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TREAT MEDICAL SCIENCE AS ONE OF OUR MAJOR ICONS – EXPERT CALL

Internationally acclaimed Australian medical researcher, Professor Terry Dwyer, today called on the Federal and State Governments to rally behind health and medical research to preserve a national icon.

Known for his ground-breaking research into Sudden Infant Death Syndrome and other important epidemiological research, Professor Dwyer has been awarded the prestigious Australian Society for Medical Research National Medal for 2003.

Director of the Menzies Centre for Population Health Research at the University of Tasmania in Hobart, Professor Dwyer said medical research is like sport, one of Australia’s national icons.

“The achievements of medical research rival those that Australians are more familiar with in the sporting sphere; however, the current level of achievement is not guaranteed,” said Professor Dwyer.

“Just as Australia's competitiveness in the Olympics fell dramatically in the 1970's and took almost two decades to retrieve, our medical research team needs a level of continuing support that will ensure its competitiveness," he said.

“Australia truly boxes above its weight in world medical research. For example, Australian patents in the US in recent years increased by almost 250%, more than twice the rate for all US patents.

“This is an outstanding performance which should be more widely recognised and further developed,” he said.

Professor Dwyer directed Australia’s internationally recognised scientific research into the cause of sudden deaths in infants during the 1980s and 1990s. His research findings – which contributed to a revolution of parents putting their infants to sleep in the non-prone position – have saved thousands of babies’ lives all over the world.  In Australia, his research has translated into 400 babies’ lives saved every year and has been cited by the National Health and Medical Research Council as one of Australia’s most significant medical achievements of the 20th Century.  

Professor Dwyer said Australia, with only 0.3% of the world’s population, had established 10 times the number of World Health Organisation ‘collaborating centres’ than would be expected for our population size and was contributing to 3% of global medical research publications each year.

“The numbers tell the story. The potential for Australian medical research is huge.  However, the system needs continual fostering and renewing, otherwise the medical research momentum will fade the way it did in the Olympic sports field in the 1970’s where Australia fell from the world’s top 10 to 32nd.”
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“Medical research is perhaps one of the most important fields for this country. Medical research will find ways of preventing diseases and produce new treatments for illness and disease that will be critical for our aging population,” he said.

Professor Dwyer says that without maintenance and expansion of government funds, Australia will not be able to meet the new global conditions and the increasing investment of our competitors.  

“Total R&D expenditure in Australia is only 1.5% of GDP, compared to 2.8% of GDP in the US and 3.1% in Sweden.  Our relative deficiency is greatest in the non-government and business sector, but this makes the government contribution in this country all the more important.

“It will matter to us if members of our families can’t have access to the new gene-based cancer drug that stops the spread of an otherwise lethal tumour, or if the progress of Alzheimer’s disease in our elderly patients cannot be stopped when an effective drug is readily available in North America.

“And we will not have the human resources to tackle the problems that remain important to our population like neurodegenerative diseases, such as multiple sclerosis and Parkinson’s disease, many cancers and disabling conditions of the bones and joints, such as arthritis,” he said.

“By investing now in medical research we are investing in our very own future. Following the Wills Report in 1999, we got off to a very good start with an historic doubling of the National Health and Medical Research Council budget. The challenge as we head into the mid 2000s is to further boost this funding and this environment of scientific breakthrough.”

Professor Dwyer said the majority of the commercial patents are based on research findings from the public sector. 91% of the country’s patents were based on research from publicly funded institutions. “The challenge is for private industry, individuals and philanthropic trusts to really focus on this sector and pitch in. If they do, the benefits will be there for generations.

“We see some of this when we look at the statistics that show in 2001-2002 more than 30 new biotechnology companies started up in Australia,” he said.

“We are an audacious people. That’s great in sport and it’s even better in the blue-sky world of medical research. The self-belief that Australian scientists show is a wonderful national asset. It needs further support to ensure the community gets a tangible benefit from that belief and endeavour.

“We can’t afford not to hang on to our leading position in this sector.  It is our major chance to be a contributor to the global new economy and we must maintain the momentum,” Professor Dwyer said.
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