
Liz Harry Interview 

Lucy:  Welcome to JAMSPod brought to you by Inspiring New South Wales and the joint academic 

microbiology seminars. This is your host, Lucy Zemanek and producer Amy Kane. And today in our 

National Science Week Special, meeting your friendly neighbourhood microbiologist, we'll be speaking 

to Professor Liz Harry of the I3 Institute at the University of Technology, Sydney. Hi, Liz. Thanks so much 

for joining the show. 

 

Liz: Thanks for inviting me, Lucy. 

 

Lucy: So I'm just going to start off by introducing you to our audience. You got your PhD at the University 

of Sydney in 1983 and then went to Harvard University as a National Institutes of Health postdoctoral 

fellow. At this position, you pioneered fluorescence microscopy techniques for visualising the location of 

proteins within cells, which has been revolutionary to understanding bacterial cell organisation. Then 

back to Australia, where you were an ARC postdoctoral fellow and an ARC Queen Elizabeth II research 

fellow in the School of Molecular Biosciences at the University of Sydney. You've been awarded the 

coveted Eureka Prize and the Frank Fenner Award for your outstanding scientific research. You have 

been a professor at the i3 Institute at the University of Technology, Sydney for 15 years and director of 

the Institute for five of those years. Liz, can you tell us a bit about what questions you're trying to 

answer with microbiology? 

 

Liz: Yes, Lucy. So there are a couple of areas. One of them is about.. I've become fascinated with how 

bacteria come in different shapes and sizes. And we've known that since we've discovered microscopes 

and basically could have a look at a drop of water. Bacteria come in these shapes and sizes and no one 

really understands what advantage that gives them or how it plays out in disease. 

 

Liz: And but there's some evidence emerging. So I've become interested in that, in how our body's 

immune system deals with those different shapes. And it turns out that the bacteria change their shape 

and size in response to something in humans, that then enables, or not, our immune cells to deal with it. 

So we want to know how that happens, and we want to know the details of that, because then we can 

address how we can interfere with that process to stop or treat infections from bacteria by bacteria. 

And the other part is really, honey as a antimicrobial and a prebiotic active solution. Honey has been 

around for hundreds of millions of years. It was used initially and then antibiotics replaced it. But now 

we're running out of antibiotics that don't work anymore because of antibiotic resistance. And honey 

has become a go-to for people and it works topically. So it works on wounds, and it's increasing in 

popularity because of its effectiveness on infection treatment and also in healing wounds. So that's a 



real application there, and I'm working with different clinical people to identify what it is that they want 

to know so I can help it. 

 

Most honeys, what many honeys are actually active and anti-infective and you don't get resistance to 

them, but one of the, one of the honeys we've been concentrating on is Manuka honey, which is, like 

the New Zealand Manuka honey, is obtained from when the bees are collecting nectar from a particular 

type of tree called a leptospermum tree. So Australia has lots of those and we have 85 species. And so 

the reason we're interested in that is because it has a unique chemical in it that causes the antimicrobial 

or antibacterial activity, and it is well marketed and it's available as a dressing or as a gel for treatment 

for wounds. So we like to use the real thing in our experiments. 

 

Lucy: (inaudible question) 

 

Liz:, definitely not. But we can. We can eat them, but don't eat too many. 

 

Lucy: So do the shapes of bacteria change in response to the honey at all? 

 

Liz: We haven't found evidence for that. I don't know whether these two projects actually come 

together. They could well do that when we know that certain things make bacteria change shape and we 

can do it genetically by, you know, manipulating the genome, or we can do it by adding antibiotics. 

 

Liz: So antibiotics cause cells, particularly the rod shaped cells, to get very long. And when they do that, 

they... We think they are able to prevent being eaten by the macrophages. We've now got good 

evidence for that and others have as well. So giving antibiotics may not be a good thing to do if our 

immune system can't deal with them as well. So that's one of the implications of that. Yeah. 

 

Lucy: It is interesting. So I know I introduced you a bit in the beginning, but can you give us a rundown of 

your career so far from your undergrad days up until now? Any highlights that you've had? 

