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In my message in this column in September, I 
made reference to the fact that 2006 has been 
a stellar year for the Faculty of Health Sciences 
with respect to the successful attraction of 
large collaborative grants. I am delighted to be 
able to say that this trend is continuing, with 
our Department of Public Health in collaboration 
with the National Institute for Labour Studies 
in the Faculty of Social Sciences at Flinders 
University, attracting just over $1 million for 
a research program addressing the impact 
of changing forms of employment and 
unemployment on health. The Faculty of Health 
Sciences has also performed extremely well 
in this years NHMRC Project Grants round and 
this success follows significantly improved 
outcomes in 2005 over 2004.

To summarize this, the Faculty’s income from 
NHMRC Project Grants submitted in 2004 for 
funding commencement in 2005 was $3.7 
million on the back of a success rate of just 
19%. This was something of a low point for 
the Faculty, but a significant improvement 
was seen the following year when the success 
rate climbed to about 22% and grants income 
improved by approximately 38% to $5.1 
million. Increasing our income and success 
rate still further for 2007 was a considerable 
challenge for the Faculty, but this was 
achieved, with NHMRC grants income rising 
to approximately $6.1 million and the grants 
success rate reaching a very pleasing 30%.  
The results for 2006/2007 represent a turn 
around in NHMRC grants income of about 65% 
over that for 2005. It is also very pleasing to 
note that several Faculty staff members have 
been successful applicants to this years ARC 
Discovery Grants program.  Professor Andrew 
Butcher (Speech Pathology), Professor Paul 
Arbon (Nursing & Midwifery) and Dr Sheryl 
de Lacey (returning to Nursing & Midwifery in 
2007) have all won ARC funding commencing 
in 2007.

This is a remarkable effort and I sincerely 
congratulate all of those who contributed to this 
outcome. Further details of significant research 
funding outcomes for the Faculty can be found 
in this issue of Research Pulse. Importantly, I 
would say to those who were not successful 
this year, your efforts are also enormously 
appreciated and that success may only be one 
grant application away.

Progress towards establishing in the New Year 
a cross institutional Health Economics critical 
mass to be located at the Repatriation General 
Hospital, is being made.  The general principles 
for a funding agreement with the Department 
of Health for two new level C positions to 
be created at Adelaide University and at the 
University of South Australia have been agreed. 
These new appointees will be co-located 
with Associate Professor Simon Eckermann 
(Flinders University, School of Medicine, 
Clinical Change ASRI) to enhance researcher 
access to this increasingly important expertise. 
This is an excellent example of how cooperative 
behaviours between South Australia’s 
universities and the Department of Health can 
result in win/win outcomes for us all.

I would like to take this opportunity to 
announce that Professor Lynne Cobiac has 
been appointed to the Chair in Nutrition and 
Dietetics. Professor Cobiac completed her PhD 
at Flinders University in 1993 and comes to us 
from the CSIRO where she was the Research 
Leader and Business Manager, Protective 
Foods, in the Preventative Health Flagship 
Program. Lynne is an outstanding researcher 
and academic and we are delighted to have her 
in the Faculty of Health Sciences commencing 
early in the New Year.

From the Executive Dean

Roy Goldie



2  research pulse December 2006

Despite important limitations of available data, 
it is clear that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians experience a death rate 
due to road injury that is several times higher 
than the rate in the Australian population as a 
whole. The Indigenous Road Safety Forums are 
important national meetings convened by the 
Australian Transport Safety Bureau (ATSB). The 
third meeting in the series was held in Broome 
during October 2006.

Three people from Flinders University Faculty 
of Health Sciences participated: Yvonne 
Helps and James Harrison from the Research 
Centre for Injury Studies and Kim O’Donnell 
from the Flinders Aboriginal Health Research 
Unit. Yvonne co-facilitated the workgroup on 
seatbelt use and travelling in open load spaces. 
Kim co-facilitated the workgroup on unlicensed 
driving and community engagement. James 
contributed to the workgroup on data and 
statistics. The workgroups provided the basis 
for a set of recommendations from the Forum 
to the National Indigenous Road Safety Working 
Group and, via that body, to the National Road 
Safety Strategy Panel, relevant ministerial 
committees and government agencies.

