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Researchers focusing on new treatments 
for Multiple Sclerosis

WINTER EDITION

Tasmania has the highest prevalence of Multiple Sclerosis (MS) in Australia, 
and this is one of the reasons why MS is a key research focus at the Menzies 
Institute for Medical Research at the University of Tasmania.  
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Menzies has been at the forefront of research 
advancements in MS for twenty years.  This 
year, a research team consisting of a number 
of people whose expertise spans multiple 
different aspects of biological research, 
including Dr Kimberley Pitman (pictured) and 
her colleagues Drs Kaylene Young and Jac 
Charlesworth, and Professors Bruce Taylor 
and Alex Hewitt, received a RHH Research 
Foundation Major Project Grant of just under 
$450,000 in funding over the next three years 
for a study entitled: ‘Identifying pathological 
pathways and putative therapeutics for the 
treatment of nervous system pathology in 
people with Multiple Sclerosis’. By working 
closely together, and with partners including 
those in the MS clinic at the Royal Hobart 
Hospital, the team aims to rapidly progress 
clinical findings to the laboratory and back 
again to accelerate the development of new 
treatments for MS.

In the brain, cells called oligodendrocytes 
insulate nerve cells to secure information 
transfer in the form of electrical impulses. 
They also help nerve cells produce the energy 
they need to survive. In MS, oligodendrocytes 
are lost which compromises nerve cells and 
causes neurological symptoms such as 
impaired vision and movement. Dr Pitman 
and her colleagues aim to understand the 
genetic and cellular changes that make a 
person susceptible to developing MS. By 
understanding how this disease starts and 
how it affects oligodendrocytes, they aim to 
develop new treatments that will protect and 
repair the nervous system.  

The research team has performed DNA 
sequencing of Tasmanian families with an 
unusually high incidence of MS. Multiple cases 
of MS in a single generation of a family are 
rare, meaning that members of these families 
likely carry a number of genetic clues that will 
allow us to understand what causes MS. 
These clues pointed the team in the direction 
of a gene that is used by oligodendrocytes 
and nerve cells, allowing them to “talk” to 
each other. As oligodendrocytes and nerve 
cells are the major cell types damaged in 
MS, the team will use the grant funded by 
the RHH Research Foundation to determine 
how altered communication between these 
cells could lead to the development of MS, 
with the ultimate goal of identifying existing 
pharmaceuticals that could overcome this 
communication breakdown.  

This work, which is of international 
significance, will be carried out over the 
next three years with support from the 
RHH Research Foundation’s 2018-20 Major 
Project Grant. This project will enable the 
team to strengthen links between staff 
at the RHH MS Clinic and Menzies, to not 
only advance MS research, but also to 
establish a world leading MS research 
translation centre in Tasmania.  This will help 
ensure that the outcomes of this research  
project benefit people living with MS in 
Tasmania and beyond.  

L–R: Raphael Ricci,  
Dr Kimberley Pitman,  
Dr Kaylene Young &  
Dr Jac Charlesworth
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able to fund a further Incubator Grant to 
advance understanding of Jack Jumper 
allergy and its treatment.  Naturally, with 
individuals directly funding all of these 
Incubator Grants, the Foundation has 
been able to pool its resources to provide 
even more research grants in the larger 
categories, ensuring that the donations 
and proceeds from our fundraising 
activities can directed into exciting new 
studies that increase the understanding 
of our local clinicians while contributing 
to the better health and wellbeing of our 
communities statewide.

But as noted above, generosity isn’t 
defined in monetary terms alone.  
Recent months have found the small 
team at the RHHRF surrounded by many 
enthusiastic and highly skilled volunteers. 
Events such as our Big Breakfasts, our 
Easter Egg Hunt and forthcoming EDGE 
abseil involve enormous numbers of 
fabulous supporters, but of course we 
can’t deliver a successful event without 
the support of our volunteers and their 
generosity is enormously appreciated. 
Over the past few weeks we’ve also 
received unexpected gifts, including 
bequests and corporate donations, all 
of which will be applied directly into our 
research grant round for 2019 when 
this opens for applications on 13 June. 
Again, we are grateful for such selfless 
generosity.

If you have an inclination to add 
generosity to our purpose, to advance 
understanding and management of the 
health conditions that impact so many 
across our community, we would be 
eager to talk further about how we can 
work together. Please keep in touch 
and reach out on 6166 13 19 or through 
research@rhhresearchfoundation.org at 
any time.

Thank You.

CEO Welcome
The value of generosity.

Philanthropy – it’s a word increasingly used 
and perhaps for you too, it brings thoughts 
of those with significant means who have 
capacity to donate large amounts to good 
causes. In recent weeks, the Financial 
Review profiled 50 of our nation’s leading 
philanthropists, noting that during 2017 a 
cohort of fifty families and individuals had 
provided gifts totalling around $455m to 
charitable entities – with universities, the 
arts and medical research organisations 
the top areas of choice across the nation.  
The smallest gift amongst those 50 
philanthropists was $3.3m – while small 
compared to the largest of $83m, the 
impact of that to recipient organisations 
and the communities they support will be 
significant and the consequent outcomes, 
no doubt profound.