 

Lucy:  Yeah. So I guess when you read out all the prizes and all the things, I think, "oh, wow, that's 

amazing. It's great that I've achieved that". But I must say that I think it's interesting that as scientists 

and academics, we do this because in some ways the excitement and the beauty of having a career in 

research, in scientific research, is actually more about the everyday that happens and the inspiration 

and the curiosity-driven discovery that happens. So, yeah, I started off in high school thinking I'd be a 

computer scientist because computers were new then. It was long time ago. And, and I did maths and 

accounting and computing and I didn't like any of them just a bit too dry for me. So I really loved biology 



in high school. So I actually started university at Macquarie University. I left after two months and 

thought I'll never go to university again. And then I suddenly realised that I needed to know more. And 

the jobs that I could get weren't very stimulating if I didn't go to university and do what I wanted to do. 

So that was biology. I had no idea what sort of job I would get. I just was interested and I did well in 

biology. So that's what I did at Sydney Uni. And I didn't think I'd do honours, did I think I would be where 

I am now? No way. Most people don't. So I just, I guess I have this insatiable curiosity for things. 

 

Liz: And I was born in Manly and so was near the beach. And so I just got curious about how everything 

lived in the sea and in the rock pools. And I guess I always looked up and thought, well, what do I want 

to do next? Very early on, I was always nervous about what I was going to do next, and I think that was 

good in some ways. So I always planned the next thing. So meeting the person that I was going to work 

with at Harvard was something I did early. I ended up meeting him in Australia, so he was interested in 

what I wanted to do. So I went there and then I was advised by various people to then apply for a 

fellowship. So it just sort of kept happening. 

 

Lucy: Was it hard to move from Australia? Did you find that a hard decision? 

 

Liz:  Yes, very hard for me, because at the time I had a partner who I was very much in love with and it 

was very hard to leave him. And so that was hard. But he couldn't, for personal reasons. He couldn't 

leave. So it was very hard to leave on my own. I was extremely unhappy in many ways, but I kept 

thinking, if I don't go, what will I think? And he was very excited for me to go. So I did go and it was hard 

in many ways. I also had very little confidence. I thought that they'd made a mistake when I got the 

fellowship to go to Harvard, I thought, it's not me, it's someone else. And they've made a mistake. That 

sort of imposter syndrome never goes away. It's normal. It's a human trait. It's important to know that. 

But it will be there, as will the other confidence building part of you. There's always those two parts. So, 

yeah, I... It's hard to move away from home on your own. So I was anxious, but I was also excited 

because I knew I'd always wanted to do it. 

 

Lucy: It's great. 

 

Liz: Yeah. 

 

(Pause/inaudible content in recording) 

 

Liz: Yeah, and I love travelling, so I'm very happy to be seeing new things all the time. And yeah, it was 

scary because there's some, you know, there's a lot of bright sparks over there. We have bright sparks in 



Australia, too, but it's just, it's a bigger space and there's a lot more... It's a lot more intense over there. 

So. 

 

Lucy: So did you always know that you wanted to be coming back to Australia after or did you at some 

point think that you would stay? 

 

Liz: I didn't think I would ever stay. I didn't really want America to be my home. I just didn't. And, um, 

now I can see what's happening there. I'm glad I'm here in many ways. I love Americans. And there's 

some great, you know, I have some great friends from that time that I still have. But, yeah, I always 

wanted to come back, partly because my partner was here, my family was here. And I really love 

Australia. 

 

Lucy: It's a beautiful country. 

 

Liz: It's beautiful. And it's your home. 

 

Lucy: So do you recall when you were young? I mean, you said that you grew up on Manly and you like 

to look at seashells and stuff. Did your parents, did they notice that you had a passion for life and 

learning science? Did they invoke that in you at all or encourage it along the way? Or did you really just 

pioneer your own path to science? 

 

Liz:  I think my parents never would know what we were going to do, though. They, they had not 

particular... They didn't have particular expectations. Neither of them were academics. Um, so my sister 

and I just did what we wanted to do. We always tried our best. And even if we came last, which we both 

didn't usually, but if it was, always "we're proud of you if you do your best". So I think I pioneered my 

own curiosity because I just, I know I'm still very curious about things and love finding out new 

information and thinking about it. It's my favourite thing.  

 

Lucy: Speaking about exciting things and your passions. What right now gets you up in the morning? So 

what's the most exciting aspect of your job? 