The day before the formal sessions 
commenced, most Forum participants visited 
the Beagle Bay Aboriginal community, about 
two hours drive from Broome – in good 
conditions! The visit provided an opportunity 
to experience and observe some of the road 
safety problems of remote communities. 
These include distance, unsurfaced roads, 

many poorly maintained vehicles and the 
great distance from the closest police station 
(in Broome). The Beagle Bay community is 
aware of road safety problems and has ideas 
for improving driving behaviours and vehicle 
maintenance. However, the community’s 
human and financial resources are limited, and 
there are higher priority challenges. Moreover, 
issues such as road maintenance and traffic 
policing are beyond the direct control of the 
community. Hence, structural and resource 
issues are keys to effective improvement in 
road safety in remote communities (as they are 
elsewhere).

Yvonne, James and Kim are members of 
the research team of the Aboriginal People 
Travelling Well (APTW) program, which is 
working to identify problems of unsafe and 
insufficient transport for Aboriginal residents 
of South Australia, and to develop and 
implement solutions to these. In mid-2006, 
the APTW program was awarded a grant of 
about $23,000 by the ATSB to undertake some 
aspects of this work. The APTW program 
has also received seeding grant support from 
Flinders University. Participation in the Forum 
has enhanced the APTW program through 
new connections with researchers and policy 
makers from other States.

The Research Centre for Injury Studies has 
been contracted by the ATSB to produce a set 
of statistical reports on transport injury for the 
next three years, including an annual report on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander transport 

injury. Participation in the Forum provided ideas 
about how best to report these data.

Recommendations from the Forum are likely to 
include:

1. Evaluate road safety initiatives to identify 
strategies that work and make the best use 
of resources.

2. Address risky behaviours (eg alcohol 
use, pedestrian behaviour, non-wearing 
of seatbelts) through integrated efforts 
at community, education, policing and 
engineering levels 

3. Promote sources of funding for Indigenous 
road safety initiatives.

4. Reduce barriers to obtaining drivers’ 
licenses 

5. Improve data collection, to better measure 
numbers of Indigenous people killed 
and injured on roads and also to enable 
development of indicators of attitudes, 
behaviours and circumstances relevant to 
road safety.

Aboriginal people travelling better?
The 3rd Indigenous Road Safety Forum

Contemporary Nurse, an international peer-reviewed journal, has published a special issue on ‘Advances in Indigenous Health Care’ (Volume 22, Number 2, 
September 2006), co-edited by Eileen Willis from Flinders University Faculty of Health Sciences. The articles provide a glimpse into some of the challenges and 
advances in nursing with Indigenous peoples across all areas of practice - clinical, education, research (including theory development) and policy. There are a 
number of articles from Flinders Aboriginal Health Researchers! See http://www.contemporarynurse.com/22.2/

Advances in Indigenous Health Care

Congratulations to Kathie Knights: New ASCEPT president

Associate Professor Kathie Knights, Department of Clinical Pharmacology, has been appointed President-Elect (2007) of the 
Australasian Society of Clinical and Experimental Pharmacologists and Toxicologists (ASCEPT). Kathie will serve as President for 2008-
2009 and is the third female president since ASCEPT was founded. She joined ASCEPT as a student member in 1982, and served first 
as a Councillor (1997-1999) and then as Treasurer (1998-2000).

Established in 1966, ASCEPT is the peak professional body representing the disciplines of pharmacology, clinical pharmacology 
and toxicology in Australia and New Zealand. Affiliated with the International Union of Pharmacology and the International Union of 
Toxicology, ASCEPT has hosted International Congresses of Pharmacology (in 1987 and 2004) and Toxicology (in 2001 and 2004). 
ASCEPT will host the South East Asian Western Pacific Regional Meeting of Pharmacologists in Adelaide, December 2007.

Kathie Knights
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Breakfast Briefings on Flinders Areas of 
Research Focus 
Flinders University hosted two Senior Executive Briefings to launch its Areas of Research Focus at Lyrics, Adelaide Festival Centre on 30 October and 1 
November 2006. Flinders’ researchers and executives from private industry, government and non-government organisations networked over breakfast. 
The events were considered a great success by all, with Flinders’ research capabilities projected to a wide range of external stakeholders and potential 
supporters of our research. Corporate publicity materials for the areas of research focus (ASRIs) were launched at the breakfast briefings. 

