SUCCESS STORIES
of promising new research and emerging researchers
The St George & Sutherland Medical Research Foundation (SSMRF) has been awarding small grants
to researchers at St George & Sutherland hospitals since 2009
The Foundation’s philosophy has been to prioritise promising new research or emerging researchers who are on the
cusp of securing more substantive external competitive grant funding

SMALL GRANTS PROGRAM RESEARCH PRODUCTIVITY
Celebrating the success of the Foundation's grant recipients (2009 - 2016)
Published Paper

The First Year: 2009
Dr Phil Dinning
This $40,000 grant enabled the creation of ground
breaking software that facilitated recordings from a
sophisticated fibre-optic manometer catheter which
was able to record intraluminal pressures along the
entire length of the human colon. This facilitates
research into idiopathic constipation, which is a huge
clinical problem that can be very difficult to treat. This
catheter recorded vast amounts of data over an 8hr
period in an unbiased way, to analyse the data needed.
The catheter and software have
completely changed the interpretation
of colonic motor patterns in health and
disease. This work has precipitated a
change in clinical and research use of
colonic manometry throughout
the world.
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Dr Bill Giannakopoulos
Received $20,000 for his project to understand the role
of the natural protein beta 2-glycoprotein I in regulating
blood clotting. Beta 2 glycoprotein I, is the major target
antigen in the clotting disorder known as Antiphospholipid Syndrome; however, its precise role in coagulation
has not been defined previously. Understanding the
role of beta 2 glycoprotein I in clotting disorders may
help in the development of newer safer anti-clotting
medications, and the treatment of the Antiphospholipid
Syndrome. The significant findings arising from this
project were that beta 2-glycoprotein I can modulate
the activity of the procoagulant
enzyme factor XI, which provides
an essential clue as to how beta
2-glycoprotein may influence
blood clotting in humans.
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Extend Grants

International Talks

2010: A year of growth
Dr Chris Weatherall
Dr Chris Weatherall’s research, on the role
of mast cells in innate immunity, was awarded
$50,000.He found that not only mast cells but
also a subset of dendritic cells detect a part of
the bacterial cell wall called lipopolysaccharide
(LPS). Both of these cell types then stimulate natural killer cells
to produce interferon-gamma, an important signal
molecule in the body’s response to infection. He found that
RasGRP4 is essential for this response, as neither mast cells
nor dendritic cells from a mouse strain (developed in our
laboratory) that lacks RasGRP4, could induce the same level of
interferon signal from natural killer cells.
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Professor Kate Curtis. RN, PhD
Her research ($5,500) was to determine
whether hospitals treating trauma patients
were being adequately funded for this complex
patient group and found that the major trauma patients cost
the hospital more than they are being funded. The results
led to a revision of funding models in NSW for major trauma
patients.
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Anthea Reuss
Conducted a randomized controlled trial of Clean
Intermittent self-catheterisation: comparison of single use
vs reuse of Nelaton catheters($10,000). The risk of UTI
was not different in single use versus multiple re-use
groups. Study has large economic implications worldwide.
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Dr Peter Galettis
Received $20,000 for research on oral
treatments for advanced prostate cancer.
His project aims to develop a test for two compounds c2 and
cF in human plasma, mouse and rat serum. The project will
provide two important tools necessary to allow the testing of
the hypothesis that these compounds will be of benefit to
men with advanced prostate cancer.
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2010 cont...
Dr Sharon Ong
Received $50,000 for research on
Masked hypertension in chronic
kidney disease, dialysis and renal
transplant patients. Later received
Ramaciotti grant arising from this
project.
1

Dr Simon Liang
Received $20,000 to carry out preliminary studies on She-Xiang Bao Xin
(SXBX), a Chinese medicine, to
evaluate the possible anticancer effect
on human cancer cells. He found that
human leukemia and prostate cancer
cells are more sensitive to this
Chinese medicine than normal cells
(i.e. human blood stem cells).
Therefore, compounds of this Chinese
medicine may potentially be effective
drugs for cancer therapy.
1

