
 MAY 2020 | The Australian Women’s Weekly  95 94 The Australian Women’s Weekly | MAY 2020

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y 
BY

 A
RS

IN
EH

 H
O

U
SP

IA
N

.

   W A T C H

 WO M E N
20 20to

ACTIVIST

Dr Bronwyn King
As a young oncologist Bronwyn King was shocked to watch the majority of her 
patients die from smoking-related cancer, so when she discovered most super 
funds were brazenly investing in the tobacco industry she had to take action. 

WORDS by JULIET RIEDEN

B
ronwyn King is a doer, a fixer 
and a nurturer. Her passion 
and energy are contagious and 
her calm diplomacy, coupled 
with uncompromising vision, 

is the stuff we long for in our politicians. 
As a doctor she has a brilliant evidence- 
based scientific brain, and as a mother 
– of Oliver, eight, and Charlie, six – she 
feels compelled to make a better world 
for everyone’s children. 

In March 2010 Bronwyn had an 
epiphany that changed her life and is 
now changing the world. “I was buying 
a house with my partner [who is now 
her husband]. I sat down with the 
accountant who said ‘you need to sort 
out your money; how much do you 
have in your pension plan?’ I shrugged 
my shoulders. I had no idea. I knew 
that superannuation existed but that 
was it. I was working as a cancer 
specialist at the Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Centre in Melbourne. I’d been 
a doctor for 10 years and so I’d been  

a member of a super fund for 10 years 
and I’d not thought about it at all, 
which is unfortunately very typical. 

“Because of that meeting I organised 
to talk with a representative from the 
super fund. We met at the cafeteria and 
he brought along some paperwork to 
show me how much money I had.  
I remember having a latte and a little 
conversation and then I shook his 
hand, the meeting finished and I left.” 

As she walked back to the lung 
cancer ward she was working on, 
where patients of all ages were daily 
taking their last breath, a niggling 
thought entered Bronwyn’s head and 
she turned on her heel and rushed back 
to the cafe and her super rep. “I said to 
him, ‘oh by the way, was I meant to tell 
you what to do with that money?’ He 
said, ‘no, no, it’s all taken care of, you’re 
in the default option.’ …‘Option? Does 
that mean there are other options?’ she 
replied. He rolled his eyes: ‘well, there  
is this one ‘greenie’ option for people 

who have a problem with investing  
in mining, alcohol or tobacco’.”

And then it happened. Fireworks, 
thundering horses, flapping angels’ 
wings, shock. Bronwyn gasped, 
uttering, “Did you just say tobacco? 
Are you telling me I’m currently 
investing in tobacco?” He said, 
 ‘Oh yes, everyone is!’”

Bronwyn was rooted to the spot, 
incredulous at what she was hearing.  
“I just couldn’t believe it. There I was, 
going to work every single day in the 
biggest cancer centre in the Southern 
Hemisphere, which is filled with  
people suffering as a result of tobacco. 
One-third of all cancers globally are 
caused by tobacco. And I’d seen the 
raw suffering, right in front of my  
eyes for years and years, and yet then 
I found out my own money was 
invested in the companies that make 
the products killing my own patients.” 

Bronwyn’s was the super fund for 
most of the health professionals at ➝ 
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her hospital. The irony was stark and 
dark. “I distinctly remember thinking, 
that’s got to change. I just can’t accept 
that. I cannot let that go.”

Fighting spirit
Bronwyn has always been driven.  
From the age 12 she was a competitive 
swimmer, training 10 times a week 
with a dream of maybe going to the 
Olympics. “I represented Australia at  
a junior level. I was a freestyle sprinter 
and when I think of my youth, that’s 
what I think of,” she says smiling. 