New Research Grants
Members of the Faculty of Health Sciences have been very successful in this year’s competitive grant rounds. Research Pulse lists new research grants and 
consultancies worth more than $100,000 total as we hear about them. New for this issue are:

NHMRC Project Grants
 Keryn Williams, Helen Brereton, Douglas Coster: Heritable influences in experimental retinopathy of prematurity.
 Peter Mackenzie, John Miners: UPD glucoronosyltransferases as regulators of signaling pathways modulated by chemical ligands.
 Peter Mackenzie: Molecular determinants of UDP glucoronosyltransferase 1A3 and 1A4 expression.
 John Miners, Peter Mackenzie: Probing UDP glucoronosyltransferase protein-protein interactions: the power of two.
 Thomas Gordon, Michael Jackson: An autoantibody in type 1 diabetes that mediates autonomic complications.
 William Blessing: Brain control of the thermo-regulatory cutaneous circulation: a window to the mind, and to the neurobiology of clozapine.
 Yuochiriou Ootsuka: Brain pathways for neurally-mediated fever: from vagal afferent to sympathetic output to brown adipose tissue via brain.
 Peter Frith, Paddy Phillips, Simon Eckermann, Tina Jones, Michael Clark, Mary Luszcz: Health, economic, psychological and social impact of educating carers 

of patients with advanced pulmonary disease.
 Hakan Muyderman, Neil Sims, Robert Rush: Astrocytic contributions to tissue damage and dysfunction in stroke.
 R Douglas McEvoy, Nick Antic, Richard Reed, Helena Williams, Sandra Dunn, Lesley Rowland: Recognition and management of sleep apnoea in primary care.
 Ian Gibbins, Rainer Haberberger, Simon Brookes: Synaptic environment of nociceptive inputs to the spinal cord.
 Kathryn Burdon, Jamie Craig, Shiwani Sharma, David Mackey: Genetic and molecular basis of congenital cataracts.
 Simon Brookes, Ian Gibbins, Marcello Costa: Sensory pathways from the gastrointestinal mucosa.
 Maria Crotty, Michelle Miller, Ian Cameron, Susan Kurrle, Craig Whitehead, Shylie Mackintosh: Individual nutrition therapy and exercise regime: a controlled trial 

of injured, vulnerable elderly.

NHMRC Career Development Award
 Konrad Pesudovs: Understanding the relationship between the higher order optics of the eye, visual performance and visual disability.

ARC Discovery Grant
 Andy Butcher, JM Fletcher, M Tabain: The relationship between speech production and perception in Australian language speakers: implications for speech 

development and learning in Aboriginal children.

Grains Research & Development Corporation - Strategic Initiative
 Chris Franco: Application of Actinomycete endophytes for improved grain yield.

Australian Primary Health Care Research Institute
 John Wakerman: Implementation, sustainability and generalisation of exemplary models of PHC service delivery in rural and remote Australia: a case study 

analysis (Stream five - Extension Funding).

CSIRO
 Zhou, Xin-Fu: Alzheimers mice breeding.

Department of Health & Ageing
 John Wakerman: 5th Edition of the Central Australian Rural Practitioners’ Association standard treatment manual.
 Anne Johnson: Public Health Education and Research Program Phase 4.

National Heart Foundation of Australia - Career Development Fellowship 
 Eugene Nalivaiko: Neurocardiology - how the brain controls the heart.



