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We are proud to present our 
inaugural newsletter –  
Delivering the Future
Our past has included many 
important research discoveries but 
our future is even more exciting.  
From humble beginnings in 1976, 
the Foundation has promoted, 
sponsored and conducted cutting 
edge research that has changed the 
lives of many.

In 2017, the world-class quality of our 
work has been on full display in the 
leading research journal in our field, 
The American Journal of Obstetrics & 
Gynecology.  WIRF researchers had 
the lead articles in the April, May and 
June editions of this journal.  The April 
lead article described how our exercise 
program for obese pregnant women 
prevented diabetes in China; the May 
lead article described the successful 
reduction in preterm birth rates in 
WA, following the introduction of the 
Preterm Birth Prevention Initiative; and 
in June the lead article in the magazine 
described a successful development of 
the artificial womb.

This edition of Delivering the Future, 
contains further details of our Preterm 
Birth Initiative (page 5) and our Artificial 
Womb (page 3) stories.  The next 
edition of our newsletter will feature an 
article on the WIRF research studies 
conducted in parallel between Perth 
and China.

Modern medical research, however, 
does not come without a cost, raising 
money to support research projects and 
our scientists remains our continued 
challenge.  Partnerships with WA 
organisations like  Celebration Homes 
and ABN Group, which you can read 
about on page 4, is just one example 
of how the health and business 
community is uniting to support our 
activities.

We look forward to meeting many of 
you during the busy events of the next 
few months and we hope you enjoy 
reading about some of WIRF’s recent 
news and activities in this inaugural 

edition of Delivering the Future. These 
major achievements would not have 
been possible without your generous 
support, we hope you feel as proud as 
we do about WIRF’s impact.  We thank 
you for your support in the past and 
welcome your involvement in the future.

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 organisations dedicated to 
improving the health of women and infants.

We have a proud 40-year history of scientific discovery and public 
health achievement and continue to conduct research into areas of 
women’s and infants’ health most important to our community. WIRF is 
also the charity of King Edward Memorial Hospital.

  Leading the world in preterm birth prevention

  Translating our research findings into guidelines and resources

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

  Developing the next generation of researchers

Women and Infants Research Foundation

WIRF, Carson House, 374 Bagot Road, Subiaco, WA 6008 | W: www.wirf.com.au | E: info@wirf.com.au 
T: (08) 6458 1437 | F: (08) 08 6458 1642 | ABN: 94 418 431 354
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Artificial womb raises hope for 
premature babies
An artificial womb has been 
successfully used to incubate 
healthy baby lambs for a period of 
one week, and researchers hope the 
technology will one day be able to 
do the same for extremely premature 
babies.

The long-standing collaborative 
Western Australian-based program, 
involving researchers from the Women 
and Infants Research Foundation, the 
University of Western Australia, and 
Tohoku University Hospital, Japan, 
has sought to develop an effective 
treatment strategy for extremely preterm 
infants born at the border of viability 
(22-23 weeks).

Findings recently published in the 
prestigious medical journal, The 
American Journal of Obstetrics & 
Gynecology, have shown that preterm 
lambs were successfully maintained in 
a healthy, infection-free condition with 
significant growth, for a period of one 
week using ex-vivo uterine environment 
(EVE) therapy.

Local Chief Investigator, Associate 
Professor Matt Kemp, said that with 
further development, EVE therapy 
could prevent the severe morbidity 
suffered by extremely premature 
infants by potentially offering a medical 
technology that does not currently exist.

“Designing treatment strategies 
for extremely preterm infants is a 
challenge,” he said.

“At this gestational age the lungs are 
often too structurally and functionally 
under-developed for the baby to 
breathe easily.”

The research team hypothesised that 

one means of improving outcomes for 
this group would be to treat them as a 
fetus rather than a small infant.

“At its core, our equipment is essentially 
a high-tech amniotic fluid bath 
combined with an artificial placenta. 
Put those together, and with careful 
maintenance what you’ve got is an 
artificial womb,” Assoc Prof Kemp said.

“By providing an alternative means 
of gas exchange for the fetus, we 
hoped to spare the extremely preterm 
cardiopulmonary system from 
ventilation-derived injury, and save the 
lives of those babies whose lungs are 
too immature to breathe properly. The 
end goal is to provide preterm babies 
the chance to better develop their lungs 
and other important organs before 
being brought into the world.” 

This work has been supported by 
grants from the Channel 7 Telethon 
Trust, the Department of Health, 
Government of Western Australia, 
and the Women and Infants Research 
Foundation. 

