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Throughout history, humans have 
been sceptical about technological 
innovation. 

The Victorians fretted that wireless 
telegraphs would cause people to forget how 
to talk to each other. Fast forward to today and 
there are concerns about the risk of robots 
pushing more and more people out of jobs. 

Many of the concerns about artificial 
intelligence are understandable but we can 
also take an optimistic perspective. What if 
we imagined how machine learning might 
make our experience of the world better, not 
worse?

This issue’s cover story explores how 
Professor Mari Velonaki and her colleagues 
at UNSW’s Creative Robotics Lab are 
addressing that question. Their work shows 
how robots can be an extraordinarily positive 
force in people’s lives.

Be inspired by Paro the fluffy white seal, 
who helps dementia patients communicate, 
or Kaspar, who helps children with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder feel more comfortable in 
the world.

What makes this work so powerful is 
that it brings science and the arts together. 
Collaborating across disciplines to maximise 
our real-world impact is at the core of our 
2025 Strategy, and it’s also a strong theme 
throughout this issue. 

I am equally excited by the work of UNSW 
Medicine’s Professor Robyn Richmond 
and her cross-disciplinary team in Uganda. 
They have an incredible story to tell about 
bringing health services to women in Gulu, in 
northern Uganda, as do the visionary UNSW 
engineering students, the Impact Engineers, 
whose commitment to “thinking global” took 
them on a humanitarian journey to Sri Lanka. 

There is much else to enjoy in this edition 
of UNSW Magazine. I hope that when you 
read it you will, like me, feel proud to be part 
of the UNSW community. 

PROFESSOR IAN JACOBS

From the Vice-Chancellor
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I came to Australia because I believed 
it would allow me to realise my 
dreams. I was warmly welcomed and 

have found that both the research and 
business communities have backed 
me.

Together we’ve done some amazing 
things. And I pinch myself every 
day because what we’re doing at 
the University of NSW in Sydney is 
extraordinary.

We’re pushing the frontiers of 
technology to manipulate individual 
atoms to create devices that have 
never existed before. And atoms are 
totally unforgiving.

My team takes on incredibly hard 
scientific challenges. They’re people 
with huge grit and determination. And 
they’re going to need it.

Ultimately, we’ve set ourselves 
an audacious goal. We want to build 
not just a quantum computer, but a 
quantum computing industry here in 
Australia. We’re up against the likes of 
Google, IBM and Microsoft. And if I 
lived in any other country in the world 
I’d be worried.

But we’ve proven time and again 
that Australian researchers have 
some unique advantages. We 
collaborate across boundaries, but 
we also compete hard. We’re down 
to earth. We’re judged by results and 
we believe in what’s real. Our distaste 
for authority means that we think for 
ourselves. Best of all, we’re prepared to 
give those hard challenges a go. I firmly 
believe there is nowhere else in the 
world better to do scientific research 
and challenge what is possible.

As someone who was not born in 
this country, it is a huge honour and, 
to be honest, a total surprise, to be 
recognised here today. Especially 
when I’ve been surrounded by so many 
other extraordinary nominees.

I’m not just a scientist. As a physicist, 

I’m also a woman in a man’s world.
Throughout my career I’ve found 

that people often underestimate female 
scientists. In some ways for me that’s 
been great; I’ve flown under the radar 
and been able to get on with things.

But I’m also conscious that when a 
person starts to believe in what others 
think of them, that belief can become 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. And that is 
one reason why I feel it is important 
not to be defined by other people’s 
expectations of who you are or what 
you might be.

I do believe that women think 

differently, and that diversity of 
thought is invaluable to technological 
and research development.

I’m not a fan of mandating there are 
equal numbers of men and women in 
every job. But I am a fan of ensuring 
that all young people, both male and 
female, pursue what they love. They 
set their sights high, they tackle the 
hardest challenges in life, and they 
be the creators, not just the users of 
technology.

Some of this can be instilled in 
schools and in universities, but much 
of it has got to come from within. And 
this is true for anyone, but particularly 
for women. In the same way that you 
have got to defy the expectations 
of others, you also have to defy the 
expectations you place on yourself.

So, in my life I’ve really lived to four 
mantras: do what’s hard, place high 
expectations on yourself, take risks 
and do something that matters. And 
these ideas have kept me going when 
things have got tough.

But I’ve also come to realise I’m very 
fortunate to live in a country that not 
only accepts these ideals but celebrates 
them. And that says something very 
important about Australian society.

I say to all those young people out 
there who have got dreams that they 
are following: be proud of your country 
and of who you are. Know that reward 
comes from hard work, and that some 
of the biggest rewards come from 
taking on the biggest challenges.

Unlike me, you don’t have to go 
overseas to realise your dreams. You 
can realise them right here. Look into 
your heart and look to your own land.

This is an edited version of the acceptance 
speech given by Professor Michelle 
Simmons at the 2018 Australian of the Year 
announcement ceremony at Parliament 
House, Canberra, on January 25.

Scientia Professor 
Michelle Simmons 
was named 2018 
Australian of the Year 
in recognition of her 
pioneering research 
and leadership in 
quantum computing.

Michelle Simmons  2018 AUSTRALIAN OF THE YEAR
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collaboration between new teachers and rural schools.      
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In the first deal of its kind in the world university 
sector, UNSW Sydney reached an agreement with 
Maoneng Australia and Origin Energy to have 100% of 
its energy supplied by photovoltaic solar energy.

The 15-year solar supply agreement with Maoneng, 
which for the first time brings together a retailer, 
developer and corporate, will allow UNSW to achieve 
its goal of carbon neutrality on energy use by 2020. 
UNSW believes it is the first university worldwide to 
go fully energy carbon neutral with 100% of its needs 
supplied by solar photovoltaics (PV).

“This landmark initiative is an exciting step towards 
realising UNSW’s goal of carbon neutrality on energy 
use by 2020 and reflects our commitment to making 
a positive global impact,” said UNSW President and 
Vice-Chancellor Professor Ian Jacobs.

“The Solar PPA arrangement will allow UNSW to 
secure carbon emission-free electricity supplies at 

a cost which is economically and environmentally 
attractive when compared to fossil fuel-sourced 
supplies.”

Jacobs said the deal was a testament to the world-
class research carried out at UNSW. 

“UNSW researchers, in particular Professor Martin 
Green and the late Professor Stuart Wenham and 
their teams, have been instrumental in ensuring that 
solar energy is affordable and accessible to all – this 
deal is a testament to their work,” he said. 

Under the agreement, UNSW will purchase up to 
124,000 MWh of renewable energy per annum from 
Maoneng’s Sunraysia Solar Farm near Balranald in 
south-western NSW, meeting UNSW’s annual energy 
requirement starting in 2019.

A three-year retail firming contract was also signed 
with Origin, as the electricity retailer, to manage the 
intermittency of solar production.

Professor Helen Lochhead, the  
Dean of the UNSW Faculty of Built 
Environment, has added several  
high-profile appointments to her 
already extensive portfolio. 

Lochhead has been elected 
president of the Australian Institute of 
Architects (AIA), where she will promote 
the value of architectural education 
and the export of architectural 

services to the national economy. The 
appointment, which is effective from 
May 2019, will create opportunities to 
further develop research collaboration 
and knowledge exchange with industry 
and government.

In April, Lochhead was also 
appointed to serve on the first NSW 
State Design Review Panel (SDRP), 
a panel of 40 independent experts 
to advise on significant, large-
scale developments in NSW.

The panel will work with the 
Government Architect NSW to review 
and consider key elements of the 
assessment process such as local 

character and design excellence.  
Lochhead said she was looking 

forward to further aligning university 
and professional expectations 
including continuing postgraduate and 
professional development education.

Lochhead is also Chair of the Sydney 
South Planning Panel, serves on the 
National Council and Board of the 
Australian Institute of Architects 
and has held many senior roles in 
NSW government, including Deputy 
Government Architect, and Executive 
Director roles at the Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority and Sydney 
Olympic Park Authority.

LAW HUB TO TACKLE 
TECH CHALLENGES

• UNSW Sydney and law firm 
Allens officially launched the 
Allens Hub for Technology, 
Law & Innovation in March, 
unveiling 10 new research 
streams to tackle legal 
issues surrounding data, 
artificial intelligence, privacy, 
online social collaboration, 
intellectual property and 
digital platforms. The Allens 
Hub will investigate a wide 
range of issues, including the 
concept of legal responsibility 
for artificial intelligence, and 
the legal status of synthetic 
life forms.

INNOVATIVE NUW 
ALLIANCE GETS CEO

• Bran Black has been 
appointed CEO of the NUW 
Alliance, a first-of-its-kind 
partnership between the 
University of Newcastle, UNSW 
Sydney and the University 
of Wollongong. Black has 
served as Chief of Staff for the 
NSW Attorney-General and 
the NSW Environment and 
Heritage Minister. During his 
time in government, he was 
instrumental in delivering 
government reforms including 
the 2017 criminal justice 
reforms.

PROGRAM TARGETS 
FINANCIAL LITERACY

• UNSW Sydney has taken the 
lead on promoting financial 
literacy and independence 
among students, launching 
its Financial Inclusion Action 
Plan (FIAP). UNSW is the 
largest educational institute 
to take part in the program, 
established by Good Shepherd 
Microfinance. Professor Eileen 
Baldry, Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
Inclusion and Diversity at 
UNSW, said the FIAP had been 
developed following extensive 
student consultation.

