THIS PIECE IS PART OF BOARDROOM’S
LEGACY SERIES, WHERE WE TAKE A DEEPER
JOURNALISTIC DIVE INTO HOW CONGRESSES,
CAN LEAVE A LASTING LEGACY IN THE CITIES OR
REGIONS WHERE THEY’RE HELD… AND BEYOND.

Legacies in
and from Australia
World AIDS in Melbourne

Health and medical research spans a pipeline from concept to laboratory through to translation,
clinical application and community benefit. It typically embraces a range of different disciplines,
occurs in universities and hospitals, medical research institutes and companies, and in the
community at large. It involves multiple professions, public and private entities and consumers.
Australia is at the forefront of medical research and innovation, and high-profile conferences
which have lasting legacies, as did World AIDS which took place in Melbourne in 2014, also
partake of Australia’s influence on the global stage.
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Bionic ear
Australia boasts world-class medical research and
healthcare infrastructure. Every year, pharmaceutical,
biotechnology and medical device companies begin
around 1,000 new clinical trials in Australia, meeting
the highest quality and ethical standards. Clinical
research is a focus for more than 40 Australian universities and 50 independent medical research institutes, with many working in collaboration. It's these
partnerships that have enabled Australia's groundbreaking discoveries, including Gardasil®, a vaccine
against human papillomavirus, and Relenza®, an antiviral drug used to treat influenza. Solutions such as
the bionic ear and continuous positive airway pressure devices for sleep apnoea are also two Australian inventions that have transformed people’s lives
around the world.
In this context, Australia is getting ready to respond
to future challenges, including new health technologies, communicable diseases, and caring for an ageing
population with complex and chronic health problems. Research is the best way to prepare for these
challenges, as it contributes to health system safety
and quality, ensure effectiveness of health interventions, and enable the country to develop better
methods of preventing and treating disease.
“Australia’s track record of delivering exceptional association events is obviously a big part of why we are consistently chosen as the destination of choice to host medical/
healthcare events. But I think our involvement in these
events adds value in important other ways too through,
for example, personal connections and the way our industry is able to connect thought leaders and innovators to
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ustralian researchers, physicians and
healthcare professionals have an excellent
reputation and make a difference locally
and globally. The country’s scientists have
developed lifesaving discoveries, pioneered procedures, and been awarded Nobel Prizes three researchers at the Australia National University’s John Curtin School of Medical Research have
received the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine
for their extraordinary contributions to medicine.
These highly-qualified professionals continue to lead
work in emerging fields of science, and champion the
adoption of new technologies, many of which have
global impacts.

Australian cities are leveraging their knowledge and
research capabilities in medical fields, for example,
in order to secure major events and to realise the
knowledge, investment, employment, and healthcare legacies – but not only – that can result from
them. The 20th International AIDS Conference
(AIDS 2014), which took
place in Melbourne after
more than two years of
extensive planning and
preparation, might well
be the epitome of this.

AIDS 2014
Fast Facts
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173 countries, the ConHost organisation: International
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makers, persons living
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The International AIDS Society chose Melbourne as
the host destination for its collaborative approach,
strong support from the city, state and federal governments. The Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre (MCEC) was, at the time, the only venue
in Australia capable of hosting an event of this size
and magnitude. The Conference utilised the entire
facility - all 66,333 square metres of it, and the
in-house technology team provided all tech requirements and equipment to facilitate more than 100
satellite events and uploaded 700 individual presentation sessions to the AIDS 2014 website.

To ensure delivery of a world-class event and a
memorable experience for a large diversity of visitors more than 500 MCEC employees even participated in HIV/AIDS awareness training, in conjunction with the Victorian AIDS Council and Living
Positive Victoria.

City-wide collaboration
In its efforts to attract conferences, Melbourne has
always been showcasing a whole of city or collaborative approach which supports the desired outcomes and legacies of the convention owner as well
as the host destination. With its convention bureau
leading the way, the city is collaborating across public and private sectors, with government and educational institutions, as well as with industry ambassadors to develop, in the end, a knowledge-based and
creative society.
But, as Karen Bolinger, CEO of Melbourne Convention Bureau (MCB), says, “It’s not a matter of whether
conferences should have a legacy or not. It’s actually
a given but it hasn’t been recognised as such yet. The
reason why people meet is really to expand knowledge,
broaden networks, build opportunities. And something
like AIDS 2014 is actually ground-breaking: AIDS conferences are the starting point of something bigger than
they really are.”
Melbourne Convention Bureau secured AIDS 2014
in 2011 and then worked closely with the International AIDS Society (IAS), which has over 16,000
members from more than 177 countries working
at all levels of the global response to AIDS, right
through to when the event was held, particularly in
facilitating contacts for ease of visa processing and
driving attendance. The reach of AIDS 2014 was
extended through the City of Melbourne’s cultural
program, which consisted of more than 160 events,
encompassing more than 200 local businesses and
was the largest city-wide activation in the history of
the International AIDS Conference.
In this regard, the colourful and vibrant Global
Village provided a space for community to gather
from all over the world to meet, share and learn
from each other and demonstrate the application of
science and leadership, while the Youth Programme
also offered a dynamic a vibrant platform for youth,
activists and community representatives. All in all,
everywhere anyone went in Melbourne that week,
they knew that AIDS 2014 was in town.