Our supporters enable us to innovate 
and respond to major health 
problems. To support our work visit 
www.wirf.com.au/donate or send the 
attached donation form to WIRF head 
office.

Assoc Prof Matt Kemp and visiting Fellow, Dr Haruo Usuda
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New partnership 
provides much 
cause to celebrate 
The Women and Infants Research 
Foundation (WIRF) is immensely 
proud to announce its new 
partnership with Celebration Homes.

WIRF was presented with a cheque 
for $20,000 as part of a recent event to 
officially launch the partnership with the 
award-winning building company; a key 
part of the ABN Group.

The event also provided an opportunity 
for WIRF Chief Operations Director, Deb 
Attard Portughes to speak directly with 
and thank Celebration Homes staff.

“We are extremely excited to partner 
with another iconic WA organisation to 
drive new research and programs into 
priority areas of women’s and infants’ 
health,” she said.

“Corporate partnerships with leading 
organisations such as Celebration 

Homes and ABN Group are becoming 
increasingly important in extending 
our national and international impact 
and enabling our ability to translate 
our research findings for the benefit of 
women, newborns and families across 
our region.”

Celebration Homes – General 
Manager, Simon Birkhead said the 
collaboration with a high calibre 

research organisation was an exciting 
opportunity to give back to the WA 
community.

“Since our inception in 2002, we’ve 
been focused on providing West 
Australian families with quality homes at 
affordable prices. This partnership will 
allow us to continue to make a positive 
impact for these same families for 
generations to come,” he said.

WA women to benefit from new cancer treatment
WA women with endometrial cancer 
are taking part in a WIRF trial of a 
treatment that hopes to delay the 
need for radical surgery.

Endometrial cancer is the most 
common gynaecological cancer and is 
diagnosed in 2400 Australian women 
each year. The standard treatment is a 
total hysterectomy as well as removing 
ovaries and fallopian tubes.

However, some patients have medical 
conditions that makes surgery risky at 
the time of diagnosis, or younger women 
may want to postpone surgery until they 
have had children.

Professor of Gynaecologic Oncology, 
Prof Yee Leung said an alternative 
treatment could safely allow women to 

delay surgery without jeopardising their 
cancer outcome.

“What we have found is that this 
treatment can act as a bridge, to get 
patients to the point where they have 
achieved a pregnancy or optimised their 
medical condition,” he said. 

“Some women lose weight on the 
treatment which can put them in a far 
better place when they eventually have 
surgery. To date, the study has shown 
promising results.”

WIRF’s Femme study continues to look 
at treatment combinations, including a 
hormone-releasing intra-uterine device, 
the diabetes drug metformin and a 
weight loss program.

Director - ABN Group, Alwyn Even, WIRF’s Deb Attard Portughes, 
and General Manager - Celebration Homes, Simon Birkhead.

WIRF launches its new website
WIRF is extremely excited to unveil its new website.

The new website features integrated and intuitive navigation and enhanced 
access to WIRF’s award-winning researchers and their projects.

To view the new WIRF website visit www.wirf.com.au

“We are extremely excited to partner with another iconic 
WA organisation to drive new research and programs 

into priority areas of women and infants’ health.”

“What we have found is that this 
treatment can act as a bridge, 

to get patients to the point 
where they have achieved a 
pregnancy or optimised their 

medical condition.”
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Preterm birth prevention initiative 
recognised as a Report of Major 
Impact
A paper from our Western Australian 
research program which has revealed 
a significant decline in the rate across 
the state has been recognised as 
a ‘Report of Major Impact’ by The 
American Journal of Obstetrics & 
Gynecology (AJOG). 

The AJOG ‘Report of Major Impact’ 
classification was introduced to 
recognise studies with the potential for 
important changes to clinical practice 
and immediate impact for the clinical 
and scientific community.

Chair and Founder of the Initiative and 
Chief Scientific Director of the Women 
and Infants Research Foundation 
(WIRF), Professor John Newnham said 
the findings have the potential to benefit 
the millions of infants and families 
worldwide who will potentially suffer 
from this complication of pregnancy. 

“Until recently, preventing preterm birth 
was an idea limited to the world of 
research. But the discovery and 

“Our challenge now is to expand the 
effect and translate the program into 
other health care environments.” 

WIRF is actively working to engage new 
funders to champion the 
implementation of this program across 
NSW and Victoria with future plans for a 
national rollout.

Please consider making a donation to 
help us continue this important work. 
Visit www.wirf.com.au/donate or 
send the attached donation form to 
WIRF head office.

In 2015,

preterm birth
was responsible for nearly 

1 million 
deaths 
worldwide 

– World Health Organisation.

