WINTER 2021

TASMANIAN MEDICAL
RESEARCH SAVES LIVES
Winter is certainly racing up to greet
us, reminding us of how swiftly
months pass!
When I last wrote to you, we were enjoying
a wonderful Tassie autumn, with warmer
weather seeming to stretch for an unusually
long time – beaming down on some of our
events during that time
At that stage, my column focused on the
research grants that the Foundation has
funded in our 2021 grant round – 19 new
studies representing an investment into local
health and wellbeing that totalled over $1m!
But the wheels are constantly turning and,
since then, we’ve continued to focus on the
distant but rapidly approaching horizon,
preparing for the 2022 grant round which
will commence with a call for applications in
mid-June. Did you know it takes that long to
carefully steward the process towards making
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the next round of investments? While the
application process for our local clinical
researchers occurs throughout our winter
months, it will be just as we turn into
spring that the Foundation’s Research
Advisory Committee and Board will come
to determine which studies will be funded
in the coming year from January 2022.
So of course, our attention has also been
turning to raising more funds to enable
us to continue investing in great local
research.
With eggs-tensive support from our
friends at Salamanca Fresh, we delivered
one of our most successful Family Picnic
Days in the Botanical Gardens since we
first held this event nearly a decade ago.
Adopting a new Covid-safe format to our
Easter Egg Hunt and enjoying blue skies,
it was wonderful to welcome so many
newcomers to our family of supporters.
We look forward to continuing to enhance
this event, including the ability to Hunt at
Home, in future years too.
Then, in early May, we were welcomed
back to Government House, to be hosted
by our Patron, Her Excellency Professor
the Hon Kate Warner, AC, Governor of
Tasmania. The annual Thank You Morning
Tea was a chance to extend gratitude
to those who had provided particularly
special support to the work of the RHH
Research Foundation over this past year.
Guests were moved when listening to an
emotional address from local researcher,
Liesel, and John, a fellow who received a
diagnosis of prostate cancer around ten
years ago. It was certainly a reminder of

the importance of locally funded studies and
their impact in our community.
As I close, I return to that comment about
setting our gaze toward future horizons.
Did you know that in 2022 the RHH
Research Foundation will celebrate its Silver
Anniversary? First established in 1997,
we have certainly evolved and enjoyed
enormous support from our friends right
across Tasmania. Over recent months we
have been working with Myriad Tasmania,
a leading market research entity, who
undertook their second formal review of our
supporters’ perceptions of the Foundation.
They connected with a large sample of donors
and have gathered a wealth of material that will
help to sharpen our focus and steer the path
as we enter into our next phase of evolution.
To all those who took
the time to share their
thoughts – thank you!
If ever you would like
to connect and tell us
more, please do note
the contact details on
this page and know that
we would genuinely
love to hear from you.
CEO Heather Francis
Thanks! Heather
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Meet the
Researcher

Professor Richard Turner

Meet Richard Turner, an experienced Professor
of Surgery with a demonstrated history of
working in the higher education sector, who
for many years now has added his expertise
to inform clinical settings in Tasmania and
beyond.
Skilled across the diverse areas of epidemiology,
emergency medicine and oncology, Richard is heavily
involved in lecturing at the University of Tasmania, while
also team building across a range of sectors. Through its
highly competitive annual grant rounds, the RHHRF has
been proud to fund research projects led by Prof Turner
in 2010, 2016 and now in 2021.
Professor Turner said he is delighted to work with an
excellent group of local Tasmanian collaborators on his
most recent research project.
After starting his career in the 1990s as an academic
General Surgeon in Cairns, Richard was given advice
that would help shape his career.
“Around the time I started my career I attended a lecture
by a UK surgeon who had gained worldwide recognition
as an expert in benign conditions that cause mastalgia
or painful breasts. His advice to young hopefuls seeking
renown in their field was to find a disease process that
no-one else was interested in, but was still an area of
unmet need for the patients suffering from it. Luckily, my
clinical practice in Far North Queensland provided ample
inspiration, and before long I had found not one but two
unloved diseases on which to build a career.”
“What the visiting UK expert did not quite say was that
‘unloved’ diseases do not attract the same degree of
research funding as those conditions considered to be
‘high priority.”
He said he feels extremely fortunate to have received RHH
Research Foundation funding for his important research.
Funding in 2015 for the Tasmanian Gynecological Anal
Neoplasia Study (TasGANS) culminated in a top-tier
publication that raised awareness of anal dysplasia
in women with a history of HPV-related gynecological
lesions. This was ground-breaking work in a critical area.
Professor Turner and his team have recently received
funding for a data linkage study that will quantify the
epidemiological and economic burden of pancreatitis
in Tasmania. Statewide hospital and pathology data
will be linked to provide a dataset which
profiles Tasmanian pancreatitis cases
from 2007-2018 to underpin further
research.
“We anticipate that this project
will provide impetus for similar
work on a national scale
that will ultimately identify
underserviced population
groups and lead to tailored
strategies for quality
improvement - this will be vital
for Tasmanians now and into
the future,” he said.
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Professor Richard Turner

