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Rates of early birth in Canberra 
have fallen dramatically and it’s 
been credited to WIRF’s pioneering 
program to prevent preterm birth 
and its far-reaching impacts.

Latest data has revealed a 10 per cent 
reduction in the rate of early birth at 
the Centenary Hospital for Women and 
Children (CHWC). The results come 15 
months after the Hospital joined the 
newly formed Australian Preterm Birth 
Prevention Alliance.

Of babies born at the Canberra 
Hospital in 2018, seven per cent were 
premature, while that figure jumped to 
nine per cent when taking into account 
the whole of the ACT. 

An analysis of the results pointed to 
key learnings from the WIRF program, 
consistency in medical care and 
emotional support, as being the major 
impacting factors.

Underpinning the importance of 
midwifery continuity of care, The 
Whole Nine Months ACT engaged one 
midwife at CHWC who would be at the 
heart of the program and would stay 
with each expectant mother for the 
duration of her pregnancy. 

Instead of finding out before it was too 
late that early labour is about to begin, 
the team is trained to take preventative 
steps — including performing a small 
procedure to narrow the cervix.

ACT Alliance Lead, Associate Professor 
Boon Lim pointed to the results in 
Canberra as being clear evidence 
of how an extremely well developed 
and led program, tailored to specific 
healthcare systems, can result in a 
meaningful reduction in the rate of 
preterm birth. 

The Alliance and WIRF would like 
to thank the Liangis family for their 
generous support of the ACT program.
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Directors’ Message  
- Delivering the Future.
For all of its challenges, this year 
has taught us the true importance 
of adaptability. By responding to 
the pandemic with agility, resilience, 
and innovation, we were able to 
continue our critical work on behalf 
of all Australian families.

Despite the extraordinary restrictions, 
WIRF remained particularly focused 
on its commitment to our pregnant 
population at a time of their greatest 
need.

At the outset of the pandemic, when 
the demand for information was at 
its greatest, we created a weekly 
video series which sought to provide 
important information for all pregnant 
women and their families about the 
impact of COVID-19 on their health and 
their pregnancy.

These videos, which have been 
endorsed by The Royal Australian and 
New Zealand College of Obstetricians 
and Gynaecologists, have garnered a 
reach of more than 125,000 through 
WIRF’s social media platforms alone. 

We doubled down on our mandate 
to all pregnant women and health 
professionals involved in obstetric 
care by publishing the 2020 edition of 
The Whole Nine Months magazine in 
mid-May. You can find this important 
resource on the WIRF website.

Through the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
endeavoured to support our healthcare 
heroes working at the coalface of 
this crisis whilst also bringing the WA 
community together at a time of real 
need. 

Due to the COVID restrictions the 
WIRF Board and Spring Gala steering 
committee made the difficult decision to 
cancel our 2020 event. The Gala plays a 
key role in showcasing the very best of 
our organisation and uniting our many 
supporters for a thoroughly enjoyable 
evening. Rest assured we will be back 
bigger and better than ever next year.

Through all of this disruption WIRF’s 
researchers continued to do what they 
do best – conduct, deliver and translate 
high-impact research.

The 3 year report card of our pioneering 
WA Preterm Birth Prevention Initiative 
(page 6), the latest milestones to 
optimise steroid use in pregnancy (page 
9), and a major breakthrough in our 
work to use a pregnant woman’s unique 
bacterial signature to predict preterm 
birth (page 5), are just a few examples 
of our remarkable research endeavour 
and output.

Despite what has been a challenging 
period for all not-for-profits, we were 
lucky to be supported by some 
exceptional people and businesses. 

It is clear that philanthropic support has 
never been more important to continue 
to enable our research and expand its 
positive impact for all women, mothers, 
babies and families.

We hope you enjoy reading about some 
of WIRF’s recent news and activities 
in this latest edition of Delivering the 
Future. 

We thank you for your help and ongoing 
commitment to our cause of building 
health families. May we ask you to 
continue to look after your physical and 
emotional health and that of your loved 
ones.

