
New study reveals how 
white blood cells protect 
against bone loss
SVI researchers have uncovered 
an unexpected way the immune 
system helps maintain bone health, 
potentially forming the groundwork 
for new bone disease treatments.

The new study, published in June 
in the prestigious journal Blood, 
shows that immature neutrophils, 
white blood cells best known as 
‘first responders’ to infection and 
injury, also act as guardians of bone 
health.

“We have uncovered a new 
communication pathway that 
protects the skeleton,” says 
Professor Natalie Sims, Head of the 
Bone Cell Biology & Disease Lab.

“We found that neutrophil 
precursors, which arise and mature 
in the bone marrow, have a second 
important role: they prevent 
excessive formation of osteoclasts, 
the cells that break down bone.

So, even before they protect us 
against infection, they are protecting 
us against bone loss,” Natalie 
explains.

Osteoporosis is a condition of 
weak bones which are more likely 
to break, often in the hip, spine, or 
wrist. It usually develops due to 
bone loss over time and can be 
managed with diet, exercise, and 
medication.

Osteoporosis affects hundreds of 
millions of people worldwide and 
becomes more common with age. 
About 1 in 3 women and 1 in 5 
men over 50 will experience a bone 
fracture due to this condition.

“Our next step is to find out exactly 
what it is that these cells produce 
that is so effective at inhibiting the 
osteoclasts. We have some good 
candidates already that we are 
testing,” says Natalie.

“Understanding this new pathway 
could lead to new therapies that 
strengthen bones and prevent 
fractures. We’re excited about the 
potential to improve bone health for 
millions of people.”
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Tom says
After eight years of service as SVI 
Board Chair, Tony Reeves has 
handed the torch to fellow Board 
member, Michael Burn. Michael 
was Chair of SVI’s Audit and Risk 
Committee and is an experienced 
C-suite executive and company 
director. He has enjoyed a long 
career in investment banking and 
is currently the Deputy Chairman of 
Flagstaff Partners and a Director of 
the Carlton Football Club. 

SVI has benefited enormously 
from Tony’s extensive leadership 
and governance expertise. His 
focus on leadership by example, 
mentorship and encouragement of 
professional development for SVI 
leaders, including myself, is greatly 
appreciated. I’m also grateful to Tony 
and Margaret for their incredible 
philanthropic leadership and ongoing 
participation in our vibrant calendar 
of events. 

Thanks to our loyal donors, our 
recent appeal successfully raised 
funds for our HEART Lab.  This 
groundswell of generosity is 
helping expand its vital work. With 
support from donors like you, and 
in partnership with Victor Chang 
Cardiac Research Institute, the 

HEART lab is developing cutting edge 
genetic and imaging tools to identify 
people at risk of cardiac arrest before 
it happens — enabling personalised 
interventions that can save lives. 

The leading-edge work of Professor 
André La Gerche, Associate 
Professor Liz Paratz and their 
team has recently been featured 
on Channel 7 News, The Australian 
Financial Review, The Age, The 
Australian, ABC and 3RRR.

At SVI, we are inspired by discovery 
and driven by purpose. As you will 
read in this In Focus, our dedicated 
researchers are making important 
contributions to bioinformatics, 
cancer, healthy ageing, immunology, 
infectious disease and regenerative 
medicine. Around 45 of these 
researchers are planning their move 
into the newly finished Aikenhead 
Centre for Medical Discovery 
(ACMD). Co-located on the campus 
with SVI, the initiative gives us the 
opportunity to participate in new 
multi-disciplinary projects to solve 
real-world healthcare problems and 
improve patient outcomes.  

If you would like to tour SVI or 
ACMD, or come along to one of our 
upcoming events, please reach out 
to our Foundation team at 
foundation@svi.edu.au or 
03 9231 3265 — I would love to     
see you, soon. 

Researcher awarded major grant to 
bolster cancer immunotherapy
Associate Professor Mark Chong, Head 
of the RNA & T Cell Biology Lab at SVI, 
has received a prestigious Technology 
Impact Award from the Cancer Research 
Institute (CRI) in the United States.

The highly competitive award supports 
research with strong potential to 
transform cancer treatment. Mark’s 
project stood out for its innovative 
approach and potential clinical impact.

The funding will accelerate the 
lab’s efforts to improve cancer 
immunotherapy, helping immune cells 
respond more effectively to cancer 
and making treatments work for more 
patients.