 

Liz: Again, I think it's finding something new and also working with people, um, just interacting with 

people. Through the pandemic, it's been really... it's been fine for me in many ways, and I've been very 

lucky. But I find it... I, I really thrive in company when I'm working. I really, I can spend some time on my 

own, but then I want to bounce off ideas and I want to process my thoughts and my direction 

through ...Usually it's verbal, usually it's through talking with people. And so I love that. Um, yeah. So 



that's what makes me get up in the morning, is that ability to say, what am I going to do next and how is 

it going to make a difference. 

 

Lucy: It's great to have people to talk about your ideas with. The next question is one that was 

submitted via our JAMS Twitter feed. And this question is not microbiology related, per say, but it's after 

a hard day of work and you come home and you're hungry. Do you have any favourite easy recipe that 

you can tell us about? 

 

Liz: Yeah, we do. And, you know, being at home a lot, we've been cooking quite a bit and thinking about 

what's healthy and what's quick. Yeah, I guess, um, pasta dishes are really, really quick. So we have a 

green roof garden and we're growing, because we had some time off recently, we've been growing 

herbs and vegetables and things. So we often just go up the top, get the clippers, clip a few things off, or 

we've made pesto from basil or even from radish leaves and mix a bit of oil and, you know, whatever 

else you put in there, pine nuts, whatever, 

 

Lucy: Is radish leaves a bit like horseradish kind of flavour?  

 

Lucy: Like horseradish?  

 

Liz: Yeah, it's a bit, but the leaves are sort of I don't know, I don't know how to explain the leaves, but it's 

nice. 

 

Lucy: Yeah. Yeah. 

 

Liz: Rhubarb leaf pesto. Yeah. So those sorts of things you know, knock your pasta and then. Yeah. Just 

one pot things. 

 

Liz: Yeah. Yeah. Healthy stuff. 

 

Lucy: Simple is best. So do you prefer cooking or baking? Because Amy has this fun theory if you want to 

elaborate. 

 

Amy: (Inaudible question) 

 

Liz: I like cooking. Yeah, I like eating baked foods as well, but I really love making meals. Yeah.  

 



Inaudible 

Yeah, when I was when I was in the lab, I used to come home and cooking felt like lab work because you 

put the time, you know, you get you look at the recipe and go, right. If I get that going, that takes half an 

hour, then I can do this. And you have your timer and it's very much the same. Although, cooking 

doesn't require such stringent rules and, you know, measurements. It's OK if it tastes a bit different. But 

in the lab, it won't work if it's, yeah. 

 

Inaudible question/comment 

 

Liz: That's right. That's right. 

 

Liz: So I guess I guess I always used to say you need to eat meals, but you don't need to have baked 

things. And, um, I do like baked things, but I, I like lollies, but I don't love cakes. But I'm now gluten free 

because it's actually much better for my stomach I found. So baking is quite good for us because then 

we can bake nice things that are gluten free because -  

 

Lucy: There's a lot of gluten free options. 

 

Liz: There are, but some of them are not as great. 

 

Lucy: Yeah I tried making gluten free bread and it was really hard. 

 

Liz:  It's hard. You have to have it as toast. Yeah. I've never had gluten free bread that actually tastes.. 

Well, that has the nice texture. But as toast, can be good, 

 

Lucy:  Go into a microbiota ... (inaudible) 

 

Liz: That's right.  

 

Lucy: There are changes it. Can you tell us about what's your favourite way to look at microorganisms. 

So there's all the different ways, you know, looking at them directly through a microscope, seeing if they 

have flagella to help them swim and genomics looking at their genes. 

 

Liz: Definitely microscopy. So I'm extremely visual and I can actually see the microbes that way. Um, it's 

colourful and I love colours. And it's also different to some of the experiments I did early on in my career 

where I was just growing bacteria. And it was fairly straightforward to do that, although, you know, 



sometimes that doesn't work either! But I had an easy organism that grew really well and was very 

happy in the lab. But looking through my... Looking with microscopy was always the thing I wanted to 

do. If you add something and you know the cells are meant to explode, I can't understand why you 

wouldn't want to look at them and see that they've exploded because it's absolute proof, right? Yeah. So 

you can see that they've exploded. I think the first time we started doing microscopy was really at 

Harvard when we were pioneering this new method that had been used with human cells for many 

years, but not with microbial cells because they're so small and it's challenging. And so getting that to 

work and seeing the colours and seeing something that we couldn't have done before. So seeing where 

molecules are inside cells, where do they go? And now we know that every time, everything that a cell 

does, it has to have molecules at a certain place at a certain time. And microscopy allowed us to label 

those molecules with a certain thing called fluorescence and then able to see that bright orange or 

bright green or bright red. And it was, yeah, I always used to say it was like Christmas. 

