
 Home  About Us  Research  Education  Commercialisation  Publications  News & Information  Links  Contact 
 

- Past newsletters 

 

 

 

Newsletter of the Molecular Plant Breeding CRC  AUGUST 2008

      

From the CEO 

I left our last Annual Research Conference energised by the inspiring keynote lectures and exciting 
research updates, but most of all, I left with the impression that we have an extraordinarily talented 
group of early career scientists. When I was an early career scientist, getting on stage to explain my 
lab results to a bunch of senior researchers was an absolutely terrifying experience. The grilling 
afterwards was even worse. In contrast, and without exception, all of our early career researchers 
presented their work with great aplomb and answered questions with the authority of professors. Our 
Education and Training Team led by Dr. Heather Bray has done a great job in training our next 
generation of researchers. 
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Just before the Annual Research Conference, I went to BIO 2008 in San Diego.  For the first time, I deliberately built 
some time into my schedule to listen to some talks rather than just having meetings with potential partners and 
investors. The recurring themes are very familiar to us, including: the need to double yields of the staple food crops by 
2030 and the need to develop better ways of producing second generation biofuels. Meetings were also held with 
potential partners and investors and it was clear that a number of MPB’s technologies are of great interest. 
These discussions are continuing and hopefully will develop into transactions in the remaining life of this CRC.

Predicting when exactly the new CRC program guidelines will come out is like having a bet at the races, the only 
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difference being that you probably have more chance of a win in the latter.  Most pundits are putting their bets on 
the guidelines being announced in October or November 2008, with a deadline for submission of applications by 
March 2009. Dr. Mike Francki (our Research Director, Non-transgenic Technologies) and Professor German 
Spangenberg (our Chief Scientist and Research Director, Transgenic Technologies) are coordinating the Cereals CRC 
(not the final name of the bid but the Steering Committee has not named this baby as yet) and the Dairy Futures CRC 
bids respectively. The development of both bids is going very well, with a high level of engagement between partners 
and what is sure to be a compelling argument for support from DIISR.  

I was recently invited to make a keynote presentation at the Royal Australian Chemical Institute’s 58th Cereals 
Chemistry Conference on the Gold Coast on September 2. It was an opportunity that I was very keen to take up because 
I started life as an organic chemist, and since moving to the commercial world, have not had anything to do with RACI 
for two decades. The main topic of my presentation was how some of the core technologies of MPB can be applied 
to developing wheat straw as a potential cellulosic biomass feedstock for production of bioethanol and how this 
has generated a high level of interest from commercial partners and investors. The technical, regulatory and 
market challenges were discussed and I also got the chance to fire a few salvos at some high profile personalities who 
were recently featured in the media vehemently attacking biofuels. One was quoted as saying: “Biofuels are a crime 
against humanity”. It is amazing that some of the brightest people in business and politics still do not understand 
the fundamental difference between first and second generation biofuels and maintain an ill-informed public stance 
against research into all biofuels.   

Glenn Tong 
 

Annual Research Conference 

The MPBCRC Annual Research Conference was held in July in Creswick, Victoria. The conference was attended by 
around 100 CRC participants.

Feedback regarding the ARC has been very positive, with many participants commenting on the quality of keynote 
speakers. Dr Ganesh Kishore, Managing Director of Burrill and Company (San Francisco, USA), gave an inspiring address 
on the future of the biotechnology industry, while Sir Gustav Nossal, Chief Scientist with the Victorian DPI, 
spoke encouragingly about future research in agricultural science. Both Dr Kishore and Sir Nossal also spent time with 
MPB’s early career scientists talking about opportunities and career advancement. It is not often when young 
researchers have the opportunity to interact with two world renown scientists – let’s hope they left the ARC motivated 
and inspired.

The conference was preceded by the Student Retreat, helping MPB’s PhD students further develop their career skills. 
This year’s retreat covered topics including communicating funding research ideas and delivering compelling 
messages. Speakers at the student retreat included Dr. Julian Clarke (Director of Business Development, Walter and 
Eliza Hall Institute), Michelle Gallaher (CEO of BioMelbourne Network) and Cam Barber (Vivid Learning).

Congratulations go to Arturo De Lucas Arbiza on winning the award for best 20 minute student presentation, and 
Hayley Jolly on winning the award for best 10 minute student presentation. Congratulations also to Fernando Rossello 
for his highly commended presentation.  As a relevant segue, a reliable spy observed Hayley approaching the sponsor 
who provided funding for the awards and the dinner to give her a special personal thank you. The sponsor turned 
around and commented to some other sponsors (who by the way were also potential employers) that “That’s a 
very thoughtful and courageous gesture and I would employ her without a second thought”.  The career training at 
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the Student Retreat is obviously paying off……

Many thanks also go to conference sponsors: The Victorian Government, FB Rice and Co, Freehills, FAL Lawyers, 
Brooker Consulting, Invitrogen, Bioline and Roche. Your assistance and support was crucial to the success of this event.
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 MPBCRC Researcher wins Goldacre Award

Dr Jason Able has been awarded the prestigious Goldacre Award from the Australian Society of Plant Scientists for his 
work with the Molecular Plant Breeding CRC.

