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CEO Heather Francis

There are so many elements that I love 
about my role with the RHH Research 
Foundation!  Perhaps one of the most 
significant of these is the opportunity to 
work with others who feel as inspired as I do 
about supporting local medical research.

It was right at about this time in 2020 that I 
received a message from a friend who knows a 
great deal about the Foundation, who had been 
chatting with one of her colleagues about the 
work we do and the impact this provides across 
our community statewide.

I’d never met her friend Jo, but we soon caught 
up to talk further about the way in which the 
Foundation seeks to raise funds to support 
outstanding research undertaken by local teams, 
focusing on local issues.  I explained to Jo that 
we take our role as steward of our donors’ gifts 
very seriously and outlined the way in which our 
merit-based process for selecting the studies to 
gain grant funding works each year.  Jo was as 
inspired as I was!

Together with a group of friends, several of 
whom had been touched by brain cancer, 
this motivated crew set their mind to raising 
$25,000 toward future research focused 
on improving the lives of those living with 
primary brain cancer in Tasmania.  It was 
important to the group that the funds 
remained in Tasmania and that the study 
they would support was of the highest calibre 
– that’s the core focus of the Foundation in 
every annual grant round too.

Using a range of strategies, including a gin 
tasting event featuring new Tassie distillery 
Negative Gin, a new campaign was born in 
December 2020 – BeGIN the Cure!  By April 
2021 the full amount had been raised and 
so, when we opened the call for applications 
into our 2022 grant round, we were delighted 
to welcome a number of outstanding 
submissions.  Our Scientific Research 
Advisory Committee certainly had a hard 
task in selecting the most appropriate study 
for funding in 2022, but their selection has 
been welcomed by Jo and her friends with 
excitement for what’s to come.

The successful research team, led by Dr 
Rosie Harrup, will establish Tasmania’s first 
biobank of central nervous system (CNS) 
tumour samples, providing an enormously 

valuable future resource for local researchers 
and facilitating local linkages into the 
national Brain Cancer Biobank.  Recognising 
that CNS tumours are unfortunately one of 
the most common malignancies presenting 
in early childhood, and also the most likely 
to have a fatal outcome, this local biobank 
will not only lead to capacity-building 
opportunities for Tasmanian brain cancer 
researchers, fundamentally it will also 
provide future benefits for Tasmanian brain 
cancer patients in times to come.

It’s an inspiring story, isn’t it?  It deals with 
an issue that many of us would perhaps 
prefer not to even think about.  But when 
the Foundation held an event just last night 
to celebrate the achievements of Jo and 
her friends, the positivity was palpable.  
Together, we can have an impact at a local 
level to BeGIN the Cure.  Congratulations to 
Jo and her friends, and also to the team who 
will embark on this marvellously inspiring 
project in 2022!

If you would like to make a gift to the 
Foundation this Christmas, or perhaps 
just catch up to talk over what we could 
do to work together in a way that makes 
a difference, do please get in touch soon. 
I  would love to meet you too!  

SUMMER 2021

The Board, CEO and sta� of 
the RHH Research Foundation 

wish you a joyful and safe 
Christmas holiday season

The BeGIN the Cure crew



Meet the 
Researcher
Professor Alex Hewitt
The RHH Research Foundation is proud to 
have first supported the Glaucoma Inheritance 
Study in Tasmania in 1999 and notes that this has become 
one of the longest-running investigations that works to 
ensure Australians know that glaucoma runs in families. This 
is vital as, sadly, glaucoma can often be left undetected – in 
fact around half of those in our community with glaucoma 
are unaware they have it until their condition becomes 
advanced. 

This is distressing. Untreated, glaucoma is the leading cause of 
blindness worldwide and there are many in our local community 
who have a genetic predisposition toward developing this condition.

Over two decades, this Tasmanian-based study has developed the 
world’s largest family biobank of glaucoma, profiling over 2,000 
patients and a further 3,000 of their relatives.  Building awareness 
has enabled better education and support to be provided to families, 
but the need for great research doesn’t stop there.

In 2021 Professors Alex Hewitt and David Mackey received RHHRF 
funding to continue their investigations around whether a genetic 
risk score for glaucoma could be used to better identify people at 
risk of glaucoma blindness.  If successful, results from this study 
will deliver valuable evidence to support glaucoma screening and 
monitoring in Australia, providing scope for the risk of blindness 
to be detected early – with the aim that patients will require less 
treatment and, most importantly, fewer people will go blind.

