
WE NOMINATE THE AUSTRALIANS WHO  
DEFINED 2015, FROM INVENTORS, ENTREPRENEURS 

AND SPORTSPEOPLE TO CREATIVES, 
ENVIRONMENTAL CAMPAIGNERS  

AND TECH INNOVATORS.

 Words  PETER BARRETT
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AMY McNEILAGE, JOURNALIST  
Fairfax Media’s Amy McNeilage won the Walkley Young Australian Journalist of the Year award 

for her series on large-scale cheating in top Australian universities. After an email tip-off, she 
and colleague Lisa Visentin discovered a website selling ghostwritten essays to thousands of 
international students, many of them Chinese. Since her stories broke, more than 70 students 
have faced severe penalties, including revocation of degrees, expulsion and ‘fail’ grades. Some 

universities have also changed their assessment structures in response. The 25-year-old said she 
was “still in shock” following her win and hoped to continue to work as an investigative reporter.  

Filmmaker George Miller 
became an unlikely feminist 
hero with the release of 
Mad Max: Fury Road, the 
latest in his apocalyptic 
action adventures. From 
Charlize Theron playing the 
tough Imperator Furiosa 
to the interesting group of 
kidnapped wives she spends 
her time rescuing, these 
strong female characters are 
in stark contrast to the usual 
Hollywood fare. Miller’s 
wife Margaret Sixel edited 
the film and he also asked 
feminist activist Eve Ensler 
to join the cast on set and 
conduct workshops about 
violence against women, 
particularly in war zones. 
“I’ve gone from being very 
male dominant to being 
surrounded by magnificent 
women,” Miller told Vanity 
Fair. “I can’t help but be a 
feminist.” The movie was 
awarded Best Film of the 
Year by the International 
Federation of Film Critics, 
comprising some 500 of  
the world’s top critics. 

FELICITY WADE 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
CAMPAIGNER
Felicity Wade and her 
volunteers at LEAN (Labor 
Environment Action Network) 
mounted a successful 
grassroots campaign to  
put climate change back on 
Labor’s federal policy agenda. 
In the lead-up to the party’s 
National Conference in July, 
they convinced 370 local 
Labor branches, which  
in turn prompted leader Bill 
Shorten to announce a new 
Labor policy: by 2030, 50 per 
cent of power generation in 
Australia would be obtained 
from renewable sources. “For 
our campaign of rank-and-file 
Labor members, having got 
the Parliamentary party to 
really step up is an incredibly 
satisfying feeling,” says Wade, 
a former Wilderness Society 
campaign manager. 

GEORGE 
MILLER 
FILMMAKER

MALEK CHAMOUN  
WEIGHTLIFTER
The smile on his face said it all. When legally blind Australian 
weightlifter Malek Chamoun lifted 139 kilograms above his head to 
take out the gold medal at this year’s Pacific Games, there was so much 
cheering he couldn’t hear the down signal buzzing. “It was awesome,” 
says the 26-year-old, who began losing his vision to a degenerative 
disease in childhood. In a touching show of solidarity, fellow competitors 
guided Chamoun to the podium to accept his gold medal – his first at 
a senior international level. “I just want to prove I can achieve anything, 
no matter what, with whatever obstacles that come my way,” he says. 
Chamoun is hoping to make the 2016 Rio Olympics.

STUART & CEDAR 
ANDERSON

INVENTORS  
The declining number of  
bees has been making news 
around the world. As they are 
the biggest pollinators of our  
food crops, this is cause for 
concern. Beekeepers Stuart 
Anderson and son Cedar,  
from Byron Bay in NSW, spent 
a decade on their invention  
— a beehive with a honey tap 
that minimises disruption to 
the bees — and hoped to raise  
a modest $70,000 through a 
crowdfunding website for its 
development. Their company, 
Flow Hive, instead raised more 
than $15 million. “It’s been 
very surprising, overwhelming 
and amazing to have the world 
receive this invention in such 
a big way,” says Cedar. Since 
opening for orders, the pair 
has shipped 1500 beehives, 
with plenty more to go. So, 
what’s next? “We want to 
build systems that make it 
great for the bees in the world,” 
says Cedar, explaining that 
integrated pest management  
is the company’s next goal.
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ALEX 
SCANDURRA 
INNOVATOR
The Australian fintech 
(financial technology) industry 
received a boost when Sydney 
hub Stone & Chalk opened its  
doors in August. A group of  
41 Australian and international 
start-ups — including Silicon 
Valley’s Ripple Labs (whose 
new payments transfer 
technology is being tested  
by the Commonwealth Bank) 
— announced they would call 
the collaborative workspace 
home. The number of start-ups 
has since grown to more than 
60. Stone & Chalk’s aim is  
“to attract the highest quality 
fintech start-ups in Australia, 
co-locate them under one  
roof, and support fast-tracking 
their growth to ultimately  
help them go global”, says  
CEO Alex Scandurra, who  
sees Australia becoming  
a leading fintech player.

“It’s been a while since 
western rock music — 
let alone Melbourne’s 
fiercely insular and  
often too-precious indie 
scene — has thrown up a 
songwriter and lyricist as 
intriguing, compelling and 
down-to-earth, yet surreal 
and morbidly funny as  
Courtney Barnett,” wrote  
The Guardian reviewer 
Everett True. In a 
breakthrough year for  
the 28-year-old Melbourne 
singer-songwriter, Barnett 
performed on US TV (The 
Tonight Show, Conan and  
The Ellen DeGeneres Show), 
and her debut album, 
Sometimes I Sit and Think,  
and Sometimes I Just Sit, 
appealed to critics. She had 
a European and a US tour, 
including a gig at Madison 
Square Garden supporting 
Blur, and will headline at 
The Falls Music & Arts 
Festival late this month. 

