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QUEST QUARTERLY NEWSLETTER

CEO Heather Francis

Like many, I’m working from home as I 
write this column for our Quest, doing 
my best to keep on with ‘business as 
usual’ for the Research Foundation 
during COVID times. I’m imagining 
that this issue will reach people at a 
time in their lives when everything still 
seems so very uncertain. 
I understand that there will be some who 
have experienced life-changing outcomes 
that leave them feeling challenged when 
contemplating how they might recover – 
personally and financially. I know that our lives 
are unlikely to ever be quite the same. 

So I want to start by asking you to enjoy reading 
this quarterly update of the Foundation’s 
activity, to take a moment to relax and hear 
about the many positive things that are 
occurring across our local community as our 
skilled clinicians and researchers continue to 
strive to improve our health and wellbeing. 
I also want you to know that even though I 
am excited by the ongoing achievements of 
those who have benefited from your support 
in gaining funds through medical research 
grants, I genuinely understand that this may 
not be the right time for you to give again. 

But I feel it’s important to share with you 
the many good news stories in this issue. 
There’s news around the decision of bright 
young researchers who have chosen to make 
Tasmania their home, who have focused 
their deep insight and skill into some of the 
conditions that impact us most in this corner 
of the world, and who have the capacity to 

change lives. There is news about some 
of the more tragic circumstances that 
sometimes impact the health journey of 
loved ones – when one form of cancer 
then emerges as another, becoming a 
‘secondary cancer’. Knowing that these 
metastatic forms of cancer, where the 
impact spreads to more than one site in the 
body, can be the most insidious, I’m keen 
to share with you the cutting-edge research 
that’s happening in our community – 
funded by some of the most inspiring and 
generous individuals that I know. 

While we share news about how we’ve 
been resourceful and creative in rising to 
the challenges of this time (our Hunt at 
Home this Easter was a winner – just see 
the pics for all the eggs-citement), you’ll 
also see that we’re planning many more 
ambitious ways where we might engage 
your support in continuing to build local 
capacity, helping our clinicians to achieve 
their medical research aspirations and to 
improve their care of our community. 

In coming days our Board and its Scientific 
Research Advisory Committee will meet 
and plan for the Foundation’s grant 
activities to come. In that regard, I am 
delighted to note that as our Chair of the 
past five years, Trent Sayers, steps down 
from a role that he has performed with 
such insight and dedication, our Board 
will fully commit to delivering a 2021 grant 
round. While we know that many charitable 

organisations are finding it hard to chart 
uncertain waters and to have the confidence 
to invest fully in the core activities they would 
normally embrace, through the generosity of 
so many across Tasmania, we will be focusing 
on building our role as one of the leading 
contributors to medical research in this state. 

In just under one month, we will open the 
call to our local research community, inviting 
them to tell us about the studies that they seek 
funding for, seeking their support in making 
our state one that can embrace the health and 
wellbeing that we deserve in such a special 
place on our planet. We look forward to 
sharing more around those stories with you in 
our next issue of Quest – in Springtime, when 
everything will hopefully 
be feeling just a little more 
certain and ideally just a 
little more bright. In the 
meantime, thank you for 
being a supporter, we 
hope you know how much 
that means to so many. 
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Tasmanian medical research saves lives

IN 2020
at Home

THANK YOU 
FOR HUNTING 

AT HOME

GOOD NEWS TO SHARE
“We come to the Easter Egg Hunt 
every year with our boys and one 
of their biggest disappointments 
during this time was being told it was 
cancelled. When we heard about the 
Hunt at Home packs we surprised 
the boys at Easter and they were so 
excited, so thank you.”

Clare - Loyal Easter Egg Hunt  
and Family Picnic supporter 
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In the Autumn edition of Quest, 
the regular insert focused on  
our exciting Major Project Grant  
for 2020-22, which will see Dr Jessica Collins 
and her team investigate the use of a blood test 
to detect early changes in the brain which may 
predict those at risk of developing dementia. 
Dr Jessica Collins (who completed her college level studies 
on Tasmania’s north west coast) studied a Bachelor of 
Medical Research with Honours, followed by a PhD in 
neuroscience at the University of Tasmania. Currently, 
Jessica is a neuroscientist at the Wicking Dementia 
Research and Education Centre, based in Hobart.

Jessica said she has always had an interest in human 
anatomy and the brain and, after moving from Queensland 
to Tasmania with her family in teenage years, she hasn’t 
looked back.

“My PhD work investigated the relationship between 
traumatic brain injury and the most common cause of 
dementia, Alzheimer’s Disease, demonstrating that the 
underlying disease processes in these two conditions 
are similar. This research sparked a strong interest in 
developing tests that allow us to monitor the brain changes 
that occur following traumatic brain injury and also in 
neurodegenerative conditions, such as dementia, so that 
we may improve outcomes,” she said.

Jessica believes that preventative health strategies and 
early intervention are crucial for maximising the health and 
wellbeing of Tasmanians.