ANZAC KOKODA 2022
Andrea and James Johns have already raised over
$10k on their fundraising journey ahead of the Kokoda
Trek for Medical Research. We sat down recently with the “driving force”
behind the fundraising, Andrea, to find out what motivates her to continue
to support our fundraising events.
Tell me a little of what motivates you to support the RHH Research
Foundation?
It’s simple really, I just think the RHHRF is a great cause! A focus on local
research for the health and wellbeing of Tasmanians is really important and
I enjoy the work that I do as a volunteer to support this – I also really enjoy
just working with the team!
When you first heard of the fundraising trek to take on the Kokoda
Trail, what were your initial thoughts?
The motivation for me was different to what may have inspired others – it was
never a must-do ‘bucket list’ thing for me. I was simply motivated, wholly and
solely, to do this to support the Foundation. It’s absolutely not something that
I would normally do, it’s way outside anything I have ever done before and
sometimes that scares me. But I was on board immediately.
You’ve been amongst the top fundraisers – what’s your secret?
Is there a secret? Well if there is, it’s simply that I let my ‘fingers do the
walking’. From the beginning, I’ve been ever-present on Facebook. Simply
telling people about what I’m doing and how much it means seems to make
others feel generous! I often post up maps of where I’ve been walking
while undertaking my training and those regular gentle reminders seem to
motivate others to want to give more. I guess my secret is simply to be both
constant and gentle.
Your training regime was inspirational to your fellow trekkers, can you
tell me a little more about how you stretched your fitness in the build
up to heading off in April 2020?
Hiking, hiking and more hiking!! I set myself an initial aim of doing at least
5km every day and then expanded on that more and more. I love walking
Knocklofty, but I can tell you I’ve been up and down the mountain several
times too! We spend a large amount of time at Miena Village and walking our
dog, Buffer, helps keep us both happy. There’s been nothing too specific to
my training, just a simple love of being outdoors and walking.
Then, of course, Coronavirus arrived – its impact has continued and so
now the trek is planned for April 2022. Tell me how this has you feeling
about what will hopefully occur in just under another year’s time?
Oh that’s a hard question – if I’m honest, I have to say some of the drive has
gone. There’s so much uncertainty about when we can travel and it’s hard
to keep focused when you can’t map out a plan designed around setting
off on a specific date. I guess because it wasn’t a ‘bucket list’ thing for me,
that makes the motivation a little harder too. But as I talk about it now, I know
that with others around me on the Track, when the time comes, I’ll find the
motivation that will see me do it for the Foundation! I will keep on walking!
Thank you to all that have donated! We appreciate it so much.
You can donate to Andrea and James and our Kokoda Trekkers HERE:
https://rhhrf-kokoda-2022.raisely.com/johns-group-tasmania

Local brain research
uncovers positive impact
right here in Tasmania
You may have spotted local researcher Dr Dino
Premilovac in some of our communications over the
last few years, often sporting a white coat talking all
things “brain research”, but at times more casually
attired, introducing us to his young family with whom
he loves to spend time bushwalking and camping
around Tasmania.
However, spare time is rare in the life of a researcher and there
has been plenty of vital work going on behind the scenes in local
labs that will have significant impact for years to come. In fact
two of Dino’s recent RHHRF research grants have now concluded
and the outcomes will see positive change for the Tasmanian
community and those further afield.
As a researcher Dr Premilovac tells us that being able to complete
a project that will have vital impact is hard to describe.
“It’s hard to convey the exact feeling you get when completing
a funded project, but it involves a mix of satisfaction, pride,
excitement and relief! It’s fantastic to see the ideas that we work
on for a long time produce really promising data, such as in the
much-needed area of brain research.”
Dino’s message is simple. He emphasises why community
support and funding is so important. Without support from the
RHHRF and sponsors like Blundstone, who generously funded
one of Dino’s recent studies, these exciting research opportunities
simply could not have gone ahead.