Professor John Newnham AM  
Chief Scientific Director  

Deb Attard Portughes  
Chief Operations Director

Professor John Newnham Deb Attard Portughes

The WIRF Vision
For all Australian women to enjoy the best health 
for themselves, their pregnancies and their babies.

About WIRF
WIRF is one of Australia’s leading medical research institutes  
dedicated to improving the health of women and infants.  

We focus our research and programs across three principal areas:  
the prevention of preterm birth, gynaecological cancers, and women’s  
mental health. Our research and programs have directly contributed to  
a number of improved clinical practices and health outcomes.

 Leading the world in preterm birth prevention

 Discovering causes and cures of women’s cancers and improving outcomes 

 Improving access to mental health resources and enabling better mental health outcomes  

 Translating our research findings into guidelines and resources.

ACT Alliance Lead,  
Associate Professor Boon Lim

WIRF shapes national approach  
to preventing early birth 
In a world first, the key practice 
points and public health campaign 
developed as part of WIRF’s 
Preterm Birth Prevention Initiative 
are now being implemented to 
great effect across Australia.

In June 2018, the Australian Preterm 
Birth Prevention Alliance was 
established with a singular goal; to 
safely lower the rate of preterm birth 
across Australia.

Coordinated through WIRF, the Alliance 
brings together clinical leaders, health 
departments and communities to 
adapt, modify and tailor the existing 
WA-specific Initiative for introduction 
and implementation in each state and 
territory.

To-date, the Alliance has held launch 
events in Tasmania, the Australian 
Capital Territory the Northern Territory 
and South Australia.

SA Minister of Health, Hon Stephen Wade MLC, Dr Monika 
Skubiz, and Prof John Newnham at the SA Alliance launch
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We were proud to host our Patron 
and Governor of Western Australia, 
The Honourable Kim Beazley AC, as 
part of Women’s Health Week 2020.

The Governor met with key WIRF 

and King Eddies staff and was 

particularly interested to hear of 

current COVID-19 research being 

spearheaded out of WA. 

WIRF’s Chief Scientific Director, 
Prof John Newnham AM, and Chief 
Operations Director, Deb Portughes, 
updated the Governor on the latest 
research and scientific achievements 
as well as how the Foundation had 
pivoted and transformed its operations 
in response to the pandemic.

The Governor was excited to hear of 
an upcoming Australia-wide study 

being led by WIRF and the Australian 
Preterm Birth Prevention Alliance 
examining the link between the 
imposed Coronavirus lockdowns and 
rates of early preterm birth.

We thank the Governor, his wife Ms 
Susie Annus, and all the incredible 
staff at Government House Western 
Australia for their ongoing support.
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Predicting preterm birth through bacterial signatures

Governor graces the WIRF Cafe

A new study examining the link 
between a woman’s bacterial 
signature and preterm birth 
is being heralded as a major 
breakthrough in pregnancy care.

Recently published in the leading 
medical publication, The American 
Journal of Obstetrics & Gynecology, 
the world-first Predict1000 Study 
has revealed a vaginal bacterial DNA 
signature that identifies pregnant 
women who are at increased risk of 
preterm birth.

Despite numerous studies finding 

associations between vaginal 

bacteria and preterm birth, 

previous antibiotic interventions 

met with limited success. 

This has been largely due to a lack of 
appropriate diagnostic tests which are 
capable of identifying high-risk women 
who would benefit most from such 
interventions.

The study team sought to develop an 
algorithm based on the presence and/
or absence of specific vaginal bacteria, 
and in some cases, the amount of 
bacteria present, to attempt to predict 
a woman’s risk of preterm birth.

1000 women with singleton 
pregnancies from King Edward 
Memorial Hospital in Perth were 

recruited for the study and asked to 
provide vaginal swabs between 12-23 
weeks’ gestation.

