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E&OE………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
I’m delighted to be here, and pleased that my first formal speech as Parliamentary Secretary 
assisting the Minister for Industry and Science is to a Science and Technology Australia event. 
 
As you have just heard, I have a professional background in STEM and it’s something that I’ve been 
passionate about for many years. 
 
It’s also one of the reasons I co-founded and chaired the Parliamentary Friends of Science. 
 
When you look at the demographics of people entering politics, they come from a wide range of 
backgrounds; they tend to be lawyers, economists, farmers, small business owners and union 
officials. 
 
STEM in politics 
 
People in politics who come from the STEM disciplines tend to be in a minority.  There are 
surprisingly few scientists and engineers. 
 
But clearly we need to engage Parliamentarians in the debate about science. It’s important to have 
dialogue between scientific leaders and Parliamentarians about the science that underpins policy 
and to inform political debate. 
 
In order to do that we need to educate Parliamentarians about science and get them a little bit 
excited about science. 
 
An important step in that process was the establishment of Parliamentary Friends of Science which 
was officially launched a couple of years ago. 
 
I’m pretty confident that we got their attention for launch night because our first event was a 
masterclass in astronomy with Professor Brian Schmidt held on the rooftop of Parliament House. 
 
But as well as providing an opportunity for Parliamentarians to learn more about science, 
Parliamentary Friends of Science also provides a forum for our eminent scientists and visiting 
scientists to engage with Parliamentarians, so it really is a two-way exchange of ideas and views. 
 
I want to acknowledge STA’s work with Parliamentary Friends of Science and pay tribute to STA’s 
tenacity and determination as a STEM advocate for over 30 years. 
 
 



As I said at the outset, I’m delighted to be here at this forum organised by STA in conjunction with 
the Department of Industry and Science. 
 
Economic portfolio 
 
As you would be aware, the title of the Minister for Industry was changed in December last year to 
Minister for Industry and Science – a small but necessary step in demonstrating the government’s 
commitment to science. 
 
As Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Industry and Science my focus will be on science as 
well as Intellectual Property and Anti-dumping. 
 
As Parliamentary Secretary I will be working with significant science agencies in the portfolio: 
Questacon, the Australian Institute of Marine Science and the National Measurement Institute. 
 
I’ve already visited Questacon and met with the executive as well as the incredible volunteers and 
the student explainers and I am very excited about the work they do in Canberra and nationally 
through their outreach programmes, specifically their smart skills initiative. 
 
The Smart Skills programme developed by Questacon is, I think, an ideal foundation to create 
awareness of technology, engineering and design thinking.  I commend Questacon on its work in this 
area. 
 
I visited the Australian Institute of Marine Science, AIMS, in Townsville last week and was briefed on 
the great work they’re doing there and across the tropical north particularly with the Crown of 
Thorns Starfish.  I was certainly very impressed with the facility and the work that AIMS is doing. 
 
A significant part of my work will be to assist in building awareness of the science agencies and 
raising the profile of their expertise and programmes.  I’m certainly very happy to visit and promote 
the great work that’s being done here in Australia. 
 
I met officially with Australia’s Chief Scientist, Professor Ian Chubb, yesterday.  Whilst we talked 
about a wide range of subjects, we focused on STEM education and uptake in this country. 
 
I want to acknowledge the work of Professor Ian Chubb and his report Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics: Australia’s Future.  
 
I look forward to working closely with Professor Chubb and being involved in the Government’s 
response to it. 
 
I also have responsibility for intellectual property issues, which are an essential part of Australia’s 
research and entrepreneurship framework. 
 
And finally, I have oversight of Australia’s participation in and contribution to the Square Kilometre 
Array project. 
 
I am really enjoying getting my teeth into it because both policy and science are exciting and 
challenging spaces in which to be operating. 
 
Policy-science link 
 
The link between the two is particularly important as it is vital to ensure that we are developing 
policies that are based on rigorous, contested evidence. 
 
This policy-science link is well established within the portfolio’s science agencies. 
 



Not only are the agencies doing excellent, world class science but they’re also providing essential 
advisory input to the government on policy development, implementation and evaluation. 
Our science agencies have rightly earned their unique positions as internal trusted advisers to the 
government. 
 
They play an outwards looking role too, as part of the overall infrastructure that is inspiring 
Australians about science and its importance in our national economy. 
 
This outreach ranges from the Inspiring Australia strategy being led by Questacon to the often 
unheralded work of the National Measurement Institute setting the framework that underpins trade 
and industry. 
 
Science and prosperity 
 
I believe that we are a government that understands the importance of STEM to our future 
prosperity. 
 
The Prime Minister Tony Abbott acknowledged this on 11 June 2014 when he said, ‘… science is at 
the heart of a country’s competitiveness, and it is important that we do not neglect science as we 
look at the general educational and training schemes.’  
 
As an engineer, I’ve worked with people who have understood and used scientific, technological, 
mathematical and engineering skills. 
 
I’ve seen those skills transform a business and help create new products, processes and services 
leading to increased profits. 
 
And I’m well aware that our workforce increasingly needs STEM skills simply to do their jobs well. 
Having a good grounding in STEM will become even more imperative for the jobs of tomorrow. 
 
