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Local Researchers 
leading the fight against 
Antibiotic Resistance! Dr Ronan O’Toole at work

SPRING EDITION

Managing infections that are resistant to antibiotics is becoming 
a major burden on public health services around the world. Their 
impact involves prolonged hospital stay, long term disability and a 
substantially higher financial burden for health systems. 
Each year in Australia, approximately 
200,000 hospital-acquired infections 
occur in hospitals, placing pressure on 
healthcare resources and staff while also 
creating challenges for patients.

Tasmania’s island status and remote 
location do not insulate our population 
from the acquisition and spread of 
antibiotic resistance. Currently, the state 
is experiencing a marked increase in the 
number cases of vancomycin resistant 
enterococcal (VRE) infections, noting a 
trend that began in 2015. The substantially-
increased costs and time that accompany 
the management of VRE infections 
emphasises the importance of tracking 
the likely origin of these organisms and 
to contain their spread with minimal delay 
when they present at hospitals such as the 
Royal Hobart Hospital.

Dr Ronan O’Toole from UTas is addressing 
the problem of antibiotic resistance 
in Tasmania, using whole genome 
sequencing and bioanalysis techniques 
that he developed in his previous role as 
Lecturer in Clinical Microbiology at Trinity 
College Dublin, Ireland. 

With support from a 2017 RHH Research 
Foundation Grant of $10k, Dr O’Toole and 
his co-investigator Dr Louise Cooley from 
the RHH’s microbiology department, are 
conducting a pilot study at the Hospital 
(the selected study site) using VRE isolates 
collected from before the VRE increase (at 
the beginning of 2014) through to the end of 
2016, thereby analysing the entire outbreak. 
Using genome sequencing, this study has 
the potential to provide the RHH with the 
capability for tracking the future origin and 
spread of hospital-acquired infections and 
multi-drug resistant organisms. 

To date, Dr O’Toole has performed an 
analysis of approximately 80 patient 
samples of VRE from the RHH. His results 
so far have determined that >97% of the 
samples harbour either one of two key 
vancomycin-resistance loci, so this does 
begin to indicate potential transmission of 
VRE in the hospital. In addition, a specific 
new type of VRE sample has emerged in 
the hospital during the time of the VRE 
outbreak, so this is highly suggestive of 
a recent introduction of this strain to our 
community. To take their investigation 
to its next step, Drs O’Toole and Cooley 
began to look for correlation between 
appearance of VRE genotypes against 
patient movements – seeking to find likely 
connections between the appearance of 
VRE with positive-testing patients to their 
time and location in the hospital.

Their investigations have so far revealed 
that there are instances of co-location 
of patients who show genetically-
related isolates of VRE – highlighting 
potential points and times where 
transmission may have occurred.   
Cont on pg. 4



The 2017 Research Excellence Dinner marked not only another 
hugely successful year in the Foundation’s history of grant 
distribution, but also 20 years of the Foundation’s support for 
local medical research. 
Held at the Hotel Grand Chancellor, the evening was a wonderful opportunity 
to recognise the efforts of our grant recipients and also to receive key updates 
on the progress of previously funded studies.

The Foundation was also fortunate in securing keynote speaker, Professor 
Anne Kelso AO, CEO of the National Health & Medical Research Council. 
Professor Kelso’s background lies in the area of medical research, including 
internationally competitive research in areas of immunology and influenza. 
During her address, the wealth of her knowledge across the issues and 
opportunities currently facing medical research was evident.   She outlined 
the forces behind and nature of key changes to the NHMRC’s grant program, 
together with the nature of new funding from the Medical Research Future 
Fund (MRFF) – the discussion proved highly insightful and even a little exciting 
for all those present in the room.

Guests also were presented research updates from two current RHHRF grant 
recipients Dr Felicity Veal and Dr Lila Landowski. Dr Veal took guests through 
the issues associated with hospital opioid prescription and the potential 
risk of chronic opioid use, while Dr Landowski outlined the key challenges 
associated with development of future drug treatments for stroke, highlighting 
how the effects of stroke are currently modelled, but could be improved, as 
outlined in our Winter issue of Quest.

What was hugely evident was the high standard of research currently 
undertaken in Tasmania and the passion of so many for supporting this 
research. In addition to the plethora of researchers in the room we welcomed 
key representatives from many of our stakeholders including DJ Motors, 
St.LukesHealth, the Wicking Centre, the Tasmanian Health Service and UTas, 
all of whom we thank for their ongoing support of the Foundation and our 
many events. 

We look forward to presenting updates on more of our funded studies and 
encourage you to reach out to the Foundation if you would like to pledge your 
support for local, life changing medical research.

