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IMPORTANT FINDINGS IN
VASCULAR DISEASE RESEARCH
– thanks to our local community!
Professor Matthew Jose
Cardio-Vascular Disease (CVD) causes more Tasmanian deaths than
any other condition. It is linked to over 3,000 Tasmanian deaths each year
and is a major burden to Tasmanians and our community. This impacts on
quality of life, but also through high use of health services, particularly at
the Royal Hobart Hospital, where the statewide services of cardiac surgery,
vascular surgery and stroke services are based.
Led by Professor Matthew Jose, a
statewide research team made up
of clinicians from general practice,
together with those involved in public
health, kidney disease, diabetes,
cholesterol and heart disease was
funded to undertake vital Tasmanianfocused research in late 2019 and
early 2020.
We are pleased to report that this study has
uncovered some very important information
that will help ongoing medical research for
years to come.
You may remember the roll-out of media
coverage around our community health
campaign focusing on vascular disease that
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saw the community dig deep to ensure this
$25k study could be funded. We featured
the story of local Tasmanian, Scott Salter,
who suffered two heart attacks before
undergoing triple bypass surgery at the
RHH at Christmas time 2018. Scott is 58
and knows first-hand how close he was to
having this disease devastate his life. His
message was clear, “don’t leave it too late
to get checked”.

Greater awareness and support
is critical for people with high
cholesterol. We need to identify
and fully treat these people to try
and prevent future heart attacks,
strokes or death from CardioVascular Disease.
The study titled “A comprehensive
examination of potentially modifiable
vascular disease risk factors and
their consequences in Tasmania”
saw a local research team from across
the state dive into data to analyse which
Tasmanian communities have high levels
or risk factors for vascular disease (kidney
disease, cholesterol, or diabetes).
RHHRF CEO, Heather Francis, said this
clinical research project and many others
will have lasting impact for generations of
Tasmanians to come.

Scott Salter
“There is so much to be done to improve the
health status of Tasmanians. Funding these
important research programs is only possible
through the assistance of our community.
Generous support will help us work toward
this goal, but it is important to know that
the impact of this study has already been
particularly vital,” she said.
With the help of Sonic Laboratories (Hobart
Pathology, Launceston Pathology and NorthWest Pathology) plus Pathology South,
the team examined 398,649 unidentified
Tasmanians who had their lipids, glucose
or creatinine measured between 2004 –
2017. The team then reported these by age,
gender, geographic region (South, North or
North-west Tasmania as well as smaller local
communities).
We think you’ll join us in being excited
about another example of cutting-edge
research happening right here at our
doorstep with involvement of many locals,
all aimed to benefit Tasmanians in years
to come. Please refer to page 2 for the
important findings of this study.

The rate of diabetes in some
Tasmanian communities is nearly
double that in other communities.
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The Findings of Cardio Vascular Research in Tasmania
52,000
Tasmanians
were tested for
diabetes in 2017

Diabetes

10,000 Tasmanians have high cholesterol

• Over 52,000 Tasmanians were tested for diabetes
in 2017. Of these 18,000 showed elevated blood
sugars and 5,000 gave very high blood sugar
readings

Cholesterol

• Men were 30% more likely to have diabetes than
women
•
The number of Tasmanians being identified with
diabetes through this test increased 36% from 2004
to 2017.

10,000 Tasmanians
have severe kidney
disease in 2017

Kidney disease
• In 2017 there were over 10,000 Tasmanians with
severe kidney disease, also putting them in the
highest risk category for a future cardio-vascular
event (>15% chance of a heart attack or stroke in
the next 5 years), but they were generally different
people to those with high cholesterol.

Great Lakes

Getaway
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•
There were more than 10,000 Tasmanians with
extremely elevated cholesterol in 2017. This puts
them in the highest risk category for a future cardiovascular event (>15% chance of a heart attack or
stroke in the next 5 years).
•
Men were more likely to have their cholesterol
tested, yet women were twice as likely as men to
have extremely high cholesterol
•
Two years after having a markedly elevated
cholesterol result, one quarter of Tasmanians had
either died or still had very high levels, whilst only
30% managed to get their cholesterol under control.

So what's next?
Professor Matthew Jose explains that with the ability to detect,
prevent and effectively treat these modifiable risk factors, we
can now begin with targeted programs to reduce future cardiovascular events and hopefully help Tasmanians live longer and
healthier lives.
“We want to thank the Tasmanian community for getting behind this
research project that has uncovered some important information
that will benefit Tasmanians,” Prof Jose said.

Join us at the stunning central highlands
and support local medical research
12-14 June 2021.

To find out more, or add your interest in joining us, please email
research@rhhresearchfoundation.org or call 03 6166 1310.

