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As a non-executive director of the Waubra Foundation I have carefully followed the 
circumstances surrounding and following the dissemination by the NHMRC of a 
supposedly anonymous document seeking to vilify the CEO of the Foundation, Dr Sarah 
Laurie.  
 
If I may say so, the episode gives rise to appreciable and well-founded concern, reflecting 
no credit on the NHMRC and indeed bringing its good faith seriously into contention. 
 
On 16th April 2013 Michael Moore, CEO of the Public Health Association of Australia, sent 
the document in question to Professor W.P. Anderson, as CEO of the NHMRC, seeking to 
reinforce it by an unsubtle declaration of his belief that “this may require the attention of 
the NHMRC…” and with an equally unsubtle attempt to remain involved by requesting to 
be “kept informed”. Professor Anderson promptly responded to Mr Moore, on 18th April, 
stating that the document had been forwarded to the appropriate section of the Office of 
the NHMRC for advice. Notably, Professor Anderson appeared to show neither concern 
about the document’s anonymity nor curiosity about its authorship.  

 
A mere four days later, on 22nd April, a Ms Sarah Byrne, Executive Director, Business 
Support of the NHMRC, wrote gracelessly to Ms (not Dr) Laurie, enclosing the document 
and saying that “NHMRC is responsible for monitoring compliance with the Code and 
National statement. I would appreciate it if you could respond to me regarding these 
allegations by COB Monday 13 May 2013.” One day later the statement that “the NHMRC 
was investigating Dr Laurie” was featured in Crikey with a quotation from an NHMRC 
officer who evidently broke the NHMRC code of not responding to questions about 
individuals. Were NHMRC staff the source of the leak to Crikey? 
 
It is beyond reasonable comprehension that a federal government organisation such as 
the NHMRC would, even if possessing jurisdiction, undertake an investigation into 
someone based on anonymous allegations. One must therefore conclude that Professor 
Anderson either ―  



• knew and respected the otherwise undisclosed author(s), in which case, and with an 
eye to natural justice, he should properly have refused to consider the document 
unless its authorship were revealed to the accused and to the public; or  
• did not know the author(s) but chose, instead of forthrightly dismissing the 
document, to participate in an underhand  attempt to achieve  denunciation of Dr 
Laurie by force of such respectability as a trial by the NHMRC might be expected to 
attract.  

 
Presumably you would agree that this country has the benefit of a tolerable system of 
justice that is entirely capable of providing a fair trial in accordance with the rule of law. 
 
Aside from the shameful and cowardly provenance and use of the document, which I shall 
continue to describe as “anonymous”, the “allegations” it contains are of miserably poor 
quality. Ms Byrne’s request in her peremptory letter of 22nd April that Ms (not Dr) Laurie 

respond to the unparticularised allegations was lazy, hubristic and unprofessional.  Ms 
Byrne should at least have examined and sifted the “allegations” with a view to discerning 
which of them, if any, had a measure of substance, and identified those that could survive 
at least the test of being non-vexatious.  Moreover, Ms Byrne was gravely deceptive in 
failing to disclose to Dr Laurie that the NHMRC had no jurisdiction over her and 
pretending that it had. The non-disclosure and pretence assume a particular and stinging 
seriousness inasmuch as, taken together, they were certain to cause ― and indeed did 
cause ― Dr Laurie extensive and needless distress. 
 
Responding to Ms Byrne on behalf of Dr Laurie on 14th May the Chairman of the Waubra 
Foundation, Peter Mitchell, stated his belief that the NHMRC had no jurisdiction, thereby 
inducing Ms Byrne to admit her pretence. Ms Byrne, however,  neglected to make that 
admission until her letter of 4th June to Mr Mitchell wherein, after several paragraphs of 
persiflage, she concluded that “NHMRC will not be talking any further action in regard to 
these specific [sic] allegations”.  The NHMRC did not need to take any further action: it 
had already provoked the damage to Dr Laurie’s reputation and future career desired by 
the authors and distributors of the document. During the period between 22nd April and 
4th June ― that is for 44 days ― Dr Laurie was left in the NHMRC’s stocks and allowed to 
suffer at the hands of the wind industry, its acolytes and the media.  The result 
precipitated by the NHMRC was undeniably cruel and certainly unreasonably careless: 
whether it was also deliberate will remain to be seen when the full circumstances are 
revealed. 
 