At 16, encouraged by her friends, 
Bronwyn entered Victoria’s legendary 
Pier to Pub race. “It was the only 
open-water swimming race I’d ever 
done and because I put in a fast time,  
I ended up in the first wave of swimmers 
with all the boys and men. Very quickly 
I got pulled under the water, it was a 
disaster. I was swallowing water and 
had no idea what I was doing, but  
I swam as fast as I could. When I got  
to the end and stood up on the beach, 
someone said, ‘It’s a woman! Run 
through the middle!’ ” Bronwyn had 
won the women’s race. It was huge. 

So … when a nasty shoulder injury 
curtailed her swimming career at  
17, Bronwyn was understandably 
devastated. But even as a teenager 
Bronwyn was able to look defeat  
in the face and make it positive. And  
as it turned out, swimming’s loss was 
medicine’s gain.

“It was very disappointing to have  
that taken away from me, but it was also 
fortunate the injury happened at that 
time because it meant I could concentrate 
on my studies and get in to medicine.”

Bronwyn confesses she was “a 
spectacular nerd”. Her interest in 
medicine stemmed from her swimming 
and the annotated picture of the human 
body with all its muscles pinned up at 
her swimming club. “I was totally 
mesmerised by this drawing. I wanted  
to understand how the human body 
worked so I could swim faster. I even 
asked for a photocopy of it to put on 
my bedroom wall at home.”

Unsurprisingly, Bronwyn aced her 
exams and won a place at university in 
medicine. She initially worked in sports 
medicine as one of the Australian 

“I distinctly 
remember 

thinking, that’s 
got to change.”

Clockwise from 
above left: 
accepting the 2019 
Melburnian of the 
Year award; 
receiving her Order 
of Australia with 
parents Joy and 
Ian; with husband 
Mark, Charlie and 
Oliver; the Stamp 
of Approval.  

doctors with the national swimming 
team while also putting in her time as  
a junior doctor in hospitals. “But then  
I worked for three months on the  
lung cancer ward at Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Centre with the incredible 
Professor David Ball. I couldn’t help 
but be inspired by him. I could see 
these patients who were extremely 
vulnerable in need of 
really great sophisticated 
medicine. But I was also 
shocked at the true impact 
of tobacco. 

“Everybody knows 
tobacco is bad, but when 
you really see it up close 
from the front line it’s 
devastating. I was the 
person who had to make 
the calls in the middle of 
the night to relatives who 
might be teenagers or in 
their 20s, to ask them to 
hurry in to the hospital  
to say goodbye to their 
mother or father or 
brother or best friend.  
It’s quite something.

“Watching people pass 
away and the impact on 
their families is really very 
confronting. It was the 
lung cancer ward so 
nearly all of my patients 
were smokers or ex-
smokers; nearly all of 
them had started smoking 
when they were children 
or in their early teens. 
Most of them had tried  
to quit at some point, 
some successfully and 
some not. They were 
suffering as a result of 
tobacco and it was playing 
out right in front of me.”

Cut back to Bronwyn and her super 
rep. She had no understanding of finance 
at all, but now she needed to know more 
and typically she was forensic. First she 
needed to find out exactly where her 
money was being invested. Two weeks 
later, while doing her ward rounds, her 
mobile rang. “My super rep read out  
a list over the phone. He said your 
number one share in your international 

shares is British American Tobacco; 
your number two is Imperial Tobacco; 
number four is Philip Morris, and 
number five is the Swedish Match 
company.’ So four of the top five  
shares I held through the international 
shares of my portfolio were tobacco 
companies. And there I was, a 
specialist oncologist at a cancer centre.

“By then I’d found out it wasn’t just 
me, it was the same with all the staff 
at the hospital. And then I found out it 
wasn’t just our hospital, it was every 
hospital. And it wasn’t just that super 
fund, it was all super funds. And it 
wasn’t just super funds, it was insurance 
companies, banks, fund managers. And 
it wasn’t just Australia, the whole 
global finance sector was completely 
tangled up with the tobacco industry.”

