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EMERITUS PROFESSOR JOHN DE LAETER — CONDOLENCE 

Statement by Minister for Science and Innovation 
MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Science and Innovation) [9.08 am]: Emeritus Professor 
John de Laeter, AO, passed away on Monday, 16 August at the age of 77 years after a long battle with a terminal 
illness. John was a humble Western Australian who made an enormous contribution to science on a local, 
national and international level. He was a physicist and science luminary of international standing. I was 
fortunate to be in regular contact with John in his final days, and I know that his wife, Robin, and family will be 
very proud if I put on the record in Parliament today some of his key achievements.  

John began his career as a science teacher at Bunbury High School in the 1950s. In the late 1950s he made a life 
changing decision to return to university to study nuclear astrophysics. It was this that led him to 
geochronological research by dating the earth’s mantle and determining the time sequence of events in the 
history of the earth. 

At the age of 34 he became Head of the Department of Physics at the Western Australian Institute of 
Technology, which is now Curtin University of Technology. In this role and subsequent roles he played a 
significant part in establishing Technology Park in Bentley. 

Other organisations he has headed and been a patron of include the Science and Education Mathematics Centre 
at Curtin; the Scitech Discovery Centre between 1988–1996; and, the Gravity Discovery Centre from 2004 until 
July 2010. He also served as President of the Western Australian Conservation Council for three years. 

John measured the atomic weight of 12 elements and mapped the geological ages of regions in Western 
Australia. In 1997 John and his colleagues at the John de Laeter Centre of Excellence in Mass Spectrometry 
discovered the world’s most ancient minerals at Jack Hills in Western Australia, which were dated at 
approximately 4.4 billion years old. 

John was a deputy chair of the world’s second largest mineral sands company and a long-serving governor of the 
Clunies Ross Foundation. He captained an Australian veterans hockey team and served as a lay preacher of the 
Uniting Church. He received many awards for his long history of contributions, including the Order of Australia 
in 1992, a Fellowship of the Australian Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering, an Honorary 
Doctor of Technology from Curtin in 1995 and, with respect of his research in astrophysics, a minor planet—
Minor Planet de Laeter 3893—was named after him in 1996. 

John was a Professor of Physics at Curtin from 1986 until he retired in 1995 as Deputy Vice-Chancellor of 
Research and Development. Last year John was inducted into the Western Australian Science Hall of Fame for a 
lifetime of research achievements. Less than a fortnight ago, Curtin University and the Gravity Discovery Centre 
Foundation held a dinner to honour John, which has since resulted in the establishment of a science education 
scholarship fund in his honour.  

I strongly commend John’s achievements and ask that he be acknowledged for his important international 
achievements in science. 
 