 

Lucy: Yeah. It's seems like the bacteria equivalent of David Attenborough on his Planet Earth series, you 

know, you just see what you're looking at. 

 

Liz: Yes. I always think that the micro- you know, I always think that someone should do a series like he 

did, but with microbes to say we can actually see them now like you, which you go into the reef and you 

can see fluorescent fish. We can see fluorescent bacteria now. 

 

Lucy: Yeah, yeah. I think that would be a good series. 

 

Lucy: So we talked a lot about your experiences in the lab, but I assume now that you're a professor, you 

don't go into the lab very much? Correct me if I'm wrong. 

 

Liz: That's correct. Yes. 

 

Lucy: So are there any aspects of your current day to day that you find challenging or boring even, as a 

professor? 

 

Liz:  Yeah, challenging is good. It can be boring, though, if the job is frustrating and it's challenging, that's 

worse.  Where it's challenging and fun, that's good. Um, yeah. I think, um. Yeah, sometimes there are... 

At the moment because I've now stepped down as director, there are lots of admin jobs that I don't 

have to do, although there were some wonderful things to do as director and it was great. But I'm doing 

more of reading papers, finding out things, reading things that people have, you know, grant 

applications, whatever, and learning about the science. I don't need to know the detail, but actually 



saying, OK, is this making sense or is what you want to do really the best thing to do? Is that the best 

question? So I'm very happy not to be in the lab anymore because I think for me, I've always been a 

person that has vision and, not that that's better, it's just how I am. And I like to think of crazy ideas and 

to imagine something. And what I'm doing now is bringing people together, including myself, together 

to say, OK, I think we can do this. We have the expertise. Who else do we need? How do we bring them 

in? It's a bit like, um, connecting the "what am I good at? What do I love, what can I get paid for and 

what does the world need?" And to me, that's taken from ikigai, Japanese word, which you can all look 

up. But it's about how do you love, how do you actually really enjoy your life and live a long one. So in 

the six months I've just had off on long service leave, I've been thinking about that. So I think if we can 

keep an eye on that, there will be things in our job that we don't like doing. And I don't like crossing T's 

and dotting I's on anything. I'm not very good at that and I'm not very good at filling in forms. 

 

Lucy: I don't think any of us. Yeah, yeah. 

 

Liz: So there's a lot, you know, to be at a big place, public service university, there is always bureaucracy. 

So that's always what you try to reduce, as does the whole university want to reduce, so that that does 

get boring. 

 

Lucy: No, it's great. You get to see the big picture. It's nice when you're at the position that you can 

oversee projects. 

 

Liz: Yeah, I mean - 

 

Lucy:  - challenging, but it's like a fun challenge. It's not a hard challenge. 

 

Liz: Yeah. And I can sit with it now. I've got time to actually the last few weeks I've been back at work. 

It's been great just to sit and just ponder over things because really that's what we used to do more of. 

But yeah. And it's so productive. But in general it's so productive for everyone, for your life, for your 

career, for everyone. But it's not easy to do because there's so much pulling at you saying, do this, see 

me, you could be doing this. You know, this is so much information. Yeah. 

 

Lucy: Yeah. Sometimes you feel like you're not being productive when you're just sitting and thinking, 

but that's actually the most productive time. 

 

 

 



Inaudible 

 

Liz: Yeah, so do I love drawing pictures of circles, particularly saying this is the core and there's all these 

different parts. And so if I'm working on one part and I get frustrated with her, it's too hard or I need to 

talk to someone to wait a while. I'll just go to the next ball, or circle and say, right. 

 

Lucy:  That's a good strategy. I like that. 

 

Liz: Yeah. I mean, you know, not every day is perfect and most days aren't. But you know that that's the 

I try to stick to that plan. Yeah. Yeah. 

 

Lucy: So this is another audience question, what's the funniest thing that you recall has happened to you 

in the lab? 