The Goldacre Award celebrates research by early career scientists. Jason won the award for his work investigating 
and manipulating genes in wheat that are essential for processes during meiosis.

“Successful reproduction depends on precise timing and coordination of a series of events during meiosis. By studying 
these processes, we can develop more effective plant breeding programs which can enhance food production,” 
Jason explained.

Dr Able’s research interests lie in understanding the molecular mechanisms that control chromosome pairing 
and recombination within cereals, specifically bread wheat.

“Jason’s achievements in the field of meiosis have been groundbreaking”, said Dr Glenn Tong, CEO of the Molecular 
Plant Breeding CRC (MPBCRC).

“Previous research on meiosis has focused on simpler organisms such as yeast and Arabidopsis. Dr Able’s research on 
bread wheat provides an important knowledge base for one of the most important staple food crops in the world”, 
Glenn said.

“This research informs other areas of the MPBCRC work, helping our breeding programs develop significant improvements 
in drought, salinity and disease tolerance”, Glenn explained.

“Dr Able has also played an important role in mentoring young scientists within the MPBCRC, supervising a number of 
post-graduate students. His commitment is helping to establish the next generation of plant scientists”, said Glenn. 

Jason will accept the award and present his research in September at ComBio, the Combined Annual Conferences of 
the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell 
and Developmental Biology and the Australian Society of Plant Scientists. The research will also be published in 
Functional Plant Biology.
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 National Science Week 2008

Q: When does a week go for 17 days? 
A: During National Science Week of course!

Although officially National Science Week ran from the 16th to the 24th of August, events kicked off early for the 
Education Team with Science Alive! in Adelaide from the 8th to the 10th of August.  Science Alive! is a community-
focused science expo in its 3rd year of operation and this year a day for schools was an addition to the program.  MPB 
staff and students, along with ACPFG, ran the ‘Gene Juice Bar’ and extracted DNA from fruit and wheatgerm over 
1000 times with visitors.

Other community events in Adelaide included Heather Bray presenting “Waiter, there’s a gene in my soup” to the 
Cherry Gardens Garden Club on Monday the 11th of August.  Following the talk members of the club extracted DNA 
from wheatgerm.  Tranmere Sea Scouts Joey Mob (6 and 7 year olds) also got a taste of science on the 19th of August 
with a modified Get into Genes session.

Also for National Science Week, Belinda Griffiths took Get into Genes to Corryong in Northern Victoria on the 14th and 
15th of August.  Students in years 9-12 participated in 4 workshops and Belinda also attended a community dinner.
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  CRC Innovation Review

The entire CRC program has been reviewed, as part of the Federal Governments wider review of the National 
Innovation System.

Led by Professor Mary O’Kane, the review was generally positive towards the program, recommending that a re-
focused CRC program continue with additional funding.

The review made a number of recommendations including:

●     The prime objective of the CRC Program be to provide support for a pre-competitive or pre-applicative research venture 
between end-users and researchers which tackle a clearly-articulated, major challenge for the end users addressing 
identified risk gaps. 

●     Annual selection rounds so emerging market failure/creation and urgent public good issues can be addressed quickly. 
●     A maximum funding level of $45million over the life of the CRC. 
●     The CRC program have greater flexibility in terms of organisational structures, governance models, lifespans, 

membership arrangements, intellectual property arrangements and size of Commonwealth grant.

The CRC Association has welcomed the review.

“This is a solid and well considered report. The review team… has done a tremendous job in addressing the myriad 
of perspectives and opinions put forth in the course of the investigation”, Dr Michael Hartmann, CEO of the CRCA said.
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The entire innovation report, “Collaborating to a Purpose: Review of the Cooperative Research Centre’s Program”, can 
be viewed at: http://www.innovation.gov.au/innovationreview/Documents/CRCReviewReport.pdf

The final word

Ever worry about the future of science? It’s time to be afraid… very afraid 
http://www.photobasement.com/41-hilarious-science-fair-experiments/

Diary dates

10th International Symposium on the Biosafety of Genetically Modified Organisms (ISBGMO)

16 – 21 November 2008
Wellington, New Zealand.
More information: www.isbgmo.info

On the mark is produced quarterly. All contributions are welcome. If you have news about MPBCRC activities, events, research or international travel 
please contact us for inclusion in the next newsletter.

Contact

Melanie Carew, Communications Manager
Molecular Plant Breeding CRC
1 Park Drive, Bundoora Vic 3083 
P: 03 9479 1698  F: 03 9479 5022 
E: mpb@molecularplantbreeding.com 
W: http://www.molecularplantbreeding.com/
 
Disclaimer 
MPBCRC gives no warranty and makes no representation that the information in this document is suitable for any purpose or is free from error. 
Participant organisations of MPBCRC accept no responsibility for any person acting or relying on the information contained in this document, and disclaim 
all liability for any loss, cost or expense incurred by reason of any person using or relying on the information contained in this document or by reason of any 
error, omission, defect, or mis-statement contained therein.
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