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Welcome to a special club
We are sending out a big hello to all Murdoch alumni and
especially the most recent graduates who are receiving this
magazine for the first time.
We encourage you to keep in touch with the university and
take full advantage of the services it offers to the alumni.
Among the new members are WA’s first chiropractic
graduates. The 56 students gained valuable experience at
the state-of-the-art chiropractic clinic at Murdoch and most
of the students have already gained employment either
locally or nationally and are fully recognised as registered
chiropractors in WA.
Also joining the ranks of alumni are the first School of
Nursing graduates. The 24 students from the Peel campus
have already made a great impression in the industry and all
of the graduates who have applied for positions have been
offered jobs, in some cases more than one.
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Popular television detective shows, like
CSI, have inspired a new forensics-forlawyers course to sharpen the skills of
defence lawyers.
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As new digital media continue to
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Murdoch researchers are helping to
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Top: (Clockwise from front) Chiropractic graduates
Bryn Elphick, Genine Riksman and Jessica Seebauer
with head of school, Dr Brian Nook. Photo: Brian
Richards Left: First School of Nursing graduates
with health sciences executive dean Jim Reynoldson.
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Alumni Members
can stay fit for less.
Did you know that Alumni Members
of Murdoch University can join the
Guild Health & Fitness Centre for $9 a week?
That’s a huge 25% discount.
Alumni special offer:

• Ezypay Monthly Membership
$36.50 normally $48.00

And benefits include:

• Ongoing fitness appraisals.
• Structured programs tailored to your needs.
• Access to all fitness classes.
• Continuous training & nutritional evaluations.

CRICOS Provider Code 00125J

FREE towel & drink bottle with every
Ezypay Monthly Membership.
The Guild Health &
Fitness Centre is located
in the Sports Centre,
near Carpark 4.
Call 618 9360 2318.
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Tom Lyons is as close as you can get to
a rainmaker. The environmental science
professor is spearheading groundbreaking
research into cloud formation which could
provide answers to Australia’s record dry spell.
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New
initiatives
Welcome to the first InTouch for 2007.
As we continue to refine what it is
that defines Murdoch, our core strength
remains the commitment of our students,
staff and alumni.
The quality of the teaching and learning
experience at Murdoch was recognised
through success in the 2006 and 2007
rounds of the Commonwealth’s Learning
and Teaching Performance Fund. We are
using the 2006 funds to create a ‘learning
common’ in the Library – a 24/7 one-stop
shop for student learning and services to
enhance the student experience.
Murdoch prides itself on the national
and international significance of its
research efforts and the way we have built
and continue to strengthen our research
links with community, industry and
business. Our research efforts expanded in
2006 and we are now in the top eight most
research-intensive universities nationally.
Bush Court has always been at the heart
of Murdoch. This year will see completion
of a tavern, and retail and office space
adjacent to the sport and recreation centre.
Together with the learning common, this
project will reinvigorate Bush Court as
the central hub of student life and help
make students, staff, alumni and other
visitors feel welcome and engaged. In
turn, these projects will help students to
develop academically and socially – a key
to gaining the full benefits of the ‘Murdoch
experience’.
If you are able, I encourage you to visit
the campus to see the changes that have
taken place and to help us to continue to
develop and foster Murdoch University
as a student-centred, research-intensive
institution.

John Yovich
Vice Chancellor
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Balancing act: Judith Fordham has developed
a postgraduate course in forensic science.
Photo: Brian Richards

CSI: Murdoch

testing
the

laws of

science
Detective shows on TV have forced criminal lawyers to go
back to study to better understand how scientists think
about evidence, as Denise Cahill reports.

s

pending time watching
others doing crime – on
shows such as Crime
Scene Investigation
(CSI), and its spin-offs,
CSI: Miami and CSI: New York – is
producing much more than braindead couch potatoes.
The characters in the top rating
show who each week solve complex
– and sometimes gruesome – crimes
using DNA and other tricks of
the trade, with a bit of good old
detective work thrown in, are
entertaining but also educating their
vast audiences.
And that knowledge, it appears,
is playing out in Western Australian
courtrooms as jurors, clued up on
forensic science thanks to television,
prove more savvy than some of
the lawyers trying the case, says
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Murdoch University’s Associate
Professor Judith Fordham.
Professor Fordham has been doing
research for the past 18 months on
just how juries cope with complex
information, such as forensic
science, presented to them in the
courtroom.
She has surveyed more than 100
jurors who have been selected for
jury duty for WA criminal trials and
carried out one-on-one interviews
with about 70 for her research,
Juries Jury and Expert Evidence.
And her research shows juries are
quite willing to grapple with the
whole idea of forensics rather than
being “freaked out” and accepting
whatever the scientist says.
“They are quite willing to come
to grips with it and to think about
it and to assess how much weight

they are going to put on a particular
expert’s evidence,” Professor
Fordham said.
“They want to know not just what
the expert thinks – but also how
they got to their opinion and the
validity of the data they base it on.”
But, on the flip side, jurors were
becoming more demanding.
“They expect there to be forensic
evidence in circumstances where,
logically, there should be be forensic
evidence,” she said.
And, Professor Fordham’s research
shows they seem to be able to
separate television from reality.
“They don’t actually expect
miracles like on the science forensic
shows,” she said.
“A couple of jurors have said to
me: ‘look, on CSI they wrap it all

up in an hour and they work it out
magically. It is always 100 per cent
right. There is no grey area. Now
that I have sat through a real trial I
realise that is rubbish’.”
Her research – as part of a PhD
– also found jurors would love to be
able to ask questions.
“After a witness has finished their
evidence, some would love to be able
to say: ‘well, we need to know this,
this and this. We weren’t told that
and we need to know it’,” she said.
The jurors appear not to be
frightened by science but the lawyers
are the ones “bedazzled” by it.
However, Professor Fordham is
not one of them.
She has a science degree as well as
a law degree and has practised as a
criminal lawyer for 20 years.
“A lot of people who study law do
so because they are not particularly
comfortable with science,” she said.
But forensic science was the way of
the future and all lawyers owed it to
their clients to get comfortable with
it – and fast.
Professor Fordham says there is a
place for a course that will introduce
and demystify the world of forensic
science for criminal lawyers. She has
set out to develop just that.