But the true definition of philanthropy is 
more embracing – it’s simply ‘the love of 
humanity, undertaking private initiatives 
for the benefit of the broader public, 
particularly focusing on quality of life’. 
That’s why the RHH Research Foundation 
is so very interested in philanthropy – it sits 
at the heart of what we do and describes 
well what motivates the many individuals, 
families and even those corporate partners 
who support what we do.

Perhaps the term ‘generosity’ might be 
more appropriate though. Generosity - the 
act of giving for selfless reasons, can involve 
the gift of time, talents or other assets, 
however large or small – and yes, this is 
certainly of relevance to the RHH Research 
Foundation. I only need look at our current 
group of Incubator Research Grants to 
see generosity reflected so strongly – 
every one of our grants in this category, 
each to the value of around $10,000, has 
been directly funded by individuals who 
are passionate about medical research.  
And of course then, with the community’s 
support through our Jump in to Save a 
Life campaign last December, we were 

Heather Supp
ort

Upcoming Events  
for 2018

DATE EVENT TITLE

Friday  
10 August

Research Excellence 
Dinner – Hotel Grand 
Chancellor

Tuesday 6 
November

Melbourne Cup Lunch 
– MONA

ABSEIL
Raised so far
$29,313.20

You can help us reach our  
target of $40,000 for local  
medical research.

DONATE TODAY: 

2018edgeabseil. 
gofundraise.com.au/page/ 
RHHRFoundation
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Research 
Update

The RHH Research Foundation is delighted to 
acknowledge the generous support provided 
through the Allport Bequest of a grant of $22,146 
for a Prostate Cancer Research Project, which is 
being undertaken in 2018 by Menzies Research 
Fellow, Dr Liesel Fitzgerald, and her research team. 
This project was recently featured in the summer 2018 edition 
of the Foundation’s “Quest” newsletter. 

The Allport Bequest is a charitable fund established in 1965 
by Henry Allport’s estate. Henry (1890-1965) was a leading 
Tasmanian legal practitioner and public benefactor. The 
bequest distributes interest income to organisations that 
benefit the people of Hobart. Since Henry’s passing, dozens 
of charitable organisations – and now the RHH Research 
Foundation – have benefitted from the Allport Bequest.   

The aim of the Prostate Cancer Research Project being funded 
through the Allport Bequest is to develop a comprehensive, 
world-class clinical and genomic resource for prostate 
cancer research undertaken in Hobart. Prostate cancer is an 
enormous challenge for the Tasmanian community, with 400-
500 cases diagnosed each year. Patients and clinicians at 
the Royal Hobart Hospital currently face a dilemma regarding 
whether or not to go ahead with aggressive treatments. 

While there have been recent major advances in understanding 
the genomics of this disease, there are still significant gaps in 
understanding why a third of patients’ disease progresses to 
an aggressive form and why some patients respond better 
to particular treatments than others.  This unique project 
builds upon the existing Prostate Cancer Outcomes Registry 
for Tasmania, based in Hobart, which has all the details of 
diagnosis, treatment, outcomes and quality of life for local 
men diagnosed since 1 January 2015. 

The clinical and scientific value of the database registry 
will be amplified through this project. It will enable Hobart-
based researchers to take significant next steps by collecting 
biological samples from participants recruited from 1 March 
2015 to 15 May 2017, linking and integrating this valuable 
information with existing raw data. Working from a base in 
Hobart, this will result in improved treatment strategies and 
outcomes, significantly benefiting Tasmanian prostate cancer 
patients, addressing the dilemma identified above. 

Henry Allport’s generous gift in his Will is a lasting legacy, 
enabling the Foundation to fund local medical research that 
will expand beyond Southern Tasmania, helping to enhance 
and save lives across the state and beyond.  

Henry Allport’s  
Estate Gift  
supports Prostate  
Cancer ResearchSupp

ort
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Dinner – Hotel Grand 
Chancellor
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Meet the 
Researcher

When Leanne Chalmers moved from Western Australia 
to Hobart in 2008 to undertake her PhD, she assured 
her family and friends that it was only going to be for 
three years.  
Eight and a half years later, she returned to WA having gained a 
fantastic network of research collaborators, a wealth of research 
experience, and a husband and two sons…

Leanne graduated from Curtin University with a Bachelor of 
Pharmacy with First Class Honours in 1997. Having inherited a 
fascination with hospital pharmacy from her father, she completed 
her pre-registration training and then practiced as a hospital 
pharmacist in Perth and around the United Kingdom over the next 
five years. Returning home to Perth, she ‘fell’ back into roles as a 
lecturer at Curtin University, and a clinical pharmacist at Fremantle 
Hospital. She knew she had found her vocation as an academic 
pharmacist, so accepted an amazing opportunity to undertake her 
PhD at the University of Tasmania. Her project trialled a service for 
patients going home from hospital taking blood thinning medicines, 
a clinical issue that was close to her heart given her experience as 
a cardiology pharmacist. During her PhD she also worked at the 
RHH so she could ‘talk to normal people about normal things’, and 
this was how she became involved with the RHHRF (and met her 
husband!). 

