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Breathing life into local research

Small grant leads to great milestones in lung cancer research.
Dr Sukhwinder Sohal, a lecturer and Head
of Respiratory Translational Research
Group at School of Health Sciences with
the University of Tasmania in Launceston,
has spent the last 15 years investigating
the link between cigarette smoke and lung
cancer. It’s an area of huge importance with
most recent figures from 2014 highlighting
that lung cancer was the leading cause of
cancer deaths in Australia. This is even more
significant when we note that Tasmania had
the highest incidence of lung cancer in the
nation at that time.
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RHH Research Foundation
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Phone: (03) 6616 1319
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In 2014 Dr Sohal and his team were
successful in their application for a RHH
Research Foundation Grant to investigate the
role of epithelial mesenchymal transition in
the lungs of patients with chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD, or the condition
commonly known as emphysema) and lung
cancer. It was proposed that this transition,
which sees a tendency for normal cells to
change into malignant, cancer-causing
cells after exposure to cigarette smoke, was
responsible for both COPD and lung cancer.
But this was a theory that had never been
scientifically proven before.
The team’s findings confirmed that epithelial
mesenchymal transition is an active process
in smokers and patients with COPD and lung
cancer. Importantly, this is now enormously
helpful in understanding more about small
airway damage and also why lung cancer is so

common in smokers. Better understanding
of this process and its causes will lead to new
‘markers’ which show the very early stages
of abnormal tissue growth, and then ideally
lead to better preventive health measures
and management of patients.
Dr Sohal says “The support from the RHH
Research Foundation has provided a significant
avenue of seed funding for local research with
particular benefits to Tasmanian patients – this
could spawn an entirely new approach to lung
cancer treatments.”
The RHH Research Foundation Research
grant enabled this work to make rapid
progress in addressing these key questions
in COPD and smoking-related airway
pathology. This investment of only $13,000
has now also provided a bridge to further
research funding. The Foundation prides
itself on providing seed funding to early
career researchers and also focusing on
those areas of research that directly benefit
Tasmanians. We are delighted to share that
Dr Sohal has gone on to receive further
significant funding for the next vital stages of
his research. Dr Sohal has attributed this new
success as a direct result of the research
investigation he was able to complete after
receiving funds from the RHH Research
Foundation. We wish him well for the
future and look forward to sharing
the findings of this next chapter
with you all.
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CEO Welcome
In May this year, we were very pleased to
have an opportunity to extend an invitation
to a small group of supporters who gathered
at Her Excellency, The Governor’s home as
we held our inaugural Thank You Morning
Tea. Our guests for the morning were a
group of valued Foundation benefactors
who had contributed to our grant program
over the years in so many different ways.
A sense of warmth in the room was palpable
– so too was the emotion after listening to
our two speakers. Cemon Free is a young
woman who lives with cystic fibrosis (CF).
In sharing her journey living with this
condition, Cemon was remarkably honest
in highlighting the challenges, but equally
so very inspiring in her ongoing positivity.
Some words from Cemon’s speech below
will likely inspire you too.
Our guests were captivated by Cemon and
so eager to hear from Dr Louise Roddam
who has been researching CF for over a
decade now. Lou’s passionate pursuit to
explore better ways of managing CF was
clear and the way in which donor’s gifts
had enabled her work proved the power of
support from benefactors, large and small.
In drawing together the threads of this vital
equation comprising gifts, research and life
changing outcomes, I’ve featured below
some words from one of our newer, but
most significant donors. Jenny is a mum of
three teenagers who is keen for her family
to understand the impact of generosity. She
knows the difference their gifts will make to
research teams such as those guided by
Lou and, most importantly, to young people
like Cemon. Jenny shares her motivations
for giving and what her relationship with
our Foundation has brought to her family.
In extending her support by funding a
further two Incubator Grants in 2019,
we are honoured to work with Jenny to
steward her gifts into great outcomes for
our community’s health and wellbeing. If
you might like to join her in accelerating
our work further, we would love to hear
from you.