The team is developing nanoparticles 
that deliver specialised RNA-based 
molecules — called microRNA inhibitors 
— directly to immune cells. These 
molecules regulate immune cell function, 
and by using them, the team aims to 
boost the body’s natural ability to fight 
cancer.

“This is a really exciting opportunity,” 
said Mark. “Our approach could 
help overcome one of the biggest 
challenges in cancer treatment, making 
immunotherapies effective for more 
people.”

While immunotherapy has revolutionised 
cancer care, many patients still do not 
benefit. Mark’s research could lead 
to new therapies that fine-tune the 
immune system with greater precision — 
improving outcomes and reducing side 
effects.

“This funding is a great endorsement of 
the work we’re doing at SVI,” said Mark. 
“It will allow us to take our research to 
the next stage and move closer to real-
world applications.”

Mark is also a recipient of the CRI 
Longhill Charitable Foundation 
Technology Impact Award, further 
recognising the promise of his team’s 
work.

Boost for brain 
health: New 
funding fuels 
dementia 
advancements
Dr Emma van der Westhuizen from SVI’s 
Structural Biology Lab has been awarded 
a grant from the Lindsay & Heather Payne 
Medical Research Charitable Foundation 
to pursue a promising new approach to 
treating Alzheimer’s disease, Lewy Body 
Dementia, and related disorders.

Emma’s project will use small molecules 
to reprogram brain cells to remove 
toxic proteins that contribute to 
neurodegeneration. This novel strategy 
offers a potentially safer and more 
effective alternative to existing treatments, 
some of which can cause severe 
inflammation or provide limited benefit.

Alzheimer’s disease affects more than 
55 million people worldwide and is the 
most common form of dementia. Despite 
decades of research, effective treatment 
options remain scarce.

The team is targeting two key proteins 
that appear at abnormal levels in the 
brains of people with Alzheimer’s. The 
project aims to develop molecules that 
can block or activate these proteins, 
reducing toxic build-up in the brain and 
potentially slowing or reversing cognitive 
decline.

Initial testing will be conducted on 
lab-grown brain cells to assess the 
effectiveness and safety of these 
molecules.

“By harnessing the brain’s own cells to 
clean up toxic proteins and stop them 
forming, we’re taking a highly targeted 
and potentially transformative approach,” 
said Emma.

With dementia cases expected to triple by 
2050, the outcomes of this research could 
ease pressure on healthcare systems 
and significantly improve quality of life for 
patients and families.

SVI is deeply grateful to the Foundation 
for their generous support of this vital 
work.

The ACMD building at sunset.
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Researchers crack the 
code of cancer-linked 
protein
Researchers at SVI have made a significant 
breakthrough in understanding how a key protein, 
FANCM, protects our DNA — an insight that could pave 
the way for new cancer therapies.

Led by Associate Professor Andrew Deans, the Genome 
Stability Lab, in collaboration with the Francis Crick 
Institute (London), has uncovered how FANCM detects 
and repairs damaged DNA.

“FANCM is like a guardian of our genetic material,” says 
Andrew. “It recognises broken or tangled DNA and either 
repairs it or calls in backup.”

Using cutting-edge imaging technology, the team 
captured 3D images showing how FANCM clamps onto 
damaged DNA, activates a tiny motor, and helps restore 
the DNA’s normal shape.

Crucially, the research identified “weak spots” in 
FANCM - potential targets for cancer treatment. Some 
aggressive cancers, including rare sarcomas, are 

unusually dependent on FANCM to survive. Disrupting 
the protein in these cells could make them more 
vulnerable to treatment while sparing healthy cells.

“It’s exciting to finally see how FANCM works at a 
molecular level,” Andrew says. “And even more exciting 
that these findings are already being applied.”

SVI is partnering with a European biotech company to 
translate these discoveries into new drugs that target 
FANCM.

“Our partnership means this research isn’t just sitting 
on the shelf,” Andrew explains. “It’s moving toward 
real-world treatments for cancers that haven’t seen 
meaningful progress in decades.”

This research was funded by the National Health and 
Medical Research Council.

Breakthrough blood test offers hope
One of the certainties in the lives of people with type 1 
diabetes is uncertainty.

When Emma’s two-year-old daughter, Maya, began 
showing classic symptoms — excessive thirst, fatigue, 
and frequent urination — she was quickly diagnosed with 
type 1 diabetes.

Two years later, Emma faced the same fears with her 
son Zaf, who suddenly became floppy and unwell.

“For several months, we were in and out of hospital, 
discussing with our medical team whether Zaf was 
developing type 1 diabetes too.”