The RHHRF funded three of Leanne’s projects between 2011 and 
2015, all focussing on optimising the outcomes of blood thinning 
medicines for Tasmanians, while involving research students from 
as far away as Bali, Nepal and Ethiopia. One of these project saw 
the ‘birth’ of the Tasmanian atrial fibrillation study (TAFs), which 
has gone on to produce at least a dozen published papers and 
presentations, and to be cited in the recent draft Australian atrial 
fibrillation guidelines produced by the National Heart Foundation.

Returning to Curtin University as a Senior Lecturer in 2017, 
Leanne’s memories of her RHHRF-funded projects are two-fold  
– the benefits and the challenges  
of collaborative research; and  
the wonderful sense of  
‘community’ involved in  
being part of the  
Foundation. It’s not  
every day that you  
know that your real  
estate agent, car  
dealership and health  
insurer, among others,  
are all invested in  
your research!

Dr Leanne Chalmers

Dr Leanner Chalmers

Henry Allport
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Recognising achievements 
of Tasmanian women 
Every year for well over a decade, the RHH Research 
Foundation has marked International Women’s Day by holding 
a breakfast, which is one of the state’s largest  gatherings to 
celebrate such a significant occasion.  
For many of these years, we have invited high profile women from across 
the country to provide a keynote address, including Tara Moss, Susan 
Alberti AC, Natasha Stott-Despoja AM, and Mel Doyle, to name only a few. 
But this year we chose to shine a light on local women, recognising that 
we have so many amazing women from across our community who have 
much to share.  

Working in partnership with the Department of Premier and Cabinet’s 
Community, Sport and Recreation Division, when celebrating IWD at 
Wrest Point on 8 March, we were delighted to showcase the achievements 
and probe the thoughts of a truly inspiring group of women who joined 
us for the 2018 International Women’s Day Breakfast. Facilitated by Jo 
Palmer, one of our Foundation’s ambassadors for many years now, our 
panellists were drawn from a variety of areas from our community and 
encouraged to enter into a thought-provoking and frank discussion. 
Our Patron, Her Excellency Professor the Honourable Kate Warner, AC, 
Governor of Tasmania, offered some surprising insight into her first paid 
work, while Professor Alison Venn, Director of the Menzies Institute for 
Medical Research, also spoke of what motivates her about the work 
she undertakes every day. Former Paralympian, Glenorchy City Council 
Alderman and CEO of the Hobart YMCA, Melissa Carlton OAM, proved to 
be a particularly strong role mode amongst some of the young women and 
girls who were present in our audience, speaking particularly of working in 
a way that’s true to her values.

As always, we explored the thoughts of our guests following the event and 
were delighted to note the positive response to our decision to feature 
a panel of women who are both active and impactive in shaping our 
community and our future.  

As one guest commented  
“I like the focus on women and 
women’s achievements. I like 
getting together with like-minded 
women and celebrating progress 
and achievement” and we were 
particularly pleased to note that 
her thoughts were shared by so 
many in the room, proving that 
there’s value in shining the spotlight 
on just a few of the many women 
across Tasmania who lead our 
communities toward an exciting 
future. We look forward to an 
opportunity to mark this significant 
occasion with you too when next 
we gather for IWD in 2019.

It’s about time 
we checked in!

We are more than happy to send it straight to your post box via the 
regular ‘snail mail’, but we also recognise that as a supporter you need 
to let us know what you want!

To elect to receive future editions of Quest direct to your Inbox please 
send through your email to research@rhhresearchfoundation.org 
with the subject line: My Quest by Email – alternatively just hop onto 
the website and pop your details into our Subscribe section on the 
homepage. And as always, thank you for your ongoing support!

Do you know that you can receive 
Quest via email? 

Easter Egg Hunt  
– choc full of fun 
Amidst much anticipation and eggs-citement, 
the Foundation held its sixth Easter Egg Hunt & 
Family Picnic at the Royal Tasmanian Botanical 
Gardens on Friday 30 March  
A slightly damp start to the day did not deter several 
thousands of people from attending this much-loved 
event, drawing families together from across the state, 
as well as some of our researchers and their children.  
The crowd was entertained by Exit Left Performance 
Academy and Easter Bunny also made a special 
appearance with Cadbury eggs for children too young to 
join the hunt.  Even some of our researchers joined us on 
the day with their own young families to enjoy the fun.   

 We would like to say a big thank you to patrons and 
volunteers, our key sponsor, RACT, our venue and, 
or course, Cadbury’s for once again donating many 
thousands of eggs.    Thanks to the support of the 
community, our event raised in excess of $20,000 – the 
equivalent of two new incubator grants to support local 
medical research in 2019.  

Her Excellency Professor the 
Honourable Kate Warner, 
Melissa Carlton OAM, Professor 
Alison Venn, Jo Palmer
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