Both lead investigators are alumni of the University of Tasmania, with 
Prof Hewitt graduating in 2001.  He obtained his PhD from Flinders 
University in 2009, exploring glaucoma with the motivation to better 
understand this condition, often labelled the "sneak thief of sight". 

Since 2014 Alex and his team have been using world-class 
technology to better understand and treat inherited eye diseases. 
In 2016 and 2018 Alex received NHMRC Research Excellence 
Awards for the top-ranked applicant for a Practitioner Fellowship 
and Program Grant – that’s an outstanding achievement in such 
a highly-competitive arena. His research team, in conjunction with 
researchers across Australia and overseas, has also been actively 
involved with the identification of genes and risks associated with 
glaucoma, macular degeneration and myopia.

Prof Hewitt said the specific aim of this current RHHRF-funded study 
is to determine the prevalence of glaucoma (including the risk of 
developing this) amongst people using a technique called ‘polygenic 
risk profiling’.  As part of a toolkit used in genetic risk prediction, 
this develops a score that will help guide more targeted approach to 
timely diagnosis and earlier intervention.

“We have recently developed a genetic risk score for use in detecting 
primary open angle glaucoma, so now we’re working to understand 
the effectiveness of this - applying this in a local, population-based 
setting across Tasmania“ he said.

Many of us know someone who has been impacted by eye disease, 
they may even have been directly affected themselves.  This is a vital 
study, and we know you’ll want to be kept up to date as Alex and his 
team progress with this over the months and years to come.    

The year's end has arrived, which means Christmas is very close… 
and we all need a calendar don’t we! So here's a sneak peek  

at the 2022 Community Calendar. For only $20 you’ll be  
supporting Tasmanian medical research while enjoying  

stunning snaps of local scenery throughout 2022.

2022 Community Calendar2022 Community Calendar

Thank you to Brian Correy, a long term Foundation supporter for his wonderful photography

You can order at  
research@rhhresearchfoundation.org,  
via DM, or give us a call on (03) 6166 1319. 

Walk the iconic Overland Track with 
Cradle Mountain Huts and raise vital  

funds for Tasmanian medical research

WALK FOR THE RHH RESEARCH FOUNDATION

27 January – 1 February 2023 | 6 days

BOOK NOW  (03) 6392 2211 or email bookings@taswalkingco.com.au

Breakfast
Big December

with special guest 21
DEC

The RHH Research Foundation  
presents the 2021

supported by

Tassie’s own
Luke McGregor
star and co-creator of ABC TV’s 
‘Rosehaven’ in conversation with 
Jane Longhurst

www.rhhresearchfoundation.org.au  |  03 6166 1321

BOOK NOW!



The ARIA Study:
Auditory Response Inhibiting Apnoea in preterm infants

Over the past decade a Group of Engineers and Medics 
Laboriously Investigating Neonatal Systems have been 
working on a broad array of projects targeted at improving 
neonatal care through a range of ground-breaking 
innovations. 

Calling themselves the GREMLINs, this multidisciplinary team brings 
exciting ideas into clinical reality through the local leadership of 
neonatologist, Prof Peter Dargaville and engineer, Dr Tim Gale.

As a member of the GREMLINs team, Dr Kathleen Lim has a 
particular interest in developing and utilising innovative technologies, 
taking a highly proactive and unique approach to patient care when 
aiming to improve outcomes for preterm infants.

We know that almost 9% of infants in Australia are born preterm. 
Of these tiny babies, we also know that respiratory challenges are 
the major contributor to admission into neonatal intensive care 
units (NICU), such as the one at the Royal Hobart Hospital, where 
these young ones gain vital respiratory support. Apnoea, a pause 
in breathing, generally reflects the under-developed respiratory 
system of a preterm baby and this impacts on capacity for them to 
regulate their own respiratory control and breathing. Apnoeic events 
often then lead to other aspects of physiological instability, with the 
potential for long term consequences, particularly in development 
of the neurological system. These events of interrupted breathing 
most commonly occur when infants are in their vital first weeks of 
life, between two to four weeks of age.

The GREMLNs understand that the auditory environment a preterm 
baby experiences during a stay in the NICU is so very different 
to what they have known from their in utero environment in the 
mother’s womb. It is likely that the sounds heard in utero, such as 
the mother’s voice and heartbeat, may play an essential role in an 
infant’s development, potentially also contributing to their capacity 
for respiratory regulation.

