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Despite the ongoing challenges we 
continue to face, our researchers 
and scientists have responded with 
agility, resilience, and innovation, to 
continue our critical work. 

Australia is now leading the world in population-
based preterm birth prevention with the roots of 
this success firmly planted right here at WIRF.

Recently, the Australian Preterm Birth 
Prevention Alliance and WIRF commissioned 
a KPMG report which revealed the true cost 
of preterm birth in Australia. The report 
showed the annual cost of preterm birth 
to Australia is more than $1.4 billion. 

Outside of the significant cost to health care 
services, more than $350 million is spent 
each year on those needing education 
assistance due to their early birth. 

What is clear is that investing in the 
prevention of preterm birth is a true social 
and economic investment in our community’s 
future. We must also stress that the story 
of education and health are linked - they 
are not separate parts of the community.

Our researchers continue to pioneer a 
new era of preventative medicine with 
work focused on improving the health and 
wellbeing of individuals and communities.

Featured in this edition are stories expanding on 
the KPMG study, updates on our breakthrough 
Antenatal Steroid Optimisation project, as 
well as a wrap of a number of major events 
including the Stars Symposium, Euroz Hartleys 
Commission for Cause, and the 2021 WIRF Gala.

More than 280 guests attended the Gala held 
at The Ritz-Carlton which raised an astounding 
$278,000.  The Gala truly represents a coming 
together of the WA community on a scale that 
we could never have imagined. Each year this 
incredible partnership grows as we celebrate 
the people, partnerships and research that 
have, and continue to, shape the WIRF story.

We recently said farewell to long-serving WIRF 
Board Deputy Chair, Grey Egerton-Warburton. 
During his time on the Board, Grey helped 
support and guide WIRF through some of the 
Foundation’s most significant periods of growth 
and change. We cannot thank Grey enough for 
his insight, ideas, dedication and advocacy for 
our work. You can read more about Grey and 
our new Deputy Chair, Tony Walsh, on page 7.

An unprecedented level of national and 
international interest in our work has put us 
in a better position than ever to translate our 
research as quickly as possible to improve the 
outcomes for women, children and families 
everywhere. We hope you enjoy reading about 
some of WIRF’s recent news and activities 
in this latest edition of Delivering the Future. 
Thank you for being such an important part 
of the WIRF family and for your support 
that continues to drive our success.

Professor John Newnham AM  
Chief Scientific Director

Deb Attard Portughes  
Chief Executive 

For more than 45 years, the Women and Infants 
Research Foundation (WIRF) has been dedicated 
to giving Australian women, mothers and their 
families, the healthiest possible future.



Preterm births cost Australia 
$1.4 billion annually

Conducted by the Australian Preterm Birth 
Prevention Alliance in partnership with KPMG 
Australia and WIRF, the study estimated the 
costs of preterm birth in the first 18 years 
of life for a hypothetical cohort of 314,814 
children - the number of live births in 2016.

Published in the Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 
the study revealed two thirds of the 
costs were borne by health care services 
with costs of preterm birth inversely 
related to gestational age at birth. 

Extremely preterm births were most expensive 
at $236,036 each, very preterm birth at 
$89,709, and late preterm birth at $25,417. 
Assessments of economic costs remain critical 
to inform evaluations of interventions aimed at 
the prevention or treatment of preterm birth.

Whilst previous international studies had 
quantified direct medical expenditure, 
this latest analysis also measured the 
significant costs to educational services.

It has long been known that benefits of preterm 
birth prevention include fewer children with 
behavioural and learning problems, including 
the need for special education assistance.

In this study, additional costs at school 
were calculated to contribute 25% of the 
cost of preterm birth.  What has been made 
clear is that investing in the prevention 
of preterm birth is a social and economic 
investment in our community’s future.
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Furthermore, promotion of programs to safely 
prevent preterm birth needs to include the 
educational advantages at school, as well as 
the profound benefits for families that arise 
from avoidance of behavioural problems.