The inaugural course she
developed – forensic science
– will start this year at Murdoch
University.
Professor Fordham believes the
postgraduate course (a certificate is
12 months part-time and diploma
two years part-time) is the first of its
type to be offered in Australia.

Scientists and
lawyers have got
a whole different
concept about
what proof is or
what a fact is.
The course will cover the
fundamentals of forensic science
such as crime scene investigation,
toxicology, explosives and poisons –
but it will also give lawyers a better
idea of just how scientists think.
“I have found that when things
go wrong in court, it is due to the
lawyers’ lack of appreciation of how
scientists go about proving things,”
Professor Fordham said.
“Scientists and lawyers have got a
whole different concept about what
proof is or what a fact is.

“Scientists spend all their time trying
to disprove something and that is how
they advance their knowledge. “With
lawyers, it is whatever a jury works out
on the day or whatever a judge finds
on the day.
“That is a fact: that is proof.”
Another large part of the course is
how to handle researching anything
scientific, how to understand the
information when it is tracked down
and finding experts in Australia and
internationally.
The course has been designed for
practising lawyers – a unit will take
four weekends and the course can be
completed in 12 weekends.
“It is going to be taught intensively
because there is nothing worse than
being a trial lawyer and going to
uni at night – trust me: I have been
there,” she said.
The demand has been so strong
for the course, she is considering
allowing other professionals, such as
police, into the course.
“As it is aimed at courtroom
practitioners, we will look at people
other than lawyers,” she said. “But a
law degree will get you in.”
Applications are open until March 30.
www.bsb.murdoch.edu.au
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The race to find the
world’s alternative
fuel prompted
scientists to look to
algae, as Denise
Cahill reports.

From
A to B
i
on a full
tank of
algae

t is a scenario guaranteed to
strike fear into the heart of
all car-lovers. In just a few
short years, as the world’s oil
supplies diminish further, the
asking price for oil could be US$400
a barrel – and motorists could be
paying $6 or $7 a litre for fuel.
Most may disregard the scenario
as improbable, fear mongering or
straight out of a Mad Max movie.
But at Murdoch University,
Murdoch environment director
Professor Steve Halls says it is not as
far fetched as it sounds.
“We are going to see it (oil) drive
up,” Professor Halls predicted.
“I was recently in the United States
of America, they are not worried
about US$100 a barrel, they think
that it is coming…but they are
seriously considering US$200 by 2010.
“It is not that overly conservative
or overly speculative, some pundits
are going as much as US$300 or
$400 a barrel.
“That translates… to around $6 or
$7 a litre.”
The predicted increase in the cost
of fuel at the petrol bowser forms
part of a theory known as “peak oil”.
Check the internet and you will
find hundreds of websites on the
theory.
But basically it means that the
world’s oil supply will peak and then
dramatically decline within a decade
or two.
“If we continue on the same rate
of use… (it will be) between 30 or
50 years before we run out of oil,”
Professor Halls said.
Many experts, including those at
Murdoch University, are looking at
ways to find other sources of oil to
side-step the looming crisis.
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For Murdoch and Professor Halls,
the way out could be algae.
Along with a team of eight
scientists, Professor Halls is looking
at ways to turn the green sludge
in the iconic Swan River and Peel
region into biodiesel (meaning
coming from living matter or
organism).
The research is nothing new
– Murdoch has been working on
turning algae into value-added
products including biodiesel for
about 25 years under the direction
of Professor Michael Borowitzka.
But the race to find a viable
alternative fuel has now become
“economically viable,” Professor
Halls said.
“The general thrust here that
we are looking at is the industrial
transformation – we can no longer
either financially or economically
afford oil, particularly if it starts to
go up,” he said.
“Everything around us in some
shape or form is reliant on fossil fuel.
“If we can find substitutes, then
we can release the fossil fuels that
are currently being used for higher
priorities like keeping our planes
flying.”
Professor Halls said Murdoch
University plans to use “photo bio
reactors” to grow algae that will
produce the right oil into a viable
alternative fuel.
Researchers combine the algae
with carbon dioxide and nutrientrich water.
“The algae needs sunlight…they
take the energy from the sunlight,
take nutrients from the water, take
the carbon dioxide and through
normal metabolic processes grow
and start to synthesise oil and store
that within their body for future
usages,” he said.
“We will then harvest them – and
will literally squeeze them, squeeze
out the oil and capture the oil.”
Professor Halls said research for
a viable biodiesel fuel will also have
environmental benefits.
“What we are also looking at is
not just producing biodiesel – we
would be taking the nutrient-rich
water out of the river system there,

New approach: Steve Halls is looking at ways to turn river algae into biodiesel.

which actually gives rise to the toxic
algal blooms,” he said.
“So by removing the nutrient-rich
water which the toxic algae feed on,
we are in essence depriving them of
their food and growing beneficial
algae.”
And the waste from the algae
could be used as animal food or for
other purposes.
A viable algae-derived biodiesel
could be produced within two to
three years – the key is to find out if
enough could be produced to meet
the market needs.
“The only consideration we
really have to look at now is can we
actually scale it and produce the
same quantities that are currently
needed or at least a significant
percentage of the rate we currently
consume,” Professor Halls said.
In theory enough algae biodiesel
could be produced to meet demand
but a planned exercise, to begin
this year in Western Australia’s Peel
region, would help to confirm this.
Professor Halls said the team has
spent much time doing chemical
analysis of the end result of
the algae to ensure there was a
consistent product.
But they do plan to test biodiesel
fuel in an experimental diesel
engine, which they are in the
process of installing.