NSW Minister for the Environment 
Gabrielle Upton was on hand for 
the launch of the world’s first 
e-waste microfactory at UNSW 
Sydney.

Using technology developed 
following extensive scientific 
research at UNSW’s Centre for 
Sustainable Materials Research 
and Technology (SMaRT Centre), 
the e-waste microfactory has the 
potential to reduce the rapidly 
growing environmental problem of 
vast amounts of electronic waste.

Upton said it was pleasing to 
launch a NSW home-grown solution 
to the waste challenges facing 
communities all over the world.

“It is exciting to see innovations 
such as this prototype microfactory 
and the potential they have to 
reduce waste,” she added.

SMaRT Centre Director Professor 
Veena Sahajwalla said the e-waste 
microfactory was the first of a 
series of microfactories under 
development and in testing at 
UNSW that could also turn many 
types of consumer waste such 
as glass, plastic and timber into 
commercial materials and products.

For instance, old computer 
circuit boards can be transformed 

FY
I

into valuable metal alloys such 
as copper and tin, and glass and 
plastic from e-devices can be 
converted into micromaterials used 
in industrial-grade ceramics and 
plastic filaments for 3D printing.

“These microfactories can 
transform waste where it is 
stockpiled and created, enabling 
local businesses and communities 
to not only tackle local waste 
problems but to develop a 
commercial opportunity from 
the valuable materials that are 
created,” Sahajwalla said.

UNSW’s modular microfactories 
can operate on a site as small as 50 
square metres and can be located 
wherever waste may be stockpiled. 
A microfactory is one or a series 
of small machines and devices 
that uses patented technology to 
perform one or more functions in 
the re-forming of waste products 
into new and usable resources.

UNSW has developed the 
technology with support from the 
Australian Research Council and is 
now in partnership with a number 
of businesses and organisations 
including e-waste recycler TES, 
mining manufacturer Moly-Cop, 
and spectacle maker Dresden.

B R I E F S N E E D  T O  K N O W

World-first e-waste microfactory 
offers mobile solution to landfill

Lochhead  
joins leading 
advisory 
groups

JACOBS’ COMMUNITY  
FOCUS FOR GO8

• UNSW Sydney President and 
Vice-Chancellor Professor Ian 
Jacobs took up his role as the 
Group of Eight’s (Go8) new Chair 
in February. Go8 Chief Executive 
Vicki Thomson said: “Professor 
Jacobs has made it clear that 
he intends to use his year at 
the helm focusing on taking 
universities into the community, 
building stronger partnerships, 
and continuing to highlight the 
vital role universities play in 
Australia.”

PARTNERSHIP TACKLES 
POVERTY HEAD ON

• UNSW Sydney and the Australian 
Council of Social Service (ACOSS) 
launched a collaboration in 
February to tackle poverty 
and equality head on. The 
collaboration includes backing 
from UNSW, ACOSS member 
organisations and philanthropists 
to the value of $2 million over 
five years. The interdisciplinary 
collaboration aims to focus 
national attention on poverty and 
inequality through high-quality 
research, policy development and 
advocacy to effect change. 

MARINE, MEDICAL PROJECTS 
TOP RESEARCH GRANTS

• UNSW was awarded almost 
$4 million in Australian 
Research Council (ARC) Linkage 
Grants in February, the highest 
amount in the Group of Eight (Go8). 
UNSW received 43% of the overall 
total ARC funding of $9.2 million, 
for projects including research on 
marine pollution, coastal hazards, 
ocean weather, antibiotic use, and 
Aboriginal health and wellbeing. 
Professor Nicholas Fisk, Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor (Research) at 
UNSW, said: “This funding will 
really help overcome some of 
society’s biggest challenges to 
achieve real-world outcomes for 
Australia.”

STUDENT MEDIATORS  
THE BEST IN THE WORLD

• A team of UNSW Law 
students claimed victory at 
the International Chamber of 
Commerce’s (ICC) International 
Commercial Mediation 
Competition in Paris, beating 
65 teams from 32 countries. The 
UNSW team of Nanak Narulla, 
Brittany Young, Nadhirah Daud and 
Jack Rathie beat a team from Saint 
Joseph University of Beirut in the 
final of the annual competition, 
regarded as the world’s top 
mediation challenge. 

UNSW GALLERIES  
APPOINTS NEW DIRECTOR 

• UNSW Galleries has a new 
Director, José Da Silva, who has 
almost 20 years of curatorial and 
management experience in art 
museums, private and public-
sector environments. Over the 
past decade he delivered an 
ambitious program of exhibitions 
and projects at the Queensland 
Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern 
Art, working across cinema, 
contemporary international art 
and performance. 
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NSW Minister for the Environment Gabrielle Upton and SMaRT Centre Director  
Professor Veena Sahajwalla at the microfactory launch. 

UNSW signs  
world-first solar 
energy agreement

UNSW signs  
world-first solar 
energy agreement

UNSW signs  
world-first solar 
energy agreement
UNSW President and Vice-Chancellor Professor Ian Jacobs with solar PV arrays installed across rooftops at the UNSW Kensington campus.
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UNSW Canberra launched the new UNSW Defence 
Research Institute in February to deliver world-class 
research to enhance Australia’s security.

The UNSW Defence Research Institute draws on 
the expertise of researchers from UNSW Sydney and 
Canberra, to provide Defence with solutions to real-
world issues.

Headquartered at UNSW Canberra, the institute 
was officially launched by UNSW President and Vice-
Chancellor Professor Ian Jacobs. This was followed 
by celebrations at Parliament House to mark the 50th 
anniversary of educating Australia’s future military 
leaders at UNSW Canberra.

“World-class defence starts with world-class 
research,” Jacobs said. “UNSW Canberra has 50 years' 
experience partnering with Defence and a 50-year 
history of excelling in research.

“The UNSW Defence Research Institute will 
combine our strengths and lead the way for the next 
50 years and beyond.”

Jacobs said the institute’s knowledge would 
be shared with communities across academia, 
government and industry, as well as global policy 
makers.

“UNSW excels in areas such as cyber security, 
space-systems engineering, artificial intelligence, 
logistics, hypersonics, defence-related public sector 
management and conflict studies,” he said. “We are 
making our expertise available for others to learn.”

The search is now on for a director to lead the 
institute.

UNSW Canberra Rector Professor Michael Frater 
said the UNSW Defence Research Institute would 
shine a light on the ground-breaking research 
conducted by the university’s academic staff.

“UNSW Canberra is one of the world’s leading 
research institutions, a pioneer in defence studies and 
a global leader in cyber security education,” Frater 
said. “It’s the natural home for Australia’s largest 
university-driven defence research institute.”

The Australian Human Rights Institute 
at UNSW Sydney was launched in March, 
and heralded for highlighting  the 
possibilities for collaborative research 
and the potential for young people 
to use their technology, idealism and 
power to make positive change.

The launch was hosted by ABC 
broadcaster Fran Kelly and featured a 
panel discussion where actor Magda 
Szubanski, The George Institute 
Executive Director Professor Vlado 
Perkovic, and Pollinate Energy 
cofounder Katerina Kimmorley shared 
their experiences in affecting change.

UNSW Sydney President and 

Vice-Chancellor Professor Ian Jacobs 
described the institute’s role in the 
University’s important mission to better 
the lives of people in some of the 
world’s most marginalised communities.

Institute Director Professor Louise 
Chappell told the audience these 
changes would be possible when STEMM 
and non-STEM researchers joined forces 
around rights challenges.

“In building these collaborations, our 
institute will be unique in the world,” 
Chappell said.

The night also featured UNSW Art 
and Design Honours student Dennis 
Golding (pictured) painting an artwork 
titled Pathways to Our Right. Guests 
were invited to contribute to the piece, 
which used traditional symbolism and 
merging colours to convey messages of 
unity.

The scaffolding came down and 
the volume went up following the 
refurbishment of UNSW Sydney’s iconic 
Roundhouse – the venue of choice for 
the biggest music acts for nearly six 
decades.

The Roundhouse was officially re-
opened on 15 March at a VIP event that 
featured speeches from President and 
Vice-Chancellor Professor Ian Jacobs and 
former Vice-Chancellor Professor John 
Niland, a member of the Student Union 
board when the Roundhouse opened 
in 1961. The doors were then opened to 
students and the public as indie-pop 
band San Cisco (pictured) performed to a 
sold-out crowd.

The redevelopment comprises new 
building services, new energy-efficient 
exterior lighting and a refurbishment 
of its interior that respects the heritage 
of the building while adding new 
functionality. Landscape improvements 
underway will provide connections 
to Anzac Parade, the future light rail 
platform and the broader campus. 

The Roundhouse has long been 
a significant venue in Sydney’s live 
music scene. Constructed in 1961, it was 
designed by the Government Architect 
and Edwards, Madigan, Torzillo, Briggs 
Architects who later built the National 
Gallery and High Court in Canberra. It was 
considered a cutting-edge architectural 
statement as Sydney’s first circular 
building.

The venue has hosted a diverse 
range of events over the past 56 years, 
including wedding receptions, Bacchus 
Balls, boxing matches, comedy nights, 
theatre sports, formal dinners, dance 
parties and even a conga line protest. 
Music acts have included Billy Thorpe 
and the Aztecs, Ratcat, Fatboy Slim, Foo 
Fighters, The Living End, Green Day, INXS 
and Nick Cave.

