
World-first artificial intelligence breast 
cancer risk tool 
A cross-disciplinary team, formed to transform breast 
cancer screening with artificial intelligence (AI), has 
developed an AI tool that estimates a woman’s risk of 
developing breast cancer more accurately than current 
methods.

For Associate Professor Helen Frazer from St Vincent’s 
BreastScreen and SVI’s Associate Professor Davis 
McCarthy, the urgency behind this work is stark: each 
year, more than 20,000 Australian women are diagnosed 
with breast cancer, and over 3,300 lose their lives to the 
disease.

Published in The Lancet Digital Health, the team’s AI-
based tool, called the BRAIx risk score, identified women 
at high risk of developing breast cancer with remarkable 
precision. Nearly one-in-ten of those ranked in the top 
2% by the tool were diagnosed with breast cancer within 
four years, despite previously being given the all-clear.

While traditional breast cancer screening has been 
very successful, it still largely takes a one-size-fits 
all approach. Common tools that try to estimate 
breast cancer risk using genetics, breast density or 
questionnaires have had limited impact in clinical 
practice.

The BRAIx risk score offers a promising way to 
customise screening by using information already 
contained in breast scan images to better identify risk 
level. This could help inform screening protocols, with 

women at high risk requiring closer monitoring, and 
those at very low risk requiring less frequent screening.

The collaborative BRAIx project, funded by the Medical 
Research Future Fund, brings together contributors 
from SVI, St Vincent’s Hospital Melbourne, BreastScreen 
Victoria, the University of Melbourne and the University 
of Adelaide.

Davis says, “Our ability to develop this state of-the-
art AI technology here in Australia demonstrates 
both the depth of our local expertise and the 
broader value of investing in national capability in 
AI applications in healthcare.”
The BRAIx risk score was developed using 
mammograms from nearly 400,000 women and 
then tested on data from almost 96,000 women from 
Australia. 

Helen says that the BRAIx tool could catapult breast 
cancer screening into a new echelon of accuracy.

“Given the potential we’re seeing with AI in the BRAIx 
program – its accuracy, and the information it provides 
clinicians – zero deaths from breast cancer is a real and 
genuine long-term goal.”

By combining clinical expertise with AI innovation, the 
initiative could deliver the biggest reduction in breast 
cancer mortality since screening began in Australia in 
the 1990s.
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MECCA backs BRAIx
MECCA, through its social change arm, MECCA 
M-POWER, has awarded $500,000 in catalytic 
funding to fast track implementation of the BRAIx 
AI developments into a product platform to serve 
breast cancer screening programs. 
Lisa Keenan, Chief Purpose Officer at MECCA, said 
the organisation is proud to support innovations that 
deliver meaningful change for women and girls.
“MECCA M-POWER backs bold, practical 
solutions that improve the lives of women and 
girls. BRAIx is exactly that: a proven Australian 
innovation with the potential for global impact.”
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Tom says
You will read in this issue how our 
researchers are advancing gene 
editing technologies, uncovering new 
insights into cancer and dementia 
and driving progress in type 1 
diabetes and cardiovascular disease. 
These breakthroughs don’t happen in 
isolation: they are powered by you – 
the community that supports SVI.

Philanthropic support has never 
been more important in today’s 
challenging financial climate. At SVI, 
we are fortunate to be backed by an 
exceptionally engaged community. 
Recently, two of our supporters 
kindly opened their homes to host 
events for SVI. Our sincere thanks 
for their generosity go to Sam and 
Christine Tarascio, who hosted 
a lunch for our Discovery Fund 
community, and to Mem and Robert 
Kirby, who hosted a cocktail event to 
launch our upcoming Gala dinner.

For decades, our PhD students who 
work at the coal face of discovery, 
have been supported by Top-up 
Scholarships championed by the 
SVI Support Group Committee. 
This dedicated group of volunteers 
helped build the strong philanthropic 
foundation we rely on today. They 
have recently wound up their 
existing activities but their legacy of 
advocacy and generosity continues 
to fuel the discoveries happening in 
our laboratories, and we look forward 
to continuing friendship with the 
members of this important group.

We have also recently welcomed 
Paul Ramadge to the SVI Foundation 
Board. Paul brings a long and storied 
career in journalism and experience 
in leadership and philanthropy. His 
guidance and wisdom will help SVI 
understand changes in the world 
and their impact on how we seek 
support.