So, don’t be at all surprised if one
day, in the not too distant future,
you fuel up the family car, not
with petrol but with algae biodiesel
– developed at Murdoch University.
www.environment.murdoch.edu.au

WHAT
WE USE OIL FOR
It seems we use oil for pretty
much everything, according to
the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC)
website.
The website says refined crude
oil can be found in not just petrol
but asphalt (used in paving roads)
and lubricant.
Perfumes and insecticides are also
derived from refined crude oil.
Anything made from plastic such
as chairs, dolls and even the
toothpaste container has come
from oil, according to the website.
Fashion also has crude oil to thank.
Synthetic fibres such as nylon or
polyester – used extensively in
men’s and women’s clothing –
are an end product of oil.

If we continue on the same rate of use… (it will be)
between 30 or 50 years before we run out of oil.
intouch
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meritus Professor
Geoffrey Bolton
has served as
Murdoch University
Chancellor for the
past four years. During that time
he has helped guide the university
through a time of great change in
the tertiary education sector.
But his involvement with the
university stretches back to the days
since before its foundation in 1975.

A Strong Foundation: Retired Chancellor Geoffrey Bolton.
Photo: Brian Richards
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What are some of your highlights
from Murdoch?
The two best times for me were
the first few years when we were
thrown in the deep end and didn’t
know if we’d survive and what shape
we’d survive in. It was enormously
stimulating.
The other time was in the past
four years. The team that’s running
this place is unified, it’s dynamic.
The specific thing was that Vice
Chancellor John Yovich and I came
in together and it’s been a great
pleasure working with him and the
team.
I have enjoyed the role of
chancellor immensely – it is the best
retirement hobby you could find.
What challenges do you see for the
university over the coming years?
Murdoch has three challenges.
Size isn’t everything – we need
to maintain ourselves as a highly
regarded medium-sized university.
The major problem is a financial
one – the Federal Government
is deliberately under-investing in
tertiary education and no change in
government is likely to change that.
Therefore we have to find ways
of increasing our own balance and I
think we are well situated to do that
with a supportive Senate.
When Murdoch started we
recruited a lot of good staff who will
now be retiring so we have an issue
of generational renewal.
Murdoch has been through a
number of ups and downs, morale is
pretty good now and we’ve looked
very carefully at the prospects of
merging with each of our neighbours
and each time we decide that we are
doing better on our own.
As far as I can see into the future
that is the way we’d want to be.

the interview

Best yet
to come
Retired Chancellor Geoffrey Bolton speaks to
Hayley Mayne about his time in the chair
and his vision for the university.

Why would students want to study
at Murdoch?
We look after students. Because
we are medium size, there is less
feeling of being a drop in the ocean,
it’s a human-sized place, and also it
means that students are able to make
a contribution.
The quality of their input has an
impact on the sort of place this is.
We have a lot of mature age students
and school leavers. The mixture of
older students and school leavers is
the best, making a good university
better.
We are still growing, you are not
coming to a place bowed down
with tradition, you are still able to
contribute.
How do you think the new
Chancellor, Terry Budge, will
handle the role?
I believe that the next period at
Murdoch requires someone like
Terry that is known and respected
in the financial world but who has
empathy for university values and
he’s had an experience of a couple of
years on the Senate.
We don’t want to be quite identical
to other universities elsewhere and I
think Terry has got the qualities that
are going to be needed in the next
period.
How does Murdoch compare to its
former self when it was established
more than 30 years ago?
Thirty years ago we came in on
the tail end when expansion seemed
limitless and the belief was we
would grow to the size we are now
by 1985 and it would all keep going.

There was enough scope that
you could experiment and make
mistakes sometimes and we
did make mistakes. There was
encouragement to think outside the
loop, to think imaginatively and to
give it a go.
On the other hand, we could have
planned more systematically and we
should have known that the good
times couldn’t last forever and been
a bit more thoughtful about what
we did.
We still retain the quality of
imagination and that’s important.
Right from the start we had two
emphases – research/development
and teaching.
We set up a tradition of
approachability and concern for the
students and I think that tradition
has lasted.
What plans do you have for
retirement?
Apart from leisure and travel I
have at least half a dozen books to
write. For me it’s a rest, I enjoy
it. The next big one has to be a
biography of Sir Paul Hasluck. I’ve
just finished writing a short history
of Western Australia. I know what
the themes of the next six books are.
It’s a matter of revising some books I
have already written.
Off the top of my head I have
written about 14 books and various
articles and collaborations and
editing of things.
My wife has always had a fancy to
go to Iceland and I’m happy to go
with her but apart from that we have
an acre down at Ballingyup which is
a considerable hobby.
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magine if you could control what happens on
your favourite television show. And wouldn’t it be
great if you could forever ban that annoying TV
commercial from your screen?
These are just two options viewers of the future
will have in the brave new world of television.
The medium is in the midst of one of its most dramatic
periods of change.
The style of programming has already been
revolutionised but now new delivery methods are being
introduced into the market to keep up with fragmenting
audiences and the ever-shrinking world.
While the revolution is literally unfolding right before
our eyes, the future of worldwide television trends is
being mapped out at Murdoch University’s Interactive
Television Research Institute.
The institute’s director, Duane Varan, is a world expert
on what makes TV work and how it impacts on those
who watch it. “New technologies are ushering in a period
of significant market disruption,” Professor Varan said.
“The advent of digital technologies like personal video
recorders, interactive TV, portable video devices, digital
television and internet protocol television is rapidly
accelerating the industry’s changing dynamic.
“It’s forcing the industry players – including
advertisers – to move from a paradigm centred on
exposure to one increasingly focused on engagement
with the viewer.”
Professor Varan said the old one-way model of
beaming content into the living rooms was a dinosaur.
“In the future, viewers will have a lot more control
over what is shown on their screens,” he said.
Professor Varan’s pioneering research has attracted
the attention of the world’s largest television networks
(including the leading US networks).
The networks have identified a need to create new
programming and advertising models to ensure television
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New digital media are
changing the way people view
television. Adrian Kwintowski
reports on Murdoch researchers
helping to shape the future.
continues to offer ‘compelling viewing’ in the face of
increased competition from constantly emerging media
technologies. “Advertisers, naturally, feel overwhelmed
by the many changes at hand,” Professor Varan said.
“They’re asking what impact their ads now deliver.”
What people watch, when and how they choose to
watch it are among the key questions Professor Varan’s
team is trying to answer.
Research taking place at the institute’s Audience
Research Labs give Professor Varan and his team
unprecedented access into people’s TV viewing habits.
They can monitor not just what people prefer to
watch, but also what is going on in the viewers’ minds
while they decide what to watch next.
“We can measure their eye movement to see which part
of the screen they’re watching, and even whether their
eyes are actually on the TV screen,” he said. “We can also
tell if they’re excited by what they see on the screen.”
It is crucial information TV networks around the
world are desperate to decipher if they are to maintain
their appeal to the increasingly fussy viewers.
And so, as colour screens once changed the way
we watch television, research pioneered at Murdoch
University is set to turn the entire industry on its head.
www.itri.tv

