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In the picture shown, Vanessa is at the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) in The 
Hague, Netherlands. “The OPCW’s mission is to implement the provisions of the Chemical Weapons 
Convention (CWC) to achieve our vision of a world free of chemical weapons and the threat of their use, and in 
which chemistry is used for peace, progress, and prosperity.” (OPCW Mission https://www.opcw.org/about/
mission) It’s going to be a big year as 29 April 2022 is the 25th Anniversary of the Chemical Weapons 
Convention. The Convention remains just as relevant now as it was when the Convention entered into force in 
1997.  
 
For more information on domestic obligations under the Chemical Weapons Convention, you can contact 
Vanessa at chemical.asno@dfat.gov.au  
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1. Who inspired you to study science, and to specifically major 

in the field of chemistry? 

 

VR: I’m originally from Brisbane. When I was four years old, my family 
went on a road trip to Canberra to visit my uncle, who was doing a PhD 
at the Research School of Chemistry at the Australian National 
University (ANU). As a four-year old, I was very curious: “Who is this 
uncle, and what is he studying?”. My uncle then went to Canada to do a 
postdoctoral fellowship and he would send my family presents, which 
made me think: “What is chemistry that lets people travel the world and 
to do all these exciting things?”. As a result, I really started to get 
interested in science and chemistry from an early age. Although it 
(chemistry) was never my best subject in school, I was better in 
economics and physics. But chemistry was definitely one of the subjects 
that I found most interesting and most engaging. 

2. Can you tell us about your PhD and post doctoral research? 

 

VR: I did my PhD with Associate Professor Mark Riley at the University of 
Queensland (UQ). After that, I did a postdoctoral fellowship with Professor 
Elmars Krausz at the Australian National University. At UQ, I studied 
unusual copper(II) complexes using a range of spectroscopic studies. In 
these complexes, two bonds were compressed, something that is quite 
unusual, since copper(II) most often has two elongated bonds and four 
roughly equivalent bonds. During my studies I also got to visit the KEK 
Photon Factory synchrotron in Japan – that was before the Australian 
Synchrotron was founded. I was able to work on really interesting 
chemistry problems and travel overseas a little. I also visited Switzerland, 
where I produced some copper(II) complexes in the labs of Professor Hans 
U. Güdel). Chemistry and science are global – you can work with some 
amazing and interesting people from across the world. Then I moved to 
Canberra for a postdoc at the Research School of Chemistry – full circle 
back to where my fascination with chemistry started. At the ANU I was 
working in a team studying plant photosystem II. This research really made 
me feel like I, as part of a much bigger team, was contributing to society’s 
understanding of something very important. Core research that fed into 
potential practical applications. Other parts of the research group, or other 
research groups, could then take these basics further addressing the 
question of “how can we use this knowledge to benefit society?”. 

4. What are some highlights during your academic journey? 

 

VR: There are so many highlights! I really enjoyed it when all the hard 
work came together – doing an experiment and it worked. Growing a 
crystal and then using a variety of spectroscopies to study it. The 
equipment works and the spectra super crisp … and spectra that no one 
has seen before. There’s a sense of wonder, a sense of how amazing 
the world is, a sense of curiosity, and then a question … ‘Can we take 
this further?’ Certainly, doing things that had never been done before 
and working with incredibly dedicated and hardworking people with 
amazing ideas was fantastic. I was never bored because there’s so 
many different things I could do. Sometimes the number of different 
opportunities almost becomes overwhelming. I also enjoyed spending 
hours talking with people who are passionate about chemistry and 

3. What was one unmotivating moment during your academic 

journey? 

 

VR: I have probably blocked most of them from my mind! One thing that 
happened during my postdoc concerns presentations. When I studied, 
there was not that much training on how to give presentations in front of 
a larger audience. Somehow, I volunteered myself – or was volunteered 
– to give four lectures to first-year chemistry students. That was 
probably the most horrible experience of my academic life. This was the 
point at which I realised, that I would never be an academic. I was not 
prepared to get up there and give a lecture. It’s one thing to stand in 
front of an audience with a topic that you know incredibly well, but 
another to get up in front of a group with a broader, more generic topic. 
It’s a skill, but a skill that I don’t necessarily have. 
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5. How did accomplishing a PhD degree help you  get to your 
current career pathway? 

VR: There were a lot of transferable skills while completing a PhD! 
When things don’t go right you develop resilience, you learn to 
troubleshoot, develop critical thinking, the ability to network, writing 
skills. But the key really is critical thinking. When you’ve got certain 
pieces of information, but they don’t make sense, what can you do to (try 
to) fill in some of the gaps and make sense of the information? What 
story can you tell? How can you test your hypothesis to see if it is 
reasonable? 

“Network! Network! Network!” 

