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Amid this pandemic, scientists and
businesses have made astounding
achievements, developing and de-
livering vaccines against
COVID-19. Their mission has
been to have the world vaccinated,
save lives and resurrect the global
economy. 

But, oddly, the policies that en-
abled firms to produce lifesaving
technologies at historic speeds are
under attack — with some organ-

isations and countries pushing to
nullify the intellectual property
protections that made the innova-
tions possible.

India and South Africa have pe-
titioned the World Trade Organis-
ation for a waiver that will allow
countries to force the transfer of all
relevant technology, intellectual
property and know-how on
COVID-19 vaccines. Supporters
argue this will increase supply and
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Felgate, a keen pool swimmer
for years, turned to the bay —
where the water temperature
plummets to around 10C in winter
— during Melbourne’s lockdown.

“It’s addictive and so refresh-
ing. It can be a little bit scary at
times because I am not overly
comfortable with what could be
under the water, but you try and
push that to the back of your mind.

“If the sun’s rising or it’s a

beautiful day … it’s peaceful. You
feel like you are doing something
really nice, far removed from what
your everyday life is like, so it’s al-
most like a little break, a holiday. 

“It cleans your mind, you’re not
thinking about anything else while
you’re swimming. 

“You feel a lot better after hav-
ing an ocean swim than after a
pool swim.”

Wolf, an ocean swimming in-
structor with fundraising group
CanToo, agrees with Felgate on
the appeal of swimming beyond
the breakers. Through CanToo,
she trains swimmers in surf skills
and ocean swimming techniques
needed to take on swim events.

“It’s the only time I switch off
and focus on just two things — the
safety of the people around me and
making sure I keep swimming.
And it keeps me fit. In the ocean
you are at the mercy of this great
natural thing that you can’t con-
trol.”

Wolf swims several times each
week in Sydney Harbour or off the

beaches. A typical weekend will in-
clude a training session with her
training squad, then a 7km swim,
maybe from Bondi to Coogee or
Bradleys Head around to Mos-
man. But for some of the new
breed of hardy saltwater swim-
mers a few kilometres in a loop off
the beach is too easy. 

Sydney schoolteacher Lauren
Tischendorf, 37, enjoys big swells
and long swims, which drew her to

take on a loop of Lord Howe Island
earlier this month.

“I enjoy swimming in serious
waves, it forces you to focus on
nothing but the swell,” says Tis-
chendorf, who swims 135km in the
average month.

South African-born Tischen-
dorf has been swimming all her life
but began getting serious when
she moved to Sydney’s eastern
suburbs a decade ago, attracted to

the sense of community among
ocean swimmers.

“It’s an exhilarating feeling
being in the water, it’s calming and
it’s never the same. And there’s
generally a great community of
ocean swimmers. We’re all there
in our caps and goggles from all
walks of life, but we all have that
one thing in common.”

Searching for a challenge that
didn’t involve going interstate or
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Clockwise from above, 
Tischendorf during and after her 
35km lap, which she completed 
in 13 hours and 50 minutes
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Melbourne radio station RSN 927
and Channel 10, noticed the in-
crease in swim traffic out in the
middle of Port Phillip Bay one day
when he ran into another swim-
mer.

“I literally swam into someone
and it gave me the biggest fright of
my life,” says Felgate. “I was like,
fair dinkum, what are the odds of
that, there were two of us out in the
middle of the bay.”

T
hey hauled in the lane
ropes at the local pool
as the tentacles of
COVID-19 spread
across the nation just

over a year ago.
Park sporting competitions

shut down and the doors slammed
shut on gyms. Where to go to work
up a sweat and stay in shape?

There was running, of course,
and queues formed outside bike
shops as thousands of people in-
vested in shiny new carbon fibre
machines and hit the road.

But perhaps the biggest exer-
cise impact of the pandemic has
occurred in the gently rising swells
off the beaches of our coastal cities.
If there’s an activity that has found
its moment in the pandemic’s
shadow, it’s ocean swimming.

Sydney ocean swim coach
Samantha Wolf noticed it almost
immediately after the pools closed.

“Some of the beaches closed,
too, but there were little pockets
where you could go for a swim in
the ocean,” says Wolf, a Sydney
property manager who is also a
Bondi lifesaver. 

“We all just got out and formed
little groups and found places to
swim.

“People who might normally
go overseas were doing things like
ocean swimming instead. People
who had never considered swim-
ming in the ocean started doing it.”

