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Video interview: Securing food, water and the environment

Dr Gillian Shepherd 

Lecturer, Mediterranean studies and Director, Trendall Centre
Professor Michael Clarke

Research Focus Area Director: Securing Food, Water and the Environment 

G:
Hello, I’m Gillian Shepherd and I’m a lecturer in Ancient Mediterranean Studies and also Director of the AD Trendall Research Centre for Ancient Mediterranean Studies here at La Trobe University. Today I’m joined by Professor Mike Clarke who is Director of the Research Focus Area, Securing Food, Water and the Environment. Mike, welcome, thank you for joining me, I’m ... 
M:
It’s a pleasure.

G:
... really looking forward to this discussion. Mike, I wonder if we could start off by you briefly telling us about some of the projects that have been recently funded by your research focus area.

M:
Happy to, Gillian. The first round of projects were funded in July and I think at the top of my list of what comes to mind is a project by Professor Roger Parish and Song Li who have been funded to look at the effect of heat stress on antha, that’s pollen production in wheat crops. And we’re absolutely delighted they’ve subsequently gone on and got the support of the Grains in Research and Development Corporation for a $600,000 grant so if everything went that smoothly the world would be a wonderful place as far as funding goes.

We’ve also supported a project by a team of ecologists, geneticists and microbiologists who are looking at the animals, mostly invertebrate animals, that break down litter in forests which is critically important to the build-up of fuel and bushfire risk so understanding the impact of bushfire and prescribed burning on those organisms is fundamental to managing forests so they’ve got some money to get going with and we’ll be interested to see how that research unfolds. We’ve also just funded on a different kind of scale a project where Associate Professor Trevor Budge hosted a conference of 150 people, the first national conference on peri-urban planning so the communities that live on the outskirts of major cities. The fact that 150 people came to La Trobe for that conference indicates the interest in that area so a number of exciting things happening in the RFA.

G:
So these are really cutting edge things ...

M:
We think so.

G:
... yeah, that’s great, yes, yes. Mike, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change recently released its fifth report and that contains some pretty robust evidence that the earth’s climate systems are changing. How do you see your research focus areas being linked with those findings?
M:
Gillian, understanding the processes that affect ecosystems, species and human communities is fundamental to what the RFA does and our research is within the context of climate change. And I can give you a few examples so for example my own area of bushfire research and the response of fauna to fire we’re told that the likelihood of fires is going to increase in intensity and in frequency and in scale, we need to understand what the impact of that is going to be on natural ecosystems. Other research in our group by Professor Tang on soil sciences, looking at elevated carbon dioxide levels in soils and the effect that’s going to have on soil chemistry, the way ... the ability of plants to take up nutrients. So there’s a range from the very obvious like bushfires and water uncertainty which Professor Lin Crase’s group is looking at policy about, bushfires, water policy, soils, they are so linked and climate change is an urgent context in which that research has got to take place.
G:
Mike, how far is your research focus area interdisciplinary? Can you for example see discipline areas like humanities or business, economics or law contributing to your work?
M:
I think it’s fundamental that the problem that this RFA is trying to focus, a global challenge of feeding nine billion people by 2050 in a way that is sustainable, that enables ecosystems to maintain their integrity, is going to require a collective wisdom of a wide range of experts. No single scientist or sociologist or ecologist is going to have the solution, we need to be working together on these and so I ... one of my roles as a director is to try and bring people together to tackle very complex problems and they are going to require teams of people tackling different aspects rather than just working in isolation.

A lovely example happened recently at Albury-Wodonga where Professor Lin Crase led a water forum so looking at the management of water in an increasingly unpredictable environment. That conference brought together what you’d expect, economists, fresh water ecologists but it also had sociologists, it had psychologists, it had farmers, it had agricultural scientists all adding their expertise to a complex problem and I think that is the future for these very large complex challenges that we face.

In terms of the humanities I think there’s lots for us to learn about communication and the insights the humanities can bring to that. If I think about climate change, if I think about the Murray-Darling Basin plan and how poorly that has been portrayed in the media and the confusion that has arisen around those topics, we’ve clearly not done it well, we’ve clearly not communicated the science well or perhaps the economics well. I think the humanities have much to teach us in better communication but also just novel insights into problems, looking at things from a complementary and different aspect. I guess I personally deeply believe that the problems are so complex that a single expert working in isolation is not going to be the solution.

G:
Mm, I think what you said actually about the role of humanities particularly in the public understanding of sciences is going to be really important. 
M:
Sorry, just to ... we train scientists mostly to communicate to fellow scientists and I think therein lies our problem. We possibly understand one another but not always but it’s not surprising that we’re not that flash at communicating complex ideas to the general public.