2017 Research Excellence Dinner 

CEO Welcome

1. Dr. Lila Landowski addressing the audience on discoveries in Stoke Modelling

2. Grant Recipient Prof Bruce Taylor & Chairman Trent Sayers

3. Prof. Kelso delivering her Keynote address
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4. Dr. Felicity Veal 

5. CEO Heather 
Francis, Prof. Anne 
Kelso and SRAC Chair 
Prof Peter Dargaville

7

As a child, we’re always taught the value of polite courtesy, particularly to say ‘please’ 
and ‘thank you’. As a charitable entity, the RHH Research Foundation is charged with the 
challenge of generating significant funds in order to fulfil our goals around investing in high 
quality clinical research across our island home.  

So there are times that I’m conscious that we say ‘please’ fairly frequently – and in this regard, it’s 
such an honour to hold so many supporters close to us, many of whom give small donations on a 
regular basis (without us even saying please!) that together combine to make such a difference.  

Our Spring issue of Quest highlights another of my favourite ways of saying thank you – by holding our annual Research Excellence 
Dinner. This occasion is a chance to honour those who have been successful in gaining highly competitive grants from our 
Foundation for their research work. We host this evening in the company of many of our key supporters and gain so much from 
seeing the interaction across our audience as researchers, often with their families and friends, as they join with so many of our 
corporate partners and individual benefactors to celebrate the significance of their work.  It truly is a wonderful night, one where 
we endeavour to simply say thank you to our researchers and our community of supporters.  

As the article about this year’s dinner highlights, we were privileged to gain an insightful address from the CEO of the National 
Health and Medical Research Council, Prof Anne Kelso AO.  It was a marvellous opportunity not only to hear from her, but also to 
share more about medical research being undertaken in Tasmania which has impact both locally and beyond.  In a very personal 
message following the event, Anne wrote , “Good luck with all your work at the Foundation, it clearly plays a very important role 
for the local research community.”  But of course this recognition for the value of our work must be passed through to those who 
truly enable it – you!  For this we thank you, most sincerely.

Heather
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Dr Felicity Veal

Research 
Update
Does Opioid 
Prescribing 
increase the 
risk of chronic 
opioid use?

Pain affects everyone in their lifetime. Pain following 
an injury or a surgical procedure is usually short 
term, but in some situations, it can persist for much 
longer. Previous research has found several factors 
including age, gender, other pre-existing medical 
conditions, personal and social background, can 
affect the likelihood of short-term pain persisting. 
A common way to manage this pain is with strong medicines 
called opioids (for example morphine) which are effective in 
people with severe short term pain. However, some people 
who start taking an opioid intended for a limited time of use 
continue to rely on this in the long term.  Importantly, in the 
absence of high quality research that supports long-term use 
of opioids, there is increasing concern about some of the side-
effects of this approach. Currently, it is unclear how often an 
opioid prescription is continued following a hospital admission 
for a condition that would be expected to only need an opioid 
short term. It is also not known which patients are more likely 
to continue taking opioids, but clearly insight into these matters 
would be helpful to ensure effective patient care.

With the support of a RHH Research Foundation grant of 
almost $10k, research is being undertaken by Dr Felicity Veal, 
Associate Professor Luke Bereznicki and Mr Angus Thompson 
from UTas’  Division of Pharmacy, in collaboration with Mr Peter 
Boyles and Mr Sam Halliday from the Pharmaceutical Services 
Branch of the Department of Health and Human Services; 
Dr Chris Orlikowski from the Persistent Pain Service and Dr 
Emma Huckerby, Director of Emergency Medicine at the Royal 
Hobart Hospital.  Their study aims to find out what proportion 
of patients undergoing surgery or attending the ED at the RHH 
continue to take opioids six months after their discharge. From 
this research, and using data collection and linkage between 
hospital records and dispensing records, Dr Veal and her 
colleagues aim to identify those patients most likely to take 
opioids long term

The Foundation’s CEO, Heather Francis, highlighted the 
significance of these collaborative investigations, noting that 
long term pain is both debilitating and costly (economically and 
personally), not only to the person experiencing the pain but for 
the Tasmanian community as a whole. As Dr Veal stated,

“By identifying those Tasmanians most at risk of taking opioids 
long term and tailoring their post-discharge management 
to better suit their needs, there is the potential to reduce the 
likelihood of experiencing long term pain, while also reducing 
further opioid use and a risk of harm from this.”

Meet the 
Researcher!