Stars
in the sea
Driven by a love of the sea and its largest fish,
the elusive whale shark, Murdoch University’s
Brad Norman has created a worldwide
photo-identification system enabling
ordinary people to assist in the whale shark’s
conservation. Julian Cribb reports.
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efore the swimmer’s
eyes, glowing flecks
shine like stars eerily
transposed into the
depths of the sea.
Through a blue-dark veil of water, a
huge shape gradually resolves itself,
rising slowly and majestically to the
surface.
After hundreds of sightings,
Brad Norman’s blood still thrills
as the great, spotted whale shark
comes into view, gliding effortlessly
forward, its pale, metre-wide mouth
agape to scoop up thousands of
litres of protein-rich sea water.
“When they are down deep, they
resemble a starfield under water,” Dr
Norman says.
“As you swim above, the shark’s
body seems to disappear and its
white spots light up like stars in the
night sky. It’s an awe-inspiring sight.”
The 38-year-old Murdoch
graduate has dedicated most
of his adult life to the pursuit,
identification, understanding and
protection of the world’s largest fish,
Rhincodon typus, the aptly named
whale shark.
Reaching 18 metres in length,
the huge beast resembles nothing
so much as “a bus under water”, Dr
Norman says.
Yet an animate, placid,
occasionally inquisitive bus,
pursuing its mysterious life across
tens of thousands of kilometres of
open ocean.
First recorded in 1828, only 350
whale-shark sightings were recorded
in the ensuing 150 years.
Recent growth in underwater
tourism has brought a surge in
sightings. Yet the whale shark remains
elusive, and the World Conservation
Union (IUCN), which engaged Dr
Norman to assess the species, regards
it as “vulnerable” to extinction.
It is protected in only a handful of
countries.
Dr Norman is determined to find
out far more about these fish.
His visionary plan to involve
thousands of ordinary people
worldwide in the photo-monitoring
and conservation of whale sharks,
significantly enhancing knowledge
of this elusive species, has earned
him a 2006 Rolex Award for
Enterprise – the first Australian to
do so in 25 years.
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Gentle giant: Up to 20 metres long and weighing up to 20
tonnes, the whale shark is the world’s biggest living fish.
Photos courtesy Kurt Amsler/Rolex Awards.

The whale shark is one of only
three sharks that are filter-feeders,
using gill rakers to scoop up krill
(shrimp), small fish and other tiny
ocean life as its sole source of
sustenance. It has never been known
to attack humans.
Tagged individuals have been
tracked for 13,000 kilometres across
the Pacific, and 3,000 kilometres in
the Indian Ocean.
It has an uncanny instinct for
locating food concentrations.
It is sighted at more than 100

places around the globe – including
the Philippines, South China Sea
and Indonesia, off India, Australia
and Africa, off Mexico, the United
States and the Galapagos Islands
(Ecuador).
Yet it remains so scarce almost
nothing is known of its abundance,
breeding habits or habitat
preferences.
The shark has few natural
enemies, though orcas and predatory
sharks may attack young whale
sharks.

Now, however, the whale shark
has joined the long list of species to
suffer the insatiable human appetite
for seafood.
Its flesh, fins and body parts are
appearing in growing quantities
in Asian markets where they fetch
$US18 a kilo or more.
Since his first awed encounter
in 1994, in Western Australia’s
Ningaloo Marine Park, Dr Norman
has tried to uncover all he can about
this lordly animal, whose ancestry
extends back 400 million years.