 

Liz: *laughs* Oh, okay. So this is when I was an undergrad student. Um, I'm sure there are many funny 

things I've done in the lab because I often say or do things before I think too much. Not too dangerous, 

but just things. And then I embarrass myself. So one of the things that I did in undergraduate course was 

we were ... I think we were doing sterilisation of things before we did some bacterial work and I had 

quite high hair at the time, it was like mousse your hair up and it sticks up. And that was the fashion. 

And I remember leaning over the Bunsen burner at some point and then my partner in crime next to me 

in the lab said, "your hair's on fire!". I just..! It wasn't that much on fire. But I just patted it really hard on 

the top of my head. And we had a teacher at the time, lecturer at the time, who was a bit tricky. A bit. A 

bit. We were all a bit scared of him, well I was anyway. And he was out of the lab at the time. And we're 

going "quick, quick, quick, quick!" so quickly puffing my head, you know, hitting my head on the top. 

And the fire went out and everyone went back to normal. And then he came in and said, "what's 

happening? It smells like something's on fire". We were all just so quiet and I was too scared to tell him, 

but it was so funny and everyone was trying not to laugh. 

 

Lucy:  Yeah, those are some times. And I know I've burnt my hair before, like putting out a candle and it 

smells really funny, like has a weird smell. 

 

Liz:  Yeah. When she said something smells, I went oh my God!  

 

Lucy:  On that sort of topic as well, have you or a colleague ever infected themselves? 

 



Liz: I've never had an infection as a result of working in the lab that I know of. I once did because we 

used to mouth pipette when we were younger. Because we could. There was no rule about that. And so, 

health and safety, of course, has become very strict recently, of course, for good reason, I think. And I 

was using a pipette like a glass tube to suck things up in, and it was a very thin one. So it sucked up 

easily. And I, I sucked it up and it went into my mouth. I think it was just E.Coli, which is in our gut 

anyway. But yeah. Spit out, rinse rinse rinse rinse rinse. Yeah, yick! Yeah. 

 

Lucy: It's like drinking through a straw.  But like, very carefully. 

 

Inaudible 

 

Liz: Every day we breathe in spores, we do it all the time. 

 

Lucy:  This show is not for germophobes. 

 

Liz: No, I remember telling my supervisor and stuff and he said, oh, it's fine. And I think he'd done it 

before. I think many people had done it before. But obviously, if you're dealing with something that is 

really dangerous, you would never do it that way. Oh, no, you wouldn't do any of that these days. No, I 

mean, we used to work with a lot of radioactivity as well, and it wasn't as much as some people used to 

use years ago. But we don't do that anymore. And we always use, you know, lead aprons and perspex 

radioactive proof screens, but your hands were near it and all that, but you just had to be really, really 

careful. 

 

Lucy: So science is a very long, slow process. But we always hear about these Eureka moments. I mean, 

this is what outsiders might think that we have every day or at least once a year, maybe once a lifetime. 

I don't know. Have you ever had a moment that you can remember where you said "I got it!"? 

 

Liz: Yeah, I think... I've been thinking about this because I have a Eureka prize and, you know, we were 

talking about this before. And I think for me, Eureka moments happen over time. So it might be a series 

of work that you've been doing. And after 10 years, the people that have been, um, not denying what 

you're finding, but just not really into it because they're looking at other things and you're saying, look at 

this or I don't think this is what's happening. You know, quite well renowned people. And then finally, 

after ten years of us doing the work and getting to the point of saying, yes, we now can show that there 

is something else there. It's not just about these three things, there's another thing happening because 

things didn't sort of add up and then having that person say, I understand why you did that work. So it's 

often a long time, but every day... Often, sorry, not every day. But there are eureka moments when 



suddenly a particular technique works after weeks or months of something. And in my PhD, that was the 

case. I was doing something using antibodies and which should have been a really easy detection. But 

you didn't have kits to do those things. You had to make everything up and all of that. And not 

everybody, no one knew everything then about those particular techniques. They don't always work still 

now, but it took me ages to work it out. It was something so simple. And everyone, when we finally got 

the technique working, we did the experiment that everyone was waiting for and the whole lab was 

around. My supervisor was a wonderful man and we're all looking for something to appear on this piece 

of paper, pretty much. And up it came and we just felt terrific! But if you look back at that, it was a really 

small step, but it was so exciting. So it's the achievement of wanting something to work and going, yes. 

And you and your team have actually done it by going systematically through: "what do I need to change 

this time? Okay, well, this didn't work". It's really the rationale behind that for that. So that's exciting. 

