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Start Transcript.
Catherine Garrett
Hello, I'm Catherine Garrett and welcome to On The Couch, our series where we get to know a little bit more about our senior executive here at La Trobe and find out what they've been up to and what they're doing. Today joining me is deputy vice chancellor and vice president research Professor Keith Nugent. Keith, thanks for joining us.

Professor Keith Nugent
It's a great pleasure to be here.

Catherine Garrett
So as you see it what are some of La Trobe's research highlights from the past 12 months?

Professor Keith Nugent
One of the things that I think are really important for university, one of the things that gives me particular personal pleasure is when you see the staff doing really well and see the success that they can have. So I was delighted when we had some of our young mathematicians invited to a prestigious international workshop, one of only I think five in Australia, and having two come from La Trobe that was a real delight to see that sort of success and see the staff doing so well. I think also some of the work that we do in archaeology is particularly interesting. Some of the work, for example, that Nicola Stern is doing looking at Lake Mungo is I think really an interesting insight into the world in which we live in.

Catherine Garrett
So we've got a good strike rate for ARC grants for some of our young researchers. Are we building on that?

Professor Keith Nugent
Yes, we are. We have a good strike rate for ARC and NHMRC and grants in general over the last couple of years and that's been really terrific. One of the benefits of the research focus areas, they've been helping our staff develop research grants and to then how to communicate effectively, workshopping the grants that are coming forward so we have a pipeline of additional grants so I'm hoping that we can build on that success and it's certainly what I expect to happen.

Catherine Garrett
Now, you're a world class physicist Professor Nugent and you've got a massive job here at La Trobe and yet you're still supervising students. Why is this?

Professor Keith Nugent
Well, it reflects I think on my earlier comments about enjoying helping staff develop. One of the things that I personally take most pleasure from in my academic career is seeing the success of my former students and some of them have gone on to do extremely exciting things and I like to have an ongoing relationship with them. So that's a real pleasure I think for any academic to work with PhD students and help them develop their careers and do exciting science with them.

Catherine Garrett
Future Ready identified income targets for the university, how are we tracking on meeting those targets at this point?

Professor Keith Nugent
With the success that we've had with the ARC and NHMRC applications over the last couple of years and also the relationship that we've established with the Olivia Newton John Cancer Research Institute the research income targets we set are actually tracking quite well at the moment so I'm still optimistic and in indeed expect that we will meet our targets for this year and hopefully the Future Ready targets for 2017. So I'm optimistic, cautiously optimistic but optimistic.

Catherine Garrett
That's a good way to be. Now, when you're outside of the university and you're meeting people who don't know much about La Trobe and then find out what you do, what do you tell them about our research and our research strengths?

Professor Keith Nugent
The things which La Trobe are obviously are quite well known for I think in the wider community particularly the work being done at LIMS in molecular science. One of the things that I like to emphasise is the really world class research we're doing in the humanities, in history and English, where we really do have an international reputation. I think that's sometimes under-recognised so I just like to emphasise that aspect of La Trobe as being really strong. Some of the work we do in the life sciences is really terrific, in archaeology, but I think the one that I try and just remind people how good we are is in the humanities.

Catherine Garrett
Tell us about the research you are doing at the moment?

Professor Keith Nugent
Now you've got me going. One of the challenges in molecular biology, and I'm a physicist, is how you can get the structures of new molecules and the way that you do that is you take very complex biomolecules and you form crystals and then you put those in an x-ray source such as a synchrotron which is obviously part of my background and look at the way x-rays scatter off those crystals. The problem is that for a lot of the molecules that you actually are interested in seeing and getting the structure of you can't form crystals. So can you take a single biomolecule and put it in a really bright x-ray beam from an x-ray free electron laser and use that, the scattering from a single molecule, to determine the structure of that molecule and that way you open up a whole range of different possibilities. So we're looking at the physics of how these really bright x-ray beams, this form of light, interact with these molecules because it's really intense. There's a whole range of new physical phenomena there that take place that we really don't understand. So that's really what my research and my research colleagues and research group are working towards.

Catherine Garrett
What's the timeline for that, finding some definite answers to these questions?

Professor Keith Nugent
These x-ray free electron laser facilities as they're known are international scale facilities. There's only two operating in the world at the moment; one's at Stanford University, the other is in Japan. There's a third one which is a European facility. They will come on stream, well, some of them are operating now. The European one will come on stream in about two or three years' time. That's when some of these results will start to take place but there's a lot of challenges between now and then. As a side comment, you'll see that from the work that we do it's really working at the interface of physics, chemistry and biology which is something I think is really important and something La Trobe is now doing really well through the research focus areas and it's something that's very close to my heart is how do you get the different academic disciplines working together on really large scale problems? It's really important.

Catherine Garrett
And we're moving that way?

Professor Keith Nugent
And we are moving that way.

Catherine Garrett
Just finally Professor Nugent what do you do for your down time? What do you do to relax? (laughs) Is that a fair question?

Professor Keith Nugent
(laughs) I'm trying to develop an interest in photography. We have a place down the coast that I like to go and chill out but the work is very absorbing at the moment so I probably need to work harder at concentrating on my down time.

Catherine Garrett
Well, lovely to speak with you today and thanks for coming in.

Professor Keith Nugent
It's a pleasure.

Catherine Garrett
And that's it for this edition of On The Couch. I'm Catherine Garrett. See you next time.

End Transcript.