Success Continues: 2011
Dr Bill Giannakopoulos.
In his second grant ($50,000), he
studied autoimmune disorders such as
systemic lupus erythematosus which
have been linked to the inability of the
body to efficiently clear dying cells.
This project explored the ability of the
natural protein beta 2-glycoprotein I to
contribute to the clearance of dying
cells, and its role in regulating
susceptibility to the development of
lupus. Several important finding
emerged.: Beta 2-glycoprotein I is able
to ameliorate the severity of lupus in
autoimmune prone mice driven by toll
like receptor 7 activation, and also
beta 2-glycoprotein I is able to
modulate adipose tissue accumulation
and cholesterol levels.
In 2016 he received his third grant
($45,000) a research project on “Beta
2-glycoprotein 1: An important
modulator of Gram-negative sepsis”.
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Dr Michal Szczesniak
In this project ($50,000) in partnership with CSIRO Physicist Dr John
Arkwright, he has developed a
fibre−optic catheter capable of
recording both circumferential and
longitudinal muscular activity within
animal gut. The catheter has been
successfully validated in a section of
the excised mammalian gut, which
gave confidence to
proceed to human trials.
These devices will add
valuable indications for
the diagnosis of
functional gastrointestinal
diseases in which impaired
longitudinal activity is implicated.
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Annie Luo
Her project ($ 20,000) aimed to find
out what causes the expansion of
regulatory T cells after appendicitis
induction in mice and how this
protects mice, from getting colitis. She
found that retinoic acid caused the
expansion of mouse regulatory T cells
in a cell culture setting, and they have
the same functions as other regulatory
T cells.
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A/Professor Yong Li
His research ($45,000)
was on CD44 and CD147
in prostate cancer
metastasis and
chemoresistance. CD44
is a multifunctional protein
involved in cell adhesion,
migration, drug resistance, signal
transmission and apoptosis. CD147 is
a multifunctional glycoprotein modifying
tumour microenvironment, regulating
growth and survival of tumour cells as
well as multi-drug resistance and
angiogenesis. His study aimed to
investigate the synergy effect of two
markers in CaP metastasis and
chemoresistance, using CaP cell lines
and animal model, to develop novel
approach for CaP treatment.
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Dr Philip Choi
His research ($30,000) titled “Heparininduced thrombocytopenia (HIT):
characterisation of the pathogenic and
non-pathogenic antibodies, and studies
to improve laboratory diagnosis and
treatment “ was to improve the
understanding of an
uncommon but potentially
fatal side effect of a
commonly used drug,
heparin. He found that
there are many naturally occurring
antibodies that confound current
laboratory tests used to detect this
disease.
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2012
Dr James Weaver
His aim ($33,000) was to
assess the impact of
turbulent blood flow and
its interaction with the
artery wall as a contributing factor for
the development of blockages within the
heart arteries. He discovered that
circulating blood products interact and
are altered at the site of their interaction
with the artery wall.
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Dr Nicholas Cordato
The study ($50,000) examined the
impact of coordinated specialist
geriatrician and nurse practitioner care
of nursing home patients who are
discharged from hospital. Cost-effective
reductions in the utilization of hospitalrelated services were demonstrated,
following implementation of this
intervention for nursing home residents
recently discharged from hospital.
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Dr Aparna Menon
Her research ($17,000) aimed to
evaluate a novel method to improve
intellectual capacities, which have been
compromised in people diagnosed with
schizophrenia. Specifically, to
determine whether a mild electrical
stimulation applied directly to a part of
the brain while the person is engaged
in computer games targeted at specific
cognitive domains, can improve these
deficits. Measurements after the
treatment schedule of brain stimulation,
while the person was engaged in
targeted computerised brain exercises,
led to further improvements in
intellectual function.
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2013
Dr Amanda Henry
In this project ($20,000)
an ultrasound technique
("MPI") was used to
measure heart function
of the fetus. MPI values were
compared between uncomplicated
pregnancies and 2 complications of
pregnancy where heart function may
be abnormal: growth restriction, and
cholestasis of pregnancy. The aim was
to see if MPI could be useful in
monitoring these complications.
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Professor Steven Krilis
In 2014 he received his
first SSMRF grant
($30,000) for “The role of
mast cell specific serine
proteases in inflammatory
bowel disease”. In 2015 he received
his second grant for “The role of beta
2 glycoprotein 1 in vascular health” to
established a model of cardiac IRI in
mice and pigs, to examine the role of
ß2GPI in cardiac IRI which is a
common clinical condition that can be
fatal.The overall aims of this project
are to identify specific fragments of
ß2GPI that will block cardiac IRI in
mouse and pig models to damaged
cells.
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Dr. Freda Passam
She investigated the role
of an enzyme, named ERp5, in
promoting blood clots (New
Investigator Award 2013, $50,000).
She also investigated if one could
prevent clots by blocking this enzyme
in animal models.