CEO Welcome

In our final issue of Quest for 2020, I flagged
that through the generous support of our local
community we would be injecting a record
amount of funding into medical research that will
commence across Tasmania in 2021.
Expressing gratitude to each person who has contributed
toward this, I also took that opportunity to highlight the manner
in which medical research can impact us all, touching on the
Covid-19 vaccination that was still very much in testing phases
at that time.
Much has happened since then! We’re all becoming more
accustomed to the need for flexibility and many are beginning
to show greater resilience in the face of regular change. Most
particularly, as I write this column, the very first Covid-19
vaccinations are beginning to roll out across our communities,
ideally giving us greater hope of more stable times to come
in future.
I likened the sense of urgency and anticipation around
development of this vaccine to how someone feels when
diagnosed with a clinical condition or when suddenly
experiencing an event that impacts on health and wellbeing.
Often there’s a heightened interest of the medical treatment
options that may be available. Often too, there is a desire
to know more about the research that accompanies that
condition – what more can be done and how swiftly can this
be brought to pass in order to bring about better health.
Very often that’s the motivator to our clinical researchers – they
share that urgency to discover more, to find better ways to
prevent and treat health challenges and to determine the very
best methods they can employ in clinical practice to help their
patients and those who care for them. In June 2020, when we
called for applications for the Foundation’s 2021 grant round,
we were inundated with a record number of submissions.
During a year where many of us had to take things a little
slower to accommodate required restrictions, our medical
researchers’ brains were firing with ideas and proposals to
address many of the vast number of health issues that face
our Tasmanian community.
So on 16 February 2021, when we were finally able to launch
our grant round by announcing recipients and the nature of
their projects, I am sure you can imagine the excitement. In
this coming year, seven new studies funded by Incubator
Grants, each worth $10k, will be completed, while another
ten new investigations underpinned by Project Grants (worth
$25k) will also be undertaken. We’re excited to announce the
recipient of our Major Project Grant ($450k), noting that Dr
Dean Picone and his team will work for the next three years
to explore more accurate ways of measuring blood pressure.
In making an exciting one-off grant that has been enabled
through a bequest, we are also so pleased to provide Dr Liesel
Fitzgerald and her team with $350k to fund a new three-year
study into the impact of genetics amongst Tasmanian families
experiencing prostate cancer.
Yes, that’s over $1m in local medical research that will be
undertaken in every corner of Tasmania. That’s a phenomenal
achievement for the tiny team at the RHH
Research Foundation, a dedicated team
of only five folk, each of whom pursues
the purpose of this entirely independent
charitable organisation with passion and
determination. On behalf of our team,
can I thank you for your generous support
in enabling us to drive this further in 2021
– we couldn’t do it without you.

CEO Heather Francis

Meet the
Researcher

Dr Michelle Kilpatrick

Dr Michelle Kilpatrick’s path to research has not been
a traditional one. She started out her professional
life as a French horn player in the opera and ballet
orchestra in Melbourne. While there, she studied
psychology by correspondence, curious about ‘what
makes people tick’.
This interest grew into a desire to better understand important
public health challenges and how people can be supported to
make the most of their health and wellbeing.
Fast forward a few years and a PhD in Medical Science followed,
while juggling her role as a mum, raising two small children in
Tasmania. It is no surprise then that Michelle is relishing her
other role, leading the RHH HIPPP (Health in Preconception,
Pregnancy and Post-Birth) project which was the recipient of
the Foundation’s Major Project Grant funding in 2019, funding a
three-year study that will contribute to the health and wellbeing
of Tasmanians for years to come.
Michelle and her co-investigators have been working closely
with pregnant women and the RHH clinicians who care for these
women throughout their pregnancies, aiming to understand how
to best support women in making lifestyle changes to improve
their health.
Michelle said it is important to empower women to improve their
nutrition, be active and gain a healthy amount of pregnancy
weight.
“Making choices like quitting smoking can have significant and
long-lasting benefits for the mums as well as their babies and it
is important that research continues.”
Michelle knows first-hand the challenges that women and
families can face.
“My mum was a busy single parent, who put herself through
university while on the pension. Despite not having much money
or time, she cared about good nutrition and came up with cheap,
creative, and tasty ways to prepare healthy food for me. I pass
on that knowledge to my own two teenagers and I see every day
the generational impact on our own health and wellbeing.”
The research team are currently busy developing exciting new
resources for women and clinicians that the project has revealed
are required by women and staff. The team will be launching
the resources and training throughout the year and
evaluating their usefulness and impact.
“Our RHH antenatal staff do such a wonderful
job. If anything, we want to make their
jobs easier in supporting women around
challenges in lifestyle and health.”
Michelle’s own mum sadly passed away
last year of a smoking-related illness,
and she said her preventable death
motivates her every day to make the
most of the opportunity provided by the
Grant to make a difference in the lives of
Tasmanian women and their families.
“Even one sustained change in a health
behaviour can make a lasting difference.”
Dr Michelle Kilpatrick

