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BUILDING A SAFER AUSTRALIA

In an increasingly perilous world, teams of scientists are devising new ways to build a safer Australia. 

From advanced communication technologies to safer buildings to a secure food supply researchers in the Co-operative Research Centres have taken up the challenge of safeguarding the nation. 

In a future war, Australia could keep in instant touch with military units, and even individuals, no matter where they are deployed around the globe, using low-cost microsatellites, says Dr Brian Embleton, Director of the Satellite Systems CRC.

The success of FedSat, the first Australian satellite to fly in 30 years, is opening the way for many improvements in national security – against  military threats, smugglers and criminals and environmental hazards.

“Satellites provide a fresh layer of information to add to all the intelligence gathered by other means, and one could argue that Australia is sadly lacking in this at present,” says Dr Embleton.

“They can be used for surveillance – all-weather, day/night, radar imaging and tracking.  In communications they enable personal real-time voice, data and video transmission.  And they can provide unattended monitoring of remote sites and mobile targets.”

FedSat carries an experimental payload designed to explore the quality of service that can be delivered with high bandwidth Ka-band data communications. It also carries an advanced data acquisition and messaging payload.

Terrorist attacks on buildings like the Twin Towers in New York and Bali nightclubs have highlighted issues of building safety and the challenge of safely evacuating large numbers of people in an emergency.

The CRC for Construction Innovation has tasked its researchers to explore large building designs that anticipate a crisis, says principal investigator Professor Alan Jeary.

The CRC for Construction Innovation is working with leading building designers and surveyors on ways to make large buildings such as tower blocks and shopping centres, safer.

The issues include: vulnerability of buildings to progressive collapse, fire protection, means of escape, general security, security of building services like power and water, safety of cladding and glazing, prevention of unauthorised entry.

“Despite the fact we live in a world where there are people who would attempt to disrupt our way of life through terrorism, our aim is to make our security greater through innovative design and retrofitting of existing facilities.

“In this way the effects of a terrorist attack – or a natural disaster – are less likely to prejudice the safety of the public and the integrity of our public buildings,” Prof. Jeary says.

The worst threat to Australia’s $0.5 billion rice industry is a fungus called rice blast, which has ravaged crops worldwide but has not yet reached our shores.

“California’s rice industry was recently hit by a Japanese strain, and since our rice varieties are related to theirs, this is a warning Australia could be equally vulnerable,” says Dr Ric Cother of the CRC for Sustainable Rice Production.

Whether introduced by accident, on smuggled plants or as an economic terror weapon, Dr Cother says rice blast remains the biggest potential threat to the industry, in view of its potential to destroy up to 80 per cent of a crop.

“The situation calls for increased border vigilance, as well as being prepared to detect and deal with any outbreaks that may occur,” he says. This would probably involve strict quarantine, destruction of the infected crop and compensation,

At stake is not only the size of the rice harvest, but also its reputation as a clean food crop which presently has no need to use fungicides – unlike other industries round the world.
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