4  research pulse December 2006

Research Activities of the 
Department of Disability Studies
The diversity of the research carried out by the academic staff of the Department of Disability Studies reflects the range of specialisations incorporated in 
both the undergraduate degree in Disability and Community Rehabilitation and the postgraduate courses, including the Graduate Certificates and Master 
Degree in Disability Studies. Research projects include:

 Evaluation of quality of life for people with disabilities transitioning from institutional to community living.
 Investigation of the incidence and results of isolation and loneliness in people with mild intellectual disabilities who live independently or semi-

independently.
 Evaluation of the accommodation services provided by the Community Accommodation and Respite Association (CARA).
 Exploration of retirement and leisure for individuals with intellectual disability.
 Examination of the short-term and longer-term quality of life of people with a disability who enter open employment.
 Examination of student, supervisor and organisational perspectives on rehabilitation counselling field placement experiences.
 Evaluation of programs for individuals with Down syndrome.
 Developing training pathways for community and service providers to meet the needs of Aboriginal people with disabilities and their families.
 Developing inclusive school communities - reducing bullying of students with an autism spectrum disorder in mainstream education .
 Policy as ethics – sterilisation of girls with intellectual disability.
 Development and evaluation of a mentoring program for adults with acquired brain injury.

There are currently ten doctoral students within the Department of Disability Studies and their 
research projects range from topics with a psycho-educational focus, such as ‘An investigation 
of the private speech of young people with Down syndrome’, to a medical focus, with an 
examination of ‘Knowledge and understanding of psychosocial and management issues from 
menarche to menopause in women with disabilities’.

The Department has attracted a number of international postgraduate students from Asia, 
Africa and the Middle-East. A particularly challenging doctoral study involves the ‘Evaluation of 
educational approaches to disability and rehabilitation in the context of Somali refugees in Kenya’, 
being carried out by Siyat Abdi. Siyat is from Kenya and has first hand knowledge of what it is like 
to live in refugee camps as well as insight into the additional disadvantage of having a disability, 
as Siyat is blind. Siyat came to the Department of Disability studies with a scholarship from the 
Ford Foundation and has been supported by the University in the provision of a computer which 
can translate documents into speech.

Siyat Abdi with his supervisor Dr Brian Matthews

Faculty Honours Scholarships Pay Off
In this article Lindy King, Honours 
coordinator in the School of Nursing 
and Midwifery, highlights the value of 
the Faculty’s new Honours scholarship 
program to students a nd Flinders 
University.

In the past, very few scholarships have 
been made available to Honours students 
across the Faculty of Health Sciences 
at Flinders. In response to this clear 
need, the Faculty of Health Sciences 
offered five $2,500 scholarships to 
Honours students for the first time in 
2005 and again in 2006. The goal of 
these scholarships was to offer financial 

support on the grounds of academic merit to students who had enrolled in a 
Faculty of Health Sciences Honours program. It was hoped that supporting 
Honours students in this way would encourage them to first complete their 
Honours programs successfully and secondly to continue on with their studies 
at doctoral level within our Faculty.

Four nursing students were recipients in 2005, and a further three nursing 
and one midwifery student received Faculty of Health Sciences Honours 
scholarships in 2006. The first of these scholarship recipients, Joanne 
Hayes completed her course in December 2005 with first class Honours and 
subsequently received a University medal. Jo is now working as a research 
associate with Professor Paul Arbon in the School of Nursing and Midwifery. 
A further three of these students are completing their Honours programs in 
2006, two of whom have applied for Australian Postgraduate Award (APA) 
scholarships for higher degree studies in 2007. The final four part-time nursing 
students holding Faculty Honours scholarships will complete their programs in 
2007. 

It is so encouraging to see how appreciative students are to receive Honours 
scholarships from the Faculty of Health Sciences. They have indicated to 
me how very honoured they feel to receive this form of recognition of their 
academic efforts. It is also very pleasing to see these students progressing 
their research knowledge and skills to work in research, applying to enter 
doctoral studies and using their research findings to inform and improve health 
care practice.

Lindy King



December 2006  research pulse  5     

Postgraduate Student Research 
in the School of Medicine
The work of Lucie Walters, based at the Rural Clinical School in Mount Gambier 
and Denzil Paul, an international student, reflect the diversity of projects being 
undertaken by postgraduate students in the School of Medicine.