I am in my final year as Director of 
SVI, and I’m determined to make 
it a memorable one. SVI’s work is 
entering an exciting phase, as you 
will read in this newsletter. I will 
remain at SVI to continue leading my 
type 1 diabetes research, focused on 
advancing therapies that can change 
the trajectory of this disease. Our 
diabetes work reflects the Institute’s 
commitment to research with clinical 
impact.

SVI’s future is bright: grounded 
in scientific excellence, 
strengthened by partnership 
and powered by a community 
that understands that great 
discoveries are built together. 
With your continued support, we 
will seize this moment, champion 
exceptional research and 
accelerate breakthroughs that 
change lives.
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Donor support backs bold ideas in dementia research 
Dementia is one of the leading causes of death 
worldwide, yet current treatments cannot stop the 
disease. At SVI, Dr Emma van der Westhuizen is 
determined to tackle this challenge, thanks to the 
generosity of the Yulgilbar Foundation.  

Emma is developing new drug-like molecules that 
target a tiny but powerful part of our cells called the 
lysosome: the cell’s “clean-up crew”. Lysosomes recycle 
waste such as sugars, fats and DNA. When they stop 
working properly, scraps of DNA can leak into the cell, 
triggering inflammation and cell death. In the brain, this 
inflammation is believed to be one of the factors that 
drives dementia.  

Emma’s research focuses on boosting the activity of 
an enzyme called PLD3, which helps break down DNA 
inside lysosomes. Emma and her team are designing 
small molecules to increase PLD3 activity and are 
testing whether they can reduce inflammation in cells 
with faulty recycling systems.   

If successful, these molecules could move into further 
pre-clinical testing as a potential new treatment 
approach for dementia.  

A molecular pharmacologist trained in Australia and 
internationally, Emma joined SVI in 2023. She has been 
described as an exceptional researcher with the drive 
and skill to develop innovative therapies.  

Philanthropy makes this work possible. In Emma’s 
case, support for a Rising Star Fellowship from the 
Yulgilbar Foundation gives her the stability to focus fully 
on developing and testing new drug candidates at a 
critical stage in her career. It allows promising ideas to 
be explored rigorously and moved closer to real-world 
impact, accelerating discoveries that may otherwise 
take years to get off the ground, and bringing new hope 
to people and families affected by dementia. 

“I am enormously grateful for the philanthropic 
support of the Yulgilbar Foundation,” says Emma.

 “Their commitment to early-stage research means 
that my team and I can continue pursuing new 
therapeutic strategies for Alzheimer’s disease and 
translating fundamental discoveries into potential 
medicines.” 

Support emerging talent through the Rising Star Program
SVI’s Rising Star Program provides vital funding to outstanding early-career researchers like Emma, through project 
awards and multi-year fellowships. Your support gives talent researchers the stability to cultivate their expertise and 
keeps critical research moving forward for diseases like cancer, diabetes and dementia. 

If you’re interested in supporting a Rising Star, please contact Barb Taylor or Clytie Meredith at the SVI Foundation at 
foundation@svi.edu.au or (03) 9231 2480. 

Dr Emma van der Westhuizen
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The truth about weight-
loss drugs with Professor 
John Wentworth 
Glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) receptor agonist 
medications, better known as Ozempic, Wegovy or 
Mounjaro, are rapidly gaining popularity worldwide. Once 
prescribed primarily for type 2 diabetes, they’re now 
being embraced for weight loss by everyday Australians 
and high-profile figures alike.  

At a time when obesity remains one of the most 
significant challenges to public health, these drugs 
are transformative. Reports of substantial weight loss 
and improved metabolic health have fuelled enormous 
interest. But are they truly a universal solution, or is the 
reality more complex?  

SVI’s Professor John Wentworth, endocrinologist 
and Senior Clinical Research Fellow in Immunology & 
Diabetes, examines the science behind the headlines, 
weighing the theories against the real clinical evidence. 

Why are these weight loss medications suddenly so 
popular?  

GLP-1 medications have actually been around for about 
20 years, originally created for type 2 diabetes. It was 
about 10 years ago that they were first approved to treat 
obesity, and different iterations since then have exploded 
in popularity as their cost-effectiveness has improved.  

And the fact that we have celebrities who are accessing 
these drugs and social media to proliferate messaging 
about them creates quite strong demand in the general 
population.  

What do these drugs actually do?  

These medications cause weight loss primarily by 
suppressing appetite. They act on the brain to reduce 
‘food noise’ and stomach to delay its ability to empty 
food into the intestine, giving a sense of fullness that 
helps decrease portion size. They also help the pancreas 
make more insulin, which improves glucose control. And 
all of this really helps improve blood glucose and blood 
pressure in overweight people.  

