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This is a story about a government-funded, multi-million dollar health study, and how it all fell 
apart thanks (or no thanks) to a girl called Vicki Brown. Guy Lavoipierre was another important 
actor in the drama. At the time I was an interested on-looker. 
 
But I’ll start at the beginning.  
 
The scene is the Latrobe Valley, in Victoria Australia, and the time is… well, a long time ago, 
back in the days when the Hazelwood Power Station was still operating, as well as power 
stations at Morwell and Loy Yang.  Around the mid-1980s.  All the power stations fed on brown 
coal, a rather damp type of coal which, due to it’s low quality, is not suitable for export. 
 
The Latrobe Valley, about 3 hour’s drive east of Melbourne, has lots of brown coal. The 
extensive shallow deposits are mined by open cut, and the coal then delivered to be burnt in 
power stations which generate the bulk of Victoria’s power needs. Although the power stations 
have tall chimneys, the fumes they emit, especially when there’s little or no wind, hang over the 
Latrobe Valley. For many years, some residents of the Valley had been expressing disquiet 
about these fumes, and the health effects they might have.  
 
There were three government agencies involved. The State Electricity Commission (SEC) 
whose job it was to produce electricity for the citizens of Victoria.  Then there was the Victorian 
Department of Health (DHV) whose job it was to look after the health of all Victorian citizens. 
And finally the Environment Protection Authority (EPA) who regulated sources of pollution… in 
this case the power stations. 
 
The chief executive officers (CEOs) of the SEC and the DHV had been talking to each other for 
a long time about the residents’ concerns. They decided that the two agencies would jointly fund 
a study which would aim to find out whether there actually was a health issue. Staff within the 
DHV were asked to come up with a proposal, and, after a period of time, this they did. As an 
aside, important later, it should be noted that this was a proposal not a detailed study plan. 
 
A public announcement was made. The study would be a longitudinal lung-function study, over 
fifteen years. Representative samples would be chosen of people affected by fumes, and a 
control group of those not so affected. Such a study would not come cheap, and an estimate (in 
today’s money) of between ten and fifteen million dollars seemed realistic. There was little public 
reaction to the announcement of the study, but what little murmurings there were (like letters to 
the editor) were supportive, although some suggested the study should have begun years 
earlier. There are some people you just can’t keep happy. 
 
This was the time that I got involved. The SEC and the DHV set up a small project steering 
committee, and invited the EPA to participate.  I was working for the EPA at the time. My 
manager did not see why our participation was needed, but reluctantly agreed to send along an 
observer (me) who could also act as secretary to the committee. 
 
I think it was only the third meeting of the steering committee. Opening the meeting, the DHV 
representative was clearly unhappy. By this time, a well respected epidemiologist, Dr Guy 
Lavoipierre, had been hired to head the study. His international stature would give the study 
credibility. But something was wrong. The DHV representative explained that, due to the small 
size of the affected population, and the need to control for external factors (like smoking for 
example) as well as the need to allow for sample attrition over time, we had, in fact, a very 
serious statistical problem. There was no doubt … the result of the study was now a foregone 
conclusion. It would be that “allowing for the sampling difficulties involved, no scientific evidence 
of any health affect has been detected”. 
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So… we already knew the study’s conclusion, yet it had not even started!   
 
The DHV representative suggested that the logical course of action was to abandon the study, 
immediately. “We simply can’t do that” the SEC rep exclaimed “the people of the Valley would 
immediately suspect we have something to hide”. 
 
The DHV rep agreed, and quietly, so did I. I was concerned at the waste of time and resources 
involved in pressing ahead, but as an observer, I had no right to comment. And even if I had the 
right, I could not think of a constructive solution. So, by the end of the meeting, the steering 
committee made the decision to press ahead with the study. Silently, I wondered what Guy 
Lavoipierre was thinking. 
 
At this point I should tell you what I know about Miss Victoria Brown… which isn’t much.  
Although I had neither met nor heard of a person named Vicki Brown, this was in fact a name 
familiar to all Victorians. The SEC had recently mounted a TV-based advertising campaign to 
promote ‘briquettes’, which were pellets of compressed brown coal. These, at the time, were 
sold to both commercial and residential customers. Miss Victoria Brown was an animated 
character the SEC had created to ‘beautify’ their advertisements. She was tall and pretty, and 
had long brown hair, as you might expect. 
 
The next scene is my office. Two weeks had passed. My phone rang: it was the editor of The 
Latrobe Valley Express. I had previously had dealings with him, although we had never met. He 
had impressed me as unusually capable for the editor of a small regional newspaper.  
 
He explained that he had received an article, written in rather scientific language, about the 
Latrobe Valley Health Study. The author of the article had given her name as Vicki Brown. He 
was phoning to ask my advice as to the veracity of her material. I explained that I was limited in 
regard to anything I could say ‘on the record’ by my role as an employee of the EPA, but that I 
would be happy (and interested) if he could fax me a copy. (Back then, emails had not yet been 
invented). 
 
After perusing Vicki’s article, I phoned the editor and told him that, yes, the material was correct, 
and well written. Indeed, it almost seemed as if Vicki had gained access to inside information. 
Not too bad for an animated character!  I gave him Guy’s phone number, noting however that he 
might be under the same constraints as I was. 
 
Well… apparently not. The next issue of The Express carried a banner headline on the front 
page. I can’t remember it exactly, but it had words to the effect that the proposed health study 
was a sham, with the conclusion already known. On page two appeared the text of a short 
interview with Guy, in which he basically, in a nice way, said the same thing.  And Vicki’s article, 
every word of it, appeared on page 3. 
 
I heard later that Guy got into trouble with the CEO of the DHV, for being so honest. Although I 
never spoke to staff from the DHV and the SEC in detail about Vicki’s article, my impression was 
that, at first, they were upset. However after a week or two had passed, I think it appeared to 
everyone that things had worked out for the best.  
 
The lung-function study was terminated, and eventually replaced with a much less expensive 
study of comparative mortality and morbidity statistics.  
 
Over the following years I hoped… and waited… but I never met Miss Victoria Brown…. 
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