Zaf’s blood was tested for antibodies — markers that 
suggest the immune system may be attacking insulin-
producing cells. His results were negative, bringing relief, 
but the anxiety lingers.

Current tests rely on detecting antibodies, which often 
appear after damage to the body has already begun.

Associate Professor Stuart Mannering, who has spent 
nearly 30 years studying the immune response in type 1 
diabetes, is working to change that.

Stuart and his team at
SVI have developed a
new blood test that
identifies the actual
immune cells
responsible for
triggering type 1 
diabetes — before the
damage is done.

It requires just a few 
millilitres of blood 
and can be easily 
incorporated into 
routine care.

“Antibody tests are like seeing smoke from a fire,” says 
Stuart. “This test detects the sparks that start the fire.”

The breakthrough could enable doctors to intervene 
earlier — potentially preventing or delaying the onset of 
disease.

For families like Emma’s, it offers something invaluable:
hope for earlier detection and better outcomes.

Philanthropy powers 
global impact in bone 
health research
Thanks to generous philanthropic support, bone health 
research at SVI is making exciting strides.

Dr Haniyeh Hemmatian recently returned from a two-
month research visit across Europe, supported by 
the Christine and T. Jack Martin Travel Grant. The trip 
enabled her to share knowledge, build collaborations, 
and bring advanced bone imaging techniques back to 
Australia.

Haniyeh worked with world-renowned bone researcher 
Dr Richard Weinkamer at the Max Planck Institute 
in Germany and presented her findings to his team. 
She then collaborated with Dr Markus Hartmann at 
the Ludwig Boltzmann Institute in Vienna, refining her 
expertise in cutting-edge imaging. The trip concluded 
with a presentation at the European Calcified Tissue 
Society Congress in Innsbruck.

In her talk, “Bone beyond mass: rethinking age-related 
fragility through composition and cellular networks,” 
Haniyeh challenged conventional views of osteoporosis 
— shifting the focus from how much bone is made to 
how well it is built and structured from the beginning.

Haniyeh’s international experience builds on her recent 
recognition as an SVI Rising Star Fellowship recipient, 
funded by Helen and Michael Gannon. The fellowship 
provides $125,000 annually in salary support, enabling 
her to deepen research into bone microstructure and 
skeletal ageing.

“I’m grateful for the support that made this journey 
possible,” said Haniyeh. “Research is rarely a solo 
pursuit—it thrives on shared ideas, partnerships, and 
philanthropy. It’s what turns vision into impact and 
empowers young researchers like me to think bigger 
and reach further.”

Honouring Michelle’s 
legacy through lifesaving 
breast cancer research
In memory of their beloved daughter and sister Michelle, 
who passed away from breast cancer in 2023, Joan and 
her family established the Michelle’s Dragonfly Award 
through the Joan of Hearts Foundation.

This meaningful act of philanthropy is empowering PhD 
student Lara Abbouche to investigate FANCM, a DNA 
repair protein linked to breast cancer. FANCM detects 
and fixes damaged or tangled DNA, helping prevent 
mutations that can lead to cancer.

Thanks to this support, Lara has made significant 
discoveries. She identified how FANCM binds to 
damaged DNA — a critical first step in repair — and 
found that blocking this step could selectively kill certain 

cancer cells. These results were published in Nucleic 
Acids Research and earned Lara SVI’s 2024 Director’s 
Award for Most Outstanding Student Publication.

Building on this, Lara developed a test to measure 
FANCM activity and identified two key regions of the 
protein essential for repair. This work, published in EMBO 
Journal, revealed that a specific compound can block 
FANCM — opening the door to potential new therapies.

The award has also enabled Lara to present her findings 
globally — from Melbourne to Oxford, Crete, and the 
Francis Crick Institute in London.

“With further research, we could achieve earlier 
detection of breast cancer, as well as targeted treatment 
against other cancers,” said Lara.

Joan and her family’s generosity is honouring Michelle’s 
legacy in the most powerful way — by advancing 
research that could benefit people across Australia and 
beyond.

You can help power the next breakthrough.
By supporting early-career researchers like Haniyeh, 
you are investing in the future of medical discovery 
—where bold ideas become real impact.
Support us today to drive innovation and save lives.
For more information on how you can contribute to 
medical research, please contact Kathleen Lambrick, 
Head of Fundraising, at kathleen.lambrick@svi.edu.au 
or 0425 462 934.

Associate Professor Andrew Deans and PhD student Lara Abbouche with Michelle’s family.