Breaking through
Bronwyn couldn’t sleep, anxiety coursed 
through her body as she grappled with 
the sheer magnitude of the problem. 
The next day she raised it with the 
Chief Executive Officer of the hospital, 
who got back to her immediately and 
said he’d book a meeting with the 
executive team of the super fund. 

“That kicked off the first meeting 
that I had with finance leaders,” she 
says. “Very quickly I realised there  
was a big conversation needed because 
the finance sector considered tobacco 
companies to be like any other 
company. Whereas in the health sector 
we think of them as companies that 
make products that kill eight million 
people every year.”

As an oncologist with first-hand 
experience of what tobacco was doing 

to the human race, Bronwyn carried 
clout, and to her surprise CEOs listened 
to her. “The doors kept opening for me. 
It was very tough at first and I had to 
learn a lot about finance and how the 
sector works; I had to learn another 
language.” Bronwyn also had to gen up 
on the barriers and challenges for the 
industry so she could counteract the 
questions she was faced with. 

With each meeting – and by this time 
she was going to lots – she refined her 
approach “until it was really spot on 
and until I was really connecting with 
the finance leaders. My first aim was to 
change the funds – the very first super 
fund was ironically called Health 
Super. It doesn’t exist anymore, they’ve 
merged with another fund to become 
First State Super. I presented to the 
board in 2011 and on my birthday in  

2012  First State Super 
announced they were 
going tobacco-free, 
getting rid of  
$200 million worth  
of tobacco stocks.  
They were very proud  
to make this decision, 
they felt great, they got  
a great public response 
and we put out a joint 
press release with  
Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Centre.”

Bronwyn was elated. 
Since then, more than 
40 Australian super 
funds have followed 
suit. This was important 
work and in the years 
that followed, Bronwyn  
has scaled back on her 
work as a doctor to 
concentrate on creating 
Tobacco Free Portfolios, 
a charity formally 
registered in 2015 and 
dedicated to eliminating 
funding for tobacco 
companies from the 
super industry and 
ultimately the wider 
finance industry. 

Today the company 
has directors for 
Australia, UK and 

Europe and 
the US. As her 
success grew, 
Bronwyn was 
recognised with 
awards including the Order of 
Australia and 2019 Melburnian of the 
Year. She also got to speak at the UN 
and in 2018 met with French President 
Emmanuel Macron. And this year she 
went to the World Economic Forum at 
Davos, where Prince Charles and Greta 
Thunberg spoke. 

“I just love the UN because I feel  
like tobacco is one of the biggest global 
challenges of our time. The world’s  
on track for one billion tobacco deaths 
this century. One billion! There’s only 
seven billion of us. This is truly one  
of the world’s biggest challenges and  
if I go to the UN in New York or in 
Geneva, if I’m at a big world congress 
of any kind, I feel like there’s hope that 
we can bring an end to that problem.”

Bronwyn’s latest initiative is brilliant 
and simple. It’s called the Stamp of 
Approval Program. It’s a logo featuring 
a bent over cigarette with the words 
‘Tobacco Free Portfolio’ underneath. 
“Super funds that are interested in 
 the program can sign up, they will be 
assessed, and if they meet the criteria 
they can adopt a Stamp of Approval 
and proudly display that on their 
website, in their materials and use it  
as a really clear tool to communicate 
to their members and any potential 
members that their money is not being 
invested in tobacco companies.”

Bronwyn knows there’s still a long 
way to go and says her biggest need  
by far is funding so the charity can 
expand its reach. “We’ve had a lot of 
great supporters and ultimately it’s been 
a journey I couldn’t have imagined,” she 
says. “I always think back to my patients 
at Peter MacCallum and whenever I’m 
exhausted or feeling like I’ve hit a 
roadblock I think, I have to keep going 
for them. Nearly all of them are no 
longer here, but I’m here, I have their 
stories and I need to keep using their 
stories to change things, to bring an 
end to this terrible problem.” AWW

To donate to Tobacco Free Portfolios 
visit tobaccofreeportfolios.org