The other Eureka moment, I think, is where I share it with somebody who comes to the office and says 

"it's worked, it's worked" or "I've found blah". And you just think, oh, fantastic. And their face is so 

excited. And I'm more excited about their face than I am about what they've found. Because to me, if 

someone's really happy about something that I've helped or been part of, even if I haven't had anything 

to do with it, I'm just there. Then it's great. Yeah. Or help someone decide that actually science is not for 

them or what their parents have been telling them to do for the last ten years, or what they thought 

they were interested in and wanted to take this plan of attack or this type of direction in their career is 

not the thing. There's often tears. But then what happens, is this whole turnaround of actually I'm really 

doing... Five years later, they're doing exactly what they wanted to do and they are so excited about 

that. To me, that's a eureka moment when I see that. 

 

Inaudible question/comment 

 

Liz: Yeah, so it's the process, and until you get the last piece in, it doesn't feel finished. A lot of things 

aren't finished in life. I don't know whether anything gets finished, as per say, but I think it's important 

to celebrate every little bit that you want to celebrate. 

 

Lucy: Definitely, yeah. So do you often collaborate with other types of scientists and what types of 

scientists, physicists, chemists? 

 

Liz: Yes. My upbringing in science has always been do it yourself because there was a lot of solo 

scientists. That's how it worked. And you got money for doing discovery, which you still do. And you 

worked in a particular discipline. It was very narrowly focused. And the supervisor I had only worked 

with someone else if they had a technique going that he didn't know how to do, or whatever, and he 

could slot that into the manuscript and away you go. Nothing wrong with that. But nowadays it's not the 



best way of doing things. Money and funding and resources are actually tight and there is a need to do 

research, I believe, that actually helps us understand problems that we need to address in the world. 

Health problems. Infection, of course, is one of them and climate change is another. You know, bushfires 

that we've had, floods, they're huge issues. And I think for me now, moving forward, I love collaborating. 

So whenever I can, I can. I think the culture of science is very tricky, including microbiology. At the 

moment, it's... We're always rewarded for being the lead author or the first chief investigator of a grant 

application. Now, what that does is mean that everyone's looking for their own team. Everyone. So what 

that means is that there's not enough to go around. So if you've only got two grants to apply for or, you 

know, even if there are more than that, you're always looking to say, can you join me, I'm the leader, to 

do this? Because we're asked to be the leader or the senior author. Right? So for me, that really goes 

against working us in teams and also perhaps asking the right, the best questions and asking the 

questions that are going to actually give us something that people will need. So I think deeply about this, 

because I think if you work in teams from the very beginning, even if you're not collaborating, just talk to 

a few people around, whether they be a social scientist or a person on the street or a scientist. Let's just 

talk to them and say what matters to you? Yeah. So, yes, I've been in my own little area of biochemistry, 

really working on microbes. But I think it's more important now to just be a bit more humble as well and 

think, actually we need to work together. And, you know, in the corporate world and outside of 

academia, more people do work together. So I don't think there are any sole winners of anything. You 

know, the Eureka Prize included. You can now apply more for teams. And I think usually that's the best 

way because it's never usually one person that makes the success. Yeah?  

 

Lucy:  Yeah.  

 

Liz:  It's around is a big answer, but it's yeah. We call multidisciplinary physics and chemistry that is 

different disciplines. But what I think we need to do with the things that I care about at the moment are 

to work across disciplines with economics, you know, business, social science, sustainability, the arts, 

design, science as a whole.  Um, I’ve probably left some out. It’s really important … Indigenous aspects 

of things.  You know, what are we doing?  And honey is a really good example of that.  So, my dream, 

really, is to create a centre, whatever it is, just a group of people who are working together across 

Australia, across the world, that are actually saying, “what’s interesting about honey? And how useful is 

it to people for different things?”.  So it’s useful for indigenous people.  It’s got interesting business 

challenges. Because beekeepers aren’t business people, and business people are usually not beekepers.  

So it’s, there’s, it’s not a blockbuster drug, so it’s got some challenges about how do we bring that forth 

as a health solution? 

 

Inaudible question 



Liz:  And so I’m now doing something for the first time in my life as a microbiologist, and that is to get 

together with people who do wound care and clinical trials. And it’s a lot of fun. Because it’s just using 

science principles and the principles of how do you best investigate something. And it’s the same sort of 

analytical thinking, which is what I love, yeah.  