Lucie Walters: Consolidating rural clinical precepting partnerships 
through research
Lucie coordinates the Parallel Rural Community Curriculum in the Greater 
Green Triangle region. This is a full-year integrated clerkship where Year 
3 medical students are based in rural general practice and follow patients 
and GPs into the hospital setting. With ten years of rural general practice 
experience, Lucie is particularly interested in how busy GPs manage to add 
student precepting to their already demanding clinical roles. Her Masters’ 
project has involved videotaping GPs as they consult and comparing 
consultation time and the activities of GPs both with and without students. 
She has discovered that by using a parallel consulting system consultations 

involving a student do not take more time. 
This system involves patients being seen by 
a student for 15 minutes initially and then 
the GP and student concluding the patient 
consultation together. Presentation of the 
initial findings have attracted significant 
interest from rural clinical school academics 
in Australia and internationally. Professor 
David Prideaux, Professor Paul Worley 
and Senior Lecturer Jennene Greenhill 
are supporting Lucie to apply to upgrade 
her Masters’ research to a PhD, based on 
the work she is doing to determine how 
GPs adapt their behaviours to incorporate 
student precepting into their role within the 
consultation.

Denzil Paul: Chronic Heart Failure
My name is Denzil Paul and I come from a place called Chennai, Tamil Nadu 
situated in the southern region of India. In 2004 I completed a Bachelor’s 
Degree in Biotechnology at the University of Madras, Loyola College, India. I 
decided to undertake a Master of Biotechnology with research work at Flinders 
University. Having completed a year of coursework in the Masters’ program, 
I was given an opportunity to do research (one year, full time) under the 
supervision of Professor Andrew Bersten, Director of the Intensive and Critical 
Care Unit at Flinders Medical Centre.

We set out to determine what inflammatory mediators are present during 
chronic heart failure (CHF) so that potential therapeutic tools may be developed 
to minimize lung damage. CHF is a multifaceted syndrome resulting from a 
functional or structural disorder that impairs the ability of the heart to fill or 
pump blood properly. Currently, 1% of the Australian population aged between 
50-59 years suffers from this disease, increasing to 50% of the population at 
age 85 and above. 

A rat model of CHF was utilized to examine the production of inflammatory 
mediators (tumour necrosis factor- , interleukin-1 , interleukin-6, interleukin-
8 and monocyte chemotactic protein-1 by enzyme linked immunosorbent 
assay in plasma and lung lavage, as well as by cultured alveolar macrophages. 
In total 35 rats underwent either surgical induction of myocardial infarction 
(n=27) or sham surgery (n=8). Of the infarcted rats, 9 developed classic CHF, 
while 14 had a moderate infarct and 4 had little to no infarct. Cell counts from 
lung lavage indicated a significant difference in the number of cells in the 
lavage fluid from CHF rats when compared with both controls and moderate 
infarcts. No difference in lung lavage inflammatory mediators was observed. 
However, CHF rats were found to have a significantly higher level of plasma 
interleukin-8 than either sham or moderate infarct animals. Our research 
may provide a first-step toward a better understanding of the contribution 
of inflammation to lung dysfunction in CHF and thereby identify potential 
therapeutic targets. 

Lucie Walters

Denzil Paul in the laboratory.

Congratulations to David Currow:  Appointed as CEO of Cancer Australia

Professor David Currow, Chair of Palliative and Supportive Services at Flinders University and a member of the Centre for 
Clinical Change and Health Care Research and the Cancer Control Alliance, has recently been appointed by the Hon Tony Abbott 
MHR, Minister for Health and Ageing, as the foundation Chief Executive Officer of Cancer Australia. David brings a background 
in clinical care, public health, research and national leadership in cancer and palliative care to the role. His initial appointment 
is for three years.  David said that setting up a national organisation to better coordinate cancer interventions is a once in 
a lifetime opportunity. The mandate to improve peer support for people with cancer and their families, to combine priority 
driven research and clinical trials infrastructure with investigator driven research, and to support an agenda in professional 
development and quality improvement for delivery of cancer services will make Cancer Australia an important vehicle for 
lessening the impact of cancer on people whose lives have been affected by the disease.  His role in research will continue at 
Flinders University.

David Currow
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Suicide Prevention in SA: 
Understanding Cultural Dyslexia
The Suicide Prevention Initiative for country 
South Australia provided rural communities with 
an unique opportunity to develop locally-tailored 
suicide prevention and postvention strategies 
within a community development and whole of 
government approach. The target groups were 
youth and particularly young Aboriginal men. The 
Social Inclusion Board provided funding for the 
initiative and the Department of Health engaged 
a team from Flinders University Rural Clinical 
School to conduct an external evaluation. Jennene 
Greenhill and Kerry Dix are key members of the 
evaluation team.