UNSW COURSES CLIMB 
GLOBAL RANKINGS

• UNSW Sydney achieved 
another strong result in the 
QS World University Rankings 
by Subject. Social Sciences 
and Management was the 
University’s strongest subject 
area, rising six spots to equal 
16th place. Subjects in that 
field include Education, up 
14 to 35, and Business & 
Management Studies, up one 
spot to 22. The University 
scored two top 10 subject 
rankings, Mineral & Mining 
Engineering (9) and Accounting 
& Finance (10). The University 
now has 22 subjects in the 
top 50.

MESITI TO SHAPE  
VENICE VISION

UNSW alumna  
Angelica Mesiti 
has been 
selected by 
the Australia 
Council to 

represent Australia at 
the Venice Biennale 
2019. Mesiti, one of Australia’s 
most celebrated contemporary 
artists working across video, 
performance and installation, 
holds a Bachelor of Fine Art 
(2001) and a Master of Fine 
Arts (2012) from UNSW Art & 
Design. “I’d like to say a big 
thank you to the selection 
panel for their faith in my 
practice and recognition of my 
work,” Mesiti said. 

IRANIAN AWARD FOR 
CELLULAR VISION

• UNSW Medicine Scientia 
Professor Katharina Gaus has 
been named a laureate at 
the Khwarizmi International 
Award for her work using 
single-molecule imaging to 
analyse the complex decision-
making process of T-cells. Gaus 
was one of five international 
medical researchers and 
scientists to receive an award 
at the 31st KIA Laureate 
ceremony in Tehran.

B R I E F S

Human Rights Institute aims for global change

New research underpins 
world-class national security

UNSW appoints first 
Judith Neilson Chair  
of Contemporary Art
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It is probably fair to assume that one of the first 
stops for Professor Paul Gladston after he arrives 
in Sydney from the UK will be the White Rabbit 
Gallery in Chippendale.

As the inaugural Judith Neilson Chair of 
Contemporary Art, Gladston (pictured) will be 
itching to make use of his access to the White 
Rabbit Collection, one of the world’s most 
significant collections of contemporary Chinese 
art and an invaluable research resource and 
focus for critical debate.

Established in February 2017 with a  
$6 million gift from philanthropist and White 
Rabbit Gallery founder Judith Neilson, the 
Chair is aimed at developing new knowledge 
and a better critical understanding of the global 
significance of contemporary art and culture.

Gladston, one of the world’s leading experts on 
Chinese contemporary art and culture, will be 
based at UNSW Art & Design from May, leading 
scholarly research into contemporary art, with a 
focus on China. 

He joins from the University of Nottingham 
where he was Professor of Contemporary Visual 
Cultures and Critical Theory, and Director of the 
Centre for Contemporary East-Asian Cultural 
Studies. Before this, he was seconded from the 
University of Nottingham as inaugural Head of 
the School of International Communications 
and Director of the Institute of Comparative 
Cultural Studies at the University of Nottingham 
Ningbo, China.

“The Judith Neilson Chair provides an 
incomparable platform for critical research into 
contemporary art, and contemporary art in and 
from China. This resonates strongly with my 
existing scholarship in these areas,” he said. “I 

am very excited about developing what I hope 
will be an internationally recognised focus for 
scholarly, curatorial and artistic excellence.”

Professor Ross Harley, Dean of UNSW Art & 
Design, said Gladston would lead the faculty’s 
research and dialogue in contemporary Chinese 
culture internationally. 

“His expertise and academic leadership will 
enhance UNSW’s global excellence in this field 
and help expand our expertise in contemporary 
Chinese art in a global and historic context,” 
Harley said. 

Founder and director of White Rabbit 
Gallery Judith Neilson said she established this 
Chair to support a leading scholar to deepen 
the intellectual rigour of research into global 
contemporary art.

“We have found that in Professor Gladston. 
We must give the work, the artists, and the 
distinctive and shared traditions the rigorous 
critical attention they deserve, and I look 
forward to working with him to achieve this,” 
Neilson said.

Yu-Chieh Li, Adjunct Researcher at Tate 
Research Centre: Asia, was appointed as 
the Judith Neilson Postdoctoral Fellow of 
Contemporary Art and will join the University 
later this year. 
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“I am very excited about  
developing what I hope will be  
an internationally recognised  
focus for scholarly, curatorial  
and artistic excellence.”

Roundhouse 
resurrected

UNSW Magazine
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Education’s Executive Director Learning 
and Business Systems, Cheryl Best, and her 
colleague Diane Wasson.

The three educators are behind a 
partnership that aims to address difficulties 
in attracting teachers to work in regional, 
rural and remote NSW. Despite scholarship 
programs and incentive packages, there are 
still more than 200 teacher vacancies in 150 
rural and remote NSW public schools. 

In early 2016, Wasson and her colleagues 
began thinking about how they could 
use student teacher placements to foster 
interest in working in rural and remote 
schools. “Under the Professional Experience 
Agreements with NSW initial teacher 
education providers, the Department 
has about 1850 schools taking teacher 
education placements from various [tertiary 
institutions] but we wanted to undertake 
a special process to get teacher education 
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students from metropolitan universities out 
into rural and regional area,” Wasson says.

When she began raising the idea of rural 
and remote placements with education 
heads at Sydney’s universities, it was UNSW’s 
Davison who quickly saw the potential. 
In collaboration with regional education 
department executives, Coonabarabran High 
was selected as the pilot school.

Under the scheme student teachers are 
placed at the school for nine weeks at the 
end of the final school term. For the first five 
weeks they are closely supervised but once 
they meet the required standard they are 
able to spend the last four weeks managing 
a classroom on their own with intermittent 
support and guidance. 

Davison says this is a key to the program’s 
success. “It provides our students with a 
bridging experience before they are on their 
own ... and they can be a bit more innovative 

westGo west

Dani Cooper reports on a  
program backed by UNSW and  
the NSW Department of Education 
that places student teachers in 
rural and remote schools.

W hen UNSW Sydney student 
teacher Danielle Barisa drove 
for seven hours over the Blue 
Mountains and out beyond the 

Bathurst Plains to Coonabarabran in 2016, 
it was the first time she had really ventured 
west. Besides a childhood visit to a Mudgee 
farmstay that  she barely remembered, her 
life had been spent on the Central Coast 
north of Sydney. The interior of NSW was a 
mystery to the then 23-year-old. 

Barisa admits to a sense of trepidation 
taking up the offer to do the final practicum of 
her Education (Master's) at Coonabarabran 
High School.  “Everyone was kind of warning 
me against it, but I tried not to think about it 
... I treated it as a new opportunity and just 
went for it.”  

Her displacement from life in Sydney’s 
Dulwich Hill was symbolised by her arrival 
in the town of 3000 people. “The guy [I was 
hiring a car from] knew I was coming out to 
the country and said, ‘I know you’re going out 
to the country so I thought I’d pick a special 
car’ and I’m thinking this is going to be great 
and I get to the hire place and the car’s hot 
pink,” she recalls. 

“Everyone in Coonabarabran certainly 
knew when I arrived. I was this blonde thing 
with a hot pink car.  I must have looked like 
such an idiot – I definitely made a statement, 
that’s for sure.” A year later Barisa now calls 
Coonabarabran home, has found love with a 
local farmer and secured a year-long position 
as a teacher at the local high school.

Barisa’s story represents a case of 
“mission accomplished” for the Head of the 
School of Education at UNSW, Professor 
Chris Davison, the NSW Department of 

because it is the end of the year and most of 
the syllabus has been ticked off.” 

Wasson agrees and says the length of the 
placement allows the student teachers to 
really experience what a teaching career 
would be like. “They are moving from 
a position of being a teacher education 
student to almost being a teacher,” she says. 
Conversely the schools get a first look at new 
graduates “and if they like what they see 
they can offer them a placement” – which is 
what happened for UNSW graduate Barisa. 

Coonabarabran High School deputy 
principal Mary Doolan, who mentored Barisa 
during her placement, sees the program as 
the gift that keeps on giving. Not only does it 
give the intern a sense of what it is like to live 
in a rural community, she believes staff and 
students benefit from having some “young 
blood” in the classroom.  

“The [student teachers] are enthusiastic 

and right on top of pedagogy and are ready to 
try new approaches to teaching and learning, 
so it re-energises staff in their own pedagogy,” 
Doolan says. 

Davison is not surprised by that view: “It’s 
the whole reciprocal teaching process that 
is energising – it’s triggered by experienced 
teachers being challenged and questioned 
to explain why they are doing what they 
are doing.  I think it has a particular impact 
in the country because country teachers 
don’t always get the same professional 
learning opportunities as city teachers 
… this is in-your-face-24-hours thinking 
about and talking about a whole range of 
different aspects of your practice, deeply 
contextualised and exemplified by the 
students that are in 
your class at that time 
with someone who is 
like a critical friend.”

The program is now 
in its second year and 
has expanded into 
other schools. Davison’s 
commitment extends 
to being UNSW’s 
supervising academic 
for the rural and remote 
schools where students 
are placed. “I feel 
we have a particular 
responsibility to ensure 
those placements work 
to their very best and 
everybody achieves 
what they want to 
achieve from them.” 

The secondary 
placement scheme is gaining momentum. 
From the 2016 intake of just three interns 
in one school, in 2017 nine students were 
placed in four rural and remote schools – 
Coonabarabran, Lightning Ridge, Wade and 
Griffith high schools. 

