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From the Director

Welcome to the October AITHM Newsletter. There have been many highlights 
at AITHM over the past few months, including the 2014 Australasian Tropical 
Health Conference, held on the 7-9 September at the Sea Temple Resort, 
Palm Cove, Cairns. This conference brought together delegates from 
across Australia and internationally to discuss tropical health in Australia 
and the Pacific and was a resounding success. Our thanks to all those who 
participated and we hope to see you all again at next year’s conference. 

AITHM will continue its focus on the health problems of most importance 
to tropical Australia and the tropics world-wide, especially within Australia’s 
geographical region. 

Other highlights in the months since our previous newsletter include the 
AITHM sod turning event. This marked the commencement of construction 
of the AITHM Townsville building and was attended by the Hon Ian Walker 
MP, Minister for Science, Information Technology, Innovation and the Arts.

Details of these activites are outlined in this newsletter, along with a number 
of other highlights and important upcoming events. Please also make sure to 
visit our AITHM website (www.aithm.jcu.edu.au), where you can find details 
on all AITHM events, including upcoming speakers in our AITHM Seminar 
Series.

Professor Louis Schofield

Director

AITHM
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The 2014 Australasian Tropical Health Conference was 
a joint meeting between the Australian Institute of Tropical 
Health and Medicine (AITHM) and the Queensland Tropical 
Health Alliance (QTHA). The theme of the conference was 
“Tropical Health in Australasia and the Pacific,” attracting 
speakers from our tropical region.

Highlights of the conference include expert presentations 
on a number of issues of significance to tropical Australia 
and the Pacific, including changing regional demography, 
the challenges of tuberculosis in PNG and Torres Strait, 
Asia Pacific malaria control and elimination, dengue, 
disaster emergency medicine, sexual health, virology, 
discovery research and chronic non-communicable 
diseases, such as diabetes, in the tropical health context. 

MP Entsch noted the Federal Government’s strong 
commitment to the development of northern Australia 
with AITHM establishing northern Australia as a centre of 
excellence for tropical health and medical research, both 
nationally and internationally.

The conference had respresentatives from the Asia-Pacific 
with many delegates speaking highly of the experience. 
The conference attracted professors and government 
officials from around Australia, with a total of 85 national 
and international delegates. 

Professor Louis Schofield said, “the conference this year 
had unusual content. It is a public health conference that 
combines basic science translation and population with 
clinical and public health approaches to tropical health.”

“The track record has been good and AITHM and QTHA 
are looking forward to reaching out to other stakeholders 
and partners nationally and internationally in the years 
ahead,” Schofield said. 

Australasian Tropical Health Conference 2014
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Image Details
1. Alex Loukas and Mel Lamprecht, JCU
2. John McBride, president of ACTM awarding ACTM medal to Ian 
Wronski, JCU
3. Alan Clough & Robyn McDermott, JCU
4. Mario Pennisi, LSQ and Tyler Goodine, Griffith Uni and 2014 QTHA 
Travel Award winner
5. Louis Schofield, AITHM and The Hon. MP Warren Entsch



Tania Clarke - Communications Officer

AITHM welcomes Tania Clarke, who joined us in the role of 
Communications Officer on the 22 September. Based in Townsville, 
Tania will provide much needed support and assistance in the roll-
out of AITHM’s communications strategies and plans. 

AITHM Townsville Sod Turning
The AITHM sod turning event was held on the 1 August to celebrate 
the commencement of construction works at the AITHM Townsville 
site. Queensland Minister for Science, Information Technology, 
Innovation and the Arts Ian Walker turned the first sod on AITHM, 
where he was joined by JCU Vice Chancellor, Professor Sandra 
Harding and Deputy Vice Chancellor of the Division of Tropical Health 
and Medicine at JCU, Professor Ian Wronski.

Preliminary work is now underway at the Townsville site, which is 
located on the western side of building 47 – Pharmacy and Medical 
Research.

Reperio Innovation Pitching Competition

The first Reperio Innovation Pitching Competition was held on 30th 
September, researchers pitched their technologies in short 5min 
bursts from a business point of view. AITHM researcher Dr Michael 
Smout (CBMDT) won first prize, $10,000, for his “Supercharged 
wound healing using a liver worm protein” scientific idea.

AITHM News
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AusTrade Australian Life Sciences & 
Healthcare Mission to India

Louis recently led an AusTrade mission to India on the 15-19 of 
September 2014. The mission visited a number of venture capitalists 
and bio-tech organisations. This followed on from the Prime Minister 
securing a Free Trade Agreement with India. The visit will be followed 
by a second mission in January 2016 to look at more specific 
investment opportunities in Australia from Indian venture capilalists 
and bio-tech companies. 