There are few figures available
on the surge in popularity in ocean
swimming — it’s a loosely orga-
nised sport with informal groups
of enthusiasts and no national
body.

Swimming Australia says
five million Australians swim
regularly and 3.1 million of them
hit the water at least weekly for fit-
ness or recreation.

And you only need to pop down
to the beach to see the growth in
numbers. 

The Bondi Penguins used to be
a handful of friends who got to-
gether for a swim on Wednesday
morning. These days there are
often 150 of them crashing
through the waves at 6.15am. Far-
ther north, at the southern end of
Manly beach, the Bold and the
Beautiful swim group attracts as
many as 300 swimmers most
mornings.

Many of them are in training
for one of the dozens of organised
ocean swims held around the na-
tion. The oceanswims.com web-
site, the bible for the saltwater
crowd, listed 17 swims when it was
established in 1999. By the 2019-20
season there were 658 individual
events with a total of 45,071 swim-
mers. The numbers were even big-
ger the previous year, before the
pandemic, with 957 events and
53,025 swimmers. 

In a normal season, there are
several organised swims each
weekend — memorial swims,
SLSC fundraising swims and
mostly for the heck of it swims.

COVID up-ended the schedule
last year but, by and large, things
have returned to normal. Inter-
ruptions are more likely to be
weather or swell related.

Michael Felgate, a presenter on

Sydney woman Lauren
Tischendorf battled
schools of sharks to

swim the circumference
of Lord Howe Island

this month
 BRADLEY FARLEY
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expand access to vaccines, es-
pecially in developing countries,
by enabling local producers to
make them. Europe, Britain and
Japan, among others, oppose the
move — for now. The US is under
heavy pressure to support it.

Everyone agrees that getting
the world vaccinated is the best
way to end the pandemic and to
make sure people are safe. We all
agree that this requires more glo-
bal collaboration and significantly
more investment by developed
countries. No one is safe until we
are all safe. Nullifying patents,
however, offers the illusion of a
speedy conclusion to the real diffi-
culties facing the developing
world. In reality the opposite is
true: the reason we can even con-
template overcoming the crisis is
because of advanced technology
and the intellectual property pro-
tections that underlie it.

Consider how it works in prac-

tice. In January last year, the
World Health Organisation an-
nounced the discovery of a novel
coronavirus. This started a global
scramble among research labs,
drug companies, universities and
foundations to develop vaccines
and treatments. Even a slew of ar-
tificial intelligence start-ups pivot-
ed and focused their work on it.

Two months later, Moderna
began phase one trials for a vac-
cine. Pfizer started its trials in May,
Johnson & Johnson in July. The
reason these firms had products
quickly is because of technologies
that they had been labouring on
for years — which emerged from
an ecosystem that rewards risk-
taking, ingenuity and patient in-
vestment.

In 2008, BioNTech began
working with Pfizer on applying a
vaccine technology for the season-
al flu. When the pandemic struck,
they could quickly agree to fuse

this technology with Pfizer’s
manufacturing and clinical trial
capabilities. The result was a vac-
cine approved and delivered in
millions of doses in a year.

Patent protections offered
these companies the security that
if (a big if) they finally figured out a
way to make the technology work,
they would have the rights to com-
mercialise it for a limited period
before it became part of the public
domain for all to use. The critical
investors wouldn’t have risked
their capital otherwise.

After all, though break-
throughs capture headlines, most
technologies fail. What motivates
them — working around the clock,
risking COVID-19 exposure to
keep their labs open — is the po-
tential to save human life.

Before the pandemic ends, bil-
lions of dollars will have been
spent on vaccine candidates and
potential therapies that will never

come to market or earn a penny in
revenue. It’s tempting to focus
solely on the success stories. But
most experiments never make it
out of the lab — and about nine in
10 of those fail in clinical trials. Of
about 200 COVID-vaccine devel-
opment programs, just 10 are
available today. Our research and
development ecosystem must
cover the costs of the failures.

That’s what makes the pro-
posal to waive intellectual prop-
erty so shockingly misguided: it
tells the successful firms and their
investors that the results of their
effort can be appropriated by any-
one in the world and used far be-
yond the immediate pandemic. 

The proposal undermines the
system that produced the life-
saving science. And it destroys the
incentive for companies to take
risks to find solutions for the next
health emergency.

We’ve seen the importance of

intellectual property from mul-
tiple perspectives. As an academic
researcher, I saw how licensing
deals between university labs and
private companies helped turn
promising early-stage discoveries
into tangible products. Intellectual
property is the invisible filament
that turns ideas into products. It
also increases productivity by pro-
viding the legal certainty to enable
companies to collaborate globally. 

