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Deputy Chancellor, Deputy Vice Chancellor, Graduands, parents and friends

As graduates of science and architecture, you will be creating the technology and buildings which will help shape a vastly different world over the next 20, 30, 40 and even 50 years.  This is truly an awesome concept.  That today’s laboratory prototypes are indeed tomorrow’s realities.  The buildings you design will shape the way families, communities, companies engage with each other and across groups, and hence the very social fabric of our society.  

The physicist Albert Einstein said “The problems we face today cannot be solved by using the same level of thinking that we were at when they were created them”. This is an invitation to step beyond our immediate experience and not limit ourselves to just what we already know.  Yet this is probably one of the hardest things to do.

We keep repeating a fascinating contradiction over and over again – we set up long term initiatives for the future, but we can’t help but use today’s thinking! There is a time lag in our thinking that is difficult to overcome – the science and design we create today will literally come to fruition in the next decade or so, yet we create them within a framework of today’s paradigms.  And not only are we stuck in today’s concepts, but we have difficulty in projecting beyond our immediate experiences.

Take as an example, the term ‘Knowledge Transfer’, this is the third strand of the new triple helix strategy for the University of Melbourne, which falls into my domain as the new Deputy Vice Chancellor.  The term refers to technology transfer, commercialisation, intellectual property, product development, prototypes, production improvement, published papers, lectures and conferences, and community engagement.  In addition, there is a concept of ‘Knowledge Transfer’ that we don’t usually think about – can we taker knowledge and transfer its meaning by utilising it in a completely unfamiliar way?

How about artificial organs created by inkjet printing?  Butterfly wings inspiring new communications technologies?  Or termite’s nests as prototypes for energy efficient buildings?  As fanciful as these ideas might sound they are indeed a reality today.  Artificial tissues are being created by replacing ink with cells in ink jet printers, printing these cells and then allowing a fusion process to occur to form tissue.  The structures found on the scales of butterfly wings have a Christmas-tree-like structure that allows light to interact in a certain way to produce an iridescent blue colour inspiring new communication technology, because with all the sophisticated technology we have in the world today, we still cannot replicate these structures that spontaneously form on butterfly wings.  And termite nests? The termite nests of Africa are the basis of the design for the new Council Building being built here in Melbourne (Little Collins Street,) which mimics the principles of a termite nest, to create a low energy high efficiency cooling and heating system for the high rise office space.

Another very practical example of knowledge transfer that steps beyond our limits of accepted experiences, is occurring in Rwanda. This tiny and very poor African country has been devastated by genocide, losing a 10th of its population only 11 years ago.  Today it has implemented a broadband wireless technology in half of the country that is attracting the attention of US technology leaders. This technology was implemented local students, many of whom last January last year had never seen a computer and by August were programming in Linux. I drafted the National Innovation Framework for their government, working with Ministers whose position are totally dependent on the delivery of their own Key Performance Indicators! 

Knowledge transfer can also take a proactive form, where technology can be viewed as a way of avoiding new disasters of the future. For example, the economic progress in India is occurring in leaps and bounds, as standards of living increase annually, creating 35 million new middle class every year.  This means, hypothetically, 35 million new children start school every year, requiring at least 1 book each, ie. 35 million new books.  35 million new books means 1000’s of hectares of trees are needed for paper production.  The cycle of such enormous usage of trees can lead to deforestation, land degradation, water shortage, food shortage, malnutrition and ultimately poverty.  And when the world’s 2 billion poor people reach higher living standards, the ramifications will be enormous.  Surely then, there is a need to accelerate the research in nanotechnology for electronic books, for example, not because it is another gadget for the technocrat who has everything, but because it is directly linked to the status of future global poverty.

As today’s graduates, the University of Melbourne has been privileged to engage with the diversity of cultures that you have brought.  The countries you represent today, ranked in order of numbers of students come from.

1. Malaysia

2. Singapore

3. Indonesia

4. Hong Kong/Australia

5. China

6. South Korea/Taiwan

7. Thailand

8. Brunei

9. India

10. Egypt/England/Iran/Japan/Maldives/Netherlands/Phillipines/PNG/Romania/Serbia Montenegro/Vietnam

You are in fact the pioneers of knowledge transfer, having already moved from your homes in different countries to Australia and then to Melbourne University.  This already will impact your view on the world - and it will differ from those of your fellow countrymen and from those of fellow Australian colleagues.  And therein lies the seed of innovative thinking, and the thread that connects you all with each other because of the experience of the University of Melbourne.

We are shaping the futures, you and I.  Future is not something somebody else decides to create, it is being forged daily by you and I.  We do indeed have a choice in shaping the future, in choosing the way we utilise what we know, how we transfer what we know.  Indeed, in closing, you might take inspiration from another of Einstein’s quotes: “Any fool can make things bigger, more complex, and more violent - It takes a touch of genius, and a lot more courage to move in the opposite direction.”

I wish you well and encourage you to dare to shape the future, because, after all, the only limits are your own dreams.
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