 

Lucy:  It's a really good answer, to incorporate all the different fields. Economics and just any field that 

could be relevant to microbiology.  I think we often just talk to scientists, but it’s good to talk to people 

in the arts and see their perspective on world problems.  

 

Liz:  Yeah, yeah. 

 

Lucy:  It’s a really good answer.  We sort of want to just address the elephant in the room right now, and 

that is the pandemic. So I know you’ve mentioned the pandemic has affected your work somewhat, but 

perhaps not as much as other people. Can you just describe how it’s affected your students, and your 

day-to-day? 

 

Liz:  Yeah sure.  So I think the COVID-19 pandemic is a time for people to see what scientists can do. 

Because, you know, we do understand what‘s happening. We understand what a virus is, and we’ve 

studied them.  And we’ve got people in Australia who are developing vaccines, and genome sequencing 

and doing all the things that we need to do to get as much information to know how we address it, 

right? And we study bacteria, so different organism, however, of course because of the different 

obligations that we have to keep this virus or reduce the spread as much as possible, there are certain… 

with the bacteria size and shape, there are different projects, we can’t use blood for that when we get 

the immune cells, we’re not allowed to do that, so that’s affecting myself and quite a few people with 

that. We can’t get clinical samples, to reduce the contact, because all of those things have contact. Um, 

however… and also the lab has slowed down because you can’t have everyone in there every day, which 

is normally… people are in there speeding away doing experiments.  Um, so that has slowed down a bit 

for us a bit. Although we haven’t affected so much as others.  And the honey work, we’re doing 

prebiotic studies with human subjects. And that has stopped, so we can’t do that at the moment.  So it 

has slowed down.  And I think the other thing, the long term thing, is when you, you often have some 

eureka ideas or some good thoughts and conversation that happens in the corridor. Even as director, 

some of the best meetings, with inverted commas, I used to have are just in the corridor: how are you, 

what’s happening, oh well I’m having this problem. And you can talk about it. Done. Right? It’s solved. 

Just a quick conversation. And you can’t have those at the moment, so easily.  So you can have regular 

phone calls, but there’s nothing like that connecting together. 

 



Lucy:  The spontaneity of just… you know, an idea coming to you and sharing it with someone – 

 

Liz: Yeah. 

 

Lucy:  - it’s not there. 

 

Liz:  Yeah, So you have to just …and I think Zoom meetings are actually quite tiring, in a way.  And you 

don’t get up and move, you don’t get up and move between meetings. Yeah. 

 

Lucy:  So where do you think that we’ll be, a year from now in regards to the pandemic.   

 

Liz:  Yeah I think about this a lot when people, particularly when scientists, are interviewed.  And often 

the answer is, we don’t know.  And I think it’s really hard for people in general, including myself, to get 

an answer of ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen’.  And we don’t.  And we tend to have that illusion 

that we have control over everything in our life. And in fact, we have very little control over so many 

things.  All the plans you make, may not come to fruition. And that’s fine as well, but it’s important to 

accept that.  So, having said that, and I am a philosopher in some ways with my science! *laughs*  I 

would like to think that we …it’s quite possible that we would have a vaccine. And treatments.  

Treatments usually come first, because a vaccine takes a while to develop.  And we’ve always known 

that. And you never know if you’re going to get a vaccine.  Treatments are a bit faster. So hopefully we’ll 

have treatments for people who are extremely ill in ICU, and that’s where the treatments will firstly be, 

of course.  And yeah, I would hope we have a vaccine.  And if we don’t have a vaccine, my guess is, 

because this virus is so contagious. So, so contagious. And appears to be … it, it is definitely.  People are 

carrying it who are asymptomatic. Unlike the ‘flu and unlike many diseases I know of, certainly viral 

diseases of this type, that’s very dangerous, because we just don’t know, right?  So, what we’re doing 

now is terrific. We’re doing the best we can.  And there’s a lot we don’t know, so will make mistakes, we 

have already. I think most countries would have, most humans will. But I think we’re, in Australia, we’re 

doing really, really well. And I just think we just need to think about what it means to be socially 

isolated. You know, physical distance and socially connected is what I like to say. Yep. Just be careful, 

because it’s the best we can do. I mean, it’s probably not going to kill me, it’s probably not going to kill a 

lot of people.  But what we can do is reduce it, so we can actually be a bit more free. Yeah. So we may in 

a year’s time, still be distancing.  

