OCCASSIONAL ADDRESS | March 2026 UC Graduations – Professor Tom Calma AO
Professor Tom Calma AO delivered the occasional address at the Faculty of Science and Technology #1 graduation ceremony on 1 April 2026 at the National Convention Centre Canberra.
PROFESSOR TOM CALMA AO:  Chancellor, members of council, Vice-Chancellor, distinguished guests and more importantly graduands. 
I begin by acknowledging the Ngunnawal peoples, the traditional custodians of the land on which we gather today. I pay my respects to their elders, past and present, and I extend that respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people here today. 
For tens of thousands of years, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have developed and sustained sophisticated systems of knowledge, systems grounded on careful observation, evidence, adaption, and deep understanding of the natural world. 
These are, in every sense, scientific traditions. They represent what might be called Old World STEM: astronomy, environmental science, engineering, and medicine. Practiced with precision, continuity, and purpose over millennia. 
This matters because it reminds us that science and technology are not new, nor are they owned by any one culture. They are human endeavours. And when we recognise indigenous knowledge systems, we extend our understanding of what counts as knowledge and who gets to be recognised as the knowledge holders. 
Graduands, today is a day of celebration, pride, and possibility. You've earned this moment through persistence, curiosity, and a willingness to engage with complexity —qualities the world now needs more than ever. 
But as you step into your professions, I invite you to think not only about what you know, but how you know it, and whose knowledge has been included or excluded along the way.
Science and technology are often described as objective and neutral. Yet, as you'll have learnt, they are shaped by human choices: what questions we ask, what data we collect, how we interpret results, and how we apply them. And with those choices comes the influence of bias, sometimes visible and often unconscious.
Unconscious biases can shape the design of an algorithm, the framing of research questions, or the interpretation of evidence, and it determines whose voices are heard and whose are overlooked. It can lead to systems that unintentionally disadvantage certain groups while privileging others. This is not a failure of science. This is a reflection of the fact that science is conducted by people. 
The challenge for you, as graduates of science and technology, is not to eliminate bias entirely, because you may not be able to do that, but what you do need to do is to recognise it, to question it, and to actively work against its effects. 
And this is where indigenous knowledge systems offer an important lesson. They remind us that knowledge is relational, that it is built over time, tested through experience, and refined through collective responsibility. They emphasise connection to land, to community, and to future generations, and they demonstrate that sustainable solutions often come from integrating multiple ways of knowing rather than privileging one above another. 
When we bring together different knowledge systems, when we listen, we learn, and we collaborate, we create stronger, more inclusive, and more effective outcomes. This is not just a matter of respect, it's a matter of better science, because the challenges we face today, climate change, health inequality, technological disruption, they’re complex. They cannot be solved by technical expertise alone. They require cultural understanding, ethical reflection, and a commitment to justice.   A human rights and social justice lens ask us to consider who benefits from our work, who will be excluded, and how can we ensure that progress is shared. 
In Australia, disparities remain, particularly for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and for those in remote communities, for marginalised minority groups, and for others who have not equally shared in the benefits of science and technology and their advancement.  Technology can either reinforce these inequalities or can help to address them.
Consider artificial intelligence. Its potential is extraordinary, but so too are the risks. If systems are trained on incomplete or biased data, they can replicate patterns of exclusion. If deployed without accountability, they can erode trust.  
Of course, if we consider environmental science, the impacts of climate change are not felt equally. Those with the least resources often face the greatest risk. Yet these same communities frequently hold knowledge that is critical to sustainable solutions, and if we think of cultural burning of grasslands and forests as an example.  
Your role is not just to innovate, but to do so responsibly, to ask: Who is this for? Who might be left out? What assumptions am I making? And how can I do this in a way that is fair, inclusive, and just? These are not just technical questions, they are ethical ones. 
The University of Canberra has provided you with the tools to think critically, to solve problems, and to adapt in a changing world. But your education is more than a set of skills. It's the foundation for leadership. 
Leadership that is informed not only by expertise, but by integrity. As you move forward, there will be pressures: to prioritise speed over reflection, efficiency over inclusion, certainty over curiosity. These pressures are real, but I encourage you to hold on to a broader vision of what success looks like. 
Success is not only about what you achieve, but how you achieve it. Not only about innovation, but about impact. Not only about progress, but about fairness. 

There will be moments when you are called to challenge assumptions, to question established practices, or to speak up when something does not feel right. These moments may not be easy, but they are where leadership is defined. And in those moments, remember this, the strength of science and technology lies not only in their capacity to solve problems, but in the ability to evolve, to improve, and to serve humanity more justly. 
You are now part of that evolution.  You have an opportunity to shape systems that are more inclusive, to design technologies that are more equitable, to contribute to a future that recognises the value of diverse knowledge systems, including those that have sustained this continent for tens of thousands of years. 
Go forward with confidence, but also with humility. Be ambitious but also be reflective. Strive for excellence but never lose sight of equity. Use your knowledge to open doors, to amplify voices, and to build a future that is not only more advanced but more just. 
Congratulations graduands. The responsibility and the opportunity now rest with you. 
Thank you.