On top of this, these drugs also act on the heart and the 
kidneys. It is suspected that they prevent heart attacks 
and preserve kidney function due to their direct action 
on these organs.  

So they’re not just helping people manage their weight – 
for some people, especially those with type 2 diabetes, 
they are proven to prevent death and organ failure.  

But we still don’t truly understand exactly how they work, 
and more research is needed to get a clearer picture of 
their benefits. 

About two thirds of Australians are considered 
overweight. Doesn’t that mean that most Australians 
should be taking these drugs?  

It’s possible that these drugs will benefit many 
overweight people, but if we’re just talking about fat loss, 
medications should never be the first line of defence. We 
have to remember that medications cost money 

and also come with risks and side effects. In general, 
it’s important to exhaust other options first, like lifestyle 
modifications, before considering these interventions. 
Some people will develop side effects that much 
outweigh the benefits of the medication.  

Prescription of GLP-1s needs to occur on a case-by-case 
basis, with individual risk factors considered. They’re 
tremendously helpful for overweight people at high risk 
of type 2 diabetes who haven’t had success with other 
approaches, but we’re not about to put it in our tap 
water. We have to remember that most drugs are not for 
most people.  

I’d like to lose a bit of weight, but I don’t have type 2 
diabetes. Could I access these medications?  

Potentially, yes. If you’re carrying excess weight and your 
clinician decides that you’re at risk of developing type 
2 diabetes or other complications, they may conclude 
that a GLP-1 medication will serve as an effective 
preventative intervention. Again, it really depends on 
the individual – we can’t paint these things with a broad 
brush.  

I’ve heard that these medications might have 
additional benefits, against other addictions and 
conditions like dementia, for example. Is that true?  

Large population studies and early clinical research 
are providing growing, evidence-based support for 
the idea that GLP1 drugs may have benefits beyond 
weight loss. Two areas receiving intense research 
attention at the moment are addiction and dementia/
neurodegeneration. In relation to addiction, it’s thought 
that GLP-1s don’t just silence food noise: there’s growing 
evidence that they can reduce cravings for substances 
like alcohol, nicotine and even illicit drugs. But, we’re not 
exactly sure how or why they have this effect.  

It’s a fast-moving field. There are multiple clinical trials 
taking place right now, which will give better clarity on 
the possible additional benefits of GLP-1s. Watch this 
space!  

Professor John Wentworth is a Senior Clinical Research 
Fellow in SVI’s Immunology & Diabetes Unit and an 
endocrinologist at the Royal Melbourne Hospital.

Professor John Wentworth

SVI discovery leads to global clinical trials to prevent 
type 1 diabetes
Building on SVI research from the BANDIT trial, in which 
baricitinib, a once-daily tablet, preserved pancreatic 
insulin production in people with newly diagnosed type 
1 diabetes, Eli Lilly has announced the launch of the 
BARICADE Phase 3 trials.  

This next stage of research will give people living with 
diabetes across 20 countries the opportunity to access 
this promising new therapy.  

Years of laboratory work by SVI scientists indicated 
baricitinib would be an effective treatment for type 1 
diabetes. 

This was confirmed in the BANDIT trial, where the same 
researchers showed for the first time that baricitinib 
protected insulin-producing cells from autoimmune 
attack in people with newly diagnosed type 1 diabetes.  

Professor Tom Kay, SVI Director, who, with the late 
Professor Helen Thomas, led the initial trial at SVI, said,  
“Current insulin therapy is lifesaving in diabetes, but it is 
imperfect, and new treatments such as baricitinib show 

promise. Preservation of insulin production allows the 
body’s own amazing processes to better control blood 
glucose and reduce the burden of type 1 diabetes.”  

The two new trials are BARICADE-Delay, a trial of people 
with pre-symptomatic type 1 diabetes who have been 
identified by blood screening tests well before they 
need insulin therapy, and BARICADE-Preserve, a trial 
like BANDIT, for people with newly diagnosed type 1 
diabetes.  

Professor John Wentworth, Senior Clinical Research 
Fellow in SVI’s Immunology Laboratory added:  

“We hope the BARICADE trials confirm our BANDIT 
findings and extend them to people with earlier stages of 
diabetes, before insulin is required. If successful, these 
trials will lead to regulatory approval to use baricitinib 
as a routine treatment for type 1 diabetes. This will be a 
profound advance that will improve treatment outcomes 
and alleviate the burden of living with type 1 diabetes.” 