Joanna Tan, who like Barisa had never been 
west, was among the interns in 2017 who took 
up the offer to experience a teaching career 
outside Sydney. 

“I wasn’t sure what it would be like and it was 
a good opportunity for me to see. It wasn’t what 
I was expecting. The challenges are different 

and it has forced me to grow a lot and evaluate 
the way I teach,” she says.   

Fellow 2017 intern Russell Willoughby has 
been teaching science and senior biology at 
Wade High School in Griffith. Willoughby 
also saw the rural placement as an 
opportunity to gain experiences he wouldn’t 
get in a metropolitan school. 

“I was still trying to discover what my 
teaching philosophy was and I thought that 
a rural placement would help me determine 
what sort of school I would like to work in, 
as my first practicum was at an independent 
school on the north shore of Sydney,” he says. 

Willoughby found it challenging to be 
separated from friends and family but he 
found it easy to immerse himself in the 

community. “I quickly 
created new friendships 
in Griffith and found 
the school and the 
community, as a whole, 
to be very supportive 
and welcoming. I loved 
the culture of the town; 
it was very relaxing 
and a beautiful part of 
the world. I always had 
something new, fun or 
exciting to do on the 
weekends.” 

As those who went 
before have found, 
the experience 
is life-altering. 
Tan was offered a 
contract position at 
Coonabarabran for 
2018 as part of a new 

middle-school program and Willoughby is 
rethinking his career ambitions. 

“I would say it has changed my perspective. 
Originally I was participating in the rural 
program for my own gain and I wasn’t 
planning to work in such a location.

“But it’s a great place to live, the people are 
great and the students really rely on school 
as a social, mental and emotional support,” 
Willoughby says. 

“As teachers we have a big responsibility 
and impact on these students. Now, I would 
love to work in a similar location.”

Danielle Barisa in the 
classroom at Coonabarabran 

High School (main photo) and 
with her mentor and deputy 

principal, Mary Doolan.

“Everyone was kind of warning 
me against it, but I tried not  

to think about it ... I treated it  
as a new opportunity and  

just went for it.”
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W hen discussion turns to 
robots, it is often to lament 
the prospect of automated 
industrial machines replacing 
humans in the workplace. 

Professor Mari Velonaki envisions a less 
gloomy future: “We are not interested in 
building machines that will replace humans; 
we are interested in creating systems that 
enhance humans,” she says. 

As the Director of UNSW’s Creative 
Robotics Lab, Velonaki has spent the past five 
years leading a pioneering multidisciplinary 
team from UNSW Art & Design, the School 
of Computer Science & Engineering and the 
School of Psychology to discover how humans 
can interact with robots to benefit society.  

UNSW Magazine UNSW Magazine

Over the next year, the lab will play a 
leading role in the establishment of the 
new National Facility for Human-Robot 
Interaction Research and introduce a new 
multidisciplinary undergraduate program in 
social robotics. 

“We take a very strong position in our lab 
about social robotics and why we need to 
develop new technologies,” Velonaki says. 
“Ideologically, we believe that if you are going 
to put all the resources, human and material, 
into designing a new technological system, it 
has to have a positive function in society.”

That ideology is obvious in a recent 
collaboration with the Fuji Xerox Technology 
Group, in which the Creative Robotics 
Lab developed a social robot to enhance 

workplace experiences for employees by 
streamlining administrative tasks, giving 
them more time to create and collaborate. 
The robot, which is being tested in Fuji 
Xerox’s offices in Japan, will gather data from 
the interactions to inform future research and 
development in social robotics. (See page 12)

Two other robots, Paro and Kaspar, act as 
psychological enrichment tools for use in 
research in the Creative Robotics Lab. 

Paro is a fluffy white seal built to help people 
with dementia to communicate. The patients 
respond to Paro because it feels good to touch 
and encourages conversation. “Interestingly, 
Paro became a conversation starter for people 
who were very reclusive and didn’t want to 
interact with anything,” Velonaki says.

Kaspar is a doll-like social robot that 
teaches children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder to feel more comfortable with social 
interaction. He might look plain but his 
mask-like features were based on feedback 
from children with the disorder. 

“Even with mid-range autism, children 
don’t feel comfortable with face-to-face 
gazing. They were comfortable with Kaspar 
so they were going to learn from that,” 
Velonaki says.

The National Facility for Human Robot 
Interaction Research, which will open in mid-
2018, is a partnership between UNSW (Art & 
Design, Computer Science and Engineering, 
School of Psychology), UTS (Centre for 
Autonomous Systems), the University of 

Sydney (Australian Centre for Field Robotics, 
School of Information Technologies) and 
St Vincent’s Hospital (Department of 
Rehabilitation Medicine). It includes a test 
space equipped with a fully functional kitchen 
and more than 200 sensors, unidirectional 
microphones, infrared cameras and lasers 
that can record real-time information about 
human interactions as rehab patients move 
around within it.

“The facility will be a game changer 
because we will be able to unobtrusively 
collect extremely important data about how a 
person going through rehabilitation operates 
in space without them having to wear any 
sensors,” Velonaki says. “I think it will also 

BEING HUMAN HUMAN BEING

Professor Mari Velonaki 
is building a future where 
robots enhance humanity 

and have a positive 
impact on society, writes 

Susanna Smith. 

Professor Mari Velonaki and friends 
in the Creative Robotics Lab.  

Photo: Quentin Jones

CONTINUED  PAGE 12
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influence the way we design robots and the 
way we evaluate robots before they go out 
into society because we can learn so much 
more about human interactions.” 

A new three-unit multidisciplinary 
undergraduate program will begin in 2019 
and Velonaki says this will place UNSW as a 
world leader in teaching social robotics.

“I have always wanted to curate a course 
that talks about all the different things that 
can influence human robotics and create a 
map for future researchers,” she says. “It is 
a growing area in academia and I think it is 
critical for us to be pioneers in it. We would 
like to offer something hands-on to demystify 
social robotics.” 

With an academic background in media 
arts followed by 10 years of Australian 
Research Council-funded research in a 
robotics centre, Velonaki believes that art 
and science should inform one another for 
the benefit of humanity.

“It is nothing new: the Da Vinci model 
states that art and science should work 

UNSW’s Creative Robotics Lab and the Fuji Xerox 
Research Technology Group have developed a 
social robot designed to promote creativity and 
collaboration in the workplace.

The social robot, designed to improve employee 
experience in the workplace, is part of a three-year 
collaboration between the UNSW Creative Robotics 
Lab and the Fuji Xerox Research Technology Group 
(RTG) in Japan.

The first phase of the project, which is funded by 
Fuji Xerox, involved preliminary engineering tests at 
UNSW. In the next phase, the robot will be placed in 
real-life scenarios to test audience reactions, first 
at the National Museum of Emerging Science and 
Innovation in Tokyo then at the Fuji Xerox office. Data 
from the interactions will be collected to help further 
development of the robot.

The new social robot will interact with employees 

in the workplace and perform administrative 
and organisational tasks, allowing workers to 
use their time to create.  

The UNSW Creative Robotics Lab will work on 
the design and psychological programming 
of the robot. Other technical aspects, 
such as robo-navigation and artificial 
intelligence, will be developed by the 
UNSW School of Computer Science 
in collaboration with Fuji Xerox.

“If you look at an average office 
worker at the moment, almost 
70-80% of their time they are 
not doing the work they should 
be doing,” says Roshan Thapliya, 
Research Senior Manager of the 
Research and Technology Group at 
Fuji Xerox (pictured). 

“We would like a special type of robot that 
would fit right into the workplace so that 
people will not be disturbed by its presence but 
at the same time help them with their tasks.”

The second phase will concentrate 
on developing technology that will 

monitor and enhance the employees’ 
wellbeing and facilitate collaboration 
between colleagues.

“Our main goal is to make a 
companion for humans … I think 
one of the differentiators will be 

understanding the person’s emotional 
requirements and acting not in a 

physical way, but in a subtle way that 
facilitates positive arousal … we want to 
create a heartful robot.”  
 Susanna Smith

Revolution in the workplace

Photo: Quentin Jones

Photo: Dam
ir Klaic-Kljuc
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In Finnish, there is a special 
word to describe children’s 
play. When you say ‘leikkiä’, 
everyone knows what you 

are talking about, says world-
renowned Finnish educator Dr 
Pasi Sahlberg. 

“It is a word loaded with 
positive energy.  When children 
say, ‘Let me play!’ you can’t 
say ‘no’,” says Sahlberg, who 
has joined UNSW Sydney as a 
Professor of Education.

Letting children play is one of 
the core principles at the heart 
of the Finnish education system. 
Play encourages creativity and 
initiative, and physical, cognitive 
and emotional strength.

Sahlberg, who will work 
with the University’s new 
interdisciplinary Gonski 
Institute for Education (GIE), 
says there is a clear link between 
play and educational access and 
excellence.

“Play is important because by 
definition, it is something every 
child can succeed in. It is a natural 
thing they do unless we take it 
away, unless we ‘educate’ children 
out of play, which is what is happening now in 
many places,” says Sahlberg. 

“People worry about their children getting 
into college, about their future job success, 
and they are starting their children at school 
earlier. In Nordic countries, we don’t do 
that. We think play is exactly what children 
need more of because all of those qualities 
we consider important in this modern and 
fast-changing world are the ones you develop 
when you play with other people.”