“My first encounter seemed quite
surreal. There was this huge, living
thing coming directly towards
me. My eyes were popping out of
my head. I almost ‘swallowed my
snorkel’. I was screaming silently to
myself in excitement,” he recalls.
“Yet, oddly, I wasn’t afraid. I just
floated there, too amazed to swim
after him.”
As his encounters multiplied,
Dr Norman grew to appreciate
many aspects of the whale shark.
Its economical 1-to-1.5 metres per

second cruising speed was perfect
for observation. Though able to dive
as deep as 1,500 metres, it often
swam conveniently near the surface.
Its placid temperament made it
safe compared with other big sharks.
Yet it could also be dynamic.
“I once observed seven in an area
where there was a huge swarm of
krill, a real soup of food in the
water. They were charging through
it, mouths open, thrashing around.
That was a big adrenalin rush. I
never felt frightened, but I did keep
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my arms down and made myself
small,” Dr Norman says.
“Even with something as big as a
whale shark, you’re not afraid – and
nor is it. It is a calming experience.
You feel at one.”
Swimming alongside its head,
Dr Norman has seen its little eye
turn, observing him – a glimmer of
acknowledgement.
“Maybe it just thinks I’m a big
remora [sucker fish],” he laughs.
Nonetheless, he respects the
shark’s brute power, and has assisted
in the drafting of guidelines for
divers and tour operators worldwide
on how to behave around whale
sharks.
Dr Norman’s love of the ocean
was born on the golden beaches of
Perth, where he body-surfed as a
youngster.
This led to diving and, via
a science degree at Murdoch
University, to a deep interest in
marine conservation which he has
pursued as a researcher and fisheries
management consultant.
His encounter with the whale
sharks of Ningaloo was a lifealtering experience.
The shark was an unknown, and
there was little money for its study
or conservation.
Dr Norman survived hand-tomouth on sporadic grants, and
funded much research himself.
Burning the midnight oil, he
mounted national and international
campaigns for the whale shark’s
conservation, emerging as a global
expert on the animal and its needs.
He helped authorities develop
plans for its protection, wrote
scientific reports and information
for divers and children.
Many mysteries of the whale shark
remain to be solved. While young
males gather at Ningaloo, no one
knows where the females collect or
where the sharks breed.
The key to studying their thin,
dispersed and cryptic demographics
lay in identifying individuals.
Following a clue provided by an
experienced fisherman, Dr Norman’s
painstaking research managed to
prove that every whale shark has a
pattern of white spots on its body as
individually distinctive as a human
fingerprint. This gave him the idea
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Discovering: Dr Norman’s time is split between Ningaloo Reef
where whale sharks gather (inset right) and the lab where he
works on identifying the fish (inset below right).

It is a big, beautiful
and charismatic
animal, and not
dangerous. It is a
perfect flagship
for the health of
the oceans.

of using underwater camera images
as a practical, non-invasive way to
identify individuals.
In 1999 he set up the ECOCEAN
Whale Shark Photo-identification
Library on the Internet, a global
project to record sightings and
images.
Despite the growing body of
information, Dr Norman lacked an
efficient way to compare shots of
whale sharks taken from different
angles, under varying conditions and
fish postures.
In 2002, a US computer engineer
and fellow diver Jason Holmberg
contacted him, offering to help
organise and automate the
ECOCEAN database.
He explained the photo-ID
problem to a friend, NASA-affiliated
astronomer Zaven Arzoumanian,
whose colleague Gijs Nelemans
pointed out that a technique used by
Hubble Space Telescope scientists
for mapping star patterns known as
the Groth algorithm might also be
useful for recognising whale sharks
by mapping the unique patterns of
white spots on the shark’s hide.
It took many months of calculations
and computer programming to refine
the algorithm for use on a living
creature – but in the end they gained
a breakthrough for biology: a reliable
way to identify individuals in virtually
any spotted animal population,
without tagging or harassing them.
In 2005, the three reported their
findings in the Journal of Applied
Ecology.
More than 500 whale sharks have
since been identified and added to
the database using the technique.
For survival, whale sharks depend
on huge bursts of tiny sea life which,
in turn, reflect the condition of the
oceans and their bio-productivity.
Since whale sharks travel immense
distances to collect food, the
demographics of these fish can serve
as an indicator of ocean health – and
of the human impact on it.
This is high, planet-scale science.
But on another level, individual
divers worldwide can now follow
Dr Norman’s simple guidelines for
photographing whale sharks and log
their images, activities and locations
on the ECOCEAN site.
Ordinary people can take part in
real science.
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Even with
something
as big as
a whale
shark,
you’re not
afraid – and
nor is it. You
feel at one.

On ECOCEAN, their photos are
automatically catalogued, compared
and, if possible, identified as
belonging to a known individual.
Each new image helps Dr
Norman compile a global map of
where whale sharks live and their
migratory patterns.
Contributors receive notice
by email of all past and further
sightings of ‘their’ shark.
Together, the images are helping

With the Rolex Award money, Dr
Norman is devoting two years’ fulltime to his project, training local
authorities, tourism operators and
20 research assistants around the
Pacific, Atlantic and Indian oceans
to observe, record and protect whale
sharks.
In this way he will develop whale
shark photography as a significant
tool for conservation.
He plans also to explain to those
who hunt the shark that there is
more to be gained by leaving it alive.
Ningaloo’s whale sharks draw more
than 5000 visitors a year, mainly
from April to June, generating
ecotourism worth an estimated
US$10 million, proving a live whale
shark earns far more than a dead
one.

to build a global picture of the
abundance, health, range and
fluctuations of the whale shark
population.
“Just about anyone with a
disposable underwater camera
can now play a part in helping to
conserve whale sharks, and so help
to monitor the health of the oceans,”
Dr Norman explains.
“It gives people a direct stake in
whale shark stewardship.”

“The whale shark is worth saving
– and we can do something about
it,” Dr Norman says.
“It is a big, beautiful and
charismatic animal, and not
dangerous. It is a perfect flagship for
the health of the oceans.”

Lyons
taming the outback

www.ecocean.org

A Murdoch University
scientist is spearheading
groundbreaking research
into cloud formation which
could provide answers to
Australia’s record dry spell,
writes Les Everett.
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Still sitting on it?

Stark contrast: Clouds form over native vegetation while
farmland sky remains cloudless. Tom Lyons (above) is looking
into fixing this imbalance. Main photo: Brian Richards.