Associate Professor Stuart 
Mannering with Angelo and 
Emma Konstantinou and their 
children Maya and Zaf.

Postdoctoral researcher Dr Haniyeh Hemmatian (second 
from the right) and colleagues
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Targeting cancer at its core: SVI 
student wins award for cancer 
therapy research
SVI PhD student Shalini 
Sundramurthi Chelliah has received 
international recognition for her 
cutting-edge cancer research, 
winning the Dr Kate Hannan 
Memorial Award for Best Oral 
Presentation at the 2025 OddPols 
Conference in the United States.
Held at the Stowers Institute of 
Medical Research in Kansas City, 
the conference brought together 
global experts studying RNA 
polymerases — key enzymes 
involved in gene expression.
Shalini’s research explores a novel 
approach to treating cancer by 
targeting the nucleoli, the sites 
in cells where ribosomes — the 
protein-making machines — are 
assembled.
“Cancer cells are addicted to making 
proteins to support their relentless 
growth,” says Shalini. “My research 
aims to disrupt the structure and 
function of the nucleoli to induce 
nucleolar stress, which may lead to 
cancer cell death.”

Using state-of-the-art tools, 
including a CRISPR/Cas9 screen 
of 19,000 genes and a drug screen 
of 24,000 compounds, Shalini 
has identified promising genes 
and potential therapies that affect 
nucleolar function. Her work, under 
Associate Professor Elaine Sanij in 
the DNA Damage & Cancer Therapy 
Lab, now focuses on validating 
these findings.
“I’m proud of Shalini for winning 
this award, named in honour of Dr 
Kate Hannan, a brilliant scientist 
whose legacy continues to inspire 
the field,” says Elaine. 
Shalini’s research was supported by 
The CASS Foundation, Therapeutic 
Innovation Australia, and Cancer 
Australia, with scholarships from 
Monash University and the SVI 
Foundation, generously supported 
by John and Barbara Ralph.
Her work offers exciting potential 
for new, more targeted cancer 
treatments in the future.

Equipped for 
Impact: Celebrating 
donor-driven 
discovery
SVI recently welcomed supporters to its annual 
Equipped for Impact event — an inspiring celebration of 
donor generosity and the crucial role equipment plays in 
driving medical research forward.

The event brought together donors and researchers 
to explore how cutting-edge technology accelerates 
discoveries in cancer, heart disease, diabetes, 
Alzheimer’s, and more.

Associate Professor Elaine Sanij, Head of the DNA 
Damage & Cancer Therapy Lab, highlighted how access 
to advanced equipment fuels her team’s efforts to 
develop treatments for ovarian cancer and multiple 
myeloma by targeting the ribosome.

“Support from these donations has been instrumental 
in accelerating our research,” said Elaine. “It fast-tracks 
innovation, boosts our competitiveness for funding, and 
helps us deliver real outcomes for patients.”

Guests experienced a rare behind-the-scenes look at 
SVI’s labs. Highlights included:

•	 Virtual reality demonstrations by Drs Chris Langendorf 
and Sarah Henrikus, exploring protein engineering and 
DNA repair pathways for cancer.

•	 A lab-grown beating heart by Dr Sebastian Bass-
Stringer, used to model heart disease and aging.

•	 Dr Martha Blank showcasing how live-cell imaging 
accelerates research into bone health and 
osteoporosis.

•	 Dr Astrid Glaser demonstrating flow cytometry, which 
speeds up her gene-editing work for inherited blood 
disorders.

“Access to cutting-edge equipment has a tangible 
impact on research,” said Rhonda Barro, Chair of SVI’s 
Catalyst Circle. “Your support helps create the high-tech 
environment needed for breakthroughs.”

From incubators to flow cytometers, every donation to 
the Catalyst Circle empowers scientists with the tools 
they need to transform lives.

For more information on supporting research 
technology, contact Kathleen Lambrick, Head of 
Fundraising: kathleen.lambrick@svi.edu.au or 
0425 462 934.

Kangni welcomes Top-up 
Scholarship donors
PhD student Kangni Zou chose SVI after studying 
medicine and completing a Master’s degree in obstetrics 
and gynaecology in China.
“After seeing brave patients battling ovarian cancer, I 
was inspired to focus on leading-edge research to help 
find new treatments.
“I’m proud to be working in Associate Professor Elaine 
Sanij’s team, and I’m grateful for the Top-up Scholarship 
that I received,” says Kangni.
Students commencing full-time PhD research at SVI are 
provided with a Top-up Scholarship, funded through the 
activities of the SVI Support Group and other donors.