As accurate data was only available to estimate 
the costs to 18 years of age, it is reasonable 
to conclude that the costs to government of 
preterm birth estimated in the current study 
represent only a fraction of the eventual overall 
burden to individuals, families and the nation.

The Australian government included in its May 
2021 Federal budget, $13.7m to WIRF for the 
Australian Preterm Birth Prevention Alliance. 
This funding will support the expansion of a 
national education and outreach program 
to safely lower rates of preterm birth in 
each Australian state and territory.

A new study has shown that the annual cost of preterm birth to the Australian 
government is approximately $1.4 billion with one quarter of this arising from the 
need for educational assistance for those born too soon.

A national partnership to safely prevent early birth.



WIRF Gala stuns and inspires 

Philanthropists, sporting personalities, and 
leaders in business, health and medicine 
enjoyed a magnificent meal and fabulous 
wines in the spectacularly transformed 
ballroom of The Ritz-Carlton Perth.

MC Meri Fatin beautifully framed the evening 
which was headlined by presentations from 
WIRF’s Professor John Newnham AM, 
Dr Lucy Furfaro and Deb Portughes.

Guests were treated to an exclusive screening 
of a new video chronicling the preterm 
birth journey of 12 year old Hugo Moullin.

Born at just 25 weeks and weighing only 
740 grams, Hugo spoke about the loss of 
his twin brother Beau, his challenges and 
accomplishments, and the strength of 
his parents Anita and Jamie to help him 
overcome his extreme preterm birth.

Creative directors and stylists, Erica and Katie 
of Duo events Creative Studio joined with 
One20 Productions, Streamline Entertainment 
and the acclaimed violinist Cheralyn Simpson, 
to bring the WIRF Gala spectacular to life.

We are simply blown away by the generosity 
of guests who supported the Live and Silent 
auctions, the Gala Raffle, and our ‘Gift of Life’ 
appeal. So many generous people, families and 
businesses went above and beyond to make our 
Gala a success, and for that, we say thank you.

A special thanks to Aigle Royal Group for being 
the 2021 WIRF Gala Major Sponsor. Our thanks 
also to Event Partners: Linneys, Business News, 
Euroz Hartleys, Vasse Felix, Voyager Estate, 
Bullo River Station and Besins Healthcare. 

Working tirelessly behind the scenes to deliver 
this year’s Gala were members of the Gala 
Steering Committee - Jennifer Roughan, Leanne 
Franco, Georgina Egerton-Warburton, Catriona 
Parker, Anita Moullin, Deb Portughes, Lauren 
Cheney, Kirstin Mardardy and Richie Hodgson.

The WIRF Gala Highlight Video, the full Gala 
Photo Gallery, and a list of our Gala sponsors, 
supporters and partners, can be viewed at the 
official event website: wirf.com.au/gala2021
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More than 280 guests attended the 2021 WIRF Gala and raised an 
astounding $278,000.
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Sponsors MAJOR SPONSOR

WIRF would like to thank the Major Sponsor 
of the 2021 WIRF Gala, Aigle Royal Group, and 
our Event Partners: Linneys, Business News, 
Euroz Hartleys, Vasse Felix, Voyager Estate, 
Bullo River Station, and Besins Healthcare.

EVENT PARTNERS



Commission for a Cause 
raises $450,000

For the third year running, the event which saw 
100 per cent of all brokerage donated, broke 
its own record and this time in major style.

Due to the collaboration between Euroz Hartleys 
clients and staff, Commission for a Cause 2021 
raised $450,000, equally split between WIRF, 
the Perth Children’s Hospital Foundation and 
the Western Australian Cricket Foundation.
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These funds make a significant contribution 
to the continuation of WIRF research and 
programs focussed on achieving a future 
where no Australian baby is born too soon.

WIRF Chief Executive, Deb Portughes and 
WIRF Ambassador, Mike Hussey, joined 
other VIPs on the day including Dr Fiona 
Wood and cricketing legends, Justin Langer 
and Adam Gilchrist. Since inception, the 
Euroz Hartleys Foundation has donated over 
$2 million to charities in Western Australia.

