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Welcome to Delivering  
the Future.
We understand that the COVID-19 
(coronavirus) pandemic has 
caused all women and mothers-
to-be, along with the rest of our 
global community, a great sense of 
anxiety about their own health and 
wellbeing, their unborn or newborn 
baby and the rest of their family. 

Pregnancy and parenting is a time of 
great joy and expectation for women, 
fathers and their families and WIRF 
remains committed to providing advice 
and information about COVID-19.

Despite these significant challenges this 
is a year not to be wasted.

The major announcement as part of 
the 2020 Australian of the Year Awards 
– which you can read on page 3 – has 
placed the spotlight well and truly on us.

The award caps off an incredible 12 
months for the Foundation and our 
work to raise the national profile of the 
alarming rates and impact of preterm 
birth in Australia. The real work however, 
begins now.

We always knew what we were doing in 
Western Australia to safely reduce the 
rate of preterm birth across the state 
was truly something special.

The program’s successes and 
expansion to inform the national 
approach to preventing early birth 
through the Australian Preterm 
Birth Prevention Alliance, have been 
monumental achievements.

The structure of the program has been 
built, the lead persons in each state 
and territory are in place. What we need 
to do now is to provide the support 
needed for national success and that 
includes financial support.

With our work now firmly couched 
within the national health agenda, 
it makes complete sense that our 
supporter base also extends to those 
far outside of WA.

The perfect example of this was 
the recent 2020 Masquerade Ball: 
Unmasking Preterm Birth held at the 
iconic MCG which raised more than 
$89,400 for the Foundation (page 5). 

The generosity and genuine interest 
shown by the Victorian community 
will directly benefit women, mothers 
and their babies in real need across 
the country. A huge thank you and 
congratulations to Veronica Johnston 
and all involved in delivering this 
remarkable event.

An unprecedented 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 and children everywhere.

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 interest and 
support of our critical work and ask you 
now more than ever, to stay safe and 
look after your physical and emotional 
health and that of your friends and family.

Professor John Newnham AM  
Chief Scientific Director  

Deb Attard Portughes  
Chief Operations Director

Major national award for premature birth expert 
In recognition of his pioneering 
approach and impact on the field of 
preterm birth prevention, Professor 
John Newnham AM, has been 
named the 2020 Senior Australian of 
the Year.

A leader of modern Obstetrics, 
Professor Newnham was recognised 
along with other national winners as 
part of the 60th anniversary of the 
Australian of the Year Awards at the 
National Arboretum in Canberra.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison was 
on hand to present the awards, 
and in acknowledging the work of 
Professor Newnham, the Prime Minister 
announced, “you’ve explored new ideas, 
broken new ground and inspired. You’ve 
lived out the best of Australia’s values”.

In his acceptance speech, before 

a roomful of notable Australians, a 

surprised and honoured Professor 

Newnham explained he truly 

understood and appreciated what 

an honour it truly is.

“I am an obstetrician who for many 
years has had the great privilege of 
caring for women with complication 
pregnancies and sick babies before 
they are born.

“But as a young medical student I 
became fascinated by life before birth, 
and how little was known about the 
events before birth and how they may 
impact on our health and our disease 
throughout the rest of our lives, I 
believed I have found an undiscovered 
continent, and I have spent the rest of 
my life exploring it.”

Professor Newnham acknowledged 
the major contributions of his family 
and colleagues over many decades 
and what he hopes to achieve with an 
unprecedented level of national interest 
in his critical work.

“There is no road map to follow but 
we should all be very proud of the fact 
that Australia is now the first country to 
have a national program dedicated to 
preventing early birth.

“My aim by the end of this year is that 
the Australian Preterm Birth Prevention 

Alliance, instead of being just up and 
running, is totally vibrant so that the 
women and families of Australia know 
all about preterm birth prevention.

“There is no better place in the 

world to have a baby than in 

Australia and we want to keep it 

that way.”

Professor John Newnham Deb Attard Portughes

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 with the form on the back cover 
or go to www.wirf.com.au
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Melbourne’s business and 
philanthropic community 
ushered in autumn in grand style 
as it united for the inaugural 
Masquerade Ball: Unmasking 
Preterm Birth.

An incredible line up of guests 
descended onto the iconic MCG for 
the 29 February event at which an 
astounding $89,422 was raised to 
support the Foundation’s critical work 
into preterm birth prevention.

Event Ambassador and keynote 
speaker, Veronica Johnston, explained 
that the Masquerade Ball was a truly 
amazing event to benefit women, 
mothers and infants across the country.

