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Vitamin D effects on Osteoarthritis

SUMMER EDITION

In 2017 Dr Benny Antony and his team secured a RHH Research 
Foundation Starter Grant to further assess whether Vitamin D 
supplementation has long-term effects on knee osteoarthritis. 

Dr Benny Antony
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We’re pleased to feature an update from  
Dr Antony on his progress prior to receiving 
this grant and how this will drive further 
research.
Vitamin D deficiency or insufficiency is 
the most common nutritional deficiency 
worldwide and affects nearly a billion 
people. More than half of the population 
over 50 years of age are Vitamin D 
deficient. Similarly, osteoarthritis is the 
most common joint disorder in adults 
around the world with nearly 3.8% of the 
global population affected by knee and 
0.85% affected by hip osteoarthritis. The 
prevalence of Vitamin D deficiency and 
osteoarthritis increases significantly with 
age and is higher in women and those 
with obesity. This is particularly important 
for Tasmanians as we have a rapidly 
ageing population (one that is ahead of 
the national average), and a population 
over the age of 16 who regularly do not get 
enough Vitaman D.
Osteoarthritis is associated with significant 
joint pain and disability that can ultimately 
result in joint replacements. Currently, 
there is no treatment that affects the 
progression of this disease, and there is an 
urgent need for identification of effective 
approaches to prevent the development 
and progression of osteoarthritis. 
Recent evidence suggests that the benefits 
of Vitamin D extend beyond healthy bones 
and muscles. Additionally Vitamin D has 
seen to play crucial roles in optimizing 
neuromuscular functioning, reducing 
inflammation, and decreasing the risks of 
many chronic diseases including cancer, 
autoimmune diseases, type 2 diabetes, 
heart diseases and infectious diseases. 

Researchers at The Menzies Research 
Institute recently completed a randomised 
controlled trial of Vitamin D effects on 
Osteoarthritis aiming to determine if 
Vitamin D supplementation reduced knee 
pain symptoms and structural changes 
in patients with knee osteoarthritis and 
insufficient Vitamin D levels. There was 
shown to be a small reduction in knee pain 
which took into consideration improvement 
in physical function, decrease in excess 
joint fluid and also bone marrow oedema 
compared to the placebo. 
These results suggested that there may 
be a slow-acting effect of Vitamin D upon 
knee osteoarthritis. Researchers at The 
Menzies Research Institute and clinicians 
at the RHH’s Endocrinology Department 
decided to follow-up these Vitamin D 
clinical trial patients three years after their 
supplementation period to see the long-
term impact of Vitamin D. This project 
has been funded bythe RHH Research 
Foundation in 2017. 
The preliminary data from the study did not 
find any difference in knee symptoms after 
3 years of completion of the study between 
participants who took vitamin D compared 
to participants who took a placebo.
However, they did find that patients with 
sufficient Vitamin D levels at months 3, 24 
and 60 months had lower knee pain and 
dysfunction than those with insufficient 
Vitamin D levels at month 3, 24 and 60. 
These preliminary findings suggest that 
maintaining sufficient vitamin D levels for 
an extended period of time may have a 
beneficial effect on knee osteoarthritis 
and also that correction of Vitamin D 
insufficiency is potentially a low-cost 
therapeutic option for knee osteoarthritis.
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Save the Date
Make sure you mark this one in your calendar! 
2018 Edge Abseil – Sunday 3 June
Contact us via research@rhhresearchfoundation.org  
or call 03 6166 1319 to register you interest and save 
your spot on the tower!

Upcoming Events  
   for 2018

DATE EVENT TITLE

March 2018
International Women’s Day 
Breakfast – Wrest Point

Friday 30 March 
2018

Easter Egg Hunt and Family 
Picnic Day – Royal Tasmanian 
Botanical Gardens

Monday May 14 
2018

Friends of the Foundation 
Morning Tea - Government 
House 

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? 

With our 20th anniversary drawing to a close, I’m reminded of a theme we’ve carried 
across the year – a desire to say thank you. 
As you might expect, our work over this time has made significant inroads toward our vision – achieving 
better health through research. But of course we could not achieve this without your support! 

During recent months we’ve been doing a detailed analysis of outcomes from our investments into 
medical research, reflecting on achievements arising from RHH Research Foundation grant funding.  
We’ve been exploring the ways in which clinical practice has been advanced; how contributions have 
been made to the Royal Hobart Hospital and the broader community; and also how this support from 
our Foundation has enabled researchers to build their capacity, careers and their contributions even 
further.  

