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On 14 October 2021, the Australian Science Media Centre reported that one in five 
Australian scientists surveyed said they experienced death threats and/or threats of physical 
or sexual violence after speaking to the media about COVID-19. A similar poll by the 
scientific journal Nature found an even higher proportion of negative experiences among a 
larger group of respondents, with 15% reporting death threats and 22% saying they received 
threats of physical or sexual violence. 

In a recent relevant case in New South Wales, a university demonstrated that there had 
been serious harassment and intimidation of individuals. The nature and tenor of the abuse 
and threats go well beyond the ordinary scrutiny, discussion and debate of scientific 
research. 

It is in the public interest, in order to protect the physical safety of the researchers involved, 
that the details requested by Senator Canavan should not be disclosed. 

I am therefore making a claim of Public Interest Immunity on the ground that disclosing the 
names of researchers who have been involved in gain-of-function research would, or might 
reasonably be expected to, endanger the life or physical safety of those researchers. 

Yours sincerely 

Mark Butler 
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cc: The Hon Ed Husic MP, Minister for Industry and Science 