It’s just one of the ideas Sahlberg, a former 
director general at the Ministry of Education 
and Culture in Finland whose book Finnish 
Lessons has been widely read around the 
world, will explore at the GIE where he will 
lead international comparative research 
projects on education and equity. 

systems and education practises 
around the world. The other 
field is much more unexplored 
for me, looking for solutions to 
educational inequity in Australia.

“I think UNSW, and the 
[Gonski] Institute especially, 
is very well placed to do that 
research. I think we have a 
chance to really advance the 
understanding of inequity and 
find ways to solve some of these 
chronic problems that also occur 
elsewhere around the world.”

In contrast to Finland, where 
teaching is among the top career 
choices for young people, there 
is a worrying slide in respect for 
teachers in many countries, says 
Sahlberg.

But for him, teaching remains a 
precious vocation.

“If there is such a thing as 
being a born teacher, I think 
that is what I was,” he says. “But 
teaching is a hard profession. 
It is hard work, particularly if 
you care about all the children 
you teach and if you want to 
understand them and understand 
why they find certain subjects 

difficult and want to help them overcome 
those barriers to learning.”

The rewards can be rich, he says, but the 
best days of the month are not paydays.

“A beautiful day in any teacher’s life is when 
you walk down the street and from across the 
road you hear someone calling your name 
and you wonder who it is. They say ‘I was 
your student 25 years ago and you taught me 
mathematics’ and you hear the story about 
what this person did after they left school. 
Perhaps they choose a career because of your 
classes. 

"Many people go into teaching to change 
the world and they never hear about the 
impact they had on their students’ lives. But 
when you do hear about it, that is the best day 
in your life as a teacher.”

Let them play
Good educators know when they are 

not needed, says the Gonski Institute of 
Education’s newest recruit. By Wendy Frew.

Born to parents who were both teachers, 
Sahlberg began his career as a mathematics 
and science teacher in Finland, and teaching 
remains important to him.

“My role at the GIE will be a professor of 
research. I will be teaching, that is the core 
of who I am, so I want to have students, 
supervise research and have a strong role in 
research,” he says.

“My interest is two-fold: I want to continue 
researching what we know about education 

“I think we have a chance to really 
advance the understanding of 

inequity and find ways to solve some 
of these chronic problems.”

Meet the robot family

DIAMANDINI  Created 
by Professor Mari Velonaki 
and her team, Diamandini 
gathered data on how 
visitors interacted with 

installations at the 
Victoria and Albert 

Museum in London 
in 2013. 

together,” she says. “Art should be there 
from the beginning because there are a lot of 
creative principles involved when you design 
a system that is going to be in society. You 
want to have art and design principles and 
you want them to be interesting.

“I want social robotics at UNSW and in 
Australia to lead with ethical design, creativity 
and with all the disciplines working together 
at a level where we can actually produce new 
research that will hopefully inform us to build 
better systems as a community.”

Velonaki sees future roles for social robots 
in healthcare and education, where she 
believes they will enhance the jobs of busy 
professionals and allow them to concentrate 
on providing human interactions.

“I think we are in a position to shape 
the future, but we need to take 
responsibility for shaping the future of 

society, not just academia. I think it is very 
important to design technological systems 
that enhance humanity, not take away from 
it,” she says.

Ultimately, Velonaki believes that the 
biggest challenge to building social robots 
is humans: “Because they are unpredictable 
and imaginative and difficult and inspiring 
and there’s all these wonderful things that 
humans are. In social robotics I think the 
challenge is to create systems that can 
enhance all of these human qualities.”      

“I think we are in a position to 
shape the future, but we need to take 
responsibility for shaping the future 
of society, not just academia.”

PARO  This fluffy white seal, created  
by Takanori Shibata at AIST Japan and 
Intelligent System Co, feels good to touch  
and is designed to help people with  
dementia by stimulating communication.

KASPAR  This child-sized humanoid  
robot is designed as a social 
companion to improve the lives 
of children with autism and 
other communication difficulties. 
Children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder  
feel  more 
comfortable 
with Kaspar’s plain, 
mask-like features.

FROM  PAGE 11
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From BusinessThink

S exual harassment is a serious 
issue wherever it happens, 
but where it occurs in an 
organisational context it 
becomes a serious health and 
safety hazard for employers. 

The historic failure by companies and 
individuals responsible for employee 
wellbeing to address sexual harassment 
has been brought into sharp focus since 
American movie mogul Harvey Weinstein 
was exposed as a serial offender. 

Women’s experience of sexual harassment 
and intimidation goes to the heart of gender 
politics, particularly in the workplace.

According to Bianca Fileborn, a lecturer in 
criminology in the School of Social Sciences 
at UNSW Sydney, one of the underlying 
causes of sexual violence and sexual 
harassment is gender inequality. 

“We need to be looking at broader issues, 
such as the pay gap and treatment of women 
in the workplace – these are part of that 
broader cultural background that enables 
sexual harassment and sexual violence to 
happen,” Fileborn says. 

Beyond Hollywood, the media, academe 
and government have thrown up cases 
of misconduct that has become almost 
institutionalised, or at least tacitly accepted 
through people turning a blind eye. 

The accusers have cut across traditional 
class divisions – high-powered women as well 
as women in low-income, service industry 
jobs have come together in the #MeToo 
campaign to air their grievances, enabled by 
the power and reach of social media.

“Social media has played a hugely 
important role in all of it,” says Fileborn. It 
has “influenced power dynamics by creating 
spaces and platforms for people to share their 
experiences”. 

EASIER ‘NOT TO KNOW’
Social media may also have put paid to the 
days when an employee made an allegation to 
HR, and HR took time to investigate it while 
keeping it under wraps until a resolution had 
been arrived at.

Now HR and other senior managers are 
caught on the back foot wondering what 
to do when employees are conversing in 
anonymous workplace chatrooms or on a 
public blog about sexual harassment. 

“There is no doubt that senior management 
are put in a difficult position when cases like 
this arise,” says Karin Sanders, a professor 
and Head of the School of Management at 
UNSW Business School. 

“How to handle a situation about which not 
everyone will know all the facts, and where 
it boils down to one person’s word against 
another’s word, isn’t easy. 

“Sometimes the feeling is ‘it’s 
better not to know’, it makes it a 
lot easier. On the other hand, it 
is a brave action to stand up and 
tell people [who are your bosses] 
what is allowed and not allowed,” 
says Sanders. That is exactly what 
the Australian HR Institute (AHRI) 
insists professional HR practitioners 
should be doing. 

Writing in The Sydney Morning Herald, 
AHRI CEO Lyn Goodear acknowledged 
that by standing up for fairness and 
natural justice on behalf of employees, 
HR managers may well put their careers 
in jeopardy.

“Chief human resource officers 
who find themselves reporting to chief 
executives who demand that their senior 
executives put allegiance to them above 
allegiance to the organisation need to 
exercise the full range of their professional 
skills. That includes the capacity to be 
persuasive and, when required, to be brave,” 
says Goodear.

Photo: Shutterstock
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DRAWING THE BOUNDARIES
Fileborn suggests the prevailing view 
is that HR “is there to actually protect 
the organisation rather than to support 
employees”.

“Having these public allegations made 
against your organisation is a very, very bad 
look. I think it’s perhaps seen as the path of 
least resistance to manage out the person 
who is making the complaint,” she says. 

Sanders says that often “women blame 
themselves or are not assertive enough to 

report sexual misconduct to HR and end 
up leaving the organisation instead”. 

Organisations should always 
enforce a code of conduct, she says. 

And victims and witnesses of 
abuse need to know how to use a 

reporting process that encourages 
filing complaints and removes any 

fear of retaliation. 
“For instance, at UNSW we know 

if you have an affair with a student you 
need to report it. If it goes further and 

is deemed to be harassment, we have an 
employee assistance program to seek advice 

that is an independent, external service,” 
Sanders says.

A WATERSHED MOMENT
Privacy isn’t the only casualty when a 
sexual harassment case blows up inside an 
organisation. The effects extend far beyond 
the protagonists.

Two academics at University of Texas at 
Arlington, M. Ann McFadyen and James 
Quick, found that though there has been a 
28%  decline in complaints in the US, sexual 
harassment is a chronic occupational health 
problem in the workplace. 

“Sexual harassment in the workplace 
is costly, not just to the organisation,” 
McFadyen says. 

“The behaviour impacts [on] the victim, the 
aggressor, bystanders, customers, suppliers 
and other stakeholders in terms of tarnished 
reputations and trust, disengaged employees, 
decreased commitment, turnover, depression, 
stress, eating and other health disorders, and 
in extreme cases bodily harm, even death.”

McFadyen believes that the recent publicity 
regarding sexual harassment is a watershed 
moment for workplaces that could usher in 
new types of training not only for leaders and 
management but “employees at all ranks, 
customers, suppliers and other stakeholders”. 

Both researchers believe there is a real 
need from a public health perspective to 
know more about the aggressors’ use of 
power in sexual harassment cases. 

While accusations against high-profile 
individuals have served to keep the issue in 
the public eye, the hope now is that for the 
majority of ordinary women – and, indeed, 
men – the workplace can start to become a 
less hazardous place.

 
This is an edited version of an article  
published by UNSW BusinessThink.  
To read the original go online to  
businessthink.unsw.edu.au.