Immediate care for a single newborn with a 

birth weight of less than 
750 grams costs 
the health system  
$216,000 

Why our work is 
so important

15 million
Worldwide,

babies born preterm 
each year.

WIRF/KEMH Op 
Shop goes viral
The generosity of the WA community 
was on full display as part of a recent 
call for donations for the WIRF/KEMH 
Op Shop.

Less than 48 hours after putting out the 
call for donations through Facebook, the 
post was viewed by more than 500,000 
people, shared by more than 7000, and 
liked more than 1000 times making it 
one of the most popular posts in WA that 
week. 

The huge groundswell of support 
resulted in hundreds of donations from 
across the state and even outside of WA.

WIRF staff and volunteers recently made 
the most of an overflowing Op Shop 
and storeroom as part of the recent 
Perth Pregnancy, Babies and Children’s 
Expo. As part of the three-day expo, 
WIRF volunteers raised more than $3200 
from the sale of donated clothing, toys 

and equipment which will go towards 
enabling WIRF research and programs.

We continue to be astounded by the 
level of generosity and support among 
our followers and volunteers. Thank you 
from the bottom of our hearts.
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translation of effective new strategies, 
coupled with a multi-faceted 
commitment to educating health 
care professionals and families, has

enabled change on such a scale,” Prof 
Newnham said.
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Unravelling the 
science behind 
inflammation in 
pregnancy 
Inflammation is a normal part of the 
labour process. Without inflammation, 
the cervix would not ripen, the 
membranes would not rupture and 
contractions would not start.

However, excessive inflammation 
in pregnancy is also the cause of 
many preterm births and pregnancy 
complications, although the causes of the 
inflammation are unknown in many cases.

Research led by WIRF’s Prof Jeff 
Keelan seeks new ways of blocking 
the inflammation, allowing women to 
deliver at term and sparing the fetus 
from the harmful effects of exposure to 
inflammation in the womb. 

Prof Keelan and his team at WIRF 
are exploring the potential benefits 
of new anti-inflammatory drugs and 
dietary supplements in pregnancy, 
using human placental tissues to test 
their effectiveness. One of their goals 
is to see whether or not new ways 
of formulating dietary supplements 
allows them to inhibit inflammation 
in the placenta at normal (safe) 

recommended daily doses.

Researchers have known for a long 
time that too much inflammation is 
harmful in pregnancy – now it’s time 
to work out how to safely block it. The 
team hopes that these new approaches 

will be successful and we can soon 
offer treatments to women to reduce 
the impact of inflammation-related 
problems on pregnant women and their 
babies.

Spotlight on…
Jeff Keelan

Researchers have known for a long time that too much 
inflammation is harmful in pregnancy – now it’s time to 

work out how to safely block it. 

WIRF’s Professor Jeff Keelan is a 
leading expert in placental disorders 
in pregnancy.

For more than 30 years his research has 
focused on the formation and function of 
the placenta and its role in normal and 
complicated pregnancies. 

He has made important research 
contributions in the areas of 
inflammation, preterm labour and 
birth, and placental drug transport and 
metabolism. 

As an integral part of the ground-
breaking Western Australia Preterm 
Birth Prevention Initiative, he continues 
to lead research into the microbiome in 
pregnancy and the treatment/prevention 
of preterm birth.

As Director of the Women and 
Infants Research Laboratories, he 

has overseen the installation and 
inauguration of new cell and tissue 
culture facilities, the expansion of the 
laboratory’s image analysis facilities, and 
the recruitment and training of Honours 
and PhD students to the laboratories. 
He directs the WA Pregnancy Biobank 
and recently established the Microbiome 
Consortium of WA (MiCWA).

Prof Keelan has published over 175 
peer-reviewed articles, received more 
than $7 million in competitive grant 
funding in Australia, supervised more 
than 50 Higher Degree Research (HDR) 
students, and has also examined more 
than 40 HDR theses and dissertations.

Outside of the lab, he is also an 
accomplished and passionate Jazz 
guitarist and teacher, and lover of Sci-fi 
books and movies.
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King Eddies team raises $12,500
A group of doctors at King Edward 
Memorial Hospital successfully 
conquered the recent 2017 Rottnest 
Channel Open Water Swim and 
achieved an incredible fundraising 
outcome in the process.

Team ‘It’ll be WIRF it’ (Katrina Calvert, 
Sebastian Leathersich, Lauren 
Megaw and Trent Tolra) completed the 
gruelling 20km swim in a time of just 
over 8 hours.

Adding to their accomplishment, the 
group have raised more than $12,500 
to support WIRF’s research into 
preterm birth prevention. 

