
Peter Taylor*

In my column in the July issue of the Gazette, I spent some time talking
about the need for the Australian Mathematical Society (AustMS) to engage
with our student community. Looking back at my columns before that, I see
that I discussed mathematics teaching at primary schools and the way that a
mathematics education teaches problem-solving skills par excellence, and the one-
size-fits-all approach to the assessment of research quality in the tertiary sector.

In this column, I want to say something about mathematicians in industry.
This was prompted by an email message that I received from Elliot Tonkes,
a mathematician working in industry in Brisbane, after my previous column.
Amongst other things, Elliot said

I have been a mathematician in industry for about ten years now. We
have a company which claims to be at the pointy-end of analytical
services in the energy sector. Our company consists of around ten people,
and about half of those are mathematics PhD types.

Interestingly, I noted your comment on increasing recent interest in
optimisation under uncertainty, which is an important part of the
services we provide. Unfortunately in the real world, the story is
normally 10% effort in doing the mathematics of the optimisation,
then 90% of implementing, writing it up in code, documenting, testing,
training, handover, etc.

But on to my main point, which is that I am finding that the Society
is very focussed on academic environments and I am finding that the
utility of membership does not transfer far into my professional life.
Possibly the academic focus is the continued reason-to-be of the Society,
and associated with a low-cost membership structure.

As a real-world mathematician in industry, some of the issues that affect
me are:

• intellectual property protection (as opposed to dissemination)
• insurance and liability issues related to performing my profes-

sional work
• industry-specific networks and leveraging my IP base into addi-

tional fields
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• the process of commercialising mathematical methods into sale-
able products and services and the interface with IT.

Elliot made a number of interesting points. As someone who has worked with
industry in the past, albeit from a university base, I could certainly relate to his
comment that doing the mathematics is only a small part of solving a quantitative
problem in industry. In my experience, solutions to industrial problems have to be
embedded in the ‘business processes’ of the company involved, and that it is the
mathematician who often has to be the one to do this.

Recently, there have been two initiatives designed to help young mathematicians
get the sort of experience that will help them in industrial careers. The first is the
Australian Mathematical Sciences Institute (AMSI) internship scheme, which is
described at http://www.amsi.org.au/industry/amsi-intern/overview.

The internship scheme provides funding and support for postgraduate students or
recently-graduated PhDs to work with a company on a specific problem for four
or five months. The student is supported by a mentor from an AMSI member
institution. The idea of the scheme is to allow both the intern and the industrial
partner to gain experience about how each other works in the context of a well-
defined project.

The second scheme is the Australian Technology Network (ATN) Industry
Doctoral Training Centre (Mathematics), which you can read about in this issue’s
Maths Matters column by the Foundation Director, Lee White. This scheme is
available at universities in the ATN. Quoting from the March issue of ATN in
Profile1, the ATN

. . . is calling for its brightest maths PhD candidates to signal their
interest in being involved in the centre, intended to allow PhDs to
undertake research programs and engage with industry from the very
beginning of their degree.

. . . The Centre will formally embed these skills during a 4-year PhD
program and will see candidates undertaking study in disciplines
which complement their primary focus, producing more well-rounded
graduates.

This brings me back to the second part of Elliot’s message. Can the Australian
Mathematical Society serve the interests of mathematicians whose day-to-day
concerns might be quite different from those of us who work in universities? I
think that we all would like to think so, but it will clearly involve some work for
the AustMS to meet this challenge.

1http://www.atn.edu.au/inprofile/2011/March/March 2011 New centre to build next

generation of industry-engaged researchers.htm
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At last September’s meeting of the AustMS Steering Committee, a decision was
taken to constitute a sub-committee to consider ways for the AustMS to engage
with its non-academic members and, indeed, to come up with ways to increase this
membership. The issues raised by Elliot are clearly central to this endeavour, and
food for thought for the sub-committee. If any of you have any thoughts on how
the AustMS can help address the concerns of mathematicians working in industry,
please feel free to email me.
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