 

Workplaces confront   the sexual revolution 

 “It is a brave action to stand up  
and tell people [who are your 
bosses] what is allowed and  
not allowed.” 
KARIN SANDERS

“The behaviour impacts [on] the 
victim, the aggressor, bystanders, 
customers, suppliers and other 
stakeholders.”  
M. ANN MCFADYEN

https://socialsciences.arts.unsw.edu.au/about-us/people/bianca-fileborn/
https://socialsciences.arts.unsw.edu.au/
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/our-people/karinsanders
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/about/schools/management
https://www.ahri.com.au/https:/www.ahri.com.au/
https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/staff-must-feel-safe-when-taking-harassment-allegations-to-human-resources-20180109-h0fkc8.html
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When Dimity Kingsford Smith faced 
the shock of family breakdown, she 
had to quickly learn some practical 

lessons about legal and financial adjustment. 
Decades of research and policy work in 

financial regulation no doubt helped steer her 
through the stress and strain of divorce. But 
it also left Kingsford Smith with an enduring 
empathy for those struggling to navigate a safe 
path to financial stability.

“I have actually had experience of a rocky 
financial position, for a short period of time,” 
she says. “People who live their whole lives on 
the edge financially have my great empathy.”

That was a decade ago. Since then she 
has been appointed to lead the Centre for 
Law, Markets and Regulation at UNSW Law 
and joined the External Advisory Panel of 
the Australian Securities and Investments 
Commission (ASIC). She was the inaugural 
chair of a professional disciplinary panel in 
the financial sector for over half a decade. For 
well over two years, she was Australia’s first 
independent customer advocate in National 
Australia Bank’s wealth division.

All of which gives Kingsford Smith a unique 
perspective on the revelations flowing from 
the Banking Royal Commission.

As one of Australia’s leading experts in 
financial regulation, even she is surprised by 
the nature and breadth of the allegations.

The royal commission has heard allegations 
of a bribery ring at NAB branches in western 
Sydney in which bank staff would give out 
loans in exchange for cash. “Nobody ever 
told me about the envelopes of money. It 
sounds like an economy which struggles 
with corruption, not one well regulated like 
Australia,” Kingsford Smith says. 

“What I find surprising is how endemic it 
seems to be across all the banks and across 
many product types,” she says of the alleged 
misconduct exposed at the commission.

The royal commission was announced in 
November last year; its first two weeks of 

In January 2018, the student-led 
group Impact Engineers completed 
its first in-country sortie to install a 

clean water facility in rural Sri Lanka.
Before the students left to catch 

their flight back to Sydney, one of the 
village elders rose to speak. “There are 
a lot of people in our village. I am old 
and can’t see properly and I will die 
soon, but this program is so valuable 
to my younger generations,” she said. 
“We are lucky and blessed to shine 
under your graciousness. This is a 
great act of merit. May you be reborn 
in a time when the Buddha exists and 
attain the supreme bliss of Nibbana!”

Buddhi Ranasinghe says this 
impassioned speech made the reason 
for him being there as crystal clear as 
the water they were aiming to provide.

“I’m Sri Lankan and prior to coming 
to UNSW, when I was 17, I lived my 
whole life there. I was aware of the 
struggle farmers in my country faced 
but had never been face to face with 
the problem before, so the trip was 
eye-opening for me,” he says of his first 
visit to the village.

Ranasinghe, who is in his third year 
of Chemical Engineering at UNSW 
Sydney, says the idea for Impact 
Engineers took root after he and six Sri 
Lankan friends (from the faculties of 
Engineering and Business) undertook 
an independent school outreach 
program in Sri Lanka in their first year 
(funded by the NSW Chapter of the 
Institution of Engineers Sri Lanka), 
then won a hackathon run by UNSW.

“After we won the hackathon we 
decided to take a formal proposal 
to the Student Opportunities 
team at the Engineering Faculty 
with ideas about humanitarian 
projects we’d like to do in Sri 

public hearings in mid-March focused on 
home and car loans and credit cards. They 
were explosive. The Commission heard from 
one woman on Centrelink benefits who was 
given a car loan she couldn’t hope to repay, 
and of elderly Australians losing their homes.

Kingsford Smith says regulation alone 
won’t fix the problems. People don’t 
necessarily make rational decisions, many 
Australians have modest financial literacy, 
and few have sufficient time to research 

before signing on the dotted line, she says. 
Finally, people tend to find the details boring 
and are generally financially disengaged.

As an Arts/Law undergraduate in the 1970s, 
Kingsford Smith was mentored by a newly 
politicised academic cohort. Her teachers 
were linking intellectual arguments with real 
life and social justice on a large scale. 

In the 1980s, she made her way to the UK 
and did her post-graduate work in the midst of 
the ‘Big Bang’ — the dramatic deregulation of 
financial markets under Margaret Thatcher. 
Kingsford Smith returned from academic 
posts in London in time to contribute to 
Australia’s own financial market reform.

The self-described “unrepentant nerd” has 
had a box seat at some of the biggest moments 
in the evolution of financial law. But it is the 
models of her prudent parents and social 
justice-conscious law and politics professors 
that shape Kingsford Smith’s convictions.

“I do see the connection between law and 
social justice,” she says. “Financial regulation 
is not just for the big end of town: it is also 
for the fair and honest treatment of ordinary 
financial consumers.”

She supports a strong financial services 
oath and believes the banking sector needs to 
professionalise. 

“Why can’t bankers be paid on the same 
kind of basis as everyone else?” she asks. 

“There is a growing body of research 
suggesting there is no material drop in 
productivity when variable remuneration is 
changed to fixed pay. People can be motivated 
by purpose, given the right encouragement.”

Banking on 
ethics

The solution is crystal clear Even as a long-time observer  
of financial markets, UNSW’s 
Dimity Kingsford Smith is 
surprised at what the banks are 
up to, writes Saffron Howden.

A student-led engineering project is bringing cleaner drinking water  
to Sri Lankan communities. By Penny Jones.

“What I find surprising is how endemic it seems to be”: Dimity Kingsford Smith.

“I do see the connection between 
law and social justice. Financial 
regulation is not just for the big 
end of town: it is also for the fair 
and honest treatment of ordinary 
financial consumers.”

Lanka. They were very supportive, 
providing advice and contacts which 
helped us clarify our ideas and get 
started,” Ranasinghe says.

In six months they had raised almost 
$20,000 from sponsors and a Go 
Fund Me campaign, consulted with 
multiple stakeholders in Sri Lanka 
and Australia, identified two villages 
in need of a clean water supply, and 
visited the villages to prepare for the 
installation.

“Because of our focus on 
consultation, when we finally reached 
the villages in January we didn’t find 
a desperate bunch of people waiting 
to be rescued, we found an organised 
group ready to hit the ground 
running,” Ranasinghe says.

The area around the two villages is 
primarily agricultural and produces 
a variety of crops, including rice, long 
beans, corn, lime, guava and coconut. 
The villagers have long relied on a 
decentralised raw water system, but 
the water it produces is not thought 
to be suitable for long-term human 
consumption and the villagers spend a 

large portion of their income buying 
water privately.

Ranasinghe and the team of 
Naduni Obadage (Chemical 

Engineering), Tharitha Murage 
(Business School), Dinushi Mudalige 
(Electrical Engineering), Ramal 
Ratnayake (Computer Engineering), 
Yeshan Fernando (Business School) 
and Hiruni Walpola (Renewable 
Energy Engineering) returned in 
March to complete the reverse osmosis 
water filtration facility. 

Once operational, it should have 
the capacity to deliver 10,000 litres 
of clean water per day to more than 
600 families. Longer-term, the daily 
operation of the plant will create at 
least three jobs in the village, with 
a projected annual income of about 
$30,000. 

All profits will be reinvested in 
the villages and there is also an 
educational component to ensure they 
are building capacity for the villages' 
future success.

“We will be conducting a 12-month 
education program with local partners 
at the University of Peradeniya and 
Sathi Pasala Foundation. We are 
designing two streams of modules 
– one in STEMM subjects and the 
other in entrepreneurship and 
business development as a catalyst 
for Dilena Tharu to achieve economic 
prosperity,” Ranasinghe says.

Above: Buddhi 
Ranasinghe, a 
founding member 
of Impact Engineers, 
with villagers.  
Right: Buddhi 
Ranasinghe and 
Tharitha Murage at 
the work site. Below: 
The village elder who 
delivered a blessing.
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“It profoundly affects you to see these 
beautiful Ugandan women who live 
impoverished lives and face huge delays 
in cancer treatment because of a lack of 
information, ignorance about cervical 
cancer and very little early detection of 
pre-cancerous lesions,” says Richmond, 
from UNSW’s School of Public Health and 
Community Medicine. 

The interviews were conducted in groups 
of three at two local health centres an hour 
outside Gulu. A UNSW team member asked 
the women questions in English and these 
were translated by a Gulu University student 
or academic into the local language, Acholi, 
with the answers recorded on tablets.

The survey found that many husbands 
did not approve of their wives using 
contraception, more than 40%  of the women 
had a child who died in infancy or childhood, 
more than a third suffered physical abuse by 
their partners and 29%  were hit or beaten 
during pregnancy.

“In northern Uganda, some women 
have more than 10 children because 
their husbands don’t want them to use 
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contraception. It struck all of us how much 
the women are suffering from domestic 
violence,” Richmond says.