Currently, many preterm infants continue to experience apnoeic 
events, even though forms of therapy have been used in 
endeavouring to reduce these. NICU Nurses are often required 
to react urgently to these events, providing tactile stimulation in 
order to re-establish the breathing rhythm. Sadly, this traditional 
approach to managing an apnoeic event makes the likelihood of 
adverse consequences almost inevitable.

The ARIA (Auditory Response Inhibiting Apnoea) study, led by 
Dr Lim, is the first of its kind globally to investigate the use of an 
auditory stimulus, in this case the mother’s voice, to re-establish the 
crucial respiratory cadence in preterm infants. The aim is not only to 
shorten the duration of apnoeic events, but ideally to also mitigate 
potentially adverse physiological consequences. ARIA examines 
whether sounds automatically played at the first sign of a pause in the 
baby’s breathing can be used to decrease these negative outcomes, 
allowing a much more proactive approach to better patient care.

The GREMLINs team would like to thank the RHHRF, particularly the 
generous benefactor who provided full funding to the ARIA study. 
We are proud to be part of this and other important and ground-
breaking medical research studies occurring in Tasmania.

The RHH Research Foundation is nearing its 25th year of supporting local medical research. 
Since establishment in 1997, the Foundation has invested over $9.5m in funding for research into diseases 
and conditions which impact the health and wellbeing of all Tasmanians. 

The Foundation has many wonderful supporters who donate to us on a regular basis, and they are often 
surprised to realise the difference that is made through the regular donations, no matter how large or 
small. Every bit helps to make a difference.

Perhaps your team can support us through a regular contribution through Workplace Giving?

Workplace giving is a simple and enduring way to ensure the ongoing support of local medical research. 

For more information call us on 6166 1319 or email research@rhhresearchfoundation.org 

Workplace GivingWorkplace Giving



Melbourne Cup 
Lunch

Food, fashion and fantastic fundraising 
for Tasmanian medical research
The RHH Research Foundation’s annual 
Melbourne Cup Lunch was a huge success, 
with the Lounge by Frogmore Creek full of 
supporters digging deep for Tasmanian 
medical research while enjoying a stunning 
Spring day on Hobart’s waterfront.

The sold-out event on Tuesday 2 November 
saw a flurry of guests arrive to the glitz of some 
shiny Jaguars and Land Rovers on display in 
the sunshine at this beautiful location. Local 
wines from the Frogmore selection were 
flowing, while guests were greeted with a 
refreshing cocktail featuring Negative Gin and 
tunes from the talented jazz quartet, the New 
Orleans Footwarmers. A spectacular feature by 
Lisa Kingston Flowers completed the picture, 
complementing the array of colours worn by 
our stylish supporters. Guests were indulged 
with delicious canapes and local produce, with 
plenty of opportunities to mingle and contribute 
to further fundraising throughout the day.

CEO Heather Francis said the sell-out crowd 
and blue skies just added to a day that is always 
a highly successful fundraising event on the 
Foundation’s calendar.

“Our auction, raffles and sweeps saw huge 
generosity with our wonderful volunteers and 
staff working hard to keep up with the demand,” 
she said.

“The funds raised from this event will go directly 
into our grant round for 2022, supplementing 
fundraising from across the year. So far, we’ve 
selected 18 grants we’d like to fund and, all 
together, this is going to equate to just over 
$700k invested into vital local research studies 
that will occur across Tasmania. Studies will 
include research on lung cancer, prostate 
cancer, arthritis, and a range of cardiovascular 
conditions, just to name a few,” she said.

We are grateful for the ongoing support from our 
platinum partner The John’s Group, corporate 
partner Jaguar Land Rover Hobart and event 
partner The Lounge by Frogmore Creek. A big 
thank you also to all the businesses that donated 
their services and products for this event, and 
our tireless volunteers who give their time 
generously all for the health and wellbeing of the 
Tasmanian community.

Platinum Partner Corporate Partner Venue PartnerTop row: Emma Petterwood (After Eight) and Women's 'Fashions on the Field' winner Amity Peart 
Middle row: Anthea Pritchard (centre) and friends, jazz band Dr Pete's New Orleans Footwarmers, 
Miss Haidee and friends. Bottom row: our volunteers Katie and Ellie, styled by Miss Haidee,  
CEO Heather Francis welcomes attendees. 