Record $62 million raised for Telethon
The spirit of giving reached new heights at 
this year’s Telethon, with people from all over 
the State opening their hearts - and wallets - 
to raise more than $62 million for sick kids.

Last year WIRF was honoured to receive 
funding support for several research 
projects from the Channel 7 Telethon Trust. 
These studies focussed on improving the 
health and outcomes of WA neonates and 
infants from pregnancy to childhood.

As a beneficiary, WIRF was included in the 
Telethon Charity Trail at Optus Stadium along 
with many other charities.  Sensory play group, 
Messy Mats Perth, kept children occupied as 
their parents took the opportunity to talk with 
our researchers about the Telethon-funded 
research and programs they are delivering.

WIRF congratulates everyone involved 
in achieving a remarkable 2021 Telethon 
and thanks the Channel 7 Telethon 
Trust for their continued support.

The unconditional generosity of Western Australians was on full 
display as part of Euroz Hartleys 2021 Commission for a Cause.

WIRF Chief Executive, Deb Portughes and Executive 
Chairman of Euroz Hartleys, Andrew McKenzie



WIRF farewells Board member 
Grey Egerton-Warburton
After more than 10 years of 
outstanding service, we recently 
farewelled long-standing WIRF 
Board member and Deputy Chair,  
Grey Egerton-Warburton.

Grey joined the WIRF Board in 2010 and 
has left an indelible mark on our history - 
playing a pivotal role in a number of WIRF’s 
major achievements and milestones.

Drawing on his considerable corporate 
finance and business acumen, he has been a 
driving force behind a number of partnerships 
and collaborations that will enable WIRF to 
drive health improvement for generations to 
come. He has provided valuable insight and 
wisdom and was not afraid to ask the difficult 
questions and challenge the status quo.

With Grey’s mother, Lo recently celebrating 
her 20th year of volunteering at King Edward 
Memorial Hospital, and Grey’s wife Georgina, 
a key member of several Gala committees 
including this year’s, the Egerton-Warburton 
name and WIRF will remain inextricably linked.

I would like to personally thank Grey for 
his guidance and support for myself and 
the WIRF Board and wish him the best 
health and happiness for the future.

Stepping into the Deputy Chair role is Tony 
Walsh. Company Secretary at Legend Mining 
Limited, Tony is a highly regarded accountant 
with over 30 years’ experience in dealing with 
listed companies and has held positions such as 
Chairman of an ASX listed mining explorer. 

Already in his time on the WIRF Board, Tony has 
been instrumental in empowering, encouraging 
and strengthening the positive culture of WIRF.

I would like to thank all Board members 
who generously volunteer their time and 
expertise in order to achieve our mission of 
delivering the healthiest possible future for 
the next generation of Australian families.

Rowena Smith 
Chair, WIRF Board
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“He has provided valuable insight and wisdom 
and was not afraid to ask the difficult questions 

and challenge the status quo.”

Grey Egerton-Warbutron Tony Walsh



Major advances in women’s and 
infants’ health unveiled at Stars 

A chance to hear from some 
of Western Australia’s leading 
researchers and clinicians 
attracted more than 230 
delegates to the 2021 Stars 
Symposium in September.

New and innovative home-grown research 
programs, that are positively impacting the 
health of infants, women and their pregnancies 
were outlined at WIRF’s premier scientific event.

Stars keynote speaker Prof Jan Dickinson 
AM, UWA Professor of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology, discussed non-invasive 
prenatal testing for Rhesus Disease - a 
condition occurring during pregnancy 
when there is an incompatibility between 
the blood types of the mother and baby.

Also presenting at Stars were Assoc Prof 
Mary Sharp, from King Edward Memorial 
Hospital, and Prof Yee Leung, UWA Professor 
of Gynaecologic Oncology.  Assoc Prof Sharp 
explored the declining rates of cerebral palsy 
and the key role recent changes in neonatal 
care are playing (see page 10), while Prof 
Leung examined the projected timeframe until 
cervical cancer is eliminated in Australia.