She found particularly harrowing the story 
of one woman who was living with HIV, 
had eight children and whose husband had 
poisoned himself after he had been suffering 
from AIDS.

She was saddened by the stories the women 

A UNSW outreach program  
in northern Uganda  
challenged prevailing  
attitudes to women’s health, 
writes Lucy Carroll.

When a team of UNSW Sydney 
researchers and students arrived 
in Gulu, northern Uganda, to 
launch a health project late last 

year, they weren’t sure how much interest 
they would receive from the locals.

After months of planning, UNSW 
Medicine’s Professor Robyn Richmond 
and representatives from UNSW and Gulu 
University had made the trek to Gulu, about 
340 kilometres north of the capital, Kampala, 
to launch the Transforming Community 
Health Project. 

The plan was to interview local women, 
set up cervical and breast cancer screening 
services and train local nurses in women’s 
health services. Women in northern Uganda 
suffer from high levels of domestic violence 
and have limited access to reproductive 
health care. But would they be prepared to 
speak to strangers about their experiences?

“When we arrived to start interviewing, 
almost 100 women had already gathered on 
benches under the lush evergreen mango 
trees in the grounds of the health centre. 
The mothers were caring for children, 
breastfeeding babies, surrounded by goats, 
dogs and chickens, and flanked by crops of 
maize,” Richmond says.

“Over the next few days the numbers of 
women grew. I was so surprised to see that 
many women, and pleased too, as we were 
obviously giving them something they 
wanted.”

The project is part of a five-year community 
health program in Gulu, driven by the UNSW 
Institute of Global Development, which 
continues a relationship formally established 
by Professor Ian Jacobs in 2016 with a 
Memorandum of Understanding between 
UNSW and Gulu University. The project is 
one of four UNSW initiatives in northern 
Uganda that aim to improve the lives of 
people in the region who have been plagued 
by decades of civil war.

told them about their lives as they answered 
the survey questions, and the impact years of 
Ugandan violence and political upheaval had 
on them.

“There are so many public health problems 
because of years of insurgencies. The women 
and children have been the casualties,” 
Richmond says.

As part of the women’s project, 250 women 
were screened for cervical and breast cancer 
at the health centres, and those identified 

with pre-cancerous cervical lesions were 
treated with cryotherapy. Cervical cancer is 
the leading cause of cancer-related deaths 
among women in Uganda. With very low 
numbers of women screened for 
cervical cancer, the country has 
one of the highest cervical cancer 
incidence rates in the world at 47.5 
per 100,000 each year. It is frequently 
undiagnosed until it has reached stage 
4, the advanced stage of the disease.

But Richmond is hopeful that the 
Transforming Community Health 
Project will lead to a positive impact 
and improved health for women 
living in northern Uganda.

The program also developed 
and implemented a model to 
train nurses from health centres 
in the surrounding districts to 
teach nurses and midwives 
how to screen for cervical and 
breast cancer. In November, 
30 nurses from five health 
centres trained at Gulu 
University in the theory 

of cervical and breast screening, followed 
by hands-on screening practised at health 
clinics.

“Every month the nurses from the 
Ugandan Women’s Health Institute, 
established by President and Vice-Chancellor 
Professor Ian Jacobs in 2005, are continuing 
to educate nurses working in northern 
Uganda, including providing continued 

support and ongoing quality training,” 
Richmond says.

Richmond will return to Gulu in 2018 
with a UNSW team to focus on the 
second phase of the project – screening 

children to determine their ear, eye and 
oral health and other childhood diseases.

“There are no statistics on the health 
of children nor programs that exist for 
children’s health in northern Uganda. 
Our first step is to find out the diseases 

existing in children. Because if you 
don’t know how bad the problem is, 
you can’t do anything to ameliorate 

it,” she says.

Donations to the Uganda Transforming 
Community Health Project can be made 
online at donate.unsw.edu.au/donate/ 
form/donate_unsw.html     
Please specify the Uganda Health  
Project in the donation form.

Transforming  women's lives The UNSW team that travelled to Gulu to 
work in the northern Ugandan health centres 
included:
• Professor Robyn Richmond, Associate Dean 

(postgraduate coursework) and Professor of 
Public Health in the School of Public Health and 
Community Medicine, UNSW Medicine

• Professor Heather Worth, Lead of the South Pacific 
group of the IGD and Professor in Public Health

• Dr Terri Foran, physician in the School of Women’s 
and Children’s Health, Prince of Wales Hospital

• Dr Susan Clarke, general practitioner and PhD 
student of Robyn Richmond and Heather Worth

• Dr Eleanor Black, doctor, Master of Public Health 
student of Robyn Richmond

• Dr Helen Fry, emergency medicine registrar and 
internship student in the Master of International 
Public Health program

• Ms Hannah Sheridan, senior project manager, 
Institute of Global Development

• Ms Marian Surgenor, Chair, Uganda Women’s Health 
Institute

ABOVE: Fiona Docherty, Vice-President External 
Relations, UNSW; James Henry Obol, Head of Public 
Health at Gulu University; Professor Robyn Richmond, 
UNSW lead of the Transforming Community Health 
Project; Associate Professor Emmanuel Moro,  
co-lead of the Transforming Community Health Project, 
Gulu University.

TOP: Women wait under the shade of mango trees for 
the team from UNSW Medicine and Gulu University. 
ABOVE:  Women were interviewed about their health 
and their experiences with domestic violence.

http://www.donate.unsw.edu.au/donate/form/donate_unsw.html
http://www.donate.unsw.edu.au/donate/form/donate_unsw.html


PHILANTHROPY   /  2120  /  ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE   

In the late 1980s, our friends living on 
Sydney’s Palm Beach in the old Beacon Tea 
Rooms had no flushing toilet. One of them, 

a judge’s son and architect, used a galvanised 
bucket. The other, a Czech emigre, used the 
public toilet block across the road. 

This toilet block, like so many others, was 
not responding to its breathtaking location. 
Instead it was a sturdy brick bunker. There 
is a term in the Australian vernacular that 
refers to these structures: “built like a brick 
outhouse”. I’ve paraphrased slightly.

WHAT DOES THIS  
SAY ABOUT US?

T he public toilet is where we carry out a 
very private basic human need. These 

facilities set the tone for public conduct and 
expectations. They are a built expression of 
our values.

So what is the preoccupation with the 
bomb-proofing of this kind of vital public 
infrastructure? Is it expressing a perception 
of our fellow citizens and their expected 
behaviour? How do people respond in these 
places to the need for privacy, comfort, a place 
to compose oneself, to refresh and groom? 

Warren Buffett said if you want to ensure 
the success of your brand you need to truly 
delight your customers. On my daily journeys 
through the city as an able-bodied, middle-
aged male, the toilets that I use are neither 
delightful nor enchanting. At best they work 
and are bearable. They make me feel like I’m 
being begrudgingly accommodated.

Interestingly, public toilets are not unisex, 
like those we use at home or on aircraft. Does 
this contribute to making them places for 
illicit activities, and lend them a seedy feel?

Public toilets are also one of the most 
incendiary battlegrounds in the transgender 
community’s ongoing fight for civil rights, 
as these spaces have been for women, 
African-Americans and the disabled 
community. Social attitudes are literally 
imbricated in these structures, which are 
slow to change with our zeitgeist.

INCONVENIENT PUBLIC 
CONVENIENCES

Even when we finally find one that is open 
– not an easy task at times – we generally 

find a space that is hardly the result of a 
masterclass in excellent design. Thankfully, 
there are some notable exceptions.

Usually we find ourselves in one of the most 
economical layouts possible, trimmed down 
to its absolute bare minimum – and, if lucky, 
with ventilation and light both working.

Universal toilets introduced at least 
an element of spaciousness. Thanks to 
wheelchair users, you no longer need to  
hold your breath in a claustrophobically 
small space.

However, there is often no provision for the 
things that we carry with us when we move 
through the city. If there is a hook on the back 
of the door, it’s often broken. Putting a bag on a 
public toilet floor or a wet sink surround does 
not appeal. And how much harder it must be to 
use a public toilet while looking after children! 

When and how exactly did we decide 
that these conveniences have to be so 
inconvenient?
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IT DOESN’T HAVE  
TO BE THIS WAY

Singapore Airport shows what can be done. 
It has large spacious toilets, which are 

wonderful – they even have multiple hooks. A 
wheelie case can effortlessly be brought into 
the cubicle.

These toilets are quiet, clean and smell 
good. These toilets communicate to me that 
my needs are understood. 

They provide a place where I can feel 
dignified. They set the tone for public 
conduct.

Toilets like this say ‘we respect and we 
appreciate you and we offer you this to 
make you feel better’. As a result, I conduct 
myself accordingly and not begrudgingly. 
I leave delighted and deeply impressed by 
Singapore’s attitude towards its guests.

Wouldn’t it be nice if that was the feeling 
we could all have when leaving public toilets?

Christian Tietz is a Senior Lecturer in Industrial 
Design at UNSW Built Environment. This is an edited 
version of an article originally published on The 
Conversation, theconversation.com. 

A T  Y O U R 
C O N V E N I E N C E

By Christian Tietz

In 1992, civil engineer Maha 
Sinnathamby bought 2860 hectares 
of bushland between Brisbane and 

Ipswich. On the market for close to a 
year, it was a vast tract of land riddled 
with planning problems that nobody 
seemed to want. 