Despite an initial high degree of apprehension 
and uncertainty due to a lack of clarity, high 
expectations, short time-frames and one-off 
funding, many examples of positive action were 
implemented in the different regions of country 
SA, highlighting the strength and resilience of rural 
communities. Existing links and relationships of 
local project officers provided the key to success 
in enabling community ownership and setting 
the direction for the action plans that involved 
community and young people. Young people 
benefited through exposure to new experiences, 
enjoyable social interactions and positive role 
models, increasing their self respect and positive 
self esteem. Education and training strategies 
for workforce and community members built 
knowledge and practical skills. Many dedicated 

individuals have made an outstanding commitment 
to provide ongoing services in their communities 
- such is the level of local support for suicide 
prevention.

Communities in country SA faced challenges 
in firstly embracing the Initiative, and also in 
developing and maintaining momentum. Workforce 
recruitment and retention issues created some of 
the most debilitating barriers and periods of inertia. 
The importance of having skilled, ‘home grown’ 
and persistent staff is significant. Bureaucratic 
systems hindered strong connections and have 
shaped a ‘cultural dyslexia’ that is grounded 
in institutional racism. Embedded in these 
Commonwealth, State and local bureaucratic 
barriers is jargon, power, fear and blame, service 
agreements, memorandums of understanding, 
rationalisation and an output focus. This language 
and discourse has detracted from the importance 
of inclusivity, relationships, connections, credibility, 
trust, networking and holistic approaches that are 
intrinsic to Aboriginal culture.

The sustainability of local suicide prevention 
strategies hinges on securing ongoing and 
dedicated funds, working collaboratively, building 
capacity of local workforce and community, 
intergenerational learning, and developing and 
supporting local leaders. To expand our knowledge 
and understanding of effective suicide prevention 

interventions for Aboriginal people and rural 
communities, evaluations must ‘walk along side’ 
projects and focus more on the benefits for whole 
communities, and less on the processes or outputs.

Murals at Copley

Flinders Academic Commons
The Flinders Academic Commons (FAC) is a digital repository of scholarly works created at Flinders University. It is a permanent digital archive which is 
accessible to all from http://dspace.flinders.edu.au/dspace/.

The Flinders Academic Commons offers Faculty and staff a central location to deposit scholarly work including research, working papers, pre-publication 
papers, and published papers for which authors have retained copyright or acquired permission to post. It provides an opportunity for research groups, 
disciplines and individual researchers to promote their research output and make it freely available to all.

The content of the Flinders Academic Commons is searchable through its own search interface. It is also indexed by Google Scholar so the content is 
readily discoverable by the wider community. A number of studies have suggested that the increased availability of articles in institutional repositories 
such as the Flinders Academic Commons have led to increases in citation rates for these articles.

Initially, the Flinders Academic Commons has been a collaborative project between the Library and the School of Humanities. This is gradually being 
expanded to include other Faculties and research focus areas. The Library has a central role in facilitating the deposit of research documents into the 
FAC. Library staff check copyright clearances and provide standard metadata and file formats.

The Library has commenced working with the Eye and Vision Collaborative group from the Faculty of Health Sciences.  Many recent papers published 
by Professor Doug Coster, Associate Professor Keryn Williams and Associate Professor Konrad Pesudovs are available through the Flinders Academic 
Commons.
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Drug Metabolism Research at Flinders 
University and Flinders Medical Centre
Wide inter-patient variability in response is a feature of many drugs and it is 
now recognised that drug therapy must be ‘tailored’ to the individual patient. 
Understanding and implementing the principles of drug metabolism are critical 
in this regard. Drug metabolism is both an elimination and ‘detoxification’ 
mechanism - approximately 80% of drugs used in clinical practice rely 
on metabolism, or ‘biotransformation’, for their removal from blood and 
termination of biological effects. For drugs administered on a chronic basis, 
the dose required to achieve the desired pharmacological effect is dependent 
solely on the efficiency of the elimination process (typically drug metabolism) in 
any given patient. Failure to ‘individualise’ therapy can result in lack of efficacy 
or the occurrence of drug-related toxicity, affecting both the wellbeing of the 
patient and incurring avoidable costs to the health care system.