Find out more about our type 1 diabetes clinical trials
ATIC is a collaborative type 1 diabetes clinical trial 
network of leading researchers throughout Australia and 
New Zealand. 

Participation in a clinical trial provides the opportunity to 
access promising new treatments.

To find out more about our clinical trials, visit: 
atic.svi.edu.au
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Fanconi anaemia: solving the genetic puzzle
An SVI-led research team has been awarded a National 
Health and Medical Research Council Ideas Grant to 
tackle one of the most persistent challenges faced 
by people with a heritable condition called Fanconi 
anaemia: identifying its genetic causes to improve 
diagnosis and care.  
Led by Associate Professor Wayne Crismani, the project 
investigates this rare, life-limiting condition, which 
increases the risk of early-onset cancers, progressive 
bone marrow failure and other serious health problems. 
Despite powerful diagnostic tools, Fanconi anaemia 
can be surprisingly difficult to identify. Through his 
research and advocacy with families affected by 
Fanconi anaemia, Wayne has seen that getting the right 
diagnosis is challenging.  
“The median age of diagnosis of Fanconi anaemia 
in Australia is 7 years old, meaning that there’s 
typically a 7-year delay in diagnosing this 
condition. For many people, the delay can be as 
long as 20 to 30 years.”  
People might also be misdiagnosed with another 
genetic condition until it is later rectified, further delaying 
the correct diagnosis and appropriate care.  
Fanconi anaemia can be caused by changes in any 
one of 23 separate genes. Each case is unique and 
sometimes there are none of the traditional physical 
signs of the condition. In these instances, diagnosis 
doesn’t occur until the presence of more serious 
symptoms, like cancer or bone marrow failure.  
Accurately identifying the genetic cause of Fanconi 
anaemia is critical: it allows family members to be 
screened for carrier status, informs reproductive 
decision-making and helps clinicians anticipate cancer 
risk. Some Fanconi anaemia gene subtypes are linked to 
particularly aggressive childhood cancers, making early 

and precise diagnosis essential. 
Included in the team with Wayne are talented 
postdoctoral researchers: Dr Caitlin Harris, who brings 
strong expertise in genome analysis and bioinformatics 
to the study, complemented by Dr Chirantani 
Mukherjee’s gene editing and molecular biology skills. 
They are supported by a highly experienced team, 
including Associate Professor Davis McCarthy, Head 
of Bioinformatics & Cellular Genomics and Associate 
Professor Andrew Deans, Head of Genome Stability. 
The team will work in tandem with world-leading experts 
and service providers from the Peter MacCallum Cancer 
Centre, the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital, the University of 
Technology Sydney and the Victorian Clinical Genetics 
Services. 
This new project sits at the crossroads of diagnosis and 
discovery: by studying cases where standard genetic 
testing falls short, the team aims to uncover why 
disease-causing variants can remain hidden and how to 
develop better strategies to detect them.  
Associate Professor Wayne Crismani noted, “By 
turning diagnostic challenges into biological 
insight, this research aims to improve outcomes 
for families affected by Fanconi anaemia while 
delivering broadly transferable approaches that 
could accelerate diagnosis across many rare 
genetic diseases. Only once a diagnosis is made, 
can an individual receive the most appropriate, and 
often life-saving, care.” 

Left to right: Dr Chirantani Mukherjee, Associate Professor Wayne Crismani, Dr Caitlin Harris

Students shine on the research stage

New insight into bone ageing in women earns national award
SVI PhD student Mary Louise Fac has received the Roger Melick Young Investigator Award 
for her groundbreaking bone research. She discovered that women over 75 form bone with 
a different collagen arrangement than younger women, a change not seen in men. Because 
collagen affects strength but isn’t captured in standard bone density scans, her findings may 
help explain unexpected fractures and guide new approaches to fracture prevention. 

Award-winning discovery could transform obesity treatment
PhD student Danise Ann Onda has made an award-winning discovery that could reshape 
obesity treatment. Her research identified a novel brain enzyme that acts as a ‘traffic 
controller’ for hunger, energy use and fat storage. Blocking the enzyme in mice led to weight 
loss, improved blood sugar control and enhanced the effects of existing drugs. Her findings 
offer fresh hope for more effective therapies for people living with obesity.