There are currently 53 PhD students completing 
their training at SVI. Since its inception in 1989, more 
than 120 students have benefited from SVI’s Top-up 
Scholarship Program.

Support the next generation of research pioneers with a Top-up Scholarship
Top-up Scholarships are a vital part of SVI’s student support. They relieve financial pressure, enabling students to 
spend more time developing their research skills and less time trying to make ends meet.
With a gift of $19,250 over 3.5 years, you can help support Australia’s top PhD students and secure the future of 
medical research.
If you are interested in supporting our Top-up Scholarships program, contact the SVI Foundation at foundation@svi.
edu.au or (03) 9231 3265.

PhD student Kangni Zou and A/Prof Elaine Sanij, with 
supporters Colleen Bolton, Cathy & Dr Michael Moran & Prue 
Ogilvy. Thanks also to donors David & Margaret Brookes.
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Raising awareness, driving change: 
Jedda’s mission to shine a light on 
lipoedema
When Jedda Hindmarsh was diagnosed with lipoedema 
in 2021, it brought clarity to a lifetime of confusing and 
often distressing symptoms. In a recent interview with 
The Border Mail, the Wodonga-based business owner 
and mother shared her experience of living with the 
chronic condition. 

“Everyone’s bodies were changing in puberty, but mine 
was changing more,” she told The Border Mail. “You go 
through it thinking you’re weird and it’s your own fault.”

Lipoedema is a progressive, often painful disorder of 
loose connective tissue that causes fat to accumulate 
disproportionately in the legs, arms and buttocks. It 
affects an estimated 11 per cent of women, over one 
million in Australia alone, yet is frequently misdiagnosed 
or overlooked. 

In Jedda’s case, symptoms first appeared during puberty 
and worsened over the years, impacting her mobility and 
quality of life.

After finally receiving her diagnosis in 2021, Jedda 
reached out to SVI, one of the only research centres in 
Australia studying lipoedema. Jedda’s mission aims to 
support critical scientific work and amplify community 
awareness.

“Research and awareness will change the future for 
people with lipoedema,” Jedda said. “We need better 
diagnosis, better treatments, and better understanding.”

Despite the severity of her symptoms, Jedda says 
treatment options remain limited. Compression 
garments, exercise, and diet help manage pain, but long-
term relief often requires surgery, a series of procedures 
not covered by Medicare or private insurance, costing up 
to $100,000.

Determined to drive change, Jedda is now a passionate 
advocate. She regularly speaks to local service and 
workplace groups and helped organise fundraising 
events throughout June for Lipoedema Awareness 
Month. From June 16 to 22, Wodonga’s iconic Water 
Tower glowed pink to spark conversation about the 
condition.

“There could be 16,500 women with lipoedema in the 
Albury-Wodonga region. And 12,000 of them don’t even 
know it yet.”

To support a community fundraising activity please 
contact Maddie Davies, Corporate & Events Manager, at 
maddie.davies@svi.edu.au or 0450 543 834.

Jedda Hindmarsh pictured with Dr Tara Karnezis and her team at SVI
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Your gift can 
advance 
medical 
research and 
transform lives.



Please help us translate our research 
into life-saving treatments.
Donation Amount

Payment Details

Your Details

Leaving a gift in your Will to St Vincent’s Institute is a 
powerful way to make a lasting impact on our life-
saving work. If you are considering leaving a gift in your 
Will, we would be grateful to assist you in any way we 
can. Your support will ensure that we can continue our 
vital research and advance medical science for future 
generations.
Please let us know your intentions by selecting one of 
the following options:

Please complete this form and mail it in the 
accompanying reply-paid envelope to: 
St Vincent’s Institute 
9 Princes Street, Fitzroy VIC 3065
Phone: (03) 9231 3265 or email: foundation@svi.edu.au
Donations of $2 or more are tax deductible 
ABN: 52 004 705 640 
SPRING 2025

Thank you for your support

To give online
svi.edu.au/support/donate

My Choice

$50

Cheque / Money Order
payable to St Vincent’s Institute 

I have already included St Vincent’s Institute 
in my Will.

Credit Card

Name
Address
Suburb

Email
State

Phone
DOB

Postcode

Cardholder Name

Card Number

Expiry /

Signature

Please debit my

$

Mastercard Visa Amex Diners

$1000$250

I intend to include St Vincent’s Institute in my 
Will when I next update it.
I am considering including St Vincent’s Institute in 
my Will. Please send me more information.