AUTUMN EDITION

03

Reaching out to rural and
remote areas through research
Local Tasmanian researcher Dr Suzi Claflin has
always been passionate about health, especially in
areas away from major population centres.
After growing up in a rural corner of Vermont in north-eastern
USA, her passion for local research has always been strong, and
the great news is that Tasmanians will benefit from her current
research, with Suzi now calling Tassie her home.
Since arriving in Tasmania six years ago, Suzi has studied
multiple sclerosis as a post-doctoral research fellow at the
Menzies Institute for Medical Research, where she has pursued
a particular interest in access to care and health education for
those folk living with this chronic condition. This year Suzi and
team have been awarded funding for a vital research project
with the RHHRF titled “Improving access to healthcare for
Tasmanians living with multiple sclerosis in remote areas.”
Regional areas are defined by their remoteness, meaning
how far away they are from resources and population centres.
Because they are further away from resources, people living
in regional and remote areas in Australia have less access to
healthcare than those living in cities which results in poorer
health outcomes.
Tasmania has the highest number of people living with MS per
capita in Australia and is also the most regional Australian state.
This research it particularly vital.
Dr Claflin said although there is currently no cure for MS,
researchers have developed several medications that help
treat MS and greatly improve the outlook for many people living
with MS.
“However, to reap the benefits of these treatments, people with
MS have to be able to access them. Living in regional and remote

04

Dr Suzi Claflin

areas may prove particularly challenging for people living with
complex health conditions like multiple sclerosis (MS) as it can
limit their access to healthcare - we want to see this change,”
she said.
This important local project will see a collaborative research
team from across the state explore the impact of living in
regional and remote areas on the lives of Tasmanians living with
MS. The team is led by Dr Suzi Claflin and includes Prof Bruce
Taylor (RHH MS Clinic, Menzies Institute), A/Prof Des Graham
(MS Limited, UTAS), and Dr Lauren Giles (LGH MS Clinic). We’re
delighted to note that the Johns Group, which is highly active in
redeveloping the Miena Village area of our central highlands, has
generously provided full funding to the RHHRF which enables
this vital study to proceed.
Recruitment for the project is underway and the project survey
will roll out throughout 2021.

What is MS?
MS

is a condition that causes the body’s immune
system to mistakenly attack the central nervous
system (e.g. the brain, spinal cord, and optic nerves).
MS causes a range of symptoms, which vary from
person to person, and can include fatigue, difficulty
walking, and vision problems.

Professor Peter Dargaville
Saving little lives
You may have seen Professor Peter Dargaville’s name
numerous times throughout our publications or even
through broader media coverage, not only Australiawide, but world-wide. For good reason!
Over the years, the RHHF has funded many research studies
that Peter and his team have been involved in. In fact when
we first launched the Kokoda Trek for Medical Research it was
Peter who appeared in the news with local twin boys Lachlan
and Xavier who have come a long way since they were born at
25 weeks’ gestation (that’s 15 weeks premature) in 2014.
Thanks to Peter and his team, we know that there are many
little lives that have been saved across our community. But
while Peter has become so adept at stepping in and saving
life-threatening situations, the advance a global pandemic
proved to be insurmountable and foiled Peter’s own plans
to trek the Kokoda Trail with the Foundation as a fundraiser
in April 2020. While this has been postponed for now due to
Covid restrictions, Peter’s life-saving work doesn’t stop and
he is determined to still trek with the Foundation when current
restrictions are removed, building on the success he has
already achieved.
We wanted to share some words from Peter’s Kokoda Trek
fundraising page.

ANZAC KOKODA 2021

Departs

17 SEPT

OR

21 OCT

2021

4 Days/3 Nights

you are invited...
to hike Tasmania’s
Three Capes Lodge Walk
raising vital
funds for the
RHH Research Foundation