Drug metabolism research, especially in relation to the rational use of drugs 
and the discovery and development of safe and efficacious medicines, is 
an area of strength at Flinders University. Several staff members of the 
Department of Clinical Pharmacology are acknowledged world leaders in the 
field.

Professor John Miners (Head of Department) has a long standing interest in 
sources of variability in the rates of drug metabolism amongst patients. His 
work uses molecular, biochemical and clinical approaches to characterise the 
enzymatic basis of drug metabolism in humans. Professor Miners’ laboratory 
pioneered the use of in vitro (or ‘test-tube’) and computational approaches to 
predict drug metabolism parameters in humans and the application of these 
approaches in the pre-clinical development of new drugs. Professor Miners has 
received numerous awards for his contributions to the field, is a member of the 
editorial boards of seven journals, was recognised by ISI as a citation ‘laureate’ 
(for the number of high ‘impact’ research papers), and recently delivered the 
plenary lecture at the 14th World Congress of Pharmacology in Beijing.

Professor Peter Mackenzie (NHMRC Senior Principal Research Fellow) is 
a world expert on the enzyme UDP-glucuronosyltransferase, particularly 
mechanisms that regulate enzyme levels in tissues. His considerable research 
achievements are highlighted elsewhere in this issue of Research Pulse. The 

third senior member of the group, Associate Professor Kathie Knights, is also 
featured elsewhere in this issue. Her research largely focuses on characterising 
the effect of drugs and chemicals on normal endogenous metabolic pathways, 
particularly in the kidney. Current areas of research include an investigation 
of the link between the metabolism of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NSAIDs), their effect on the renin-angiotensin-aldosterone system and 
increased cardiovascular mortality and, the effect of NSAIDs on endogenous 
eicosanoid metabolism and perturbation of renal haemodynamics.

The Drug Metabolism Group, which has been continuously funded by the 
NHMRC over the period 1980-2009, additionally comprises three post-doctoral 
scientists, six research assistants, and four PhD students. The Group has an 
ongoing commitment to training and education and regularly hosts visiting 
scientists and students from overseas, particularly from Southeast Asia.

John Miners

Pathology scholarships
Congratulations to Katja Ullrich and Chrystal van de Belt, medical students at Flinders University who have won scholarships from the Royal College of 
Pathologists. The scholarships are for projects developed jointly by students and their supervisors and designed to be undertaken during the medical 
course. Both Katja and Chrystal will undertake their projects in the Department of Anatomical Pathology at Flinders. 

Katja’s project is to develop better immunohistochemical tools to differentiate between tumours in the spine, specifically chordomas and bone 
metastases of other carcinimas. Accurate diagnosis is important because prognoses and treatment strategies are quite different.

Chordomas are rare primary bone tumours, often located in the mobile spine, and thought to arise from the primitive notochord. They are locally 
aggressive and invade the surrounding tissue causing destruction of the bone and abnormal calcification. The most common presenting complaint for 
chordoma is pain with gradual onset, often associated with neurological deficits and weakness. The prognosis for chordoma is dependent on the early 
detection of the tumour. Surgery and preferably complete en bloc resection are currently thought to be the best treatment for chordoma. Chordomas are 
considered resistant to radiotherapy and chemotherapy.

Bone is the third most common place for metastases of other cancers, and the spinal column is one of the first sites to be involved. Bone metastases 
from primary carcinomas in breast, lung, thyroid, prostate, kidney and colon are common. These metastases are usually palliatively treated and may 
respond to chemo- or radiotherapy.
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Peter Mackenzie wins the 2006 ISSX Asia 
Pacific Scientific Award
Congratulations to Professor Peter Mackenzie, Department of Clinical Pharmacology, who was recently awarded the 
2006 International Society for the Study of Xenobiotics (ISSX) Asia Pacific Scientific Award at the 1st Asia Pacific 
ISSX Meeting in Korea in May. This Society focuses on the metabolism and disposition of drugs and chemicals in 
biological systems. Peter’s award recognises his outstanding contribution to the molecular biology of drug metabolising 
enzymes, especially UDP-glucuronosyltransferase (UGT). Peter’s acceptance award lecture was entitled ‘The UDP 
glucuronosyltransferase superfamily: our guardian against toxic chemicals’.

