adopt new tools and methodologies that will enable better and different research. 

Strategic Importance of e-Research to VUW’s Research Strategy 

The University’s Research Strategy recommends targeting certain areas of activity to improve 
VUW’s research as measured by future PBRF revenue and results. There is significant scope 
within this process to address the international paradigm shift to e-Research and its impact on the 
future of VUW’s research. 

                                                 
1 Australian Government Department of Education, Science and Training, e-Research, 
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/research_sector/policies_issues_reviews/key_issues/e_research_consult/ 
2 Tony Hey, Director, UK e-Science Core Programme, e-Research, e-Infrastructure and Social Science, 2005, 
http://www.ncess.ac.uk/events/conference/2005/papers/presentations/ncess2005_hey.pdf 
3 Assoc. Prof. Paul Bonnington, the Director of e-Research at the University of Auckland, attended the UK All Hands 
Meeting and Prof. John Hine of VUW attended the Fall Internet2 Member Meeting in October 2007. 
4 International Science Grid This Week, Feature - EGEE ’07 stresses opportunities for cooperation, commercialisation 
and continued innovation, 3 October 2007, http://www.isgtw.org/?pid=1000699 
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A sustainable e-Research capability would support VUW’s Research Strategy in a variety of 
ways: 

• World class research, built on international and national collaborations. E-Research tools 
and services strongly support distributed collaborative research, at international and national 
level. Wider adoption of these tools is a prerequisite to any increase in the proportion of 
internationally active A-rated researchers and will facilitate VUW participation in 
collaborative research areas identified in the Investment Plan, especially Innovation and 
Future Technologies, Global Change and Sustainable Futures, Biotechnology for Human and 
Environment Health, and International Engagement and Understanding.  

• Access to new research funds. Participation in research projects supported by e-Research will 
open access to possible sub-contract funding from international sources such as the EU 
Framework Seven and the US National Science Foundation. 

The government may also continue to support the development of e-Research capability (e.g. 
through the KAREN Capability Build Fund, TEC or MoRST’s new Research Infrastructure 
Advisory Group): this in itself would be a potential source of new funding. 

• Postgraduate research. Access to e-Research tools and services (e.g. advanced networks and 
computational resources) is likely to be a factor that high quality international candidates will 
explore in deciding whether to choose VUW for their postgraduate study.  

E-Research capability would also improve the postgraduate experience and contribute to a 
higher completion rate by fostering peer interaction and mentoring across different 
institutions. The BRCSS Talanoa Network (led by VUW’s Va'aomanū Pasifika) is a 
successful example of the Access Grid being used to support postgraduate interaction. This 
type of activity also relates to the Key Shift in the Investment Plan towards cross-institution 
collaboration where critical mass cannot be achieved, especially for postgraduate research. 

• Focus on areas of strength, interdisciplinary research. E-Research is one example of 
Innovation Using Future Technologies. Schools of Computer Science, Engineering and 
Design, and units like the New Zealand Electronic Text Centre are obvious contributors to the 
development of e-Research. As noted above VUW has other interdisciplinary strengths that 
address some of today’s big challenges such as climate change, international relations, and 
health. The scale of these challenges requires research by large national and international 
teams and will require innovative, collaborative tools and services. 

The ability for e-Research to contribute in these ways is dependent upon investment in capability 
building, especially in ICT. Ongoing investment in ICT has strengthened its role as VUW’s 
‘nervous system’: ICT supports administration (e.g. finance, HR, student records, MyVictoria), 
library services (e.g. library management, electronic resources like catalogues and databases), 
teaching and learning (e.g. Blackboard, Mediasite) and research (e.g. KAREN).  

Because ICT supports so many University functions, the balance of ICT spending across these 
different domains must be reviewed regularly to reflect their relative strategic importance, 
particularly as priorities change over time. Prior to investment in KAREN, the generic ICT 
platform provided by ITS was the only significant University ICT support for research: the recent 
addition of research support to the IT Strategic Plan is therefore a first step in the right direction. 
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VUW and E-Research 

Like all New Zealand universities, VUW has invested in KAREN as a piece of foundational e-
Research infrastructure, and is now trying to leverage that investment through other development 
activities. VUW is recognised as being amongst the leaders in several areas: 

• Warwick Clegg is on the Board of REANNZ, the government-owned company that operates 
KAREN on behalf of the members. 