Over the past decade, I have helped to establish in Tasmania
a large research group focusing on newborn lung disease and
the treatment of it. With the support of the Royal Hobart Hospital
Research Foundation (RHHRF) I have had the opportunity to
contribute to advances in Neonatal care, some of which have
been implemented worldwide. And as a hands-on newborn
specialist still very much involved in looking after babies, I
have had the joy of seeing those improvements start to make
a difference to the lives of many of our smallest Tasmanians.
The UTAS-RHH research group that I lead has grown to include
8 PhD students, one Masters student and 5 Honours students,
all working on newborn projects, supervised, and supported
by senior academics at UTAS, including me. Unsurprisingly,
we’ve outgrown our resources, and there are many great
projects for which we don’t have adequate funding. So, I
wonder whether you can help me to make a difference, by
sponsoring me as I trek the hills of Kokoda. I have resolved
to do the Kokoda trek with a party of like-minded people
coordinated by the RHHRF. Along the way
I’ll be reflecting that the difficult path I’m
on is probably a whole lot easier than
that experienced by many of the
critically ill babies we look after,
and their parents, during their
stay in Neonatal Intensive
Care.
Since 2010 the RHHRF
has given over $180,000
to
neonatal
research
projects. I’d like to think
we can secure even more
funding in the next five
years for projects that
directly benefit newborns.

An all-inclusive fully guided walk staying
in award-winning private lodges
BOOK NOW

You can donate to Peter
or other trekkers here:
rhhrf-kokoda-2022.raisely.com/

Professor Peter Dargaville

www.taswalkingco.com.au/rhhrf-2021-walk
Participants must raise $1000.
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Friends raise $25k for local
research into brain cancer
A local fundraising event called “Be(GIN) the cure; cocktails for
brain cancer research” and an associated online campaign has
raised almost $25k for local Tasmanian research into brain cancer
after the organiser, Jo Kelder, was faced with the reality that people
close to her were battling the awful disease.
With only a couple of thousand more dollars to raise in order to reach
their target, the local group hopes to attain their goal by April and
then work with the Foundation in confirming the details of the grant
shortly after.
Jo said it is very clear that more high quality and targeted research
is needed and the idea of 'a fundraiser for brain cancer research'
was developed with a friend who was just starting up a gin distillery.
“Within a week, the spark of 'in my home, maybe 20 people attending'
rekindled to a team of eight friends with the goal of 100 tickets and
raising almost $25,000 for the RHHRF to fund a grant in the area.”
“My deep affection and respect for how my friends have each
navigated the invasion of brain cancer into their family prompted me
to aim for $25,000 - which will fund significant research endorsed by
the RHH Research Foundation’s rigorous grant selection process,”
she said.

Big December Breakfast with
Kirk Pengilly from INXS
Just prior to Christmas, the RHHRF hosted its annual Big
December Breakfast fundraising event at Wrest Point,
with special guest Kirk Pengilly from INXS.

One of the generous sponsors of the event, Negat-ve Distillery,
continues their support and will donate $25 for each of the first 100
bottles of their London Dry gin purchased with the code BRAIN, with
all donations tax deductible.

It was always destined to be a magical event, but then Kirk
surprised the team (the night before the event) by donating a
signed guitar that raised $4,250 in less than 24 hours through an
online auction for medical research.

You can find out more about the story of Jo’s friends James and
Justin and also donate here www.begin-the-cure.raisely.com/.

Kirk spoke candidly and emotionally about the INXS rise to fame
and the music industry. He touched on his friendship with the
late Michael Hutchence and also his personal experiences with
prostate cancer and glaucoma, before treating the audience to
live acoustic performances of some INXS classics.
Proudly presented by Hobart Eye Surgeons, the Foundation’s
team was blown away by the success of this event. There was
a wealth of support from the generous Tasmanian business
community who donated prizes to support this fundraiser, with
a vibrant audience who ‘dug deep’ when joining us for a fun
morning that delivered way beyond anticipation! The always
hilarious Croon had the crowd in the mood, while the Tasmanian
Medical Orchestra provided the Christmas cheer on arrival.

Body Mind and Brunch
for Medical Research
A group of women stepped into December with clear minds
after engaging in a new event for the Foundation, developed in
conjunction with BurnTheory, a women’s fitness centre based in
Hobart. Body, Mind & Brunch proved to be a resounding success
with all participants providing highly positive feedback.
This new concept on our calendar gave the RHHRF an opportunity
to introduce some new community members to the importance of
local medical research, further extending the awareness of vital
investigations that are funded for delivery right across Tasmania.
For under $50 per person, each participant was not only treated
to a yoga session surrounded by the beauty of Long Beach Sandy
Bay, they got to finish with a mimosa and a decadent brunch at
Seagrass Long Point. Contact us for more information about future
events like this.
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To our partners and supporters, we are all so grateful.

Upcoming Events for 2021

DATE

EVENT TITLE

Thursday 4 March 2021

International Women's
Day Breakfast

Good Friday 2 April 2021

Easter Egg Hunt
and Family Picnic

Father's Day - Sunday
September 5 2021

Edge Abseil Do it for Dad 2021