The following evening, some of the state’s top 
emerging medical researchers were on show 
as part of WIRF’s Rising Stars Dinner. The 2021 
Rising Stars presenters were: Dr Lisa Stinson, 
Dr Laura Wijs, Erin Fee, Dr Tobias Strunk, Dr 
Roberto Orefice and Dr Zoe Bradfield.

WIRF thanks all the Stars and Rising Stars 
speakers and event major sponsors: Besins 
Healthcare, Hologic, Pharmacy 777 and 
Medela. For more information about the Stars 
and Rising Stars events, including links to 
presented research, visit: wirf.com.au/stars2021
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From left: Dr Scott White, Laura Wijs, Zoe Bradfield, Lisa 
Stinson, Roberto Orefice, Tobias Strunk, Erin Fee, Prof 
John Newnham AM

From left: Prof Yee Leung, Dr Mary Sharp, Prof Jan 
Dickinson AM, Prof John Newnham AM



WIRF is working with leading Aboriginal 
obstetrician and Co-Lead of the Northern 
Territory chapter of the Australia Preterm Birth 
Prevention Alliance, Dr Kiarna Brown on the 
development of a series of posters.  These 
posters are aimed at raising awareness of key 
interventions to safely prevent preterm birth.  

In addition to posters, DL flyers and information 
sheets for antenatal clinics, the See, Scan, Stop 
campaign will support general practitioners 
to give the following advice to their patients:

See: 
See your midwife early to make sure you 
and baby stay strong and healthy.

Scan:  
Having a scan of your baby provides very 
important information about you and your baby.

Stop: 
Smoking can cause harm to your baby including 
being born too early or not growing properly.

The campaign will hero the role Aboriginal 
women and their healthcare workers can 
play in ensuring the healthiest pregnancies 
for themselves and their babies and 
building strong communities. Thank you to 
the Rothwell Family Foundation for their 
generous support to fund this project.
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See, Scan, Stop campaign for 
Aboriginal women 

Despite significant successes in reducing the rates of preterm 
birth in a number of Australian states and territories, Aboriginal 
women still remain disproportionately affected by preterm 
birth – with rates twice that of non-Aboriginal women.
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Aiming low: the decline of cerebral 
palsy rates in preterm infants 

New steroid funding a shot in the arm

New research out of King Edward Memorial 
Hospital has revealed that cerebral palsy rates 
in very preterm infants have been declining. 
Data from the Western Australian Register of 
Developmental Anomalies shows cerebral palsy 
rates in extremely preterm infants (those born 
more than 12 weeks early) have been falling.

Cerebral palsy rates have fallen from just over 
100 cases per 100,000 neonatal survivors for 
births in 2000-2004 to around 50 per 100,000 
neonatal survivors for births in 2010 to 2014.

Cerebral palsy is the most common 
physical disability in childhood affecting 
movement and posture. It is caused by 
an injury to the developing brain whether 
during pregnancy or shortly after birth. 

There is no single cause of cerebral palsy but 
rather a series of causal pathways. Prematurity 
is the largest risk factor for cerebral palsy. 

At her recent Stars presentation, Clinical 
Assoc Prof Mary Sharp, Medical Co-Director 
of the Neonatology Service at King Edward 
Memorial Hospital, highlighted some of the 
reasons that might explain this positive trend.

She described beneficial changes to the 
staffing numbers, staff training (in particular 
neonatal resuscitation training) and staff 
communication and collaboration between 
obstetric and neonatology that were associated 
with the decline in cerebral palsy rates. 

In addition, Assoc Prof Sharp reviewed and 
discussed the decline in complications of 
prematurity such as lower rates of acquired 
infection and necrotising enterocolitis as well 
as improved rates of breastfeeding that have 
accompanied the decline in cerebral palsy.