AITHM Staff Appointments



A wriggly solution to a first-world problem

Australian Institute of Tropical Health & Medicine (AITHM) 
researchers from James Cook University and gastroenterologist 
Dr John Croese at The Prince Charles Hospital in Brisbane have 
achieved ground-breaking results in a clinical trial using hookworms 
to reduce the symptoms of coeliac disease.

The results are also good news for sufferers of other inflammatory 
conditions such as asthma and Crohn’s disease.

In the small trial run over a year, 12 participants were each 
experimentally infected with 20 Necator americanus (hookworm) 
larvae.

They were then given gradually increasing doses of gluten – 
beginning with just one-tenth of a gram per day (the equivalent of a 
two-centimetre segment of spaghetti) and increasing in two further 
stages to a final daily dose of three grams (75 spaghetti straws).

“By the end of the trial, with worms onboard, the trial subjects were 
eating the equivalent of a medium-sized bowl of spaghetti, with no ill 
effects,” James Cook University (JCU) immunologist Paul Giacomin 
said.

“That’s a meal that would usually trigger a debilitating inflammatory 
response, leaving a coeliac patient suffering symptoms like 
diarrhoea, cramps and vomiting.”

Four participants withdrew in the earlier stages of the trial (for 
various reasons mostly unrelated to gluten) but the remaining eight 
experienced significant and ongoing benefits.

“The eight who stuck with the trial were able to increase their gluten 
tolerance by a factor of 60, a massive change,” said Alex Loukas, 
head of the Centre for Biodiscovery and Molecular Development of 
Therapeutics at JCU, and joint principal investigator of the study.

“We and others have had promising results in earlier trials but this 
is clear proof-of-principle of the benefits of hookworm in treating 
inflammatory disease,” Professor Loukas said.

Significantly, all the trial subjects rejected the researchers’ offer 
of drugs that would eliminate the hookworms. “They all chose to 
keep their worms, and they continue to report good health. However 
they were instructed to return to a gluten-free diet after the trial,” 
Professor Loukas said.

Watch a movie of a female hookworm attached to the wall of the 
small intestine. http://youtu.be/q_lS0UeCHGs

 Research

Dog hookworm Ancylostoma caninum image taken 
by Jen Wilkinson (AAC), Ivana Ferreira & Alex Loukas 
(CBMDT)
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Professor Alex Loukas

Dr Paul Giacomin

http://youtu.be/q_lS0UeCHGs


Celebration of Vector-Borne Disease 
Research at JCU

Professor Tom Burkot, Associate Professor Patricia Graves & 
Professor Scott Ritchie, in conjunction with Professor Ian Wronski, 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Tropical Health and Medicine, recently 
hosted a celebration of JCU’s achievements in vector-borne disease 
research. James Cook University has played a vital role in controlling 
vector-borne diseases of the tropical world like malaria, dengue and 
lymphatic filariasis. 

JCU is the leading Australian university in translating research on 
vector-borne diseases into public policy and control efforts to better 
the life of people in the tropics. 

Significant achievments of JCU in the area of vector-borne disease 
research which were celebrated at the event included; the Vector-
borne Disease Network, headed by Professor Tom Burkot, which 
has received a total of over AUD$7M since 2011 from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation; the WHO Collaborating Centre for 
Lymphatic Filariasis, Soil-Transmitted Helminths and Neglected 
Tropical Diseases, directed by Associate Professor Patricia Graves, 
which supports lymphatic filariasis elimination programs in the 
region; and Professor Scott Richie’s expertise in controlling dengue 
via the Eliminate Dengue program. 

This program, which along with colleagues at Monash University 
was awarded a 2013 Australian Museum Research Centre Eureka 
Prize for Infectious Diseases Research for their work on successfully 
infecting dengue-carrying mosquitoes with a naturally occurring 
bacterium that stops the development of the deadly disease.

For more VecNet news, follow @VECNetNews on Twitter. 

Research
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Research
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Bellberry Limited Funding 
‘Examining a pathway which protects 
the Aorta from weakening’

Five researchers from AITHM at James Cook University 
have received a $400,000 donation from research 
ethics company Bellberry. Bellberry’s support will help 
the researchers advance their work to provide potential 
benefit not only in the Australasian region but for health 
and medicine outcomes around the world.

Professor Jon Golledge is investigating a protein that 
may protect the aorta from weakening. Abdominal aortic 
aneurysm describes the weakening and expansion of the 
main abdominal artery. 