“

“

I don’t know if it's common knowledge,
but medical research is very expensive
and science in general in Australia is severely
underfunded. Having a local funding body like
the RHHRF, one that provides opportunities
for research grants with impact in Tasmania,
is really important.

“This means that medical research can take place in Tasmania
and produce benefits not only for Tasmanians, but for the rest of
Australia as well. Being able run research projects means we can
train honours and PhD students in our teams. This means that local
research funding enables us to recruit and train a new generation of
medical researchers right here in Tasmania,” he said.

Dino explains that he feels driven every day to find out more as a
researcher and confesses that he feels lucky that he gets to learn
more about how our bodies work while also having the opportunity
to research ways to treat the many diseases and conditions that
are all too common in our community.

Dr Dino Premilovac

“I really enjoy learning more about how our bodies work. In
particular, I am driven to understand how the smallest blood
vessels in our bodies, the capillaries, work to supply each of the
cells in our body with glucose and oxygen. This is an exciting
area to be involved with because problems with capillary blood
flow underpin almost all diseases that affect us, including stroke,
heart disease, cancer and even obesity and type 2 diabetes. If we
can better understand how capillaries work, we might be able to
develop new drugs to treat these diseases,” he said.
Dino said despite the wealth of information gained in the last 10-20
years scientists are still at the tip of the iceberg when it comes to
understanding how the brain works and how to fix brain disorders.
The two Incubator Grants (2019 and 2020) that Dr Premilovac and
his team have finalised are related to stroke and getting drugs to
the brain when diseases are present.
“Stroke is one of the biggest killers of people in Tasmania and
around the world. The only treatment we have for people that have
a stroke is to remove the blood clot to restore blood flow to the
brain. There is currently very little we can do to improve recovery
from stroke. In our first study, we were able to show that a drug
called Idebenone protects the brain from further damage after a
stroke. This is really promising data, but we still need to do more
investigation with this drug to understand exactly how it works to
do this and what the potential side-effects of Idebenone might be.
“A major issue with the drugs we give to people to treat brain
diseases like stroke is the off-target effects the drugs have on
other parts of the body. Thanks to funding from the RHHRF, we
have developed a new way of concentrating drug delivery to
the brain using ultrasound. This technology is completely safe
to use in people and allows us to increase drug delivery to the
brain while reducing the off-target effects on other organs. Our
next challenge is to see if we can apply this new technology to
improve drug delivery in the context of brain disorders such as
brain cancer and stroke so that ultimately we can improve health
outcomes,” he said.
While the RHHRF commends Dino and his team for such
outstanding work, we know that this wouldn’t be possible without
the support of our donors and corporate partners. Thank you!
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Ita's inspirational International
Women's Day speech

Departs

17 SEPT

OR

21 OCT

A capacity audience in the Covid-safe Tasman Room at Wrest
Point were treated to a spectacular keynote address from the iconic
Ita Buttrose to celebrate International Women’s Day whilst also
supporting local medical research.

2021

4 Days/3 Nights

Star ExitLeft performers Hollie and Sarah opened the breakfast
event with a performance of Christina Aguilera's ‘The Voice
Within’ before our guest, aboriginal elder, Rosie Smith, presented
a powerful Welcome to Country. With the crew at ABC Hobart
broadcasting onsite throughout the morning, and the team at Forty
South showcasing a great range of books from local Tasmanian
authors, it was a morning full of excitement with plenty
of vital fundraising.

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

Thank you to our medical researchers, our
key partners and those who donated
generously in support of this day, not to
mention our volunteers and those who
bought tickets to celebrate this iconic
event in our calendar. In responding
to our call for support, fundraising
exceeded our target and will be
invested in our next grant round,
opening soon!
I think one of our regular and delightful
volunteers Diane Ceritelli summed it up
well.
“Ita was so natural, engaging and motivating.
You could sense the empowerment around the
room. Congratulations on another great event.”

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

Ita Buttrose

BOOK NOW

www.taswalkingco.com.au/rhhrf-2021-walk
Participants must raise $1000.

SAVE
THE DATE
SUNDAY
5 SEPTEMBER
REGISTRATIONS

2021

OPENING

SOON

DO IT FOR DAD!

Great Lake

Getaway

Upcoming Events for 2021

DATE

EVENT TITLE

Queen’s Birthday Long
weekend - 12-14 June 2021

Great Lake Getaway
Central Highlands

Father’s Day – Sunday
5 September 2021

Edge Abseil –
Do it for Dad 2021

Tuesday 2 November 2021
– Venue TBC

Melbourne Cup
Lunch 2021

Join us in 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.

ALMOST BOOKED OUT

04

