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After a complicated birth, Australia’s
$20 billion Medical Research Future Fund
will begin to vest this financial year and
the research community is eagerly anticipating the
announcement of the first funding calls.
Although it is the single largest investment in
medical research ever made in this country and
represents the heroic thinking needed to keep
Australia internationally competitive, it needs
ongoing political support to reach its targets.
It was conceived in the much-maligned 2014
federal budget and although it had to fight for
its life, it now stands as a major triumph of the
Abbott government.
And the True Leaders in medical research
selected by BOSS magazine’s judges – Ian Frazer,
chief executive and director of research for the
Translational Research Institute; Brendan Crabb,
director and CEO of the Burnet Institute in
Melbourne; and Doug Hilton, director of the Walter
and Eliza Hall Institute in Melbourne – have worked
relentlessly either to keep it alive over the 18 months
it took to pass into legislation or are still working to
guide its priorities.
Day after day, Professor Crabb walked the halls
of Parliament House in Canberra, advocating the
cause. He did this as a member of a powerful “action
group”, which included Professor Hilton. Today
Hilton and Professor Frazer are on a stellar advisory
board that will help to shape the fund’s strategy.
This board should help to overcome some of
the unease in the research community about how
grants are allocated. It should also reduce some of
the tensions between those wanting an emphasis
on translation and commercialisation of discoveries
and those wanting a focus on expanding the
boundaries of science.
If all goes to plan, earnings on capital so far

8

AUGUST 2016

MIGHTY
MEN OF
MEDICINE
Medical research is the
quiet achiever of the
Australian economy.
STORY JILL MARGO PHOTOS JESSE MARLOW, ROBERT SHAKESPEARE

invested will allow the MRFF to provide $61 million
this financial year, $122 million in the next and so on
until it reaches $1 billion a year. But there is a serious
concern whether it will reach the $20 billion target
needed to disburse this $1 billion. It is now at about
a quarter of that.
That the growth and wealth of Australia is more
dependent on research than ever before is not well
appreciated, says Crabb.
“We want to live better and longer but budget
constraints mean we have to do it with the same
if not less money. This is only achievable if we are
smart and innovate our way into the future.”
He points to Frazer, who gave us a vaccine that has
provided a quick way to prevent tens of thousands of
cases of cervical cancer. Not only has this vaccine for
the human papilloma virus, HPV, saved the public
purse untold millions in cancer treatment, it has
saved the population from much private anguish.
Overall, the cost of its development is dwarfed
by the monetary savings it enables and by the
wellbeing it fosters. Lower-key innovations help too.
A technology that simply allows a four-day hospital
stay to be cut to two days can greatly reduce expense
across the country.
In medical research, leaders are only respected
if they have scientific achievements. While these
three men have all felt the thrill of being at the
cutting edge, they have stepped back from it so they
can focus on promoting a greater good. While they
keep their laboratories going – one way or another
– at least one dreams of being back at the bench
all day. As heads of institutes, these men are out
and about encouraging younger scientists to build
careers, promoting collaboration and leveraging
their knowledge in the political arena. One of their
common characteristics is that they are not thinking
in dollars. They are thinking in social capital.
›
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Ian Frazer,
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THE BRIEF CONTINUED

IAN FRAZER AC

DOUG HILTON AO

BRENDAN CRABB AC

WHAT THE JUDGES SAID:
He developed the HPV vaccine and he was Australian
of the Year in 2006. With Hilton and Crabb, he got the
Medical Research Future Fund up over the past couple
of years.

WHAT THE JUDGES SAID:
With Crabb and Frazer, he got the Medical Research
Future Fund up over the past couple of years. This is the
$20 billion fund, which hasn’t quite got $20b in it yet. But
the machinery is there; getting that going was hard.

WHAT THE JUDGES SAID:
He got a Companion of the Order of Australia at the last
Queen’s birthday honours. He led the Association of
Australian Medical Research Institute before 2014. [He,
Frazer and Hilton] are giants on the global stage.