Tell me about your area of research? 
Abdominal aortic aneurysm describes the weakening and 
expansion of the main abdominal artery. This problem is  
diagnosed by abdominal imaging such as ultrasound or 
computed tomography in which the diameter of the aorta 
is measured as 30mm or more. Most abdominal aortic 
aneurysms are asymptomatic and only lead to abdominal 
pain when the artery bursts which is usually a fatal event. 
The problem affects about 2% of men and 0.5% of women 
aged over 60 years. It is commonly identified when patients 
undergo abdominal imaging to investigate other problems 
such as urinary symptoms. 

Currently the only treatment available for abdominal aortic 
aneurysm is surgical repair of the artery using stents 
(so called endovascular repair) or open surgery. These 
treatments while effective for a number of patients also 
have a number of limitations, such as post-operative 
serious complications and also need for repeat surgery 

in the longer-term. Randomised trials have suggested 
that surgery should only be used in patients with large 
aneurysms measuring over 55 mms. This is because the 
risk of serious problems, such as aortic rupture, from small 
aneurysms is very low at approximately 1% per year and 
the current limitations of treatment. Thus small abdominal 
aortic aneurysms are currently managed conservatively by 
repeated imaging and surgery is only considered once the 
aneurysm expands to over 50-55mms. 

Unfortunately when monitored in this way 50-70% of 
aneurysms end up expanding to a size requiring surgery. 
Effective drug therapies able to limit aortic aneurysm 
expansion are needed in order to reduce the requirement 
for aortic surgery and provide a non-invasive means of 
treating older patients with this problem. The Queensland 
Research Centre for Peripheral Vascular Disease is utilising 
a number of pre-clinical models and human samples in 
order to better understand the mechanisms involved in 
abdominal aortic aneurysm development and progression 
in order to identify novel therapies for this problem.

How has the Bellberry funding helped your research 
develop? 
The funding received from Bellberry is being utilised to 
assist in studies designed to improve understanding of 
the pathogenesis and to identify potential drug treatment 
targets for abdominal aortic aneurysm. Our group is 
utilising two pre-clinical models and human tissue and 
blood samples in this work. We are assessing the effect 
of blocking or knocking out a number of pathways on 
aneurysm development in the pre-clinical models and also 
how different pathways are associated with human aortic 
aneurysm. A range of techniques are being used including 
genomics and other molecular biology techniques.

How do you see your research developing in the 
future?
Through the studies we are currently undertaking we 
hope to identify treatments to trial in patients to assess 
the potential benefit of targeting the identified pathways in 
limiting abdominal aortic aneurysm expansion.

Dr Corey MoranProfessor Jon Golledge



Research
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Bellberry Limited Funding 
‘Development of Anti-Cancer 
Compounds’

Five researchers from AITHM at James Cook University 
have received a $400,000 donation from research 
ethics company Bellberry. Bellberry’s support will help 
the researchers advance their work to provide potential 
benefit not only in the Australasian region but for health 
and medicine outcomes around the world.

Professor Norelle Daly is exploring the potential of 
peptides, found in some plant species, for the treatment of 
cancer. Professor Daly is investigating the peptides from 
tropical plant species to see how they react with cancer 
cells.

Tell me about your area of research? 
My research involves exploring the potential of peptides as 
drug candidates for therapeutic applications. Peptides are 
of significant interest in drug design as they can be highly 
potent and specific for a range of different drug targets. 
However, the inherent poor stability of peptides limits their 
application. 

My research aims to overcome this limitation by using 
tightly folded scaffolds, such as those found in the venom of 
spiders, cone snails and scorpions, to improve stability. In 
addition, plants are a rich source of highly stable peptides 
including backbone cyclic peptides from the coffee and 
sunflower families. 

It is anticipated that these studies will significantly expand 
the potential of peptides as therapeutics. In particular, 

peptide-based drug leads for cancer are being explored 
because of the enormous impact it has on health care in 
Australia and the urgent need for more effective treatments.

How has the Bellberry funding helped your research 
develop? 
The Bellberry funding has helped my research by 
providing funds for the synthesis of novel cyclic peptides. 
These cyclic peptides will be tested for protease inhibitory 
activity and influence on cancer cell migration.  This will 
provide an indication of the important structural features 
of a naturally occurring plant-derived cyclic peptide for 
inhibiting an enzyme involved in cancer progression. More 
selective and potent protease inhibitors could result in 
better therapeutics and/or diagnostic agents. 

How do you see your research developing in the 
future?
Characterisation of naturally occurring compounds from 
plants and venomous creatures has the potential to result 
in better leads for the design of novel drugs. Furthermore, 
many of these compounds are useful as tools to understand 
biological pathways. My future research is likely to expand 
on the use of cyclic peptide scaffolds from plants and 
natural compounds from venomous creatures for the 
design of lead molecules in cancer as well as inflammatory 
diseases. 