L

ake King is not one of Western
Australia’s tourism hot-spots.
The tiny town on the edge of the
wheatbelt 461km south-east of Perth
does offer wildflower or heath flora
lovers plenty to focus their cameras on in the
Frank Hann National Park.
But off the beaten track, Lake King is also
the destination of choice for Professor Tom
Lyons and his research team from Murdoch
University’s School of Environmental Science.
The reason this isolated place is perfect for
the work of Professor Lyons is the positioning
of the Rabbit Proof Fence. The fence, built in
1903, stretches from Esperance in the south of
the state to Geraldton in the mid-west. Around
Lake King it provides a clear demarcation line.
On one side of the fence is native vegetation and
on the other is agricultural land.
“There’s no geographical reason for the
placement of the fence so it shows the before
and after picture nice and clearly,” Professor
Lyons said.
His interest was first sparked by figures
released for a greenhouse conference in the
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early 1980s by the Bureau of
Meteorology.
The figures showed rainfall in
WA’s south-west was decreasing.
Closer examination of the data
showed that while there was
less rainfall in agricultural areas
there was actually more in areas
dominated by natural vegetation.
All the climate change modelling
predicts that, as greenhouse gas
levels rise, the south-west of WA
will get drier causing, among other
things, dire consequences for the
agricultural industry and those who
rely upon it.
Satellite images of the area around
Lake King showed an interesting
development – cloud formation on
the native vegetation side of the
Rabbit Proof Fence and clear skies
on the agricultural side.

These observations suggested
some climate change effects could
have local contributions.
“We were interested in the
processes that lead to why
convection clouds are forming over
the native vegetation and not the
agricultural land,” Professor Lyons
said.
The unusual meeting of
agriculture and original vegetation
at Lake King had set up the perfect
conditions for study.
“I like to see the stuff happening
in the real world rather than just
modelling,” he said.
“I’m an experimentalist rather
than a modeller.”
Some of the most useful early
work at Lake King involved flying
light aircraft very low over the two
different land surfaces.
One thing that was clear was
the greater turbulence over the
native vegetation.

“Wheat grows by transpiring
moisture to the atmosphere and
wheat crops tend to use a lot of
the available energy,” Professor
Lyons said.
“The native plants are darker
and have their stomata closed so
more energy goes in but they don’t
evaporate as much water.”
The resultant increased turbulence
above the native vegetation
means there’s sufficient convection
to lift the moisture high enough to
form clouds.
After the promising early findings
some research reality came into play.
“Flying aircraft down there is
great fun but incredibly expensive
– research bodies don’t like putting
out lots of money so we needed to
focus on the satellite photographs
for a while,” Professor Lyons said.
Recent funding from the
National Science Foundation in the
USA has enabled Professor Lyons
and his team to embark on a
larger experiment.

In December 2005 the method
included releasing balloons into the
atmosphere every three hours during
the study period in addition to the
data gathering with the aircraft.
Last December the team returned
to Lake King with two aircraft to
gain further information.
As well as the neat and tidy study
area created by the Rabbit Proof
Fence, Lake King contains three
other features that Professor Lyons
believes are important requirements
for field study – there’s an airstrip, a
motel and a pub.
The presence of an airstrip and
the bed and breakfast offerings of
the motel are obvious bonuses but
the bar at the Lake King Tavern
and Motel offers more for the
researchers than a cold beer at the
end of a long day’s work.
“Our work is very visible,
everybody sees our low-flying
aircraft and just about everybody
comes to the pub,” Professor
Lyons said.

“So by going to the pub at night
time we get to talk to the locals.
“The first question most of them
ask when they meet us for the
first time is, ‘what the hell are you
guys doing?’”
Local farmers had noticed the
greater rainfall over the native
vegetation – some expressed a desire
to clear it to capture some of the
rain for crops. Others noticed that
their wetter paddocks were those
closest to the bush.
The researchers have also given
presentations at the local primary
school as another way of involving
the community in their work.
Professor Lyons said changes in
land use since European settlement
have been significant and, while
it hasn’t caused all the problems,
especially decreasing rainfall,
it has contributed.
Replanting some agricultural land
with native vegetation would appear
to be the logical reaction.

“The problem is that the
atmosphere doesn’t respond to small
areas so we’d need to replant 20km
by 20km strips to see if that would
bring back the rain,” he said.
Another proposal is the use of
black wheat as a way of stimulating
the atmosphere.
“Traditional white wheat grows
by transpiring moisture to the
atmosphere and tends to use a lot
of the available energy,” Professor
Lyons said.
Climate change was a reality from
which we could no longer walk away.
“We’re pretty much the recipients
of the large scale effects of climate
change and they tend to leave us
feeling powerless,” he said.
“However if we have contributed
to local effects then we can make
changes to our land use.”
www.environment.murdoch.edu.au

Sky’s the limit: Tom Lyons’
international research team
has been taking air samples
from around the Lake King
region in WA’s wheatbelt.
Photo: Brian Richards.

We were interested in
the processes that lead to
why convection clouds are
forming over the native
vegetation and not the
agricultural land.
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Culture vulture: Grant Stone amongst his
fascinating collection of popular literature.
Photo: Brian Richards.