“What also happened is that a lot of the groups around
AIDS, patients, carers, all the advocacy, all came together
as a collective, and that was an added bonus. People had
been working on their own until then and now were able
to start building their network and talk about what work
they could do towards supporting each other to in fine
eradicate AIDS” said Bolinger.

contribution to Victoria of $80 million. The Conference
brought great visibility to Melbourne’s expertise in HIV
research and delivered real action for the HIV/AIDS
community, including the Melbourne Declaration and
the AIDS 2014 Legacy Statement signifying Australia’s
health ministers from every state and territory to a
commitment to see the virtual elimination of new HIV
infections by 2020.

Lasting impacts

Professor Lewin argues: “This last one is actually an ambitious goal but with current treatments and new strategies to
prevent infection is possible. In addition, the conference led
to a change in laws in Victoria that can criminalise individuals who transmit HIV infection. This was a discriminatory
law that was out of date with our current understanding
of HIV treatments and transmission. Globally, the conference raised awareness about the unique challenges facing
the Asia Pacific region in the HIV response. Because of the
location of the conference we had a very large presence
from the region which provided the opportunity to build
capacity through specific leadership and training programs,
supported by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.”

Prior to holding AIDS 2014, Melbourne had long
been acknowledged as a leader in the biomedical sector, predominantly via its Parkville Precinct,
combining academia, R&D and local innovators and
entrepreneurs, showcasing a positive collaboration
between the public and private sector, government
and education institutions that is driving the Australian city towards a successful knowledge economy.
And, as Andrea Fischer, from the Doherty Institute
and Executive Officer for the International AIDS
Conference, says, “everyone is supporting innovation
now, innovation is about research, it’s about discovering
things and getting those discoveries out into the world.”
When asked about the legacies of the Conference,
she explains: “When we were given AIDS 2014, the
local stakeholders were really pragmatic about what they
wanted to get out of the conference. They wanted the conference to actually leave a legacy behind. So we picked
certain series of objectives, and that was just the research
and the advocacy community, and we came together and
formed different committees and came up with what we
wanted to achieve from the conference. It was different
to what the conference organisers wanted, but we were
quite adamant as to why we were having this conference.”
Most significantly, the strength of Melbourne’s scientific community and expertise in HIV research led by
one of the ambassadors of Club Melbourne (one of
the first and actually longest operating ambassador
programmes set up by a convention bureau), Professor Sharon Lewin, was a major factor to the city’s
success. The Conference also had several significant
impacts not only in Australia but on the world stage.

“The enforcement of discriminatory and criminalising laws
and policies against Key Affected Populations is deeply
alarming.” adds Professor Françoise Barré-Sinoussi, AIDS
2014 International Chair, President of the International
AIDS Society (IAS) and Director of the Regulation of
Retroviral Infections Unit at the Institut Pasteur in Paris.
“Such practices clearly violate basic human rights and
heavily undermine HIV programmes by posing barriers
to access to HIV prevention, treatment, and care. With the
Melbourne Declaration we wanted to reiterate that every
individual has the same rights and dignity as everyone else
as we are born equal and part of the human family. ”
The International AIDS Conference was an extraordinary success as a result of a partnership between the
city of Melbourne, the Australian government, HIV
clinicians, researchers and community. It created real
change and perfectly demonstrated why the business
events industry is crucial to the growth and development of a city, a state or a country in particular… and
the exchange of knowledge and the development of
science in general.

Beyond economic benefits
The legacies of AIDS 2014 went indeed far beyond
the media coverage and economic impacts, though
the economic benefits for Melbourne and Victoria
were significant, including an estimated economic
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our centres of knowledge and excellence, providing
opportunity to truly create legacies that can also drive
change,” says John O’Sullivan, Managing Director of
Tourism Australia.