• John Hine chairs the Panel that advises REANNZ on e-Research capability development. 

• The Research Office has supported the role of an e-Research Development Coordinator, Sam 
Searle. VUW was the first university to establish an operational e-research development role. 
The Research Office has also provided funds for e-research programming support. 

• Sam and John authored the Advanced Network Capability Building: Roadmap 2007-2009, 
which sets out national requirements for developing KAREN capability and fostering uptake. 

• Sam and John worked with HortResearch to kickstart KAREN uptake in Crown Research 
Institutes through a series of five one-day workshops for ~100 CRI researchers in Wellington, 
Auckland, Palmerston North, Christchurch and Invermay. 

• VUW is the lead organisation in a bid by all eight universities to TEC’s Encouraging and 
Supporting Innovation (ESI) Programme. The proposal is for e-Research capability 
development in high-value research areas such as biosecurity and seismology. 

• The VUW computational grid of over 1000 workstations has been used by several projects, 
including one in astrophysics that located a new body in space. 

• VUW was a leader in the implementation of the Access Grid for video collaboration, and 
staff continue to be active in the development of AG and other real-time collaboration tools.  

• Both VUW and the MacDiarmid Institute are partners with Canterbury University in the IBM 
BlueGene, which in addition to its existing HPC resources, establishes Canterbury as a high 
performance computing centre in New Zealand.5 

In the broader New Zealand context, other significant e-Research development activities include: 

• The BeSTGRID project, led by Auckland, with Massey and Canterbury Universities. This 
project received $2.5M in funding from TEC’s IDF fund, and is responsible for accelerating 
national e-Research capability through technical development, as well as advocacy and 
knowledge transfer. Sam has represented VUW on the BeSTGRID Steering Committee and 
John has recently been invited to join, as this group is extending its mandate from project 
oversight to more strategic national governance. At a technical level, these three institutions 
now have a significant ‘head-start’: VUW and other KAREN members urgently need to build 
up local infrastructure to fully participate in the emerging national grid. 

• A suite of major projects funded by the KAREN Capability Build Fund. VUW is not amongst 
the universities and CRIs that have been successful in seeking KAREN Capability Build 
Fund support for major initiatives. VUW will have several strong applications to Round 2 of 
the CBF closing at the end of November 2007, but the funding available and timeframe for 
projects are both now much smaller than for Round 1. 

                                                 
5 Although Canterbury is currently the leader in HPC capability there is a proposal before MoRST’s Research 
Infrastructure Advisory Group to develop a national distributed HPC capability across a number of research 
institutions. 
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Developing E-Research Capability 

The Advanced Network Capability Building Roadmap 2007-2009 sets out the capability 
development requirements for the NZ research sector to make full use of KAREN and to begin 
the paradigm shift towards e-Research. All KAREN members need to address their infrastructure 
and skills base. Most will also face issues around policy and business processes.  

The institutional effort will be substantial and will require an investment in ICT support for 
research similar to that made for other areas: however, ICT is not the only area in which support 
and investment are required if VUW is to develop e-Research capability. Adoption of new 
technologies is an evolutionary process that also requires a commitment of resources over time to 
activities such as awareness raising, professional development, and support services. 

Typical technology adoption lifecyles (see an example below)6 suggest that maintaining the 
momentum of early adopters through “the chasm” is difficult. It takes time and effort to convert 
the enthusiasm and ad hoc solutions of early adopters into standard services and processes that 
can be utilised by the majority. Most users are conservative, and will only move to new 
technologies when they are mature, easy and convenient.  

 

 

 

This ongoing process is one of capability building. Capability can be understood as “the 
appropriate combination of competent people, knowledge, money, technology, physical assets, 
systems and structures necessary to deliver a specified level of performance in pursuit of an 
organisation’s objectives, now and/or in the future.”7  

As this definition suggests, the focus of capability building is not technology alone, but also 
people, business processes, resourcing, and alignment with strategic goals. In the following 
section we indicate broad goals that would contribute the development of sustainable e-Research 
capability at VUW. 