The final algorithm, now called the 
‘GLU’ test, has identified a vaginal 
bacterial DNA signature that identifies 
women with a singleton pregnancy 
who are at increased risk of 
spontaneous preterm birth and may 
benefit from targeted antimicrobial 
therapy.

The study team is currently conducting 
a large randomised clinical trial to see 
if it is possible to reduce the risk of 
preterm birth by implementing a simple 
antibiotic and probiotic treatment 
program in mid-pregnancy.

As the test employs self-

collected swabs and can be easily 

incorporated into routine antenatal 

care, the upshot for practical 

clinical application is also highly 

significant.

This work has been 
supported by the National 
Health and Medical 
Research Council, the 
Women and Infants 
Research Foundation and 
Channel 7 Telethon Trust.

Prof John Newnham, Minister Roger Cook, and Dr Matt Payne at the launch of the Predict1000 Study

Major donation honours the memory   
of Attilia and Marco Tomasi
The outlook for Western Australian 
babies at risk of preterm birth 
and women undergoing a cancer 
journey have received a major boost 
following a substantial donation 
from one of WIRF’s supporters.

The Tomasi family are contributing 
$50,000 to WIRF in memory of Attilia 
and Marco Tomasi. 

The funding will provide much needed 
support to research and programs with 
strong linkages to experiences Attilia 
encountered in her own life including 
the tragic loss of her own son Marco 
as a newborn baby.

“In 1973, mum and dad lost their son 
when he was only one week old and 
it had a lasting impact on them,” her 
daughter Anita shared.

“At the time little was known about his 
condition which was only discovered 
after his birth and at a time when 

nothing could be done. A baby today 
would survive and that is a result 
of WIRF’s research and medical 
advancement.”

Anita explained that her mother 

was diagnosed with breast cancer 

in 2003 and in 2018 she passed 

away after fighting the disease - 

always keeping her family as  

her focus. 

“We want this contribution to directly 
help WA women, mothers and children, 
who like mum, face health issues that 
can have lasting impacts as well as 
continue one of her many admirable 
qualities of helping others.

“Mum will forever be remembered as 
a much loved wife, adored and loving 
mother, and cherished nonna. She 
is missed so very much and we can 

honour her and Marco whilst doing 
what she believed in - helping others.” 

The Women and Infants Research 
Foundation sincerely thanks Frank 
Tomasi and the entire Tomasi family 
for their incredibly generous ongoing 
support.

Attilia Tomasi



Examining COVID’s impact on preterm birth 
The link between the imposed 
Coronavirus lockdowns and 
rates of early preterm birth will 
be the focus of a pioneering new 
Australia-wide study.

Led by the Australian Preterm Birth 
Prevention Alliance and WIRF, the study 
will provide a comprehensive Australian 
context for comparison with reports 
out of Denmark, Ireland, the US and 
Canada of fewer preterm babies being 
born through the pandemic.

The anecdotal downward trends 
represents an unexpected but 
welcome side-effect of the pandemic.

The study will investigate if the rate 

of early preterm birth in various 

regions of Australia reduced during 

the lockdown. Particular attention 

will be paid to different gestational 

ages in the preterm period, 

whether the pregnancies were 

single or multiple, and whether the 

rate of stillbirth changed.

The results of the Australia-wide 
experience are required urgently, as 
lockdowns remain in some areas and 
may re-commence in others.

Alliance Chair and 2020 Senior 
Australian of the Year, Professor  
John Newnham AM indicated that the 
lockdown could have resulted in less 
work stress for pregnant women, while 
increased handwashing could reduce 
bacterial infections causing premature 
birth. 

“We don’t realise how stressful 

work is. You make your way home. 

You’re exhausted. You’re 26 weeks 

pregnant, and you’re doing this.”

Prof Newnham also noted the increased 
time at home with family may have 
made women feel more reassured. 
With approximately 70 per cent of 
very early preterm births having an 
infectious origin, an increased focus 
handwashing is also thought to be a 
contributing factor.

Of note, is that the impact on 
premature births applied to a specific 
window in gestational age of 24 to  
30 weeks.