The projects related to inflammatory diseases will combine 
my groups expertise in peptide chemistry and structural 
biology, with the expertise in Alex Loukas’ laboratory 
on inflammatory disease animal models. In addition, in 
collaboration with Andreas Lopata, we will use peptides 
and structural studies to understand the important features 
of allergen structure, which may ultimately lead to improved 
diagnostics and treatment for the current allergy epidemic.

Image of peptides.

Research Group



Research
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Papua New Guinea Malaria Summit

The annual Papua New Guinea Malaria Summit was held on the 21-
22 of October with 100 delegates attending from PNG, government, 
non-government organisations (NGOs) and industry. Michelle Barker, 
Program Director of Vector-Borne Disease (VecNet) presented on 
the VecNet initiative. 

VecNet are hoping to collaborate with the Oil Search Health 
Foundation (OSHF) and PNG Industry Malaria Initiative (PIMI) to 
achieve improved malaria control. The OSHF and JCU signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding in December 2011 to strengthen 
research and training opportunities around public health in PNG. The 
outcomes of this relationship have already brought about significant 
value to the company by assisting the Health Foundation to build its 
lab based research capacity and providing the Health Foundation 
with expertise in areas such as data publication and diagnoses of 
infectious diseases. 

The Health Foundation was established to contribute to the long-term 
health and wellbeing of the people of PNG. The Health Foundaiton 
runs four key programs including; malaria control, treatment and 
behaviour change, HIV prevention, treatment and support, maternal 
and child health service delivery and development programme and 
operational research.

PIMI is an innovative PNG industry sector initiative that enlists 
the country’s major resource sector companies to accelerate 
implementation of the National Malaria Control Strategy with the 
specific goal of achieving PNG malaria elimination by 2050.

The proposed research project will further enable PIMI to demonstrate 
the benefits of an increased emphasis on the role of private sector as 
partners in health service delivery. It will achieve specific targets to 
the establishment of the malaria interventions specific to individual 
sites and the establishment of baseline data. 

 

Michelle Barker, JCU and Dr Justin Pulford, PNG IMR

Michelle Barker, JCU and Liesel Seehofer, OSHF



TEDxJCUCairns

AITHM researchers David MacLaren, Scott Richie and David Wilson 
recently participated in the TEDX Cairns event “Torrid Talks-Why 
Aristotle was wrong”. This event was held at JCU’s Cairns Institute 
and explored the ways in which the people of Cairns have flourished 
in Aristotle’s ‘torrid zone’. For the participating AITHM researchers, 
the event was an excellent opportunity to showcase their research to 
the broader community and highlight the outstanding research being 
undertaken in the tropics. 

Videos will be uploaded to the TEDxJCUCairns Blog 

http://tedxjcucairns.com/

Telehealth Research Centre
The Tropical Centre for Telehealth Practice and Research officially 
launched this month as part of Townsville Research Week 
celebrations. The centre, a partnership between the Townsville 
Hospital and Health Service, AITHM at James Cook University, will 
continue to build on the important research being done in Telehealth 
technology throughout North Queensland. Townsville Hospital staff 
specialist, Associate Profressor Sabe Sabesan said he was excited 
about the launch of the centre and what it meant for the future of 
Telehealth. “The Centre is the first of its kind in the health sector 
that brings together clinical service delivery and academia to lift the 
profile of the Townsville HHS and North Queensland,” he said. 

Community Outreach
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ACTM Medal for Outstanding Contributions 
to Tropical Medicine
Professor Ian Wronski, Officer of the Order of Australia (AO) was 
recently awarded the Australian College of Tropical Medicine 
(ACTM) Medal for outstanding contributions to tropical medicine. 
Professor Wronski’s career focus has been on the development of 
the health workforce and health research infrastructure in northern 
Australia and the broader western Pacific and south-east Asian 
regions. He has held senior positions within university, health system 
and Aboriginal Medical Service settings. Professor Wronski also co-
founded JCU’s burgeoning medical research institute, the Australian 
Institute of Tropical Health and Medicine. 

http://tedxjcucairns.com/


National Science Week
Lisa Jones (AITHM, JCU) and Bradley Smith (JCU) 
won a 2014 National Science Week grant for $7300 to 
run a community engagement program promoting JCU 
researchers at the Tanks Arts Centre in Cairns. Lisa said 
that these were the first National Science Week funded 
events in Cairns. “We wanted to enable audiences to get 
‘under the skin’ of JCU scientists,” she said. “The best way 
we have found to do this is by engaging scientists and the 
general public in discussions and activities that describe 
the tropical science research and how it fits in with their 
individual lives.”