This is especially true for the
manufacturing of such complex
biologic drugs as this. Production
is complicated and few firms
around the world can do it at scale,
at low cost and in compliance with
strict standards and public expec-
tations of safety. The scarcity of
vaccines is not because of intellec-
tual property but because of re-
grettable production and
distribution challenges. There is a
global shortage of components
and ingredients needed. There is

also the scarcity of human exper-
tise to assist production.

Allowing governments to
waive patents would undermine
the global collaboration that has
been under way and led to more
than 900m vaccine doses being
administered. 

We are on track to have enough
vaccines for 70 per cent of the glo-
bal population by year end. More
must be done to ensure vaccines
are distributed equitably. 

Michelle McMurry-Heath is an 
immunologist and chief executive 
of the Biotechnology Innovation 
Organisation, a US trade 
association for the biotech sector.

It’s patently clear: 
rollout needs fixing
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Western governments are under pressure to 
waive intellectual property rights on Covid-19 
vaccines, but it’s not so simple
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overseas and hadn’t been done be-
fore, she settled on the Lord Howe
Island swim.

“Everyone does the English
Channel,” she says. “Lord Howe
Island was in NSW, so we didn’t
have to cross any borders. And the
attraction of going somewhere to
do something that at the time
hadn’t been done before was ap-
pealing.”

Ultimately, Queensland-based
swimmer Lynton Mortensen beat
her to it, becoming the first person
to swim around the island in Feb-
ruary.

But earlier this month Tischen-
dorf battled schools of sharks, 2.5m
waves and powerful currents, in
just a swimsuit and ocean grease,
to complete a 35km lap of the is-
land in 13 hours and 50 minutes.

“I won’t lie — conditions were
pretty miserable,” she says. “There
were eight-foot waves most of the
way. I got stuck in a current for two
hours and I just couldn’t move. I
tried swimming up, going down,
but I couldn’t get out of it.

“Sharks were circling me for
three-quarters of the way.

“I went into the swim knowing
there were sharks on the island. It’s
just one of those things with the
ocean and nature. If they were to
kill me, what a way to die.”

Tischendorf is not the only
ocean swimmer with a pretty blase
attitude to sharks and other crea-
tures of the deep.

Wolf says sharing the environ-
ment with the monsters of the
deep is a “calculated risk” worth
taking.

“I’m pretty aware of the species
of sharks in the areas where I
swim,” she says.

“Mostly species such as grey
nurse and wobbegong. The first
time you see one it is pretty daunt-
ing, but they are much more likely
to go for a salmon than for us. 

“Of course we choose the times
we swim, we don’t swim really
early in the morning or late in the
evening. But otherwise we take a
calculated risk.”

And what about the cold water?
Felgate wears a full wetsuit and a
thermal hat, and admits to retreat-
ing to the pool for a few weeks in
the depths of Melbourne’s winter. 

“My hands and feet go white,
but that makes it more invigorat-
ing,” he says.

Swimming around Sydney,
where water temperatures get
down to around 18C at worst, Wolf
is more relaxed. 

“If it gets colder, we wear a wet-
suit,” she says. “It’s a bit like boiling
an egg — if you put an egg straight
into boiling water it cracks, but if
you do it gradually it’s fine. 

“If you swim regularly and the
temperature gradually changes,
you’re fine.”

Michelle Franks, deputy direc-
tor of emergency medicine at Syd-
ney’s Northern Beaches Hospital
and an ocean swimmer who goes
out seven days a week with the
Bold and the Beautiful, offers a
medical view of the benefits.

It’s all about white fat stores in
the body being converted to brown
fat in the cold water, she says. And
brown fat breaks down more cal-
ories.

But when it comes right down
to it, she just feels “pretty shitty”
when she doesn’t do it.

“There’s an exhilaration you
get from it that I put down to en-
dorphin release,” she says. 

“You feel fantastic every time.
Doesn’t matter what the weather
is, you have the same feeling. 

“When you’re immersed in
water and you can’t look at
screens, you get into a meditative
state. It really sets you up for the
day. Psychologically it is very good
for you.”

Wolf believes the popularity of
ocean swimming will be sustained,
even as the pandemic subsides. 

“I think it’s here to stay,” she
says. “So many people have gravi-
tated to it. It’s free and it’s such an
adventure. I call it adventure
swimming.”