Even so, Ms Byrne’s strategy remained uncompleted. First, in her letter to Mr Mitchell of 
4th June she lectured upon the meaning of “research” and issued an implied threat that 

the Waubra Foundation might expect to be re-visited after Professor Anderson had 
obtained further advice from the Australian Health Ethics Committee. The NHMRC might 
well seek for its own purposes a precise definition of health research, but Ms Byrne had 
no proper business to threaten the Waubra Foundation with the prospect of that.  Again, 
in a related letter of 4th June to the original distributor of the “anonymous” document, 
Michael Moore, Ms Byrne helpfully noted that “Complaints against health practitioners 
and any person or organisation that collects or handles health information within Victoria 
can be made to the Office of the Victorian Health Complaints Commissioner…I hope this 
information is of assistance.”   In so advising, Ms Byrne evidently intended that Dr Laurie 
should continue to suffer.  
 
You will understand the legal position: if in forthcoming proceedings the “anonymous” 
document is held to be defamatory, Ms Byrne and her employer are now fixed with a 
participation in its distribution. 
 



I wish to apprise you of another recent and churlish incident whereby the NHMRC’s Ms 
Samantha Robertson, with no pre-inquiry, accused the Waubra Chairman, in his pro 
bono capacity as an Observer on an NHMRC committee, of breaking confidentiality. The 
accusing letter was nothing if not graceless, boorish and arrogantly uncivil. A very simple 
answer disproved Ms Robertson’s assertion, for which she made due apology. Whilst it 
takes more than two recent experiences to confirm an attitude (and to be fair there have 
been the odd occasions of co-operation) you might understand that the Waubra 
Foundation perceives a Council-wide prejudice against it, and against Dr Laurie and their 
work. Might I respectfully suggest the institution of formal re-education sessions for those 
of your staff who are prone to leap to judgment, to use unnecessarily aggressive language 
and lack a decent sense of politeness and consideration for others? 
 
Might I also say to you that I joined the Waubra Foundation because I have known and 
respected Peter Mitchell for many years and admire his record in chairing major 

charitable institutions, including the National Stroke Foundation, and being very much 
involved in its creation and early years? I joined also because I saw a major dishonourable 
injustice being perpetrated on undeserving country dwellers by an industry whose morals 
and sense of community awareness have far to go. Working with Dr Laurie has been a 
splendidly uplifting experience. She is wholly and selflessly committed to uncovering and 
publicising the plight of, and seeking fair play for, the victims of greed and 
irresponsibility. Moreover, her work is unpaid. The other Waubra directors and I trust and 
support her without reservation. Whilst the Foundation encourages research concerning 
the effect of wind turbines on human health, we all know that research is not something 
in which the Foundation can participate, even if we wanted to:  we do not have the 
resources to consider research on our own account. Time and funding may change that. 
 
In seriously and truthfully seeking to investigate and expose the failings of  a large wind 
industry that is well aware of the damage it is causing, the Waubra Foundation must 
meet the  industry’s response with such fortitude as it can command. The brutal response 
hitherto has been to shoot the messengers ― being Dr Laurie, the Foundation and those 
people and organisations that support their enterprise.  The “anonymous document” is 
perhaps the boldest but also the most careless and senseless attack so far. The response 
to it of your CEO and his staff has been outrageous: it is singularly ill-matched with your 
vaunted slogan “Working to Build A Healthy Australia”.  
 
I mention, finally, Professor Anderson’s public statement made on Friday, 7th June, in 
which he referred, inter alia, to “…allegations, originally published in the blog Croakey 
[sic] about Dr Sarah Laurie of the Waubra Foundation conducting human research 
without ethical approval.” He proceded to state that “It has been suggested that NHMRC 

has been investigating the allegations concerning Dr Laurie. I can confirm that NHMRC 
asked Dr Laurie to respond to the allegations as a courtesy.” To that derisory asseveration 
I respond merely that it sits wholly at odds with Ms Byrne’s ungracious correspondence, 
as future independent and unbiased enquiry will confirm. 
 
I very much hope that the NHMRC will seriously consider the position in which Dr Laurie 
has been placed by the spiteful and damaging attack to which she has been 
unwarrantably subjected. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Clive Tadgell 
 



 
 