Three hands-on science events took place at the Tanks 
Arts Centre in Cairns; two evening events both kicked 
off with a live performance by local artists Will Kepa and 
Dani Bani and a schools event on the first day. More 
than 140 students from seven schools from the greater 
Cairns region were involved in our  National Science Week 
program held at the Tanks Arts Centre with students and 
JCU researchers taking to the stage and running science 
workshops:
•  Jamie Seymour “Venomous animals in the tropics & 

why I love being a scientist!”
•  Sienna Schuele and Stephanie Hyun, William Cane 

and Hunter Brown, Cairns High School science 
presentations

•  Alex Loukas “Worms for cures and cures for worms”
•  Michael Bird “What did tropical Australia look like 

before humans got here?”
•  David Wilson “Special spiders” 
•  Andrew Krockenberger “When the heat is on- what 

koalas can tell us about the laws of physics”
•  Emma Delarue “What rat is that?” workshop
•  Sarah Kerr “Chasing animals of the dark” workshop
•  Nick Smith “Human parasites” workshop
•  Terry Miller “Fish parasites” workshop
•  Scott Ritchie “how to make a mosquito trap” 

Pecha Kucha Night Cairns Vol.12 held on Wednesday 
20th August was a highly entertaining evening with more 
than 250 people attending and covering a range of topics 
– 20 images x 20 seconds – dedicated to National Science 
Week at the Tanks. This event featured JCU researchers 
and their amazing science stories and images of mice, 
sharks, spiders, conservation, worms and mosquito traps 
with Tasmin Rymer, Richard Fitzpatrick, David Wilson, 
Susan Laurance and Scott Ritchie.
 
Café Scientifique: Life in the Tropics held on  Thursday, 
21st August was an evening of inspiring science hosted by 
JCU researchers and Prof Robyn McGuiggan and attracted 
more than 180 people, with many families attending.  
The audience explored what makes like in the tropics so 
wonderful, terrifying, amazing and unique through hands-
on science activities, amazing images of our microscopic 
world and the Great Barrier Reef movie running in the 
background. JCU researchers gave short, fascinating and 
thought-provoking talks about their research.

•  Lori Lach “Invasive ants around Cairns—what’s all the 
fuss about?” 

•  Andrew Krockenberger “tree hugging helps koalas 
keep their cool” 

•  Chris Wurtser “What did tropical Australia look like 
before humans got here?” 

•  Tasmin Rymer “The curious case of the bat in the 
night-time” 

•  Terry Miller “Hidden biodiversity on coral reefs”  
•  Tom Burkot “Can Bed Nets Conquer Malaria?” 
•  Robyn McDermott “How would the disease detectives 

investigate the current global obesity epidemic” 
•  Norelle Daly “Spiders and scorpions - what can they 

do for us?” 
•  Alex Loukas “Worms for cures and cures for worms” 

Photograph of National Science Week at the Tanks courtesy Lisa Jones

Community Outreach
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AITHM Resources
Contact AITHM if you would like acess to scientific posters, logos, templates and powerpoint slides. Please note AITHM 
resources are for eligible people only. 

Thursday Island and Cairns

AITHM construction is progressing strongly having secured a site at 
Thursday Island and gone out to tender on the new Cairns building 
that will incorporate PC2 and PC3 laboratories. 

The Cairns facility will support research and training in virology, viral 
diseases and vector control, and the development of new treatments 
and vaccines for tropical diseases. Construction will commence in 
2015 in Cairns and on Thursday Island. 

Infrastructure Update
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Event Name        Date & Location
Dr John Miles, QIMR Berghofer Medical Research Institute, 

More information to be announced.

Wed 19 November, 1pm
JCU Cairns A3.2 Crowther Theatre 
videolinked to JCU Townsville 
40-103 Padua Theatre.

Dr Ricardo Soares Magalhaes, University of Queensland, 

More information to be announced.

Wed 26 November, 1pm
JCU Cairns A3.2 Crowther Theatre 
videolinked to JCU Townsville 
40-103 Padua Theatre.

Details for upcoming events can be found at: http://www.aithm.jcu.edu.au/events/index.htm 

Please email aithm@jcu.edu.au if you would like to arrange videolinks into any of the AITHM seminars. AITHM is 
searching for seminar speakers for 2015, please contact Tania Clarke at tania.clarke@jcu.edu.au if you have any 
suggestions. All AITHM events are listed on the AITHM website www.aithm.jcu.edu.au/events and you can download 
the event flyers for more information.

Upcoming AITHM Events
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