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The UNSW is a special place - with cross-disciplinary expertise of vital importance for the global response to HIV/AIDS.


When Sir Phillip Baxter and his colleagues established UNSW a little more than fifty years ago, it was accepted that it would become a national leader in science and technology.  The University had, after all, been first named the University of Technology.  Under its new title, UNSW quickly embraced the humanities and built a remarkable capacity to inter-relate the physical and social sciences.  When in the early 1980s HIV/AIDS came along, it was this multidisciplinary capacity that proved critical to an effective response.  It is still vitally important.  Doubtless this is why UNSW has taken such an important role in the medical and epidemiological response to the epidemic and also in the social science response that is essential to effective strategies.

Because of my involvement in the Australian Law Reform Commission, I caught the eye of Dr Jonathan Mann.  He was the first Director of the Global Programme on AIDS within the World Health Organisation (WHO).  He was one of the epidemiologists, working in the then Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) who noticed the early manifestations of the "slim" disease:  a condition later identified by the acronym AIDS and caused by the human immuno deficiency virus (HIV).  Fortunately, Jonathan Mann quickly drew his discoveries to the attention of the Director-General of WHO, on a visit to Brazzaville.  WHO began to mobilise the world response.  One initiative was the establishment of the Global Commission on AIDS.  I was appointed to that body, as were the two great scientists who first isolated HIV, Luc Montagnier (France) and Robert Gallo (USA).


At the time, there was no therapy available to combat HIV.  Indeed, the exact cause of AIDS was not known for a couple of years.  Even when known, there were no drugs that could cure the disease.  There was no vaccine.  Vaccines against viruses are extremely tricky.  I remember Robert Gallo predicting that the world would have an effective cure within ten years and a vaccine within twenty years.  Yet here we are, nearly thirty years on, and we have neither a cure nor safe and effective vaccines.  

From the late 1990s, remarkable triple combination therapies of anti-retroviral drugs have provided a partial medical answer to infection with HIV.  They usually slow the progress of the condition.  But they do not rid the body of the virus.  The patient remains capable of passing the virus to others.  The long-term effectiveness of such therapies is unknown.  A safe and effective vaccine is still a long way off.  The failure of a recent major vaccine trial, when it was discovered that some participants were actually becoming more exposed to sero-conversion, indicates that we still have a long way to go to secure a global vaccine.


It is this predicament that has demanded an unusual response to the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  Effectively for the first time, a world epidemic has called forth remarkable cooperation between medical scientists and social scientists.  For the time being, the only effective 'vaccine' against becoming infected with HIV is knowledge and self-protection.  This is why HIV/AIDS is such a special condition.  Not only does it produce stigma and discrimination as well as fear.  It demands intense cooperation between disciplines that usually have little to do with each other.

And this is where UNSW comes in.  In the one great university we have the Australian National Centre in HIV Epidemiology and Clinical Research (associated also with St Vincent's Hospital in Sydney) and also the National Centre in HIV Social Research.  The one is based in the Faculty of Medicine.  The other is based in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences.  Each is the Australian cutting edge institution concerned with tracking the epidemic; developing new responses; and combining the remarkable talents of Australia's best medical and social sciences in a unique way.


I pay a tribute to the leadership of Professor David Cooper in the Epidemiology Centre and Professor Susan Kippax who retired in 2007 as Director of the Social Research Centre.  Helping to bring the work of these two centres together in UNSW is Professor Daniel Tarantola who is Professor of Health and Human Rights in the Faculty of Medicine.  Daniel Tarantola was there in the earliest days, working in Geneva with Jonathan Mann and GPA.  Like me he is now closely involved in activities of UNAIDS, the inter-agency body established in 2000 to integrate the United Nations responses to HIV/AIDS.  He is a world leader with knowledge and experience at a global level from the earliest days of the epidemic.  And he is based at UNSW.

The purpose of the Brain Food symposium was to bring together, in dialogue with the university community, the best in-house expertise - to peer into the future and to foresee the time when HIV/AIDS will be consigned to a tragic footnote to human history.  That time is not close.  It may still be a very long way off.  But it is by the rare combination of inter-disciplinary skills of great intelligence and application that we will eventually find the cure and the vaccine for AIDS.  In the meantime, in responding to the condition we will discover important truths about human life, personal relationships, sexuality, criminal law, spirituality, stigma and help and kindness.


There is nowhere else in Australia that all of the relevant disciplines could be brought together with such potency.  As a citizen, and observer of this epidemic over its entire existence, I pay tribute to the UNSW researchers, investigators, medical practitioners, healthcare workers and patients who together have formed a remarkable team in responding to this epidemic.  

I also pay a tribute to our past political leaders.  When HIV/AIDS came along, it was Dr Neal Blewett (a social scientist from South Australia) and Professor Peter Baume (a public health scientist from New South Wales) who agreed in Parliament upon the original Australian political strategies that had such a beneficial impact in our national response to HIV and AIDS.  When he left Parliament and became a Professor in the Medical Faculty at UNSW, Peter Baume continued his vital work here.  The Australian community has been fortunate to have had such an integrated, informed, scientific and intelligent response to an epidemic that, in most other countries, called forth only judgmentalism, stigma and counter-productive punitive responses.  


When the story of how humanity addressed HIV/AIDS and ultimately conquered it is written, the work of UNSW in Australia will be a shining example of inter-disciplinary excellence.

***

The Chancellor of the University, Mr David Gonski AC, introduced the Brain Food symposium.  Justice Michael Kirby mediated.  Subsequently, on 9 September 2008, Michael Kirby was admitted by Chancellor Gonski as an Honorary Doctor of Laws of UNSW.  Vice-Chancellor Fred Hilmer, in presenting Justice Kirby for this degree, made reference to the Brain Food symposium on HIV/AIDS.  In his address to graduates on the occasion, Justice Kirby praised UNSW for its leadership in integrating science and technology with the social sciences, including law.  Copy of Justice Kirby's address at the Graduation Ceremony may be found on:  www.unsw.edu.au/news/pad/articles/2008/sep/Kirby.html
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