The team received very generous 
support from the Heath family who 
donated the use of their boat as a 
support vessel. 

Mother, Carly Heath had a preterm 
birth experience in 2015 with her boy 
Beau born at 29 weeks at KEMH due 
to severe preeclampsia and suffering 
from HELLP syndrome.

WIRF is lucky to be the chosen 
beneficiary of some special people 
and their personal fundraising 
events. To find out more about 
community-based fundraising with 
WIRF, contact us on 6458 1387 or 
info@wirf.com.au

Symposium to tackle priority  
area in pregnancy care
A complication of pregnancy 
which accounts for more than two 
million deaths worldwide each year 
will be the focus of an upcoming 
symposium to be hosted by the 
Women and Infants Research 
Foundation (WIRF).

The 2017 Stars Symposium, ‘How we 
can prevent babies dying before they 
are born’, will examine stillbirth, how 
we can detect and identify contributing 
causes, and the potential for its 
prevention.

Stillbirths account for 70% of perinatal 
deaths. Over 2,000 babies are stillborn 
in Australia and New Zealand every year 
occurring at a rate of approximately 7 
out of every 1000 births; approximately 7 
babies each day.

Visiting Expert, Dr Susan Walker, 
Director of Perinatal Medicine at Mercy 
Hospital for Women, said that while 
infant mortality rates have continued to 
decline in Australia over the past two 
decades, there has been no overall 
reduction in the rate of stillbirth.

“Fetal growth restriction is the leading 
contributor to antenatal stillbirth, but 
identifying the baby that is small or 
poorly grown remains a challenge,” Dr 
Walker said.

“Through this presentation I will address 
how we can improve detection of the 
baby that stops growing before it is 
born in an effort to reduce the burden of 
preventable stillbirth.”

Dr Walker’s keynote presentation will be 
accompanied by talks from two local 
stars – Dr Scott White who will examine 
why some babies die before they are 
born, and Belinda Jennings who will 
talk about the evolution of the Perinatal 
Loss Service at King Edward Memorial 
Hospital.

The Stars event will be held on 
Wednesday, 13 September 2017 at 
the University of Western Australia, 
Banquet Hall. The following evening 
the Rising Stars event, a celebration 
and showcase of WA’s top emerging 
medical researchers, will be held at the 
Matilda Bay Restaurant.

To register and for more details visit: 
www.wirf.com.au/stars2017

“Fetal growth restriction 
is the leading contributor 
to antenatal stillbirth, but 
identifying the baby that 
is small or poorly grown 
remains a challenge.”
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Please fax or post to:
Women And Infants Research Foundation
Carson House, King Edward Memorial Hospital
374 Bagot Road, Subiaco WA 6008.
Ph: 08 6458 1437 Fax: 08 6458 1642

Women and Infants Research Foundation

W: www.wirf.com.au | E: info@wirf.com.au 
T: (08) 6458 1437 | F: (08) 08 6458 1642 | ABN: 94 418 431 354

Thank you for your support
All donations of $2 and over are tax deductible.

Yes, I would like to make a donation to the Women and Infants Research Foundation to improve 
the health of women and infants through:

Research into the 
prevention of preterm 
birth and other 
pregnancy complications

Research to improve 
outcomes for women 
with gynaecologic 
cancers

Research to support 
the development of an 
artificial womb

WIRF general day-to-day 
operations

Name: Dr/Mr/Mrs/Ms  Date:  /  /

Address: 

Suburb:    State:    Postcode: 

Telephone: (W)  (H)    Email: 

Monthly Pledge

I wish to become a regular supporter and give a tax 
deductible donation each month of:

 $25   $50   $100  $  Other (minimum $10)

I wish to pay by:  

   Direct Debit from my bank account  
(Please fill in Direct Debit Request)

   Credit Card (Please fill in details or call 08 6458 1437)

Donation

I would like to make a single tax deductible donation of:

 $100    $300    $750    $1000   $5000    

$  Other (minimum $10)

I wish to pay by:  

   Credit Card (Please fill in details or call 08 6458 1437)

   Cheque / Money Order (enclosed)  
(Payable to Women and Infants Research Foundation)

   I am interested in making a bequest in my will.
Credit Card Details

 MasterCard    Visa

Card Number:   Exp Date:  /  

Cardholder Name:  Signature:

Direct Debit Request

I/we request that you draw by way of Direct Debit $  per month, for the payment of a monthly donation to WIRF.

My/Our Account details are:

Institution:  Account Holder Name:

BSB:   Account Number:  

Print Name:  Signature:  