“There are some very important 
lessons for us. I don’t know what they 
are, but they’re going to be there.”

The Study will provide an 

array of different scenarios 

enabling investigation of 

the effects of lockdown in 

various settings, mixed with 

the potential influences 

of drought, fire, COVID-19 

infection and lockdown.

It is hoped the results for each state 
and territory, and Australia as a whole, 
will be available by the end of 2020.
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Pioneering program goes under the microscope
A significant reduction in the 
rates of early birth in WA’s major 
maternity hospital, as well as 
encouraging signs in the far north, 
are among the key findings of a 
detailed report card of our world-
first preterm birth prevention 
program.

Recently published in the world’s 
largest science journal, PLOS ONE, the 
study presents outcomes for the first 
three years of the WA Preterm Birth 
Prevention Initiative.

In 2017, it was widely reported that 

this whole-of-population program 

had successfully lowered the rate 

of preterm birth across WA by 

8 per cent. In the state’s major 

perinatal centre, KEMH, the rate 

fell by 20 per cent.

This effect also extended into 

prevention at the younger 

gestational ages – the very early 

preterm births. 

In the Kimberley the news was 
equally as positive. In women in early 
pregnancy who would not have been 
thought to be at high-risk, there was a 
dramatic reduction in preterm birth.

Founder of the Initiative and WIRF 
Chief Scientific Director, Professor 
John Newnham AM, pointed to a 
combination of two things that had 
positively affected the Kimberley.

“At the beginning of the Initiative in 2014 
a decision was made in the Kimberley 
for progesterone treatment to be 
provided free-of-charge,” he explained.

“Secondly, the Kimberley had adopted 
a program of midwifery continuity of 

care, for which there is good evidence 
that it may prevent many pregnancy 
complications. It is likely that the free 
progesterone, combined with strong 
midwifery care, have together lowered 
the rate of preterm birth.”

The study also revealed that the 
beneficial effect that had initially been 
observed at secondary level hospitals, 
outside KEMH, wore off, indicating the 
intensity of the educational program 
needs to be ongoing and sustained.

This study was supported 

by the National Health  

and Medical Research 

Council of Australia, WIRF, 

Channel 7 Telethon Trust 

and private philanthropy.

This 12-page magazine contains expert editorial relating to  
pre-conception and pregnancy care, and the latest in the field of 
preterm birth prevention.

The Whole Nine Months magazine is the major public health 
education vehicle for WIRF and the Alliance to engage with 
maternity care providers, health professionals and pregnant 
women across the country.

The 2020 edition of The Whole Nine Months 
magazine is now available online!

Read it 
NOW at  
www.wirf.com.au

Professor John Newnham AM

The upcoming WIRF/Alliance study as reported in the 
Financial Review

All donations of $2 and over are tax deductible.

“ There is no road map, as 

no-one has ever done 

what we are doing. If we 

are to achieve our goal of 

preventing preterm birth, 

we will need supporters 

from across Australia to 

join us on our important 

journey.

“

- Professor John Newnham AM,  

2020 Senior Australian of the Year.

Support the world’s  
first program  
that’s reducing  
the rate  
of preterm birth
Support research to end preterm birth and improve 
women’s cancer and mental health outcomes.

Donate now using the form on the back cover 
or go to www.wirf.com.au
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Linneys and WIRF: A prized partnership 
WIRF was incredibly lucky to 
be hosted by long-time major 
supporter, Linneys, at an intimate 
dinner celebrating the Foundation 
and its recent achievements. 

Exquisite food and hospitality from 
The Butler and The Chef was perfectly 
paired with leading wines from Vasse 
Felix – all framed by the incomparable 
backdrop of the Linneys Subiaco 
showroom.

Guests were treated to a special 
presentation from Prof John Newnham 
who outlined the latest activities 
underway across the nation to prevent 
preterm birth. Throughout the evening, 
guests were showered with the 
renowned hospitality and warmth of 
Alan and Michelle Linney and the entire 
Linneys family.