Peter’s major scientific achievements include:
 A pioneer in the use of molecular biological techniques to investigate UDP glucuronosyltransferases.
 The first to clone UGT and to use cDNA expression systems to analyse substrate selectivity.
 The first to demonstrate that UGT is synthesized as a precursor that is cleaved and glycosylated to form the mature 

enzyme.
 Has had a major impact on identifying mechanism regulating the constitutive expression of UGTs in the liver and 

gastrointestinal tract.
 Leader in establishing UGT nomenclature. Appointed UGT specialist advisor to the HUGO gene nomenclature 

committee in 2005.
 Author more than 110 peer reviewed articles on UGTs and drug glucuronidation. Peter Mackenzie

Prevention and Management of 
Child Overweight and Obesity
A major area of research in the Department of Nutrition and Dietetics is 
childhood overweight and obesity, led by Dr Anthea Magarey. The focus 
of Anthea’s research has been two randomised controlled trials testing 
the effectiveness of a parent-led healthy lifestyle intervention to manage 
overweight in pre-pubertal children aged 5 to 9 years. These trials aim to 
address the gap in the evidence base for effective weight management 
strategies for overweight children.

The first study, titled ‘Healthy Eating and Lifestyle through Positive 
Parenting’ (HELPP), attracted ‘near miss’ funding from Australian Health 
Managers’ Medical Research Fund, providing the necessary additional 
support to an NHMRC PhD scholarship student (Rebecca Golley) to 
implement the intervention.  This study enrolled 111 children, randomised 
to parenting skills only, parenting skills and healthy lifestyle or a wait-list 
control for 12 months. A subsequent NHMRC application was successful 
for 2004-6 to implement another intervention in Adelaide and Sydney. This 
study titled ‘Parenting Eating and Activity for Child Health’ (PEACH) has 
enrolled 169 children aged 5 to 9 years and randomised them to parenting 
skills plus healthy lifestyle or healthy lifestyle alone. Both trials take a 
family approach to child weight management, focussing on the parents as 
the agents of behaviour change to achieve healthy eating and activity for 
the whole family.

These studies address significant design limitations identified in the 
literature including sample size calculation and recruitment of adequate 
sample size, long-term follow-up and assessment of broad health 
outcomes beyond just weight change. Outcome measures include height, 
weight and waist circumference of child and parents, child fasting blood 
lipids and insulin, child health related quality of life (PedsQL: parent proxy 
and child reported), child body dissatisfaction scale, parent reported child 
eating and activity patterns and parent sense of competency. NHMRC PhD 
scholarship holder (Rebecca Perry) has value added to the PEACH study 
outcomes through additional evaluation via questionnaires (parent health 
belief and knowledge, program satisfaction) and individual interviews 
with parents to identify barriers external to the program that hinder 
implementation of recommended behaviour changes.

Three year follow-up is complete for participants in the HELPP trial and 24 
month assessment will be complete for PEACH subjects in both sites by 
May 2007. Funding has been awarded by Financial Markets Foundation 
for Children to continue monitoring participants in both trials until 2008. 
Other investigators on these trials include Professor Lynne Daniels (QUT), 
Professor Louise Baur and Associate Professor Kate Steinbeck (Sydney 
University), and Professor Michael Sawyer (Adelaide University).

Other areas of Anthea’s research are related to prevention of child obesity 
and include:

 promotion of healthy eating behaviours from infancy (with Professor 
Lynne Daniels),

 classification of  the obesogenicity of the home environment of pre-
school children (with Dr Nicola Spurrier, FMC),

 development of a Child Dietary Questionnaire for pre- and primary-
school children that has been used in nutrition surveys both locally and 
interstate, 

 tracking of weight status of primary school children (with CYWHS), and 
 investigation of the characteristics of low socio-economic status 

families who successfully promote healthy eating and activity 
behaviours to their children (with Dr Jim Dollman, UniSA).
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