“It is understood that a proportion of dementia cases 
may be preventable through lifestyle changes, such as 
eating a healthy diet and exercising. Therefore, the ability 
to monitor people’s brain-health in a way that’s similar to 
how we monitor things like cholesterol for heart-health, will 
allow doctors to help people make healthier choices earlier 
in life, potentially reducing their risk of dementia when they 
get older.”

An avid runner and outdoor 
enthusiast, Jessica finds Tasmania 

to be her perfect home where 
she can balance personal and 
professional passions. In fact 
Jessica participates in trail 
ultramarathons in her spare 
time – of course?! When she 
is not spending hours in the 
lab, you can find her running 
around on many of our states’ 
beautiful trails – no doubt 

clearing her head before taking 
on the next challenge in her 

fascinating research investigations.

You can read the full article on this 
research study at our website www.rhhresearchfoundation.
org. We’ll continue to keep you informed around this new 
three-year study in future issues of Quest. 

Meet the 
Researcher
Dr Jessica Collins 
Brain Research  
in Tassie

A Man on a Medical 
Research Mission David Mackey

Since late November 2019, David Mackey has individually raised 
almost $20K for local Tasmanian medical research through his 
fundraising endeavors for the 2020 Kokoda Trek. Yes, you read that 
correctly…that is twenty thousand dollars!
While the 2020 Kokoda Trek has been postponed due to COVID-19 travel 
restrictions, there are so many reasons to celebrate all our trekkers’ outstanding 
fundraising achievements which will ultimately benefit Tasmanians now and 
into the future.David’s target was $3,500, but that was soon conquered. Our 
supporters have watched on with excitement as David’s tally continued to 
rise even during the weeks when David was originally planning to be on the 
Track in April. 

Like many of our amazing fundraisers, David doesn’t like to blow his own 
trumpet, however we know our community love to know more, so we asked 
him to tell us more about his story and what drove him to raise funds for 
the health and wellbeing of Tasmanians. We also asked him about his tips 
(tricks?) to asking friends and family to donate. The funds raised by David 
are vital. To put this into perspective, his efforts alone can fund two Incubator 
Grants which will save lives. Here is a snapshot of David’s story…

I was born at the Royal Hobart Hospital (RHH) and a few decades later 
completed my medical school training at the RHH from the University of 
Tasmania, graduating in 1983. I trained in Ophthalmology in Melbourne as 
well as the UK and the US, specialising in ophthalmic genetics. Thirty years 
later I was humbled to receive an AO for “distinguished service to medicine 
and to medical education, in the field of ophthalmology, as a clinician-
scientist and academic.

Growing up in Tasmania meant I was lucky enough to have many opportunities 
for bushwalking and this passion continued throughout my life. In fact, I have 
now hiked in every Australian state and on most continents. Auspiciously I 
received an email from the Royal Hobart Hospital Research Foundation 
while visiting the battlefields of the Somme in France on ANZAC Day 2019. 
The Foundation had supported me early in my research career for work on 
the Glaucoma Inheritance Study in Tasmania which I have always been 
grateful for. Close encounters with three different types of cancer have made 
me value how vital medical research is, not just professionally, but from a 
patient’s perspective. Trekking the Kokoda Track on ANZAC 2020 was a no-
brainer for me!

So, under 12 months ago my fundraising journey begun. I reached out first to 
my family and then close work colleagues. I basically emailed everyone who 
had emailed me over the last year or so and I did not give up on getting in 
touch, which seemed to work! No donation was too small, and I am incredibly 
grateful to those who donated.

While I was disappointed that I couldn’t hike the Kokoda in 2020 (2020 being 
an important number to ophthalmologists!), I am gratified by the response to 
my fundraising appeal. When the COVID-19 lockdown made travel to Papua 
New Guinea impossible for ANZAC Day 2020, I decided to climb the much 
easier, but still steep, Kokoda Track in Perth’s magnificent King’s Park. The 
Facebook page of my daily King’s Park Kokoda Trek was a fun way to connect 
with my supporters and share my enthusiasm. 

You can donate to David or other trekkers here:  
https://anzackokoda2020trek.gofundraise.com.au/. Thank you to all our 
inspiring Trekkers.

Dr Jessica Collins

POSTPONED
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Secondary or metastatic cancers are those that have 
spread to distant sites in the body. Although we know 
there are effective treatments for many types of cancer 
when and if they are caught early, unfortunately there 
is still a lack of effective therapies for cancers that 
have spread.
Sadly, secondary cancers are responsible for most deaths due 
to cancer. For several of the most common cancers (breast, 
prostate and lung cancer), a common site where cancer spreads 
is into the bone. Once tumours have spread to bone, there are 
sadly only limited effective treatment options and currently there 
are no curative treatments.

Under a newly funded Project Grant, Professor Jo Dickinson 
will lead an important study into secondary cancer, knowing 
that there is an urgent need to find new ways of treating these 
insidious cancers, knowing how vital this is for so many in our 
community. 

