UNEMPLOYMENT

FEATURE

Jobless rate hits peak

Cultural influence

Market remains resilient despite pressure.

Heritage can help create a rewarding career.

PAGE 3

PAGE 4

13 22 43 to place an ad

See inside: Drive
THE SATURDAY AGE February 15, 2014

Think outside the box
Scientist, activist, author. Former Australian of the Year Tim Flannery talks to Sue White about careers in science.

A

ccording to the
headlines, it appears to
be a bad time to be a
scientist. The Australian
Museum no longer
employs a palaeontologist; CSIRO is
on a hiring freeze that may see
hundreds of positions axed and one
of the federal government’s early
acts was to scrap the Climate
Commission, an independent body
set up in 2011.
For one of Australia’s best-known
scientists, Tim Flannery, the way
our scientists are able to work has
been changing for a while.
‘‘To me the biggest thing is the
level of bureaucratic engagement
that’s required of scientists. I’m sure
there are a lot of them who can
barely cope with it . . . People spend a
lot of time filling out forms and
writing grant applications where the
chances of success are quite small,’’
he says.
Flannery’s own scientific career
began at a time when things were
different. A discovery of some fossils
on his local beach at age eight
provided his first connection with
museums – institutions he says have
been a ‘‘point of stability’’ in a career
where the public know him more for
writing books (including The
Weather Makers and The Future
Eaters), being on the telly (a number
of ABC series with John Doyle) or
being named Australian of the Year
(2007), rather than his earlier career
as a mammalogist.
‘‘For me, in a museum, we were
just left to get on with our jobs,
which was fantastic,’’ he says.
Studying mammals also set the
wheels turning for his current
career speaking out about climate
change, most recently as one of the
founders of the community-funded
Climate Council.
‘‘As a mammalogist I suppose I
saw a much bigger picture about
what was happening in terms of
extinction. It gave me much more
motivation. When I was younger, I
was going to areas where there were
native mammals 30 years earlier, but
they were gone by the time I got
there. That gave me a strong
environmental focus,’’ he says.
It’s a focus that requires some
stamina. While Flannery says
funding science is ‘‘absolutely’’ a

Tim Flannery: ‘‘There are new opportunities and the really smart people are finding them.’’ Photo: Dean Sewell

role for government, he notes that if
it ‘‘deals itself out of the game’’, then
change is afoot.
‘‘Government [will] just find itself
less and less relevant.’’ In terms of
his personal position, he tries to
make sure frustration doesn’t
override the end goal.
‘‘I never get angry, or debased . . . I
just try to get even. If you get your
funding cut you find it from
somewhere else.’’ It’s an attitude he
maintains despite working
increasingly in the public eye.
‘‘My role in climate science
involves a lot of public engagement.
It’s just very necessary . . . [and]

Talking science
WOMADelaide’s The Planet Talks
series features numerous well
known speakers including Paul
Gilding, Peter Garrett and Tim
Flannery, among others.
Runs Saturday to Monday, March
8-10. See womadelaide.com.au.

unless people understand what’s at
stake we won’t get the appropriate
action that we need,’’ he says.
Flannery is surprisingly
philosophical about the fact that

despite the evidence, the impacts of
climate change need continual
reinforcement.
‘‘Unfortunately there’s a lot of
money on the other side – billions of
dollars of vested interests, and they
are quite keen to keep people
misinformed. If you look back at the
history of any environmental debate
it’s the same. Poor old Rachel Carson
[author of Silent Spring, widely
acknowledged as helping launch the
contemporary environmental
movement]. At every lecture she
gave was someone from the
pesticide industry saying how great
pesticides were. That was in the

1960s, so not much has changed,’’
he says.
Even today, communicating
science is a challenge for many in the
field, with many scientists famous
for being poor communicators when
it comes to speaking outside their
peer group.
‘‘It’s quite difficult [doing both] . . .
When you’re a scientist you use
language to state very clearly and
unequivocally what you’ve
discovered.’’
Anything the language does to
help your argument is unwelcome in
science.
‘‘Whereas if you’re trying to
communicate with people, the
nature of the language you use is
unimportant. If you speak boringly,
it puts people off.’’
Scientific papers are deliberately
boring, because it’s the facts that
should speak, not the language,
Flannery says.
It’s a factor he regularly considers
in his own public-speaking work. At
events like WOMAD’s upcoming
Planet Talks series, where Flannery
is one of many speakers sent to
engage crowds who are, let’s face it,
primarily there for music, he has a
few techniques.
‘‘I normally imagine the audience
being like my mum. She’s interested
in these issues, but didn’t have much
schooling [around it] . . . It has to be
somewhat entertaining,’’ he says.
As for scientific careers in the
current environment, Flannery
believes opportunities exist for
lateral thinkers.
‘‘There are new opportunities and
the really smart people are finding
them. Yes the government cut the
Climate Commission, but we crowdsourced funding [to start the
Climate Council] and we’ve
employed four young people now,’’
he says.
Those keen to start their scientific
career may wish to heed Flannery’s
words of advice.
‘‘You need to have a love and deep
commitment of science, and put that
first. Work out where the money
comes from as you go along . . . Have
faith in yourself as a scientist first,
and look a bit laterally at
unconventional places for jobs. You
might be pioneering a whole new
approach to something.’’

Manager information services
The Colac Otway Shire is one of the most picturesque
municipalities in Victoria, covering a diverse geography from
volcanic lakes, craters and plains in the north, through the
hinterland forests, cascading waterfalls and nature trails of the
Otway Ranges to the spectacular Great Ocean Road coastline.
Located less than two hours west of Melbourne, Colac is the
key industrial, commercial and service centre for the Shire and
surrounding region with a population of 12,000. Apollo Bay is
the major coastal town with a permanent population of 1,000
that swells to over 15,000 during the bustling summer season.

Colac Otway Shire seeks an outstanding leader with demonstrated
experience in leading the provision of quality services in
Information Technology, Geographical Information Systems
and Information Management services.
Motivated, successful and highly credible, you will drive initiatives,
lead a dynamic team and foster a customer focus to service
delivery. With a demonstrated values based leadership approach
and extensive experience, you will be outcome focused with
the ability to work broadly across the organisation and manage
complex stakeholder relationships.

A salary package in the range of $118,000 - $128,000
will be negotiated with the successful candidate.
A position description is available on our website
www.colacotway.vic.gov.au or by contacting
Human Resources on (03) 5232 9448 or emailing
recruitment@colacotway.vic.gov.au
Applications close at 4pm, Friday 28 February, 2014.
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