“This incredible support will allow WIRF 
to continue their pioneering work into 

preterm birth prevention, expand the 
reach of its highest impact initiatives, 
and unearth new research discoveries.”

The event marks a major part of 
Veronica’s journey of healing as a 
mother of a baby lost to premature birth.

“The experience was incredibly 

traumatic but there is actually 

something really beautiful about 

it. When your baby is born, even 

though they are not alive, there 

is still a strong sense of pride, 

connection and true love.

“It takes a long time to heal. You 

don’t ever really heal from it but 

you can grow around it.”  

MC’s and Nine News reporter Jayde 
Vincent, framed the evening which 
was headlined by presentations from 
Veronica and the 2020 Senior Australian 
of the Year, WIRF’s Professor John 
Newnham. 

On behalf of Veronica 
Johnston, the entire organising 
committee, and the countless 
many involved in delivering 
the 2020 Masquerade Ball: 
Unmasking Preterm Birth, WIRF 
would like to thank everyone 
who so generously supported 
this event.

MCG Masquerade Ball unmasks preterm birthArtificial womb rewrites its own record books
Artificial Womb Lead: Professor Matt Kemp

A major milestone in technology 
based around the use of an 
artificial womb is further 
matching this pioneering medical 
intervention to those that will 
one day require it – extremely 
premature babies.

Published in The American Journal of 
Obstetrics & Gynecology, the study 
presents world-first data demonstrating 
the ability of an artificial placenta-
based life support platform to maintain 
extremely preterm lamb fetuses 
exposed to intrauterine inflammation.

WIRF’s Professor Matt Kemp, explained 
that whilst previous research had 
demonstrated the feasibility of the 
artificial womb technology, there 
was no published evidence that 
demonstrated the use of the platform 
to support extremely preterm fetuses 
compromised by exposure to 
intrauterine inflammation.

“It is important to remember 

that the unborn preterm babies 

that we anticipate requiring this 

technology in the future will not be 

from healthy pregnancies and they 

will most likely have other major 

compromising conditions.”

Intrauterine inflammation is a common 
precursor of extremely early preterm 
birth and is associated with adverse 
outcomes.

Aligning the technology and medical 
interventions as closely as possible to 
the clinical need will be essential for 
any future application.

The study successfully maintained 
eight extremely preterm lamb fetuses 
(600-700g) - equivalent to a human 
fetus at 24 weeks of gestation – 
that were exposed to intrauterine 

inflammation - for a pre-determined 
period of 5 days.

The Artificial Womb is a 

revolutionary medical intervention 

to treat severely premature 

newborns. The goal is to offer 

a bridge between a natural 

womb and the outside world to 

give babies born at the earliest 

gestational ages more time for 

their fragile lungs to mature.

This work has been supported by the 
Channel 7 Telethon Trust, WIRF, the 
Department of Health, Government of 
Western Australia, Nipro Corporation, 
and the National Health and Medical 
Research Council.

Brad Trott, Kate Lorkin, Brent Rice and Caroline Rice Danielle Yakoubian and Maria Maggiore The poignant Memory Walk

Veronica Johnston and father Rod Johnston

Major Artificial Womb Honours

Achieved a perfect score by the NHMRC placing it in the top 0.1% of all national projects.

Recognised in the Annual Top 10 Science Stories by the Australian Science Media Centre.

Featured at the prestigious Ars Electronica Festival in Linz, Austria.



Margaret Feilman

From left: SA Minister of Health, Stephen Wade, Dr Monika Skubiz, and Prof John Newnham

Alliance launches in SA
The successful launch of the South 
Australian chapter of the Australian 
Preterm Birth Prevention Alliance 
is poised to benefit thousands of 
women, families and infants across 
the state.

Some 20,000 babies are born in South 
Australia ever year, and approximately 
2000 of these babies are born preterm.

Co-Lead of the South Australian 
chapter of the Australian Preterm Birth 
Prevention Alliance, Dr Monika Skubisz, 
pointed to the SA initiative already 
being in the process of developing 
key strategies to try and reduce the 
number of families affected by preterm 
birth across the state. 

“We are updating the South 

Australian Perinatal Practice 

Guidelines regarding Preterm 

Labour and Birth as well as 

Induction of Labour.” 

These new guidelines will help to 
ensure our Obstetricians, GPs and 
midwives are thinking about how each 
of their pregnant patients may be at 
risk of preterm birth and how they can  

use the most up-to-date evidence to 
help minimise that risk, safely.

Dr Skubiz explained that smoking 
remained an important risk factor for 
preterm birth.

“We are clearly not doing enough 

to help mums overcome their 

dependence, both for their 

health and that of their babies – 

particularly our Aboriginal mothers. 