Dr. Freda Passam cont...
(Seed Grant 2016, $50,000)
investigated whether biochemical
differences of the major platelet
receptor are responsible for making
blood clots. She also aimed to identify
whether people carrying particular
biochemical patterns of the receptor
are at a higher risk for clotting".
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Suzanne Polis
Her study ($20,000) investigated the
effect a nurse directed model of
multidisciplinary outpatient care
compared to standard medical model
of care on patient quality of life (QOL),
patient’s nutritional status, knowledge
and adherence to medication.
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2014
Dr Jingli Hao
A grant of $35,000 for research on
proteomic approaches to identify novel
biomarkers associated with prostate
cancer radioresistance in in vivo animal
models. He aims to establish
CaPradioresistant animal models; find
novel protein markers associated with
CaP radioresistance in mouse
xenografts and further validate these
identified novel markers in CaPradioresistant (RR) cell lines for future
functional studies.
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Dr Konstantin Yastrebov
Aimed to find a low-risk non-invasive
approach to estimate how much fluid is
circulating in cardiovascular system of
a patient in intensive care, using
cardiac ultrasound.($25,000)
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2015
Dr Peter Wu
Gastroenterologist, received $20.000 in
2015 to explore a novel way to address
Eosinophilic oesophagitis by measuring
the gut wall compliance (i.e. elasticity
and caliber). In 2016 he was awarded
an SSMRF Postgraduate Scholarship
for his PhD candidature , thesis titled
“Clinical utility of pharyngeal and
oesophageal wall distensibility
measurements in management".
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A/Professor Peter Gonski
He aimed to investigate whether
administering manual therapy to the
chest wall of people with mild COPD can
decrease chest tightness and delay the
onset of exercise-limiting dyspnoea
($20,000). The effect of combining
manual therapy and exercise is
assessed by measuring the change in
exercise performance and lung function
over a 48 week period. Early indications
are that the combination of exercise and
manual therapy increases exercise
performance and lung function more
than exercise alone. The significance of
these findings relate to the potential for
developing a non-drug intervention
strategy for people in the early stages
of COPD.
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In her second grant, her research on
“Functional disulphides of the platelet
receptor alpha
6
HONDA GRANT: INTENSTIVE CARE
3
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IIb beta 3 in
Grant total $150,000 for the project ‘A prospective cohort study of
health and
temperature management for traumatic brain injury’, found that
disease”
practice was very variable in the way that interventions (drugs and
cooling devices) were used. This variation in practice could be
interpreted as meaning that clinicians need a higher quality of
evidence to determine how body temperature affects the healing of
the brain. He also received NHMRC Early Career fellowship (2017), UNSW Medical
Research Equipment and Infrastructure Grant (2015) and Intensive Care Foundation
(2016): for further research on temperature targets for traumatic brain injury.

2015 cont...
Dr Fatima El-Assad
Cerebral malaria is
a serious and
often-fatal syndrome
that develops in some
patients with malaria.
It is characterised by coma and
seizures. Currently, there is no single
treatment nor clinical marker to predict
the onset. The aim was to assess
blood protein beta-2 glyco-protein-1
as a clinical marker of cerebral malaria
to help clinicians predict outcome and
reduce mortality in malaria patients.
($35,000)
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Dr Kim-Chi Phan-Thien
This research
($ 20,000)
investigated the
role of colonic
motility in
diverticular
disease. Which
affects a significant proportion of the
population and can lead to abdominal
pain, infection, colonic bleeding,
emergency operations and multiple
hospitalisations for the individual
patient. The cause remains unknown,
the project investigated dysfunction
of colonic motility in this disease.
Recruitment has just concluded.
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Dr Beng Chong
Received $50,000 for a project titled
“Development of a novel anti-platelet
and anti-anticoagulant bi-functional
molecule for targeted treatment.
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Professor Marissa Lassere
Her first grant
($35,000) studied
serial biomarker
profiling for r
isk-stratification and
disease monitoring
in rheumatoid arthritis. In 2016, she
received her second grant of $50,000
for “A comparative effectiveness
randomised placebo controlled pilot
trial of the management of acute
lumbar radicular pain: evaluate route
versus pharmacology of intervention,
and feasibility in public hospital and
community practice settings.”
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A/Professor Greg Davis
Received $50,000 for
research on
“Postpartum Physiology,
Psychology and
Paediatric follow up
Study (P4 Study).”
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2016
Dr Fernando Roncolato
Received ($20,000)
grant for a pilot study of
a randomised control trial
assessing the impact of
a supervised exercise
program on the quality of
life of lymphoma patients
treated with chemotherapy – the EXEL
study, to look at whether it is safe and
beneficial for patients to undergo a
structured exercise program during
chemotherapy for lymphoma.
1

From small grants of
$1,190,500
awarded,
85
publications

26
international
talks

MEET THE CAPACITY BUILDING GRANT RECIPIENTS
Capacity Building Grant 1:
In 2014, Capacity Building Grant of $300,000 was awarded to
Professor Steven Krilis to research on Novel mechanisms of
control of thrombosis and inflammation, including funding for a
visiting Professor.

28 further grants
including NHMRC
totalling
$7,840,000

Capacity Building Grant 2:
In 2015, Professor John Myburgh rececived Capacity Building
Grant of $300,000 for “Support of the Thermoregulation for Acute
Brain Injury Program”.
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