For the past 3 years Linneys have 
been proud Major Sponsors of WIRF’s 
flagship event, the Spring Gala, and 

remain as passionate as ever about 
supporting and enabling WIRF’s critical 
research and programs.

WIRF would like to thank the Linneys 
family, our guests, and all the event 
suppliers for contributing to a magical 
evening.

A world without heart-breaking stories of preterm birth and 
significantly improved cancer and mental health outcomes could 
be the legacy you leave behind to your loved ones with a Bequest to 
WIRF.

Often people who choose to include WIRF in their Will have had a preterm 
birth, cancer or mental health experience. They have helped make some 
of the most significant breakthroughs in medical research possible. 
These people have become heroes to the families that enjoy problem free 
pregnancies and cancer patients still alive thanks to new and improved 
treatments.

If you would like to learn more about leaving a Bequest to WIRF, please 
contact WIRF on 0468 346 740 or deborah.portughes@wirf.com.au

Leaving a bequest to WIRF

Safe and sound: Steroid use in pregnancy
WIRF is continuing to make major 
advances in its work to optimise 
steroid use in pregnancy as a 
critical intervention for treating 
preterm birth.

The WA-based research program 
involving scientists from Perth, 
Cincinnati (USA) and Sendai (Japan), 
has shown that in preterm lambs, 
fetus or pregnancy-specific factors, 
as opposed to steroid exposure, may 
be responsible for the effectiveness of 
antenatal steroid treatments.

The latest finding, published in The 
American Journal of Obstetrics & 
Gynecology, represents another 
significant step forward for the use of 
steroids in pregnancy whilst minimising  
 

any potential side effects of excess 
exposure to both mother and child.

Antenatal steroids are standard of care 
for women judged to be at imminent 
risk of preterm delivery. They assist in 
rapidly maturing the fetal lung, making 
breathing easier and safer for preterm 
babies, and has been responsible for 
saving the lives of countless thousands 
of preterm babies.

WIRF’s Deputy Director and Local 

Chief Investigator, Professor Matt 

Kemp pointed to there still being 

a significant variation in antenatal 

steroids dosing strategies and 

selection for treatment criteria.

This means that treatment effectiveness 
is highly variable and the rate of 
respiratory distress syndrome is 
decreased perhaps as little as 40 per 
cent. In some cases, antenatal steroid 
use is associated with limited benefit and 
potential harm for both mother and baby.

The study findings suggest that the 
effectiveness of antenatal steroid 
therapy is not solely determined by 
steroid levels, and may be determined 
by fetus or pregnancy-specific factors.

This work has been supported by 
GlaxoSmithKline-Save the Children, the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the 
Channel 7 Telethon Trust and WIRF.

We want 
to connect 
with more 

people 
like you

Engage with us on Facebook 
@WIRFWA

Follow us on twitter 
@WIRFWA

Visit our website 
wirf.com.au

Signing up for our enewsletter at  
wirf.com.au/newsletter-sign-up

Yok partnership supports women in style 
WIRF, in partnership with Yok 
Djakoorliny, was thrilled to 
hear of the success of a recent 
Commonwealth grant to support 
Aboriginal mothers attending King 
Edward Memorial Hospital.

Yok Djakoorliny connected with 
Rebecca Rickard of Deadly Denim to 
make 150 bags containing essential 

items for Aboriginal mothers coming to 
Whadjuk boodja to have their babies.

Yok Djakoorliny aims to improve the 
health and well-being of Aboriginal 
women by engaging and supporting 
them in a range of physical activities in 
a safe and culturally appropriate way. 

Right (from left): Jenni Curtis (Yok), Rebecca Rickard  
(Deadly Denim) and Stacy Maxted (Yok)



Michelle Leverton is WIRF’s new 
Café and Gift Shop Manager. 
Michelle is an experienced and 
talented gastronome who knows 
a thing or two about fine food and 
is armed with some big plans for 
the WIRF’s most visible presence in 
King Edward Memorial Hospital.