                                                 
6 Norman, The Invisible Computer, 1998. 
7 Department of Conservation (NZ). Appendix 5. Glossary. Statement of Intent 2004–2007. 
http://www.doc.govt.nz/templates/MultipageDocumentPage.aspx?id=41244. 
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Next step: VUW e-Research Roadmap 

VUW needs an e-Research Roadmap to guide local e-Research capability development activities 
in the next three years. 

The VUW e-Research Roadmap should: 

• use the Advanced Network Capability Building Roadmap 2007-2009 as a framework, so that 
essential areas of collaboration with other universities, and in the wider KAREN community 
(e.g. with CRIs) are addressed alongside local requirements. 

• be developed in consultation with units across VUW that have a mandate in the area of ICT 
and/or research support, including ITS, the Research Office and the University Teaching and 
Development Centre. Other stakeholder groups such as the Research Committee, ITSOC, 
ITAAG, and the Deputy Deans of Research will also need to provide input. 

• focus where possible on practical and measurable activities. 

• cover at least the following areas: 

1. Advocacy and strategic partnerships 

2. Workforce development 

a. Professional development 

b. Career structures: recruitment, retention and rewards 

c. Fostering talent and leadership amongst new researchers 

d. Curricula initiatives to build e-research skills 

3. Technology 

a. Research infrastructure 

b. ICT-supported collaboration 

c. Applications and programming for research 

4. Improved management of digital resources 

The Roadmap should be developed around the following broad goals: 

• To support and encourage E-Research in all disciplines and across disciplines. Not all 
disciplines will be as demanding as others, but all can potentially benefit from the new tools 
and services. Interdisciplinary research should be facilitated. 

• To make explicit the role of infrastructure and supporting capability in achieving the outputs 
focused on by the PBRF. There is a risk that a focus on research outputs alone could have 
negative consequences in the medium and long term. VUW must identify the capabilities 
necessary to maintain internationally recognised research for the foreseeable future. 

• To identify strategies for the development of ICT competence able to support the development 
of e-Research through the technology adoption lifecycle. Such strategies are now found at 
many Australian universities, and are under development at Auckland and Canterbury. 

• To identify funding opportunities to support the development of e-Research capabilities. 
VUW can provide internal funding opportunities (faculty and university research grants, 
targeted PhDs, conference travel, study leave and professional development) and help staff 
and students access external funding sources in this area. 
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• To minimise barriers to adoption by researchers. Issues ranging from the usability of tools 
and services to the perceived rewards for investing time in the development of e-Research 
impact on researchers’ participation. 

• To develop sustainable e-Research leadership. Postgraduates and new researchers are most 
amenable to new methodologies. Targeting new researchers while still providing professional 
development opportunities for staff at all levels will provide e-Research capability for the 
future. 

• To contribute to e-Research governance and strategy nationally and internationally. By 
participating in significant workshops and conferences and actively contributing to working 
groups, panels and committees, VUW can benefit from a position of leadership. 

While pursuing these goals the Roadmap should adhere to a few key principles: 

• Build on existing technologies and standards. VUW should avoid the “not invented here” 
syndrome by adopting solutions developed by others. In doing so it should pay careful 
attention to accepted standards and best practice in the global e-Research community.  

• Willingly share e-Research expertise and technology. New Zealand faces a considerable 
challenge in aspiring to join the international e-Research community. Its research institutions 
must share expertise as well as resources if the country is to meet this challenge. 

• Leverage strategic partnerships and our Wellington location. VUW can build on the 
Investment Plan’s identification of our “ unique position in the Capital City” for the benefit of 
VUW and the wider New Zealand e-Research community. 

Conclusion 

VUW must develop a sustainable capability to conduct e-Research if it is to meet the objectives 
of the Research Strategy. Achieving this will require investment in areas such as ICT capability, 
staff development, and collaboration with other institutions. To maximise the benefit from this 
investment VUW should prepare a roadmap for the development of e-Research capability through 
2010. 