 

Lucy:  Maybe we’ll just be more used to it. 

 



Liz:  Yes.  Yes, and we’ll probably… we may even wear masks more because we’ll just say, well if we’re 

going to go out, you’re going to have to wear masks. So, yeah.  Which is a good thing, right now with 

many situations where you can’t distance.  

 

Lucy:  Yeah I agree. Next big pandemic, after COVID, if there is going to be one, do you think it will be 

one microorganism or multiple, what will cause that next pandemic.  

 

Liz:  Who knows?  I think … Well, viruses tend to move quickly and change quickly, so they happen very 

rapidly.  Um, and they can be very contagious.  So, it’s more likely to be a virus, and they’re the type of 

pandemics we’ve had. We will have a crisis, whether you call it a ‘pandemic’, it’s a different thing, we 

will have a, well, we already do, have an antibiotic resistant crisis but that will be worse.  So we really 

need to think about, we’ve been on this Earth for, as modern human beings, 200,000 years.  These tiny 

little microbes, who are essential for life in fact, we wouldn’t live or breathe here without them, are also 

capable of killing us.  And we need to be aware of how does that happen?  How have we got to this?  

We come in 200,000 years, new kids on the block. Four BILLION years these bacteria have been around.  

We’ve probably actually done a few things that are not good for pandemics. And they will be more 

often, because of how much we have changed the world. You know, we’ve cut down forests, we’ve 

moved into the microbe area.  And we are disturbing them And normally they wouldn’t come to us, 

because they don’t normally do that, we actually have to go to them. And that’s what we’re doing.  

 

Lucy:  *laughs* 

 

Liz:  Yes.  We wanted to keep away, but you wouldn’t keep away. So, getting rid of their habitat is a 

really, really bad thing. 

 

Lucy:  We gotta learn how to cooperate somehow. 

 

Liz:  Yes, I gotta somehow fit Madonna’s ‘Material World’ into microbial world or bacterial world 

somehow. One day I’ll do that.  Or someone will.  

 

Lucy:  Okay, Liz, so we have one last question for you, and it’s from our audience.  What are your 

thoughts on the ‘ten second rule’, and the ‘ten second rule’ is if a piece of food falls on the floor, you can 

pick it up within ten seconds and still eat it. What are your thoughts on that? 

 

Liz:  Um, my thoughts are, we often have different seconds.  So mine is… I was asked once the ‘three 

second rule’.  Um.  Look, if I’m on radio, I would say best not to pick it up.  Yes, of course I’ve picked it 



up. It depends where it is. If it’s in my home, it’s okay, because I’ve probably got whatever’s there 

anyway.  If it was in the dirt, no, because it probably wouldn’t taste very nice, but probably wouldn’t be 

very good to do. So, it depends where it is. And I think it’s really good to have a knowledge, everyone to 

have a knowledge of where might you find the worst bacteria, and one of those, of course, is in our own 

secretions, the other one, is in soil.  So there’s … and sand. There’s lots of bacteria there. And there’s 

warnings on, you know, potting mix and stuff.  So, you know, if you dropped a lolly or something in that, 

you really wouldn’t want to pick it up and eat it. 

 

Lucy:  Yeah, I agree!  Unless you wanted an extra textural experience.  

 

Liz:  Yeah and it’s really for gut. You know, it’s really for what would affect your gut because you’re 

eating it.  

 

Inaudible 

 

Liz:  Kids will always do it when their parents aren’t looking.  So it’ll happen a lot enough, and I guess 

when I see parents say ‘don’t’ pick it up, don’t pick it up’ and the kid is beside themselves because 

they’ve dropped this beautiful lolly or whatever it is, and they just… so upset.  The parents want them to 

understand that you don’t do that in general, because if someone else drops something that they 

wanted and they’d been sucking it, you wouldn’t want the kid to pick it up, that’s not where I would pick 

it up either.  

 

Lucy:  And nowadays I think especially now, I think it’s best to not. 

 

Liz:  Yes.  Exactly.  Yep.  

 

Lucy:  Great well it’s been so much fun having you on the show, Liz.  Thanks for joining us. 

 

Liz:  No worries. I’ve had a lot of fun as well. 
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