“We are looking at ways of increasing 
support to mums early in their 
pregnancies to help them cut down 
or quit smoking to reduce their risk of 
having a preterm birth.”

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. The Alliance has 
adopted the key practice points and 
public health campaign developed by 
WIRF’s pioneering WA Preterm Birth 
Prevention Initiative.
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New funding 
boosts  
outlook for 
mothers and 
babies

The Australian Preterm Birth Prevention Alliance

Support our 2020 EOFY Appeal
To those that have so generously donated to WIRF this end-of-
financial-year, thank you from the bottom of our hearts. Your support 
will make an enormous difference to the lives of countless women, 
infants & families. 

If you would like to join this amazing community of people and support 
WIRF’s research and programs, please donate before 30 June 2020 to 
claim your tax deductible receipt.

Please support WIRF this EOFY by visiting www.wirf.com.au/donate or  
returning the donation form on the back page. All donations over $2 are tax deductible.

Critical new funding provided by 
the Feilman Foundation is set to 
play a key role in the new national 
approach to preventing preterm 
birth.

The funding provided over the next 
three years will enable WIRF to build on 
the success of its pioneering Outreach 
Program as part of the Western 
Australian Preterm Birth Prevention 
Initiative.

Chairman of the Feilman Foundation, 
Alan Good, explained the Foundation 
Trustees were very pleased to be able 
to provide a grant to this important 
project, led by Professor John 
Newnham AM which will make a great 
difference to the women at risk of 
preterm birth.

“The Foundation was set up by three 
women, the late Ethel Feilman and her 
two daughters Margaret and Patricia 
Feilman who amongst a wide range 
of interests, were concerned for the 

welfare of women and children. We 
have no doubt they would be very glad 
that we made the decision to support 
this proposal.”

The Outreach Program traverses the 
state to provide in-service education to 
health care professionals in their own 
work environments about new health 
interventions to prevent preterm birth 
and the science underpinning them.

The new funding will allow 

a significant increase in the 

scope, activity and impact of this 

unique whole-of-state, whole-of-

population program.

WIRF will now be able to increase 
the program’s reach by visiting more 
regional and metropolitan areas in 
WA than ever before. In response to 
the ever-growing need, this funding 
will also enable us to implement a 
dedicated mental health component for 
practitioners.

Another element of the program’s 
critical expansion will be to work 
with key stakeholders to address the 
unacceptable rates of preterm birth 
experienced by Aboriginal mothers; 
currently twice the national average.

Resources and materials developed 
in partnership with Aboriginal health 
professionals and communities will 
be included in the Outreach Program 
with the aim to address this major 
discrepancy in maternal and perinatal 
health.

Through this significant level of 

support we will be able to magnify 

the scope of our most high-impact 

program and we look forward to 

working with Feilman Foundation 

to ensure no pregnant woman is 

left behind.

Pat Feilman
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WIRF is lucky to be the chosen beneficiary of some special people and their personal 
fundraising events.

Community-based fundraising forms a critical part of enabling our research programs and our ability to 
innovate and respond to major health problems.

If you or a team are involved in a community event like a triathlon, marathon, movie or bake sale, we 
encourage you to consider fundraising on behalf of WIRF.

WIRF can help you with:

 Setting up a crowdfunding page    Securing pre and post event media coverage

 Positive promotion through social media platforms Other marketing and promotion activities.

To find out more about community-based fundraising with WIRF, and how we can take your 
event or cause to the next level, contact WIRF on 0408 128 099 or info@wirf.com.au

Partnering with WIRF for your cause

Community conquers Rottnest swim 
Multiple community based 
fundraising efforts as part of this 
years’ Rottnest Channel Swim have 
combined to achieve an amazing 
fundraising result for WIRF.

A group of King Edward Memorial 
Hospital midwives doubled down on 
their record-breaking 2019 performance 
to once again take on the gruelling 
20km open water swim.

The Active Berthas: Liz Hull, Vanita 
Coulthard, Emma Rammage, Sophie 
Dunnet, and the Scrubs: Steph Ritchie, 
Charlotte Main, Tahnee Stubbs-Mills, 
Annie Bradley, were expertly supported 
by paddler, Viv Wigg, and would 
combine to raise more than $5,100.

In addition to the superfish midwives, 
WIRF were supported by a very special 
family with the strongest of links to the 
work of the Foundation.

Justyn and Sharon Bridge contacted 
WIRF in late 2019 wanting to raise funds 
for critical research into preterm birth 
prevention after tragically losing their 
own beautiful daughter to early birth.

“This charity is very close to our hearts 
and the work they do through research 
to prevent preterm birth is astounding. 
We hope that by continuing to raise 
money, we are helping WIRF help other 
families,” Sharon said.