Thank
You.
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Heather

My Story

Living with Cystic Fibrosis
– Cemon Free
“Cystic Fibrosis (CF) is one of the most common genetic
conditions in the Caucasian population.
Unfortunately, Tasmania has the highest prevalence in Australia and this
incidence rate is amongst the highest in the world. It’s caused by a genetic
mutation, generally emerging soon after birth which causes a child’s lungs
and pancreas to become blocked by sticky secretions. It means that
the pancreas can’t digest food properly and the lungs become clogged,
trapping bacteria that produce infections and irreversible damage. Lung
failure is the common cause of death and there is no cure.
There are so many ways CF impacts my daily life. I need ongoing physio to
help airway clearance, nebulisers twice a day, over 40 tablets each day and
constant care about what I eat and how I exercise to ensure blood sugars
are maintained. And then there’s ‘normal life’ with a young family and all the
associated routines, trying to ensure our quality of life while juggling CF.
I am now 38 years old, married and run a business with my husband. My
proudest ‘odds-defying’ moment so far as being able to give birth (naturally!) to
our amazing nine year old boy. I’m constantly surprised at how much one can
push the human body. I wonder if being confronted with the realities of CF as
a very young child, realising how different my life would be, triggered me into
believing that I would not let CF beat me? No matter what, I choose positivity.
Some say that to see what it would be like living with CF put a peg on your
nose and then try exercising whilst breathing through a straw. I’ve never
really tested that theory but after six punctured lungs in 2017 alone, to be
honest, I’m a little scared to try. But punctured lungs weren’t the only issue
I faced last year.
A year ago (the day before the 2017 RHH Research Foundation Thank You
Morning Tea), I was diagnosed with breast cancer. While a huge shock for
my family, it did remind me of how important each day is, that tomorrow’s
never promised. There are no other known cases of CF and breast cancer
in Tasmania and chemotherapy isn’t an option for me. We don’t know how
radiation will effect my CF journey, but my philosophy is to live for now as
you never know what is to follow.
While I firmly believe that attitude, mindset
and strength play a huge part in how I
manage my life with CF, I would have
to say that a huge contributor would
also be the great CF team that has
grown to support me over the
years. It is because of medical
advancements, new therapies
and medical research, that the
outlook for those with CF now
is far different from only a few
years ago. I am often asked to
contribute to research at the CF
clinic, I never give it a second
thought. Whilst it may be a small
contribution, it is all relevant to the
ultimate goal of finding a cure.”

Benefactor
Testimonial
Giving to
create change

The RHH Research Foundation is
fortunate to receive support from
several generous benefactors in the
form of direct funding into grants.
Here Jenny shares her experience
and relates how her family has
helped make a difference for
everyday Tasmanians.
I was inspired to contribute to the RHH
Research Foundation a few years ago after
a friend donated a significant amount of
money to the University of Tasmania. While
I was not in the position to be as generous
as they had been, I still wanted to provide
funded support to something that would
similarly provide long-term benefits to
many people.
It was my financial advisor who suggested
I look into donating to the RHH Research
Foundation, and once I heard more
about their ‘Starter Grants’ I knew they
were ideal. One of the things I love about
the Starter Grants is that my money is
being used to give new researchers and

early-stage projects a chance to build up
some sort of track record.
Recently I was lucky enough to listen to
short presentations from three researchers
- one whose work I funded last year, and
two who started projects this year. For the
first time, the appropriateness of the name
‘Starter’ really hit home. Our ‘investment’
of $10,000 had opened the door to
another $100,000 in funding, supported an
emerging researcher at the beginning of his
career, and made possible research that
will benefit countless people around the
world. I can’t think of any other way that
money could have had such long-lasting
effects and benefited so many people.
Funding Starter Grants also makes science
a topic of discussion in the family and
allows my family to support projects for
very personal reasons. Once projects