But Sinnathamby had a vision for 
creating something special. A little 
over 25 years on, he has transformed 
that land into Australia’s largest fully 
master-planned city. Today, the city 
known as Greater Springfield is home 
to almost 36,000 residents and is 
projected to have a population nearing 
138,000 by 2030. 

The award-winning region has 
become a model of sustainability and a 
major contributor to the Queensland 
economy, boasting a hospital, 10 
schools, and extensive transport 
infrastructure. It is a glimpse into 
Australia’s urban future but a world 
away from the small Malaysian village 
where Sinnathamby grew up in the 
1940s and 1950s. 

“There was no electricity,” he 
recalls. “I had to study under a 
kerosene lamp. The school was 18 
kilometres away, and we went by bus 
every day, an hour in each direction.” 

His parents instilled in him a 
relentless work ethic, and at 17 his 
father made a bold declaration: Maha 
would travel to Australia to become a 
civil engineer. 

After completing his matriculation 
in Sydney, a city “moving at a million 
miles an hour”, Sinnathamby enrolled 
in an engineering program at UNSW 
but his early days were a struggle: “In 
those days you had eight subjects and 
if you failed one you failed the whole 
lot. I failed my first and second year.” 

Dispirited, he wrote to his father 

to tell him the news. The letter he 
received in return moved him to tears 
and ultimately changed his life: “He 
said, ‘Son, just keep going. The darkest 
night brings the brightest dawn’.” 

His father’s message struck a nerve. 
“We will all have dark nights, whether 
it is health, financial, professional or 
personal failures,” says Sinnathamby, 

78. “But when you have a failure you 
just keep going. You have to face 
tomorrow.” 

Sinnathamby began driving a taxi at 
night and on weekends to help cover 
his expenses, and in the classroom he 
adopted a newfound drive to succeed, 
convincing himself he was the “world’s 
best engineer”. 

He completed his degree at UNSW 
but came away with much more than 
qualifications: “I had learned the art of 
survival,” he says. “I also learned the 
art of overcoming failures.” 

Both were vital: after 10 years 
working as a civil engineer, by 1982 
Sinnathamby had amassed a fortune 
of about $7 million. Three years 
later this fortune was not only gone, 
he was in considerable debt: “I was 
a negative millionaire,” he recalls. 
“I had no money and had to hold a 
creditors’ meeting. We went away able 
to readjust and start again.” 

That fighting spirit has paid off 
and today Sinnathamby is one of 
Australia’s wealthiest people, with 
Forbes Magazine ranking him number 
43 on its Australian Rich List.

Sharing his good fortune is 
important to him and his many 
donations include $5 million to 
UNSW Sydney, shared evenly 
between Equity Scholarships, 
which help Indigenous students 
access higher education, and the 
University’s Founder 10x Accelerator 
program, which supports high-
potential student-led startups.

He was the keynote speaker at the 
MCA in February when the first 10 
groups pitched their ideas to investors 
in an event to launch the Founders 
Program, the flagship initiative of the 
UNSW Entrepreneurship team. 

Maha Sinnathamby 
has donated 
$5 million to UNSW, 
split between Equity 
Scholarships and 
the Founder 10x 
Accelerator program.

A vision splendid 
From growing up in a Malaysian village with no electricity to becoming one of Australia’s  

wealthiest people, Maha Sinnathamby learned the art of survival while studying at UNSW.

http://fortune.com/2016/06/08/warren-buffett-delight/
http://time.com/4175774/san-francisco-gender-neutral-bathrooms/
https://theconversation.com/the-transgender-bathroom-controversy-four-essential-reads-72635
https://theconversation.com/the-transgender-bathroom-controversy-four-essential-reads-72635
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/point-taken/blog/ozy-why-public-bathroom-ground-zero-civil-rights/
http://www.chrofi.com/project/lizard-log-amenities-events-pavilion
http://www.designcurial.com/news/public-toilet-architecture---10-of-the-best-4210193/
http://blog.gresleyabas.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/0001-1791393817_h-o10.jpg
http://www.theconversation.com


UNSW Magazine UNSW Magazine

TRIBUTES   /  2322  /  BOOKS

Books

The Sydney Wars 
Stephen Gapps
NewSouth Books

• This provocative book is the first 
detailed account of the military 
engagements between Europeans 
and Aboriginal Australians that 
occurred across the Sydney region 
from 1788 to the last recorded 
conflict in the area in 1817. Historian 
Stephen Gapps sheds new light on 
how British and Aboriginal forces 
developed military tactics and how 
the violence played out. 

Populism Now! The Case  
for Progressive Populism
David McKnight
NewSouth Books

• Brexit and the election of Donald 
Trump have certainly given populism 
a bad name. But rather than 
associating it with demagoguery and 
exclusion, UNSW Associate Professor 
David McKnight, who researches 
media, politics and history, argues 
that a progressive populism could 
address the genuine economic 
grievances of everyday people, 
without scapegoating immigrants or 
ethnic minorities.

Half the Sky
Luise Guest
NewSouth Books

• The dynamic artistic centres of 
China are producing some of the 
most interesting and compelling 
contemporary art of our time. But 
where are the stories of women 
artists? Luise Guest, Director of 
Education and Research at the 
White Rabbit Gallery – home to one 
of the world’s great collections of 
contemporary Chinese art – profiles 
32 women artists working in China 
today. As Chairman Mao said, 
“Women hold up half the sky”.

Intelligence and the  
Function of Government 
Daniel Baldino and Rhys Crawley
Melbourne University Publishing

• Intelligence plays an important 
but often hidden role in the 
everyday function of government. 
This book draws on a range of 
experts, including academics, former 
and current strategic advisers 
and members of government, 
private industry professionals and 
intelligence community experts 
to explain, access and expose the 
central foundations and frameworks 
necessary for effective practice of 
intelligence in Australia. Co-author 
Rhys Crawley is an adjunct lecturer 
at UNSW Canberra. 

Two new directors were appointed to the board of 
the award-winning UNSW Press in February.

George Williams AO, pictured, is the Dean, 
the Anthony Mason Professor, and a Scientia 
Professor at UNSW Law. He has written 
and edited 35 books, including eight books 
published by UNSW Press, most recently A 
Charter of Rights for Australia. A well-known 
media commentator on legal issues, he is 
currently a columnist for The Australian, and 
reviews science-fiction and fantasy books for 
The Weekend Australian and the ABC. 

Fiona Inglis, pictured, is the Managing Director 
of Curtis Brown Australia Pty Ltd, a leading 
Australian literary agency that represents 
authors of fiction and non-fiction across all 
genres. As a literary agent, she manages the 
works of best-selling authors such as Liane 

Moriarty, Andy Griffiths and Tom Keneally. Before 
this role, she had sales and editorial positions 
with HarperCollins and Allen & Unwin.   

UNSW Deputy Vice-Chancellor Academic 
Professor Merlin Crossley became Chairman in 

January 2018, following the retirement of  
Peter Eichhorn on 31 December 2017. UNSW 
Chief Financial Officer Stephen Rees also sits 
on the Board.

Established by the Council of UNSW in 1962, 
UNSW Press is now one of the oldest Australian-
owned book publishers.   

Kathy Bail, chief executive of UNSW Press, 
said: “The vast experience of these new 
directors and their obvious passion for books 
and reading will strengthen the UNSW Press 
Board as we embark on some innovative 
projects in 2018.

“Significant development of the UNSW 
Bookshop on the Kensington campus in Sydney 
is underway and we will continue to invest in 
our high-quality list of general non-fiction and 
academic books by Australia’s top authors.” 

In memoriam

New directors appointed for UNSW Press

Professor Stuart Wenham 
Pioneering researcher, inventor of solar cell  

technologies and director of UNSW’s  
Photovoltaics Centre of Excellence,  

died on 23 December 2017.  

Dr Michael Crouch AC 
Distinguished Australian business leader 
and philanthropist who established the  

Michael Crouch Innovation Centre at UNSW,  
died on 9 February 2018.

Emeritus Professor Garth Nettheim AO 
Indigenous law advocate, social justice  

champion and former Dean of Law at UNSW,  
died on 11 February 2018.

Scientia Professor David Cooper AO 
Leader in the global fight against HIV and  

inaugural Director of UNSW’s Kirby Institute,  
died on 18 March 2018.



Enough صالخ Khalas
4 May – 14 July 2018
UNSW Galleries, Paddington
The word ‘khalas’ in Arabic has myriad 
definitions, including ‘stop’, ‘finish’, ‘that’s all’, 
‘ it’s fine’ and ‘enough!’ Many Australian Muslims 
have had enough. And they have decided they 
are enough. Khalas. This powerful exhibition 
explores the contemporary Australian Muslim 
experience, from the daily media beat-ups 
to outright racist leadership taunts directed 
at Muslims. Curated by Associate Professor 
Phillip George, UNSW Art & Design, and Nur 
Shkembi, the diverse works speak with candour 
to the often cited but rarely interrogated social 
condition of Australian Muslims today.

This exhibition has been supported by  
the Australia Council for the Arts.

EXHIBITION

Main image:  
Delegated Risk 

Management,  
by Abdul Abdullah. 

Courtesy of the 
artist and Lisa Fehily 

Contemporary Art, 
Melbourne.  

Second image: 
Westoxicated #7,  
by Hoda Afshar.  

Courtesy of the artist
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