G:
So you need to be able to talk to the rest of the world as well.

M:
We do, we do.

G:
Mike, I work mainly on the ancient Greeks so I’m always interested in the past and in history. How far does your research focus area think about history? I mean we know historically that a lot of environmental mistakes have been made due to poor agricultural methods over say the last century or so but is there anything positive we can bring forward from that in terms of techniques that have been learnt for example, skills that can be applied and is there anything even from the more distant past?
M:
It’s an area that’s of increasing importance in my mind. I come as an ecologist and there’s an increasing interest in historical ecology, trying to understand from the past what we’re facing in the future. We don’t have to repeat the mistakes of the past. I don’t need to tell you this but I was fascinated to read of reports that one of the contributing factors for the decline of the Babylonian kingdom evidently was their agriculture failing due to dryland salinity, their irrigation not functioning well. To me it’s ironic that here we are two or 3,000 years later puzzling ourselves over dryland salinity again. Surely we can learn from that? And I think one of the things as an ecologist that disturbs me is that as human begins we seem to define new normals and we forget the complexity of past ecosystems so the fact in Victoria we’ve lost most of our middle-size mammals from the ecosystem due to introduced predators. We need to understand what role they played in the past if we’re to understand how those ecosystems are going to function in the future. But the landscape has ... we have changed it so much and unless we understand those changes our capacity to manage for the future is greatly diminished. 

G:
So it really is a matter of looking backwards as much as looking forwards.

M:
It is, absolutely, absolutely. The stories I’ve heard of early Melbourne are really sobering, it sounds in places like ... more like Kakadu. I read a report once of wagon trains of magpie geese, getting bogged due to the load of magpie geese that they were collecting from the Carrum Downs Swamp. We haven’t seen magpie geese in any numbers in Victoria for almost a century. So they’re so long gone we forget what the landscape should look like. That disturbs me, I’m keen to restore landscapes and La Trobe has a really proud tradition of doing that with its own wildlife reserve where we’ve taken a dairy farm and we now have 28 hectares of river redgum bushland being restored. It’s one of the longest-running restoration projects in the country and our hope is that we’ll be able to study that restoration process when the fence is completed and reintroduce some of those middle-range mammals that would have been part of the Melbourne fauna so we’ve got a proud track record and I think we should build on it and the RFA will hopefully help that happen.
G:
It’s maybe not so different from an archaeological site that’s got to be restored and conserved and everything else.

M:
Indeed, indeed.

G:
Mike, what about future partnerships? How is the research focus area exploring some gamechanging partnerships with outside groups?

M:
We’re obviously building on existing relationships and we’ve got some large ones with ... for example with the Department of Environment and Primary Industry who we’re joint partners in a $288m agribio building so tremendous partnership there that we hope to build on but new ones are appearing on the horizon. Last year Associate Professor Warwick Grant was successful in securing money from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation for some really fascinating research that I guess you could say was in left field where a very severe human disease, river blindness, that’s caused in part by a nematode, a worm, a parasite, is inflicting lots of people in Africa and Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation are keen in trying to work out how you treat those kind of diseases.

Warwick Grant has highlighted the fact that there is a rat, a native rat in Australia that exhibits the same symptoms as ... or symptoms similar to human river blindness. It also possesses a nematode, not the same nematode, but a nematode that they suspect is producing these symptoms. It’s quite a change so the nematode lives in a tick which lives on the rat and if Warwick can successfully work out a new model so that they can carry out experiments not on the bushrat but on laboratory rats and get this nematode into laboratory rats, that opens up a whole new possibility of experimentally testing new treatments in a laboratory setting. So from basic fundamental parasitology to curing human debilitating diseases I guess is the basis of one gamechanging partnership.
G:
So this stuff can have absolutely huge impact ...

M:
Indeed, indeed.

G:
... wide, very wide impact.

M:
So who would have thought someone studying bushrats and noticing a particular symptom in them could lead to such an outcome?’

G:
Mike, you’re a zoologist. If you could not be Professor Mike Clarke what member of the animal kingdom would you most like to be and why would you choose that animal?

M:
Oh Gillian, as an ornithologist I have to say I’d want to be a bird and as I watch the aerobatic abilities of welcome swallows that’s the animal of choice for me. When I ride home each night after the challenges of being the Director of the RFA and head of school the appeal of flying like a welcome swallow is very, very deep and holds a lot more appeal than email, meetings and reading correspondence so welcome swallow’s top of the list.

G:
Well I must say that sounds pretty good to me, I quite fancy the life of a welcome swallow too. Mike, this has been fascinating, thank you very much for joining me and talking to me about your work.

M:
It’s been an absolute pleasure.

G:
And thank you for listening to this interview.

End of recording
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