Buoyed by incredible support from 
family and friends, Justyn powered 

through the Rottnest Solo Swim and 
raised more than $3,400 in recognition 
of his super human effort.

WIRF congratulates these outstanding 
community fundraisers and their 
continued effort to ensure optimum 
health outcomes for WA women and 
their babies.

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

A potential alternative to antibiotics

Dr Lucy Furfaro

One of Western Australia’s most 
promising early career scientists 
has secured a fellowship which will 
see her continue her pioneering 
work in the field of perinatal 
microbiology.

WIRF’s Postdoctoral Research 
Associate, Dr Lucy Furfaro, has been 
named the 2020 Raine/Robson Fellow.

Dr Furfaro will continue her project, 
Bacteriophage exposure in utero: 
Implications for health and disease, 
which is examining if one of the most 
abundant microbes on the planet can 
play a role in protecting mothers and 
babies from bacterial infections.

Phages are able to infect and kill 
specific bacteria and act to maintain 

balance in microbial environments. 

Because of this phage therapy has 

the potential to be an alternative to 

antibiotics and could play a central 

role in our future ability to fight 

bacteria that are working hard to 

develop resistance to our full range 

of current drugs.

We are constantly exposed to phages 
as part of our day-to-day life, but it is 
still unknown if exposure occurs in the 
womb.

Using sequence technology, Dr Furfaro 
hopes to determine if any phage DNA 
is present in amniotic fluid collected 

during Caesarean delivery and amnio-
reduction.

This will help us to determine if phages 
are present in the womb and if they 
may have a role in protecting mothers 
and babies from bacterial infections.

This study will have implications 

for understanding whether phage 

therapy is a viable option to 

explore during pregnancy to fight 

antimicrobial resistant infections.

WIRF looks forward to seeing  
Dr Furfaro’s study results as she takes 
the microscopic world to produce 
macroscopic outcomes.



Spotlight on…
Lauren Cheney
Lauren Cheney is WIRF’s Business 
Development Manager and 
considers herself extremely 
fortunate to be working for an 
organisation and a cause so close 
to her heart.

A self-described functioning coffee 
addict, it is Lauren’s linkage to 
WIRF through her amazing son 
which continues to drive her each 
and every day.

WIRF holds a very special place in my 
heart. My son was born with a rare 
immune condition that saw him fight 
for his life in King Edward ICU for many 
months.

The research that WIRF conducts 
is undoubtedly the reason my son 
survived. I will forever be indebted to 
WIRF and the incredible staff at King 
Edward Memorial Hospital. 

Once my son recovered I made it 
my mission to raise much needed 
awareness and funding for WIRF as I 
know firsthand the dire difference this 
research can make.

WIRF was the catalyst that started 
me on a journey of fundraising and 
advocating for infant health research. 
Initially, I created the Little Love Club for 
women and children and money raised 
was donated to WIRF. 

Once that initiative ended I started to 
research and write a guide to healthy 
infant feeding and my book – The Smart 
Baby Cookbook was born – pardon 
the pun! I was fortunate enough that 
Murdoch Books published my work 
which allowed me to share my research 
and help other families. 

It is my greatest passion to give back 
and I am honoured to work for the 
Foundation that gave me my greatest 
gift in life – the survival and health of my 
son.

In her role as Business Development 
Manager, Lauren will be building 
support, developing and enhancing 
initiatives and fundraising for the 
incredible programs being initiated in 
WA and now being delivered across the 
globe.
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Held on Saturday, 14 March, The 
Little Angels 2020 Cocktail Party 
delivered on its promise to raise 
funds and awareness for WIRF’s 
pioneering work to prevent early 
birth.

More than 120 people attended the 
2020 Little Angels event and were 

truly privileged to hear of Vera’s 
extraordinary story and witness her 
unwavering commitment to honour her 
own Little Angel.

MC Rayne Bryant and special WIRF 
guest speaker, Professor Matt Kemp, 
joined Vera throughout the evening for 
the event which brought out the very 

best of generosity and giving from the 
WA community.

On behalf of Vera, the entire 
Coleski family, and all involved in 
delivering the Little Angels Cocktail 
Party, WIRF thanks you from the 
bottom of our hearts! 

Little Angels Cocktail Party soars

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

Guests of the 2020 Little Angels event party the night away at Fridays Studio

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

Lauren Cheney 

“The research that WIRF 

conducts is undoubtedly 

the reason my son survived. 

I will forever be indebted 

to WIRF and the incredible 

staff at King Edward 

Memorial Hospital.”
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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.
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