In his early days, Ian Frazer learnt a memorable
lesson about the value of low-hanging fruit. His
mentors recommended his choice of scientific
pursuit should not be driven by the importance of
the research question, but by the chance he would
be able to find an answer.
This was expressed by one of his clinician
mentors as “treat the treatable” and by one of his
science mentors as “that’s a very interesting question
but the time-to-fame ratio on that is not favourable”.
If he needed to put an awful amount of effort into
something and was not going to get an answer, it
was not worth it.
The pragmatism rubbed off on him and Frazer
says it’s unreasonable for Australia to think it can be
excellent at everything across the biomedical space.
With 120 million of his HPV vaccines now having
been used worldwide, Frazer’s impact is enormous.
And he encourages others to follow. He wants them
to note how to start with a basic problem and turn
it into an applied one.
“My message to young scientists is that if you have
an ambition like that, even if you don’t personally
get the final piece of the jigsaw, every bit that you
put in helps someone else to get there.”
Frazer describes Australian medical research
as cottage industries where one team may not
know what others are doing. While Australians
tend to collaborate extensively, it’s usually with
groups doing similar things overseas. He says we
could be doing different things here. One way is to
create unconventional collaborations, by bringing
biologically literate engineers, mathematicians,
physicists or physical chemists into the mix.
It’s a recipe that could make the research fizz.
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Doug Hilton was the first person in his family to go
to university and, at the age of 19, decided to drop
out. He sat the public service exam and was within
a whisker of becoming a customs agent when he
thought he’d see what it was like in a laboratory.
During that summer in Canberra, he fell in love
with the atmosphere, the experiments and the
books he read in the library. That laboratory was
working on how blood cells are produced and
he was so taken with the subject that in 33 years
he hasn’t changed fields. “There are lots of little
bifurcation points, where your life can go one way
or another. Working in research is an absolute
privilege. You work with exceptionally smart people
on topics you are, in a sense, choosing yourself.
“But what I really love is the fearless ratbaggery
of Australians, not necessarily taking what authority
says as being gospel, creates a really healthy
scientific environment.”
Five years ago, Australia’s research community
was in crisis with government plans firmly in place
to slash research funding. Scientists took to the
streets of major cities in their lab coats. The public
had never seen anything like it before.
“We’d always taken our genius for granted,” says
Hilton who played a lead role in the Discoveries
Need Dollars campaign that successfully lobbied
against the cuts. “It was a watershed moment.”
They turned their thinking around. Rather than
protesting about the cuts, they thought about the
remarkable support they had within the community
and what it was expecting them to deliver. “Once we
refocused on that, it was much easier to talk loudly
about what we were doing and have the community
advocate for what we were doing.”

As a young molecular biologist, Brendan Crabb spent
his time delving into infectious diseases. Melbourne
has a tradition of malaria research and he narrowed
down to trying to develop vaccines and drugs for this
disease. Malaria has been described as the biggest
killer of all diseases in human history and, together
with HIV and TB, remains one of the big three today.
From a focus strictly within scientific confines,
Crabb’s vision broadened. “It became clear to me
that the solution was no more than 50 per cent
technical and that at least half of the problem related
to inequity, poverty and poor health systems.
“It needed a different response. Even if we came
up with a different technical solution, it wasn’t
magically going to solve those complex problems.”
Although he loved the laboratory, he realised
he could do more by using his knowledge in
the political and social sphere. His dedication
to improving the health of the poorest, most
marginalised and vulnerable people was influenced
by growing up in Papua New Guinea.
Last year his contribution to medical research
and global health was recognised with Australia’s
highest civilian honour, a Companion of the Order
of Australia (AC). Along with agriculture and mining,
Crabb says health and medical research are among
the jewels in the crown of Australia’s past – and
hopefully will be in future.
Despite this, researchers are not widely
recognised. “We could have the world’s best
scientists in Australia and they would be less known
than the 20 or 30 players on just one AFL team.”
He believes scientists must find better ways to
tell the stories of how their work helps deliver the
standard of living we have.