First prize for research into what keeps bones strong
SVI Honours student Milana Kuropatkina has won first prize at the University of Melbourne’s 
Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences (MDHS) Honours Conference for her research into 
bone strength. Her work explores how bone cells regulate the balance between mineral and 
collagen, a balance that’s crucial for preventing brittle bones. By uncovering how cells control 
mineral build-up, Milana’s research could help shape new strategies to strengthen bones and 
reduce fracture risk worldwide. 

Donor support powers emerging researcher Anny (Nan) Su
When the heart and kidneys begin to fail, dysfunction in one organ can trigger injury in the 
other, creating a dangerous cycle known as cardiorenal syndrome. The condition is common 
in people living with diabetes and high blood pressure, yet researchers still lack effective 
models to study how the two organs interact. 

SVI PhD student Anny (Nan) Su is working to change that. She is creating tiny, lab-grown 3D 
models of heart and kidney tissue, known as organoids, to better replicate how these organs 
communicate and interact together in human disease. This new platform will allow scientists 
to uncover the mechanisms driving cardiorenal syndrome and test potential therapies more 
effectively. 
“It’s important to me that the models we develop genuinely capture the complexity of patient 
disease,” Anny says. “If we better understand how the heart and kidneys influence each other, 
we can design treatments that interrupt this cycle and improve long-term outcomes.” 
Anny hopes to build a career driving research that bridges laboratory discovery and real-world 
patient care. Her Top-up Scholarship, generously supported by Fergus and Judy Ryan, has 
allowed her to focus fully on her PhD.  
“This support feels like a genuine vote of confidence in both me and my research. 
Knowing that donors believe in what I’m trying to achieve is incredibly motivating. 
Philanthropy plays such an essential role in helping us move our ideas forward into 
meaningful impact, and I’m so grateful for this head start.” 

Support an SVI student with a Top-up scholarship
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’re interested in supporting an SVI PhD student, please contact Barb Taylor or Clytie Meredith at the SVI 
Foundation at foundation@svi.edu.au or (03) 9231 2480. 
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Thank you to the Support Group 
Committee for 35 years of generosity
SVI honours the remarkable legacy of the Support Group 
Committee, a dedicated community of volunteers whose 
advocacy has helped power medical research and inspire 
a lasting culture of generosity. Over three decades, their 
efforts supported more than 130 emerging scientists 
through scholarships and research funding, advancing 
work in areas such as cancer, Alzheimer’s disease and 
diabetes. 
While the Support Group Committee has come to an 
end, its impact lives on in the discoveries it helped make 
possible.

A day on the green with purpose
Supporters, sponsors and SVI researchers came together for the 16th SVI 
Golf Day at Kew Golf Club: a day of friendly competition and fundraising that 
brought around 120 players together to raise more than $110,000 for vital 
medical research.  
Save the date!  
We invite you to join us again on Friday 9 October 2026 at Kew Golf Club for 
the next SVI Golf Day. Whether you’re an experienced golfer or just motivated 
to support leading medical science, your participation helps fuel research 
that brings hope to countless lives.  

For the Love of Science Gala 2026: The Longevity Edition
At SVI, longevity is more than a buzzword: it’s a research 
mission. 
Join us on Thursday 29 October 2026 at the Park Hyatt 
Melbourne for SVI’s premier fundraising and social event 
For the Love of Science: The Longevity Edition. 
Australians are living longer than ever, and 
understandably, longevity has become a topic of 
increasing interest. Yet in an age of information overload, 
it’s hard to know what is truly backed by science. SVI is 
a trusted scientific voice. Our researchers are experts in 
peptides, enzymes, proteins and molecular pathways, 
focussed on unlocking their potential to fight disease 
and redefine ageing. 
By joining us For the Love of Science: The Longevity 
Edition, you will help to accelerate transformative 
research in gene editing, enzyme modification, DNA 

repair and exercise physiology, laying the groundwork 
for tomorrow’s medical advances. 
Join us for an inspiring and celebratory event that 
will provoke discussion, answer your questions and 
help shift longevity from a measure of years lived, to a 
measure of years lived well. 
The SVI Foundation team would love to hear from you 
about how you can participate in these upcoming events 
on foundation@svi.com.au or (03) 9231 2480. 

Register via the QR code or website:

events.humanitix.com/for-the-love-
of-science-the-longevity-edition
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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 to: 
St Vincent’s Institute 
9 Princes Street, Fitzroy VIC 3065
Phone: (03) 9231 2480 or email: foundation@svi.edu.au
Donations of $2 or more are tax deductible 
ABN: 52 004 705 640 
AUTUMN 2026

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.