I want to share with you one of the comments that you should take pride in too – it’s your support that 
has enabled this. When asked ‘What has been the importance of RHHRF funding to you?’, Dr Richard 
Bradbury (featured just across the page) replied,  
  
“I do not think that I would have been able to achieve these successes without the support received during 
my early career from the RHHRF, there simply is no other equivalent source of availability for small grants 
to support young Tasmanian health researchers as they begin their early career. I am incredibly grateful 
and cannot overemphasise the importance of the RHHRF on my career and on those of many other young 
Tasmanians as they begin difficult and challenging careers in science and medicine.” 

Benefits from Dr Bradbury’s work continue today, particularly in the area of Cystic Fibrosis, with a number of currently funded 
studies extending the impact across those in our community who live with this debilitating condition. I know that researchers and 
clinicians active in this area join with me and many Tasmanian families in thanking you for helping us to support this vital research.

But while we fund investigation into many chronic diseases that sadly the Tasmanian population experiences at a higher level than 
most of our northern neighbours, our Foundation is also eager to explore some of the conditions that our natural environment 
exposes us to.

You might already know that research into sensitivity to bites from the Jack Jumper ant became a hallmark of the Foundation’s 
work from early days. Responding to an alarming number of emergency presentations, our funding assisted in creating a highly 
successful program of desensitisation that has resulted in no further deaths from these bites since 2002.  That’s an outstanding 
achievement. But of course (and as featured in the Quest supplement), we know that there is still much more work to be done.  The 
next decades will be ones when, together, we can really begin to make a significant difference.

So while we want to continue to say thank you and to keep you informed of the work that you’re enabling, we also want to find out 
a little more about you and your preferences for staying in touch over time.  Our website (www.rhhresearchfoundation.org.au) 
offers a broad array of information, so too do our fortnightly email news snippets, while our social media pages can keep you up 
to date on the latest. We’re seeking your feedback on how we can best connect with you as we move ahead on the next stages of 
our journey together and we look forward to keeping in touch.  

Dr Richard Bradbury

Heather

 Thank You .
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Dr Liesel FitzGerald

Research 
Update
Dr Liesel 
FitzGerald
In the last decade, the incidence of prostate 
cancer has risen considerably in Australia and this 
year, between 400 and 500 Tasmanian men will be 
diagnosed with the disease. 
With a 95% five-year survival rate, prostate cancer outcomes 
appear quite promising; however, survival drops dramatically 
in patients with cancers that have metastasized to distant 
organs and approximately 100 Tasmanian men die each year 
of their disease.  

To prevent these deaths and improve treatment outcomes, 
it is important that we discover the gene mutations that 
underlie the progression of prostate cancer to a fatal form. 
These mutations can involve a single part of our DNA or a 
rearrangement of one or many genes. 

They can be inherited from our parents (germline mutations) 
or can occur spontaneously in the tumour itself (somatic 
mutations). It is these somatic mutations that are the focus of 
Dr Liesel FitzGerald’s RHH Research Foundation project, as 
they could hold the key to developing better prostate cancer 
therapies and lowering the number of prostate cancer deaths 
in Tasmanian patients.

A way to assist with the identification of somatic mutations 
is through the study of families where several relatives are 
affected with prostate cancer. Given Tasmania is an island 
and the nature of family genealogy here, it is also the perfect 
place to identify prostate cancer mutations. Since the early 
90’s, the Menzies Research Institute has been in contact 
with Tasmanian families where several male relatives have 
been diagnosed with prostate cancer. 

There are now over 50 Tasmanian families participating 
and affected men have provided permission to access their 
stored tumour tissue. These tumour samples are used to 
identify somatic mutations and are the basis of a current 
RHH Research Foundation project.

Funding from the RHH Research Foundation in 2017 has 
allowed Liesel to use cutting-edge research methods and 
currently 12 tumour samples are being examined to determine 
what exactly is happening on chromosome 7. Liesel believes 
that this study may reveal an alteration that is a potential target 
for a therapy that can slow or stop the cancer. She also believes 
that this alteration may not only be present in the tumours of 
this one family, but affects many Tasmanian men with prostate 
cancer. We look forward to following Liesel’s research and 
hope, along with every other Tasmanian, that she can help to 
reduce the prevalence and severity of prostate cancer in men. 

Dr Richard 
Bradbury

Meet the 
Researcher

A specialist in any field of work will tell you that 
the path to the final destination can often be 
long and challenging, but also one that is greatly 
rewarding. 
At the Royal Hobart Hospital Research Foundation we aim 
not only to foster and support local medical research, but 
also provide clinicians stewarding this research with the 
support they need to stay in Tasmania while completing 
research locally, for the benefit of all Tasmanians. 

Dr Richard Bradbury is a Tasmanian scientist who began 
his career working in the Microbiology Department of the 
Royal Hobart Hospital (RHH). While also undertaking his 
PhD studies part-time at the University of Tasmania (UTAS). 
It is often difficult for early career researchers to obtain 
funding for their work and Richard’s career was kick-started 
by three grants provided by the RHH Research Foundation. 
This funding allowed him to undertake the studies that led 
to completion of his PhD and to further continue research in 
order to advance that knowledge.