The outlook for babies at 
risk of being born too soon 
received a major boost with 
the announcement of new WA 
Government funding.

WIRF’s pioneering antenatal steroid dosing 
regimen for WA mothers at risk of preterm 
birth was one of a number of research projects 
to secure funding from the 2021 WA Child 
Research Fund.

The BALANCING Study will enable clinical 
translation of world-first data into a streamlined 
antenatal steroid regimen for preterm babies. 
Led by Professor Matt Kemp, the study will use 
betamethasone acetate alone as a treatment 
which has been shown to be safer and more 
effective than the current combined treatment.

The success of this project has the potential 
to significantly improve the safety and 
effectiveness of a front-line treatment 
administered to millions of women in Australia 
and around the world.



Spotlight on
Erin Fee

Erin Fee, project lead of WIRF’s antenatal 
steroid optimisation program, is set to 
revolutionise the use of steroids in pregnancy. 

Antenatal steroids are given to mothers judged 
to be at imminent risk of preterm delivery. They 
improve preterm outcomes by rapidly maturing 
the fetal lung. Despite widespread use, antenatal 
steroid therapy has never been optimised, 
and treatment efficacy is highly variable. 

Current treatment regimens result in both 
mother and fetus being subjected to 
unnecessarily high steroid exposures. As many 
as 50% of all fetuses exposed to antenatal 
steroids derive no benefit - but do have an 
increased risk of harms including lower birth 
weights and abnormal brain development 
associated with childhood learning difficulties.

A key focus of Erin’s work is to improve the 
safety and efficacy of antenatal steroid 
therapy. To determine, for the first time, 
the minimum dose of drug required to 
mature the preterm lung, thus eliminating 
unnecessary and potentially harmful excess 
maternal and fetal steroid exposure. 

Erin has shown that maternal steroid exposure 
is not required to generate fetal lung maturation, 
and that a dose some 99% lower than that used 
Australia-wide today can mature the fetal lung. 

Preliminary data suggest that at the same 
time as being an effective treatment, this 
low dose approach alleviates much of the 
risk of side effects to mother and baby.  

With more than 26,000 Australian 
preterm births annually, and more than 
80% of them receiving antenatal steroid 
treatment, Erin’s work to optimise dosing is 
essential for ensuring all babies have the 
healthiest start to life that they deserve.

WIRF PhD Scholar Erin Fee is one of WA’s most 
promising early career researchers. After completing 
nearly three years as a WIRF Research Associate, 
Erin commenced PhD studies earlier this year 
working with Professors Matt Kemp, John Newnham 
and Alan Jobe.
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Women give us the  
precious gift of life.
We are dedicated to giving 
them and their families the 
healthiest possible future.
WIRF is one of Australia’s leading medical 
research institutes pioneering a new 
era of preventative medicine, solving 
problems at the earliest stages before 
they start. Our world-class research and 
public healthcare programs are focused 
on the most critical issues impacting 
women, infants and pregnancy:

• the prevention of preterm birth
• gynaecological cancers
• women’s mental health
• development of an Artificial Womb

Together with our partners and supporters, 
we have the opportunity to fundamentally 
improve maternal-fetal medicine, and 
significantly advance women’s healthcare. 
We hope you feel as proud as we do about 
what you are helping us to achieve on behalf 
of all women, mothers and their babies.

We ask you to please continue your support 
of WIRF so we can deliver the healthiest 
possible future for all Australian families.

Women and Infants Research Foundation
Carson House, King Edward Memorial Hospital, 374 Bagot Road, Subiaco WA 6008
Phone: (08) 6458 1437 • Fax: (08) 6458 1642 •  info@wirf.com.au • wirf.com.au • ABN 94 418 431 354

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT

Yes, I would like to make a donation to the Women and Infants Research Foundation
All donations of $2 and over are tax deductible. You can also donate online: wirf.com.au/donate

Name

Address

Mastercard Visa

Card Number Expiry Date

/

AmountPayment

$

Phone

Email