COURTNEY 
BARNETT

MUSICIAN

ALASTAIR MacLENNAN, MEDICAL RESEARCHER
Emeritus Professor Alastair MacLennan led a team from The University of Adelaide’s Robinson 
Research Institute that found cerebral palsy can often be genetic. The condition, which affects 

movement and posture, was previously thought to be largely the result of a lack of oxygen  
during pregnancy or birth. The findings, published in Molecular Psychiatry and the American 
Journal of Obstetrics & Gynecology, showed that up to 45 per cent of cerebral palsy cases 

were likely the result of genetic mutations, debunking a commonly held belief that caesarean 
section reduces cerebral palsy risk. “We hope that in time our work will lead to early diagnosis and 

eventual gene therapy to prevent cerebral palsy,” Professor MacLennan says.  
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Melbourne artist Emily Floyd 
was hand-picked to exhibit her 
sculptures in All the World’s Futures  
at the Venice Biennale, known as 
the Olympic Games of the art  
world. “It’s a huge honour,” says 
Floyd, who capped off a big year 
that included a major exhibition 
(The Dawn at National Gallery of 
Victoria Australia) and inclusion in 
a touring British Council print show 
(Below Another Sky). “I was thrilled 
to be included in the Biennale 
and to have that opportunity to 
present work in such a beautiful 
environment, in a space where 
people are really thinking about 
ideas and are open to new things, 
new forms, new experiences.” 

RODNEY BROOKS 
ROBOTICS EXPERT 
Adelaide-born Dr Rodney Brooks is leading an industry that, eventually, will 
fundamentally change the economy and how we work: robotics. This year he took 
us a step closer to that futuristic world, raising $53 million for the development and 
rollout of his latest manufacturing robot, Sawyer (right). Based in Boston, where he 
runs Rethink Robotics, Brooks said he expected Sawyer to do jobs robots previously 
could not do, including machine tending and circuit-board testing. “Over time – and 
we’re talking decades – lots of jobs will be replaced by robots,” says Brooks, who is also 
emeritus professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and winner of this 
year’s Advance Global Australian Award (in the Advanced Manufacturing category).  

EMILY FLOYD 
ARTIST

For the second year in 
a row, Ben Shewry’s 
Melbourne restaurant, 
Attica, was the world’s 
32nd highest-ranked, 
according to the 
prestigious World’s 50 
Best Restaurants list. 
Its success continues to 
confirm what Australians 
have long known — this 
country’s dining scene  
is world-class. Critics at 
The Weekend Australian 
Magazine named it one 
of the nation’s hottest 
restaurants, Australian 
Gourmet Traveller placed it 
at number two in its 2016 
guide and Shewry was 
short-listed for The Age 
Good Food Guide’s Chef of 
the Year. Oh, and did we 
mention he also bought 
the business outright and 
became sole proprietor. 
“The best thing I ever  
did,” says the chef.

ROSIE BATTY

FAMILY VIOLENCE 
CAMPAIGNER 
The day after her 11-year-old 
son Luke Batty was murdered 
by his father at cricket training 
in the town of Tyabb, south-
east of Melbourne, Rosie Batty 
amazed the waiting media with 
her composure, intelligence 
and compassion. “I want to tell 
everybody that family violence 
happens to everybody,” she 
said. “No matter how nice your 
house is, how intelligent you 
are. It can happen to anyone, 
and everyone.” This led to Batty 
being named Australian of the 
Year and to the introduction of 
Victoria’s Royal Commission 
into Family Violence. “Rosie’s 
incredible strength and selfless 
efforts are an inspiration to 
many other victims of domestic 
violence,” reads her Australian 
of the Year citation, “and her 
courage and willingness to 
speak out will make Australia  

a far better place.” 
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THE MATILDAS, AUSTRALIAN  
WOMEN’S SOCCER TEAM

In one of the upsets of the Women’s World 
Cup in Canada, the Matildas eliminated 

a fancied Brazil (1-0) to win a place in the 
quarter-finals. Although that was as far as they 
got (Japan beat them with a late corner), the 

Matildas’ unprecedented success placed 
women’s sport firmly on the Australian agenda. 

There were calls for gender pay equality 
(Matildas players received $500 per match 
in the lead-up to their historic round-of-16 

game, while men’s team the Socceroos 
received $7500 for the equivalent) and 

Fox Sports later announced it would show 
W-League soccer matches every Sunday. 

ANGUS GEMMELL

SOLAR FARMER
As environmental policy continues to be debated, Australian 
entrepreneurs are taking matters into their own hands. Angus 
Gemmell hung up his barrister’s robes to start energy company 
Solar Choice in 2008. In 2015, his Bulli Creek project in Queensland 
became the largest solar farm in Australia to receive planning 
approval. Although still in negotiations with energy retailers and 
industrial customers, Gemmell hopes to begin constructing the 
5260-hectare site in 2016. “Once the full two-gigawatt capacity 
of the site is up and running, the generation capacity will be 
equivalent to about 750,000 Australian homes,” he says.

JOHN 
WARDLE 
ARCHITECT 

In what architect John 
Wardle describes as 
the “best year ever”, his 
Melbourne-based firm 
took out the Australian 
Institute of Architects’ 
Daryl Jackson Award for 
educational architecture, 
as well as winning 
best public design at 
the Australian Interior 
Design Awards for the 
new School of Design  
at Melbourne University. 
The firm also won high-
profile projects such 
as the gallery section 
of the $32-million 
Phoenix cultural facility 
in Sydney and the 
National Gallery of 
Victoria’s inaugural 
Summer Architecture 
Commission.  
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