have been approved by the RHH Research
Foundation, we look through the successful
submissions and choose the ones we want
to support. Last year I picked a project that
involved a lot of genetics and molecular
biology since that was the area in which
I did my degree. This year my teenage
daughter chose a project related to
pharmacology, since she has an interest in
that field, and I chose one related to Cystic
Fibrosis (CF) since I had done volunteer
work proofreading a CF newsletter a few
years ago and had been affected by some
of the personal stories featured in that. The
work being done using our money this year
will hopefully contribute to finding a cure,
or at least managing the disease better for
the benefit of many across our community.
I don’t think most people are aware of
just how much groundwork has to be
done before any scientific research can
take place. Nothing can happen without
funding and since I have been involved
with the RHHRF Starter Grants, I have
become aware of just how much effort is
put into matching funding with projects
that will make the best possible use of that
money. I am so impressed by the team
at the RHHRF, the Board members who
come from all walks of life, the scientific
advisors, and the corporate and individual
contributors who make it all possible. I feel
really honoured and fortunate to have had
this opportunity to be involved.

proudly presents

TUESDAY NOVEMBER 6 2018
MONA ROMA DEPARTING BROOKE STREET PIER @ 12PM
LUNCH AND ENTERTAINMENT @ EROS + THANATOS FROM 12.30PM
MONA, 655 MAIN RD, BERRIEDALE TAS 7011

Join us for a fun afternoon of sumptuous food and
entertainment, raising funds for local medical research

With support from Event Partner:
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Meet the
Researcher

The other side of Cystic Fibrosis
Dr Louise Roddam is a Senior Lecturer in Biochemistry &
Molecular Biology with the University of Tasmania. Here
she shares her experiences, and the ‘other side of the coin’,
researching the causes of Cystic Fibrosis.
I have been involved in medical research for 20 years, with a focus on Cystic
Fibrosis (CF) in the last 13 and have frequently talked and written about this
condition and associated research. However, I found it challenging to write
this article for several reasons. While I have a theoretical knowledge of CF,
I can never know what living with CF is like and, like most scientists, I don’t
usually write subjectively. So I thought I would start with the obvious question
‘why CF research?’.
With a background in infectious disease research, I returned to Tasmania in
2005 and started working with the CF research group here. Prior to this, I
had no idea that CF was so prevalent in Tasmania, and although I had some
knowledge of the disease, I had no real understanding of the multiple health
challenges associated with CF. I quickly became interested in investigating the
devastating and persistent lung infections that people with CF acquire. These
infections result in significant lung damage, reduced lung capacity, decreased
quality of life, increased treatment costs and ultimately premature death for
the majority of CF patients.
The major focus of my research group is the development of antimicrobials for
treatment of these lung infections which are currently impossible to eradicate
with antibiotics. A major contributor to the inability of antibiotics to clear
these infections is that the bacteria hide from antibiotics and immune cells,
using a self-produced protective shell called a biofilm. To form this biofilm,
bacteria have to communicate with each other using chemical signals. We
have developed a therapy that interferes with this bacterial communication
and makes the bacteria more able to be killed by antibiotics and immune cells
and less able to damage to lung tissue. We believe that this therapy could
be used in combination with antibiotics to prevent and/or eradicate these
infections. Although this research is still at the preliminary stages our data is
very exciting and we are vigorously pursuing the development of this therapy
through funded research.
Naturally this research relies upon the generosity of
many people. We are gifted with philanthropic
funding, funding from grants through major
bodies like the RHH Research Foundation
and National Health and Medical
Research Council, and also with the
gift of time and expertise from clinical
staff. Then there is the generosity of
people, like Cemon Free, who freely
donate samples and their private
health information, without which
our research would not be possible.
We hope that we can recognise
this generosity by expanding our
understanding of disease mechanisms
and developing treatments that can make
a difference to the lives of people with CF.
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2018 Research
Excellence Dinner

A huge thank you to all who joined us for
our Annual Research Excellence Dinner,
especially our panelists!
It was a fabulous evening with some robust and
hugely insightful discussion around the future of
medical research in Tasmania.
Thanks to our event partners St.LukesHealth,
JBWere and the University of Tasmania’s College
of Health & Medicine.

(L-R) Prof. Alex Hewitt, RHHRF CEO Heather Francis,
Prof. Alison Venn, Assoc. Prof Christine Stirling &
Prof Michael Nilsson.
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With your help we
raised a massive

$56,271.45

To everyone that participated and
donated thank you for supporting
local medical research, and we
hope to see you at the next Edge
Abseil!