The PhD research that the RHH Research Foundation 
funded was focused upon Pseudomonas Aeruginosa, an 
important bacteria infecting Cystic Fibrosis (CF), burns 
and ICU patients worldwide, including Tasmanian CF 
and hospital patients. This work was directly relevant to 
the health of Tasmanians and helped doctors at the RHH 
to institute new practices endeavouring to ensure that 
Tasmanian CF patients remained free of a particularly 
damaging strain of the bacteria. 

After his PhD, Richard moved to a position at UTAS, but 
continued to work closely with the outstanding scientists in 
the RHH Pathology Laboratory. He went on to a position in 
the UK Medical Research Council, working in The Gambia 
(West Africa) and later headed up the Medical Science 
(Pathology) degree program at Central Queensland 
University. In 2016, Richard was appointed as a Senior 
Fellow and Team Leader of the Parasitic Diseases Branch 
Diagnostics and Biology Laboratory at the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in the United States. 

Richard believes that the generous support of the RHH 
Research Foundation laid the foundation stone of his career 
in research. He communicated with us recently to say that 
he remains grateful for the mentoring support received from 
many highly skilled colleagues whilst working at the RHH and   
studying at UTAS.   
He particularly highlights the 
role of the RHH Research 
Foundation played early 
in his career, which 
allowed this Tasmanian 
researcher to go on to 
have a wider impact 
in his field. Although 
Richard is now based 
in the USA, he still 
calls Tasmania home.

Dr Richard Bradbury
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Fundraising and Flamboyance 
to launch our inaugural 
Melbourne Cup Lunch!
The 2017 Melbourne Cup Lunch presented by Hobart 
Autohaus, was the Foundation’s first foray into holding 
our own Melbourne Cup event, but proved to be a hugely 
successful one!  
As guests wound their way up the Derwent on a sunny Hobart day 
there was all the colour and glamour befitting any Melbourne Cup 
event. What made this group even more special is that they were on 
their way to Mona to raise funds for local medical research at the 
2017 RHH Research Foundation Melbourne Cup Lunch presented by 
Hobart Autohaus. 

There were acrobats and aerialists and an arch of local vibrant flowers 
to greet guests. ‘Barry Heywood the Bookie’ came to service the 
racing enthusiasts and to be on hand to provide a good tip for those 
just wanting to have a flutter. 

But amongst all the flair, when CEO Heather Francis took to the stage 
it was clear that everyone in the room was hugely delighted to support 
the Foundation and the work we do raising funds for local medical 
research that benefits all Tasmanians.  Our guests were also treated 
to the first look at the all new BMW X3 via a reveal by Gold Partners 
Hobart Autohaus – what a coup!

To keep with the flair and fun that is Melbourne Cup, we hosted 
Fashions on the Field and a Fashion Parade was also a big hit. It was 
clear that guests enjoyed showing off their finery while local designers 
showcased their collections for the upcoming season.  

As the day drew to a close everyone involved had shown their 
understanding of just how important the funds we raise are for local 
medical research and we are pleased to say we raised just over $17k 
– almost the equivalent sum to enable two research grants.

We would like to extend a huge THANK YOU to our Gold Partners 
Hobart Autohaus and our Corporate Partners Hays plus Dobson 
Mitchell Allport, without their support the day just wouldn’t have been 
possible.

As a charity, our fundraising is very reliant on in-kind support, 
and with this in mind we wish to thank the following Tasmanian 
companies for their generous donations:

•  Pumphouse Point 

•  Peppermint Bay Hotel and Cruise

•  Brooke Street Pier

•  Fullers Bookshop

•  Papillon Health & Beauty Centre 

•  Theatre Royal (Hobart)

•  Miss Haidee Millinery

•  Institut Polaire

•  Shene Estate & Distillery

•  Hartshorn Distillery

•  Forty Spotted Rare Tasmanian Gin

•  Earthworm Landscaping

•  Performance Painting

•  Laser Electrical Moonah

•  Slipstream Circus

•  Mona Museum
And to our incredible fashion designers Adorn by Sarah Bishop, 
Sea Urchin Design, Sea Soul Studio, Marilena Di Florio & Miss 
Haidee Millinery & She Management, thank you for adding even 
more colour to our day!

4

1. The team from Shadforths Financial Group

2. Slipstream Circus flying high for guests on arrival 

3. Tense times as the winners cross the line!

4.  James Johns (DJ Motors), Deborah Baker (BMW 
Australia) & Brent Goldsmith (Hobart Autohaus) 
making the brand new X3 look even better!


