G LOBAL P ERSPECTIVES , L OCAL K NOWLEDGE :
2015 B IENNIAL C ONFERENCE OF THE A USTRALIAN A SSOCIATION OF VON H UMBOLDT F ELLOWS
H OBART, TASMANIA

We were delighted to welcome over 100 Humboldtians, accompanying persons and guests to our 2015
AAvHF-NZAvHF biennial meeting, over the weekend of Fri 20th – Sun 22nd November. Following a
RAMP workshop during the Friday, our programme kicked off with an opening in the splendid surrounds
of Government House on the domain. This event was hosted jointly with the Royal Society of Tasmania,
and featured an address by Dr Brandon Menzies (University of Melbourne), Thylacine DNA: life after death,
explaining work done both in Germany and in his group in Melbourne, on the thylacine genome.

Dr Brandon Menzies (centre) presents his paper on thylacine genomics to a
capacity audience in the opulent Main Hall at Government House.

There followed a reception by Her Excellency Professor the Honourable Kate Warner, Governor of Tasmania,

Prof Kate Warner with Prof Jeff Malpas, AAvHF Vice President

and a chance for delegates to renew and talk shop with old acquaintances, to meet RST members and
friends, and to anticipate the conference business to come.
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Guests young and older enjoy the reception, with fine Tasmanian wines and canapés

The talks venue was the flagship University of Tasmania IMAS (Institute of Marine and Antarctic Studies)
building at Hobart’s historic Salamanca Place, and indeed delegates were able to take an extended Saturday lunch break and mingle with the hubbub of the crowds at the Saturday market.

Dr Thomas Baumgartl
(U Queensland)
International Year of Soils

Dr Eva Anton
(V U Wellington)
Superconductivity

Besides the invited speakers, our umbrella conference title attracted a wide variety of contributed talks.
For these, a selection had to be made, and the policy of avoiding parallel streams, led to allowing as
many speakers as possible via short (15 minute) contributions. This proved challenging for some sessions,
but each period also featured a longer plenary or other special presentation to break up the programme.
The opening address was by Humboldtian and ARC CEO Prof Aidan Byrne on the state of Australian
research and research support. Contributions ranged far and wide – from astrophysical and cosmological questions, such as potential variations of the fundamental constants (and presciently, on physicists’
longstanding prediction of gravitational waves, that have since been sensationally confirmed); to visually
guided decision-making and universal language in foraging honey-bees; to that notorious and infamous
US chemist Thomas Midgley Jr. – inventor not only of anti-knock lead petrol additives, but also of chlorofluorocarbons for refrigeration! Perhaps we have his match in Tasmania, in the person of Robert Sticht,
geochemist at Mt Lyell who oversaw the reduction process of sulfide ores that made Queenstown and
Tasmania at the turn of the century, a world leader in acid rain. Humboldt would have appreciated the
careful and rigorous work of Gustav Thureau, first Tasmanian Government mining geologist whose work
we heard about; he could not have known anything about molecules, still less molecular structure, but he
would have been amused to hear that significant puzzles remain in the unravelling of the properties of that
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most basic and vital of substances, H2 O.

Prof S Zhang
(ANU)
Foraging honey bees

Prof Alexandra Aikhenvald
(J C U Townsville)
“Evidence” in linguistics

Dr Catherine Sutton
(U Melbourne)
Aerosol autocatalysis

The Foundation was ably represented by its regional manager Dr Katrin Amian, long known to many of
us as a constant friend and supporter of our local groups and indeed of many us as individuals (and who
also guided us through the Foundation’s Kolleg programme grant application process for the conference).

Dr Katrin Amian (Alexander von Humboldt Foundation) explains to delegates the Foundation’s current funding schemes and application processes.
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We were also well supported by our visitors from Germany, supported under the Kolleg grant: Prof Frank
Edelmann (Chemistry, U Magdeburg), Dr Christopher Eltschka (Theoretical Physics, U Regensburg) and
Dr Uwe John (Polar Science, Wegener Institute, Bremerhaven).

Dr Uwe John
(Wegener Inst Bremerhaven)
Dinoflagellate phylogeny

Dr Christopher Eltschka
(U Regensburg)
Qubit monogamy

Prof Frank Edelmann
(U Magdeburg)
Thomas Midgeley Jr.

No conference is complete without its dinner event, which took us to the opulence of the Grand Chancellor
Hotel and its huge ballroom. Addresses were given by the German Ambassador to Australia, Dr Christoph
Mueller, and the Vice Chancellor, University of Tasmania, Prof Peter Rathjen, and the evening also included
the prizegiving ceremony for outstanding researcher awards.

Dr Christoph Mueller
German Ambassador

Dr Jared Cole (RMIT U) receives
his award from President Prof
Gabrielle MacMullen

Prof Peter Rathjen
Vice Chancellor, U Tasmania

For those whose itineraries allowed it, on the Sunday afternoon there was a post-conference social event, a
visit to the avant-garde MONA museum. It was very pleasant to be able to enjoy chatting with colleagues
and new acquaintances on the ferry ride on the Derwent River, and in the ambience of the museum itself.
The success of our conference was guaranteed (gewährleistet) through significant financial underpinning
provided by the Foundation, through the Kolleg grant, as well as the German Embassy, the University of
Tasmania, and the Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, all of which we deeply appreciate. We also
acknowledge the unflinching administrative and logistical support of Mrs Karen Bradford, School Executive Officer, School of Physical Sciences, as well as that of Mr Sean Dwyer. The local committee is also
grateful to our association’s executive (President Professor Gabrielle MacMullen, Secretary Dr Trevor Finlayson and Treasurer Professor Gary Bryant) for their constant guidance and encouragement, through their
ready responses via email contacts and regular teleconferences, and for the benefit of their good judgement
and experience in matters of protocol and planning.
Peter Jarvis
Hobart, April 2016
For the local committee: Professor Simon Ellingsen, Dr Michael Gardiner, Dr Peter Jarvis (chair), Dr Nathan
Kilah, and Professor Jeff Malpas.
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