“People living with metastatic cancers in the bone can face 
considerable challenges in managing their pain and it severely 
impacts, not only on their mobility, but their overall quality of life.

“The origins of this research project lie in talking with Tasmanian 
community members who, after being diagnosed with a cancer 
that had spread, told stories of feeling “forgotten”, or feeling that 
“hope and support seemed to evaporate” once their disease 
had progressed.”

Prof Dickinson knows this study resonates with many members 
of our community who have lost loved ones to secondary 
cancers, including generous supporters such as Handmark 
Hobart Director Allanah Dopson. In October 2019, upon hearing 
about this study, Allanah immediately decided that she would 
draw deeply upon her own family’s experience of cancer. After 
providing extensive support to the RHH Research Foundation 
over several years, Allanah set herself the target of garnering 
further support which enabled her to fully fund this vital $25k 
research initiative. And this support means so much to Prof 
Dickinson and her team.

“When talking with members of the community in Tasmania, I am 
always struck by the incredible generosity of those, like Allanah, 
who want to make a difference to help others by contributing 
to the effort to find more effective treatments for secondary 
cancers,” she said.

This local research project combines two exciting new 
technologies. Using gene-editing tools, the team will use the 
latest in advanced technology to examine the tissue from tumours 
when they are localised, comparing this with tissue from tumours 
that have spread to the bone from the same patient. This is a 
surprisingly powerful approach designed to find the specific 
molecules that are driving the spread of tumour to the bone.

This study, titled “Gaining new insights into metastatic bone 
tumours”, is guided by a large team that includes early career 
and more experienced researchers, together with oncologists 
and pathologists who will all bring different skills to the project. 

Prof Dickinson said she and her experienced colleagues have 
been extremely excited to work with the team’s newest member, 
Ms Kelsie Raspin. 

“Kelsie is from the East Coast of Tasmania, she did her 
undergraduate degree at the University of Tasmania, before 
undertaking an Honour’s degree and just recently completed 
her PhD with our team. 

“With the support of the RHHRF we have been able to employ 
her to take on this research project. The ability to offer our 
young talented Tasmanian-trained researchers exciting new 
opportunities to establish their careers in Tasmania and apply 
cutting-edge research skills to those health problems affecting 
Tasmanians is vital to the future of medical research and I feel it’s 
particularly important that we are able to maintain this support 
with the significant challenges facing research in the current 
pandemic,” Prof Dickinson said.

Stay tuned to find out more about the progress and get to know 
the team working on this vital study in the months to come.

Urgent secondary cancer 
treatment research reality 
in Tasmania

Professor  
Jo Dickinson 



KEEPING YOU ON THE 
EDGE OF YOUR SEAT!

Just before the necessary COVID-19 restrictions 
in relation to events made us temporarily 
change the way we work with our community 
of supporters, we were grateful to have an 
opportunity to get together with so many good 
friends in raising funds and awareness for local 
medical research as we hosted our International 
Women’s Day Breakfast.
Our supporters were greeted by an amazing sunrise at 
Wrest Point as the voices of the Nourish Women’s Choir 
echoed throughout the foyer, alongside laughter and 
fun as many guests enjoyed the Optus photo booth. The 
generosity shown was amazing, with guests diving into the 
various fundraising elements supported by our corporate 
partners throughout the morning, making the event a huge 
success.

Our diverse panel of Women Olympians, interviewed by 
Lucy Breaden from ABC Radio, provided a natural but 
thought-provoking conversation to begin the morning. 
They spoke about the women in their lives as well as 
their own various challenges and highlights in busy lives 
and successful careers. The discussion had the perfect 
amount of humour, inspiration and emotion in celebrating 
International Women’s Day. We thank Louise Sauvage, 
Elizabeth Jack, Kathy Foster and Dana Faletic for sharing 
their stories and we look forward to gathering again for this 
annual highlight of our fundraising calendar in 2021.

International Women’s Day 2020  
a great success

A guided walk staying in the  
award-winning Bay of Fires Lodge

BOOK NOW 
www.taswalkingco.com.au/rhhrf-walk 

All guests are challenged to raise $1,000

 you are invited... 
to hike Tasmania’s  

remarkable Bay of Fires  
and fundraise for  

The Royal Hobart Hospital  
Research Foundation

Departs
15or16 
OCT 
2020 

4 Days 
3 Nights
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A.  Dana Faletic, Louise Sauvage, Kathy Foster and Elizabeth Jack  
at Wrest Point.

B. Betsy Hanson and the Nourish Choir singing for guests on arrival.

C.  Guests seated in the Tasman Room listening to the panel 
discussion.
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B

C

We realise there is still some uncertainty due to 
COVID-19 restrictions, however we are still committed 
to bringing you the best community fundraising 
events! Whilst we are unable to give definite dates in 
this edition, please keep in touch via social media and 
our website to hear about our exciting plans for The 
EDGE Abseil, Melbourne Cup Lunch, Big December 
Breakfast and walking challenges. 

Upcoming Events