Bookworm unearths some
rare treasures
g
rant Stone reckons he’s
the luckiest man in the
world because he does
a job he loves. He also
sometimes thinks he’s
unlucky because the job never
really ends.
Mr Stone works in the library at
Murdoch University where he’s the
Scholarly Resources manager. The
library features what is probably the
nation’s second biggest collection of
science fiction, horror and fantasy
books. (The largest is the Ron
Graham Collection at the University
of Sydney with over 80,000 titles.)
“It’s an area I know well,” Mr
Stone said.
“And my radio show (Faster than
Light, on Perth community radio
RTR FM) gives me a good reason to
keep reading and keep up to date.”
Another of Mr Stone’s favourite
places is the compactor shelving
unit, housing much of the popular
culture collection.
Among the highlights here are
copies of New Idea dating back
to the 1920s, all 40 issues of the
Australian Oz Magazine plus
Playboy, Penthouse, Post, Pix, Black
+ White and other Australian
magazines which would not last long
out on the open shelves.
“They’d be nicked or damaged,”
Mr Stone said.
There’s also a collection of most
of the titles that have made an
impact on the comic scene over the
years. It includes over more than
1000 editions of the British comic
2000AD, a couple of hundred
Phantoms and plenty of Mad
Magazines.
Mr Stone has opened two comic
collections in public libraries
in recent times and believes
the important role of comics,
particularly in the area of boys and
reading, is beginning to gain wider
recognition.
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The Murdoch library’s ‘sealed section’
is its special collections unit which
houses rare, valuable or fragile items.
Les Everett gets a sneak peek into this
literary treasure chest.
The science fiction book collection
is complemented by a collection
of fanzines on the subject. “These
have very low print runs and are
effectively science fiction fans writing
to one another,” Mr Stone said.
“They lead discussion and are
important in plotting the history of
science fiction.”
Leafing through women’s
magazines can provide a window
into the dramatic changes in the
role of women over a relatively short
period of time. There may also be a
PhD in a study of home decoration
as seen through the ideas in home
maintenance magazines over the
past 50 years.
“In the 1950s it was all about the
home handyman,” Mr Stone said.
“While in the 2000s people are
researching to find the right light
fittings for their particular style or
period of home.”
Items such as student union
newspapers, handbills, posters and
pamphlets show a different kind of
student life, especially in the late
1960s and early 1970s.
“The underground and counter
culture stuff is very interesting,” Mr
Stone said.
“The material reflects a time of
great social change when student
unions were very vocal on a range of
issues.”

Of course, the Murdoch University
library special collection isn’t all
about popular culture. There is a
huge collection of theology books, a
great deal of Australiana and many
rare books.
A library rule is that Australian
books published prior to 1900 and
international titles from before 1850
are kept in the special collection. A
very recent addition to the collection
is a 39-volume Islamic history of the
world translated from the Arabic –
Mr Stone picked it up at an auction.

Leafing through
women’s
magazines can
provide a window
into the dramatic
changes in the role
of women over a
relatively short
period of time.
Attending auctions and staying
in contact with dealers and second
hand bookshops is all part of the job
for Grant, who admits he seldom
has a normal day at work.
“I do desk duty in the library,
respond to emails and telephone
calls about the collection and from
collectors and catch up with people
with interesting stuff,” he said.

“Maintaining professional
contacts reminds people that
Murdoch is a possibility and is on
the look-out for material.”
The library gains many important
works through the donation of
private book collections. Some
donate their libraries, and gain tax
benefits, when downsizing their living
arrangements while other donations
come from deceased estates.
The books, personal
correspondence, journals and papers
of feminist, activist and writer
Irene Greenwood (1898-1992) were
donated to the Murdoch University
library after she died. “It has taken
four years to process her library,”
Mr Stone said. Items donated to
the library are book-plated and
catalogued while the longevity of
the institution gives donors surety
that the valuable possessions they
have handed over will be well
looked after and well used.
The proper treatment of a donated
personal library obviously takes
time and resources are limited but
Mr Stone approaches it all with a
librarian’s attitude. “I’m relaxed
about what does and doesn’t happen
immediately,” he said.
“If it happens in my time that’s
good – but I know that it will
happen eventually.”
It’s clear Mr Stone is very good at
bringing important items into the
library. But what’s he like at getting
rid of things?
“I think I have a good sense of
what is no longer useful,” he laughs.
“But my wife says I’m hopeless
and my colleagues say I’m better at
collecting stuff.”
wwwlib.murdoch.edu.au
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connecting
Tireless worker backbone of community

Scoop prize

Singapore date

Beatrice Ballangarry is not
one to rest on her laurels
despite being awarded a
Member of the Order of
Australia.
The Murdoch University
graduate (right) from the
Gumbayngirr Aboriginal
community near Coffs
Harbour in New South
Wales was recently
recognised for her tireless
work with victims of
domestic violence in the
indigenous community.
Ms Ballangarry has
had to overcome the
experience of a violent
marriage before rebuilding
her life and becoming an
inspiring role model for
others.
“I escaped from the
marriage with my children
and after years of much
personal work on myself
and involving myself
in community action

Freelance journalist and
Murdoch alumnus Olivia
Rousset has won the
latest George Munster
Award for her story
‘Lifting the Hood – the
Prisoners of Abu Ghraib’
on SBS’s Dateline.

Singapore Murdoch alumni have
shown support for the latest group
of graduates at their convocation, at
the Stamford Ballroom Raffles City
Convention Centre.
Each year this dedicated group of
Singapore alumni assist Murdoch
University staff with a range of
duties to organise a memorable
occasion for the latest group of
Singapore Murdoch graduates.
“The convocation was an
opportunity for members to network
with old chums and make new
contacts,” Suchitra Parameswaran, a
1998 commerce graduate said.
“It was as much a nostalgic event
as it was an evening of fun and
action for the alumni, who put their
heads together to investigate ways
they could reach out and tap into the
alumni base in Singapore to provide
future membership benefits.”
If you’d like to join in the yearly
get-togethers and be part of the
Murdoch Singapore network,
contact Jan Exeter at the Alumni,
Careers and Employment Centre by
email j.exeter@murdoch.edu.au or
Jit Mee Lim at limjitmee@jitm.com.sg

on social issues, I now
see myself as a strong
Gumbaynggirr woman,”
Ms Ballangarry said.
Last year Ms Ballangarry
was awarded a Member
of the Order of Australia
for her proactive work
to improve social justice,
economic advancement and
education for indigenous
people.
“The award has added
credence to the work I do.
I’m getting interest and
support at a higher level

and it has enabled me to
promote the work I do in
the community,” she said.
Dr Patricia Meckelburg
tutored Ms Ballangarry
during her time at
Murdoch University and
has kept in touch with her.
“She has worked with
the community and
together they have brought
about amazing changes. I
consider myself fortunate
to have encountered Bea,
as frankly she has inspired
me,” Dr Meckelburg said.
Ms Ballangarry gained
a Bachelor of Arts degree
from Murdoch University
in 1996.
Ms Ballangarry works
as a coordinator/teacher at
Coffs Harbour Education
Campus and has published
a book of poems titled
Birth of my Woman.
Libby Hocking