You may not have seen Dr Lila Landowski before, 
but there’s a good chance you’ve heard her voice 
on local ABC Radio! In this edition, we feature 
the first profile of a currently funded researcher, 
Dr Landowski, and outline her recent success 
in the Foundation’s competitive grants program.
Dr Lila Landowski is a neuroscientist, lecturer, lover 
of everything science-related, with a PhD in Medical 
Research (Neuroscience). As a neuroscientist, her 
research focus is in areas including neural repair and 
particularly the development of therapeutic approaches 
for nerve damage. Two areas of particular interest to her 
are the biology of the brain and microanatomy (histology) 
of the human body. Lila has also been sharing her 
enthusiasm for learning by teaching at the UTas since 
2009, working across various subjects in the Bachelor of 
Medicine, Bachelor of Medical Research, Biotechnology, 
Pharmacy and Science. After completing her PhD in 2014, 
Dr Landowski spent two years as a unit coordinator with 
the Wicking Dementia Research and Education Centre, a 
flagship of the University’s Faculty of Health. Lila is the 
2015 Premier’s Young Achiever of the Year, and was a 
finalist for Young Australian of the Year (Tasmania) in 2016. 
She is a regular guest on ABC radio, sharing her passion 
about the weird and wonderful world of science.

This year marks another huge achievement for Lila who 
was recently awarded the RHH Research Foundation’s 
prestigious 2017-19 Project Grant which will provide just 
over $440,000 in funding for the research project entitled: 
‘Paving the way for future stroke drug development: 
creating a new gold-standard model of stroke.’ With the 
responsibility of developing her career as a researcher 
through this Project Grant, Lila leads an investigation 
team that also includes Prof David Howells, plus  
Drs Helen Castley, Brad Sutherland and Matthew 
Kirkcaldie.  Together they will investigate ways to better 
replicate the exact behaviour of human stroke in animal 
models aiming ultimately to vastly improve the success of 
stroke therapeutics. 

Dr Lila Landowski

Dr Lila Landowski



Local Researchers 
leading the fight against 
Antibiotic Resistance!   
(cont. from Pg 1)

PROUDLY SPONSORED BY:

TASMAN ROOM, WREST POINT 
TUESDAY 5 DECEMBER 

6.30am FOR 7.00AM

Maggie Beer 
JOIN CULINARY ICON

For a wonderful morning, sharing her  
love of cooking delicious simple food and 
her passion for improving the health and 

nutrition of ALL people.
One of Australia's most loved and well 

known food personalities, this is a  
morning not to be missed!

To Book visit:
www.rhhresearchfoundation.org

Tickets:  
$60 EAch OR $660 (TABLE OF 12)

Hear in full colour
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It’s with an element of sadness that we say thank you and 
farewell to RHH Research Foundation Board member Cathie 
Goss. During the last three years her contributions to the Board 
and the Foundation have been immeasurable. We wish her well 
with the next phase of her life (and hope to get a few postcards 
from all the amazing points on the globe she is planning to visit)!

Farewells are generally balanced by welcomes, and in this way 
we would like to welcome Therese Taylor to our Board. Therese 
has extensive leadership and governance experience built 
through over 25 years in Executive positions in Government, 
Business and the Not for Profit sector. Most recently Therese 
was CEO of Colony 47 for 10 years and she’s making a significant 
contribution across our community through a variety of other 
key governance roles.

The Foundation would also like to welcome our new Marketing 
and Development Coordinator, Jackie Schapel. Originally from 
Adelaide, Jackie’s background lies in Marketing and Events 
in the non-profit sector and she is also an avid mountain 
biker. Jackie will bring her experience and enthusiasm to the 
Foundation, and endeavour to share our incredible work with 
the Tasmanian community through our many and varied events, 
activities and communications.

Farewells and Welcomes

Therese Taylor

Cathie Goss

Jackie Schapel

T U E S D A Y  N O V E M B E R  7  2 0 1 7  

M O N A  R O M A  D E P A R T I N G  B R O O K E  S T R E E T  P I E R  @  1 2 P M  

 L U N C H  A N D  E N T E R T A I N M E N T  @  E R O S  +  T H A N A T O S  F R O M  1 2 . 3 0 P M  

M O N A  M U S E U M  6 5 5  M A I N  R D ,  B E R R I E D A L E  T A S  7 0 1 1  

TICKETS $195  OR $1800  (TABLE OF 10)

RAFFLES   I   FASHIONS ON THE FIELD   I   LIVE COVERAGE

To purchase tickets visit
www.rhhresearchfoundation.org/events 

or call 6166 8088

Furthermore, they have identified the 
most probable index case of vanA locus-
containing VRE at the RHH, likely pointing 
to the time of its initial introduction into the 
Hospital in 2014/15. 

This information is being shared with the 
Tasmanian Health Service to assist in 
understanding the dynamics of the VRE 
outbreak and how it evolved at the RHH. 

By using genome-based technologies to 
identify the probable source and direction of 
transmission of these infections, our health 
services can implement strategies to reduce 
their spread and limit potential outbreaks. 
These advances will be beneficial for the 
prevention and management of infectious 
disease in Tasmania, nationally and 
potentially globally.

http://www.rhhresearchfoundation.org/events/big-december-breakfast-1
https://goo.gl/Mmdqs4