Importance of STEM skills 
 
STEM skills are needed to take advantage of technological advances for all our industries, businesses 
and infrastructure. 
 
They are critical to Australia’s future economic and social well-being because they will enable us to:  
o maximise competitiveness 
o improve use of natural resources 
o and develop innovative industries. 
 
We need to build STEM capabilities, not just among our current working cohort, but in the future 
generations. 
 
That’s why, in October 2014, we announced $12 million for strategies and funding to improve the 
focus on STEM subjects in primary and secondary schools across the country. 
 
At a national level, Australia has considerable strengths in science. 
 
We excel particularly in the areas of chemical, physical, biological and health and medical sciences. 
 
The biomedical and clinical health services field is the source of our largest output of published 
scientific articles, with engineering the third most prolific. 
 
OECD research quality indicators show that areas of Australia’s research output ranks highly. 
We have had some significant success in translating this excellence into commercial outcomes. 
  



STEM and innovation 
 
For example, the cochlear implant that is transforming the lives of deaf people and the cervical 
cancer vaccine are both globally recognised Australian innovations. 
 
Only last week I met Griffith University’s Professor Debra Henly who told me about the University’s 
Sports and biomedical engineering laboratory (the SABEL labs) that specialise in enabling 
technologies for sport and heath. 
 
SABEL are responsible for the development of a novel movement sensor.  
This sensor is now the key technology in the JayBird Reign fitness activity tracker. 
 
These examples underscore the fact that modern breakthroughs are most likely to be the result of 
high tech, strongly science-based entrepreneurship based on sound understandings of STEM. 
 
We need to work together to be building skills, understanding and practical application of STEM not 
only in our existing workforce but in future generations. 
 
And we need to be doing this through a mixture of formal and informal learning. 
 
The Chief Scientist’s report Benchmarking Australian STEM shows that we need to, and could do, 
better in numerous areas. 
 
Including: 

 Australia sits near the middle for school students’ performance in science and mathematics 
literacy compared with 11 European countries, the US and Canada. 

 Across the OECD Australia ranks 27th on business to research collaboration. 

 Less than half of Australian firms identify themselves as innovators  

 and just 1.5 per cent of Australian firms developed new to the world innovations in 2011, 
compared with 10 to 40 per cent in other OECD countries. 

 
Statistics like this led to the Chief Scientist’s call for a more strategic, organised and collaborative 
approach to investing in STEM education and training.  And I support that. 
 
Throughout this year, the government will be carefully considering the STEM: Australia’s Future 
report’s many recommendations on how to improve Australian STEM. 
 
Action on science 
 
But at the same time, we are taking action on science.  
 
The government is putting science at the centre of industry policy; the inclusion of science in the 
Minister’s and department’s title is evidence of this. 
 
We are investing more than $9 billion in science and research in 2014-15 across all portfolios.  
Support for science and research in the Industry and Science portfolio will total $5.8 billion over four 
years.  
  



This includes more than $3 billion for CSIRO to continue its work across a range of industries, $745 
million in 2014-15 and an increase in funding year on year over the forward estimates. 
 
Last year the government established the Commonwealth Science Council, chaired by the Prime 
Minister. 
 
This council advises the Government on areas of national strength, capability, and on ways to 
improve connections between government, research organisations, universities and business.  
 
Industry Innovation and Competitiveness Agenda 
 
The Industry Innovation and Competitiveness Agenda puts science at the forefront of ensuring 
Australian industry is best placed to compete globally. 
 
This initiative will enable national action on the key issues facing Australia: deregulation, skills, 
collaboration and commercialisation.  
 
We need to be driving excellence, creating the platform from which to ensure Australia’s ongoing 
prosperity. 
 
The $188.56 million Industry Growth Centres initiative is a key component of this agenda. Focusing 
initially on the five growth sectors in which Australia has an identifiable competitive edge: 

 Food and Agribusiness 

 Mining Equipment, Technology and Services 

 Medical Technologies and Pharmaceuticals 

 Advanced Manufacturing 

 Oil, Gas and Energy Resources 
 
This new approach to industry policy builds on Australia’s strengths, driving excellence and capability 
in sectors with the most economic potential.  
 
Industry growth centres will be industry led and bring together businesses and industry 
organisations with CSIRO, the university sector and science. 
 
The agenda also includes a commitment to boost collaboration between science and industry 
through Research Connections, an element of the $484.2 million Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure 
Programme. 
 
We are also facilitating the transformation of Australian manufacturers to science and technology 
based smart, high value and export focused industries through our Manufacturing Transition Grants 
Programme. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The government has refocused industry policy away from propping up industries that are struggling 
or not viable in the long term and instead is targeting a sustained lift in industrial performance and 
economic growth. 
 
I want to reiterate that science, technology and entrepreneurship are central to our industry policy. 
 
The government’s aspirations are not dramatically different to the STA’s objectives really: to 
encourage scientific dialogue between industry, government, and the science and technology 
community. 
 
Thanks for inviting me, I’m looking forward to continuing our constructive partnership in STEM. 
 