Ms Rousset interviewed
some of the Iraqi victims
of torture, shown in
photographs taken at the
notorious Abu Ghraib
prison in Iraq.
The George Munster
Award recognises
excellence in independent
journalism.
It is awarded each
year by the Australian
Centre for Independent
Journalism at the
University of Technology,
Sydney for the
outstanding piece of
journalism published or
broadcast in any medium.

New alumni chapter forms in Bangkok
Murdoch alumni in Thailand had
plenty to smile about at a recent
dinner in Bangkok.
The 25 former students shared a
fun and entertaining night at the
Sheraton Grande Sukhumvit.
It was the first time the alumni
(above) have come together in
Thailand and an informal alumni
chapter has been formed. Alumnus
Somsak Soonthornnawaphat said
the get-together was an opportunity
to discuss Perth and Murdoch
University with new and old friends.

“I have met old friends whom I
haven’t seen for nearly seven years,”
Mr Soonthornnawaphat said.
“Many of us have moved on
– some teach at university, others
work for international organisations
while others still run their own
businesses.
“I was pleased to hear Murdoch
University has been successfully
growing in many areas.
“I hope in the future the alumni
will serve as a link between us and
the university.”

Highly regarded chemist retires

For more information contact Murdoch
International on 613 9627 4809 or go
to www.murdoch.edu.au/international

Tanzanian film award

Apply now for a research scholarship

CRICOS Provider Code 00125J

Fully funded research scholarships
for 2008 are available at Murdoch
University.
With research centres that are known
and respected internationally,
Murdoch University is giving you the
chance to study once again, but this
time for free. In fact, we’ll pay you.

This is an outstanding opportunity
for international students to
complete a Master of Philosophy
(MPhil) or PhD at one of Australia’s
leading research universities.
You’ll find a strong commitment to
innovation and inter-disciplinary
focus supported by outstanding
academic supervision.

www.murdoch.edu.au/international
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Senior lecturer, Dr Martin Mhando, was the winner of
the annual Zeze Award for Excellence and Contribution
to film in Tanzania.
The awards are presented annually during Mfuko’s
Culture Week in the Tanzanian capital Dar Es Salaam.
The Zeze Awards foster the development and
marketing of Tanzanian films both within Tanzania
and internationally.

Alumni
Members,
you’re still
eligible
for discount
books.
Did you know that Alumni Members
of Murdoch University are eligible to
receive a discount at the Murdoch
Bookshop?
Show your Alumni card and save
12% on our complete range of
books, stationery, greeting cards,
computer products and more.
So make your time at Murdoch pay.

CRICOS Provider Code 00125J

Successful applicants receive a fully
funded scholarship plus stipend
to make their research degree
a reality at Murdoch University,
a member of the Innovative
Research Universities Australia.

After 32 years at Murdoch
University chemistry
Emeritus Associate
Professor Doug Clarke has
decided to bid farewell to
enjoy life in retirement.
Professor Clarke (right)
was the public face of
Murdoch chemistry, giving
hundreds of magic shows
to schools and appeared
regularly on television.
Professor Clarke will be remembered by hundreds of
staff and students as Mr Chemical Fixit for his ability to
solve their problems and his deep and broad knowledge
of all things chemical.

Open 8.30am to 4.30pm
Monday to Friday.
For more information go to
www.bookshop.murdoch.edu.au

www.murdoch.edu.au
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IRAQ

He may have run out of room for socks and t-shirts but Glenn
Ross ensured the books he needed for his external studies in
education were included in the strict 20-kilogram baggage
limit as he headed for Iraq. The Murdoch alumnus reflects on
combining studies with one of the toughest jobs in the world.

‘

‘

I spent the past year working as
an instructor at the Iraqi National
Police Academy in An Numaniya
– an insurgent stronghold subject to
regular attacks and violence.
I was one of 50 Australians involved in
‘blueing’ the Police, a US state department
funded project to train Iraqi police recruits
in modern policing techniques.
Many of the recruits were ex-military
and had been used to a different culture in
their previous work.
Among the 20 subjects I taught were the
rules of evidence, gender sensitivity, human
rights and cultural awareness.
Landing at Baghdad airport was quite an
experience.
You land military style where the plane
virtually plummets straight down so that it
avoids attack from air-to-air missiles.
You need a military escort to get across
Baghdad and you need to be armed. Sadly
if you are not armed you are more of a
target.
It was a challenging experience being a
target and needing to carry a gun.
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Working in Iraq has really opened my
eyes. We live such a privileged life in
Australia. It has made me understand
what it’s like to be a target because of
your race.
We were living in difficult conditions
with five to a room, in 50C heat, with
spartan accommodation and basic
food. It has made me grateful for the
comfortable life we have in Australia.
While working in Iraq I managed to
continue my studies, often completing
assignments on my laptop by the light of
a flashlight.
I wouldn’t have been able to continue
with my studies without the help and
support of the staff at Murdoch. The
university has the best external studies
section and excellent education lecturers.
I don’t have plans to return to Iraq but I
am considering returning to work in safer
parts of the Middle East, possibly at an
international school in Kuwait or Dubai,
after completing my studies.
And this time I’ll take my wife Davina
and son William along.”
As told to Libby Hocking