6. Can you give us a brief description of your current 
professional role? 

VR: I work in a small section within the Australian Safeguards and Non-
Proliferation Office (ASNO). My section is responsible Chemical 
Weapons Convention (CWC) Implementation in Australia. The CWC 
has specific requirements of what is permitted and what is not 
permitted. The Convention is there to stop the proliferation of chemical 
weapons and to have a framework allows legitimate chemical industry 
to still progress and verification (international inspections) to make sure 
that chemicals are not being diverted to activities that are not permitted. 
Australia has a system of permits and notifications that allow for 
facilities to produce, process and consume regulated chemicals. Some 
of the chemicals we regulate aren't toxic in and of themselves, but they 
are precursors to chemical weapons. That could be compounds like 
triethanolamine, which is used in makeup, in soaps, even in hand 
sanitizer. When COVID-19 happened, we were getting a lot of requests 
for import permits regarding triethanolamine, given its many legitimate 
industrial uses. Additionally, there are chemicals that we regulate which 
are used in flame-retardant coatings of fabric that covers tents or blinds. 
A lot of the chemicals that we regulate are found in our everyday lives. 
Again, they all have legitimate uses, but they could potentially also be 
used to make chemical weapons. We have this framework in place to 
make sure that these chemicals are only used legitimately. 

My work does not necessarily concern only larger scale industrial 
processes, ASNO also regulates production, processing and 
consumption of CWC Schedule chemicals on smaller scales. For 
example, this includes university research groups that want to produce 
CWC Schedule 1 chemicals which we regulate, they would need a 
permit from us to be able to do so. For more information, you can 
contact chemical.asno@dfat.gov.au or look at our website The 
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) | Australian Government 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (dfat.gov.au) 

7. What are some highlights in your current professional role? 

VR: What I really enjoy with my current role is that I directly support 
Australian industry. I assist companies to understand their domestic 
obligations relevant to the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), and 
obtain permits to produce, process, consume or import CWC Scheduled 
chemicals. Further, I represent their interests when they are visited by 
the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). In 
Australia, we receive two to four inspections from the OPCW each year. 
The OPCW is responsible for helping countries implementing the 
Chemical Weapons Convention and verifying that what countries declare 
is accurate.  

8. What insight can you bring forward for students who are 
figuring out their future in the public sector or academia? 

VR: “Do something you love”. It’s good to figure out where your 
passion lies and don’t take on a job just because someone else thinks 
it’s a great idea. Ultimately, people often (probably) end up being quite 
unhappy if they’re doing something that they don’t want to do or don’t 
enjoy. The skills and experience that you learn undertaking a chemistry 
or science degree are very transferable. Try different things! You don’t 
have to jump straight into a job that you’ll be in for the rest of your life. 
Try to move around in your career to gain different skills and experience 
(for example, technical, policy, budget). There are many opportunities 
outside of Canberra also, including internships at international 
organisations.   

10. Do you have any words-of-wisdom for postgraduate and undergraduate students in the ACT? 

VR: “Network! Network! Network!” Almost every position I have worked in was because people knew me and knew 
what I was interested in. When someone saw a job advertised that they thought I’d be interested in, they reached out to 
let me know of its existence. The positions are advertised and, especially in government, are merit based. There are so 
many opportunities – not necessarily government. If people don’t know who you are and what you’re interested in, then 
they won’t think of you when an opportunity comes up! The RACI has an amazing mentoring programme, where I was a 
mentor for the last two years. The RACI mentorship team puts an incredible amount of effort into making the program 
successful (you can contact the mentoring team at mentoring@raci.org.au). The team facilities virtual networking 
sessions that also help bring people together. My big advice would be “Don’t just sit in the lab or sit in the office working 
on your studies”. Ultimately, from a whole career point of view that will not necessarily help you as much as actually 
getting out and networking. 

9. Do you have any advice for students to achieve a similar 
career pathway as you have? 

VR: To achieve a similar career pathway as me, I hope you like 
regulation and compliance!! I went into a regulation role with only a 
superficial understanding of what regulation was, and with no other 
training than having my chemistry knowledge and some generic training 
in government roles. There is a range of training courses, such as 
Certificate IV in risk and compliance management, but they may not be 
necessarily needed. Often if they are needed, the organisation will pay 
for you to undertake the training. A lot of people see regulation as an 
unnecessary burden, but often regulations are needed for safety or 
security reasons. I really enjoy helping chemical industry understand 
their Chemical Weapons Convention-related obligations and helping 
them understand what permits/notifications are required to allow them to 
do business. We like to do lots of outreach. If people have any 
questions, they can contact me directly. With some regulators you call a 
generic number and may have to leave a message requesting a return 
call. The companies that I regulate all have my direct contact 
information, and they call me if they need assistance or have any 
questions. We also have a good relationship with those people that we 
do regulate – they understand the Chemical Weapons Convention is not 
there to stop them doing their legitimate chemical activities.  

Final thoughts by Dr Vanessa Robertson 

VR: As well as networking, I would suggest people also find a mentor or two. As mentioned above, the RACI runs a 
fantastic mentoring program. But also find mentor(s) in the specific field that you would like to work in. I would suggest 
engaging with mentors early so that you have an idea of the skills that you need to develop or experience that you gain in 
advance of when you would like the position. This gives you some additional time to develop relevant skills/experience. I 
would also suggest that you should practice interviews. You don’t want your first job interview to be your dream job! Get 
in some practice so that when you are interviewed for a job you really want, you know how the interview process works 
and what to expect.  

All the best, Vanessa. 

“Do something you love” 
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