I am extremely grateful for my new 
position as the Café and Gift Shop 
manager for the Women and Infants 
Research Foundation. 

Having worked in hospitality for over 20 
years in various roles, I have often felt 
that something was lacking. Over time I 
came to realise that was the chance to 
give something back and contribute to 
an environment where my skills provide 
something meaningful.

Throughout my working years, I have 
studied and volunteered to fill the 
gap, having completed Certificate 3 in 
Conservation and Land Management 
and volunteering with reptiles.

Currently, I am studying a Bachelor of 
Psychological Science and Sociology 

and hope that one day I can bring this 
knowledge to WIRF.

I feel privileged to have found an 
organisation that conducts research 
for such an important cause and hope 
to contribute by providing healthy food 
options for all of the hospital patients, 
visitors and staff.

Thank you, Annemarie

It was with great warmth and affection 
that we said a tearful farewell to 
Annemarie Weekes after 20 years of 
incredible service managing the WIRF 
Café.

Annemarie’s dedication and 
welcoming nature touched the 
lives of countless new mothers 
and families who came through the 
Hospital and Café doors.

We are extremely grateful to Annemarie 
for her incredible contributions to the 
Café and KEMH, the proceeds of which 
helped continue WIRF’s research and 
scientific achievement.

Spotlight on…
Michelle Leverton 

Delivering the Future  |  Summer 2020

Helping her daughter to 
overcome separation anxiety with 
handwritten notes led Liz Blaxell 
to develop a social enterprise, 
which is now helping WA women 
undergoing cancer treatments and 
many others in need.

Liz, the founder of Message In A 
Pocket, recently contacted WIRF with a 
very generous donation of high-quality 
and high-humour ladies knickers for 
our Women’s Care Packages.

For Liz the idea of using messages to 
help and inspire started with notes in 

her children’s lunch boxes on the first 
few days of a school year. That’s when 
she had the idea of printing messages 
onto underwear, and the social 
enterprise began.

Message In A Pocket has also 
created an opportunity to help 
others in need with a portion of 
profits, as well as underwear, being 
donated to the Foundation.

The underwear has gone directly to 
social work clients with the greatest 
needs and financial donations are 

supporting WIRF’s priority research 
and programs into women’s and 
infants’ health. The WIRF Café & Gift 
Shop will soon be selling a range of 
underwear for all patients and visitors 
to the Hospital.

“It was such a privilege being able to 
pass some of the knickers on - that 
really is the whole idea of the business. 
Hopefully they bring some comfort and 
light to a few people’s lives.”

To view the Message In A Pocket 
product range, visit:  
www.messageinapocket.net

Pocket size messages make a big splash

This support plays a critical role in extending and enabling the national and 
international research impact of our work and our ability to translate our research 
findings for the benefit of women, infants and families everywhere.

Help shape our research
Private and philanthropic support has never been more important 
to the Women & Infants Research Foundation.

If you would like to become 

involved in shaping new 

research into priority areas 

of women’s and infants’ 

health, contact Lauren  

on 0468 346 740 or  

lauren.cheney@wirf.com.au

Michelle Leverton 
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Together We Can Build Healthy Families

WIRF’s Volunteer Manager, Paula O’Connell with Liz Blaxell

10 

A new national campaign is inviting you to join together with your friends, family 

and work colleagues to host your own special event to support WIRF.
The choice is yours whether you’re organising a morning tea at work, a group walk or ride, movie 
night, or an event with a difference, hosting a DIY fundraiser is the perfect way to directly help us to 
prevent preterm birth and improve mental health and cancer outcomes for all Australian women.

During March 2021 we will ask our network of friends, followers and supporters, to be a part of this 
national wave of positive change by hosting their own special event.

More information, including a free fundraising guide and toolkit  
containing everything you need to make your event a major success,  

will be available at: www.wirf.com.au/togetherwecan

Annemarie Weekes



Delivering the Future  |  Summer 201812 

www.wirf.com.au/donate


