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More than 50 years of Medical Research in PNG
est. 1968

On February 11-13, the PNG Institute of Medical 
Research (PNGIMR) conducted its strategic 

planning for the next five years with the theme: One 
IMR – uniting the sites, research units, laboratories, 
and the administrative and research arms of the 
organization.

The meeting was organized by the Strategic 
Operations Adviser, Ann Larson, to discuss the current 
state of PNGIMR and progress over the past ten years 

and to develop a shared vision for the future. The 
purpose was to generate a consensus on major issues 
for 2020-2025 corporate plan to guide the Institute.

The Director, Professor William Pomat welcomed 
the participants from the sites (Madang, Kokopo, Port 
Moresby, Alotau, Maprik/Wewak and Mt Hagen) to this 
important strategic planning meeting.

PNGIMR Strategic planning for 
2020-2025

By Elishebah Musia

continue to page 3...
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DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE

Hello and welcome to this 62nd 
edition of IMR Nius. 

This edition brings you exciting stories con-
tributed by our staff of PNGIMR’s recent 
events and successes.

I would like to congratulate Dr Celestine Aho 
on being awarded a PhD. We are proud of 
your achievement. 

We also welcome back Ms Pamela Toliman 
and Dr Maria Ome-Kaius from their studies in Australia. Both have submit-
ted their PhD thesis early this year and awaiting responses from examiners. 

We currently have 11 staff on PhD studies. Seven of the students are wom-
en. We are proud as an institution to provide the environment where there 
is equal opportunity to gain knowledge and empower women to thrive in 
science.

We were fortunate to have held a Strategic Planning Meeting to map the 
next five years of the institute before the Covid-19 pandemic restricted 
travel.  The open discussions and commitment of staff to the future of the 
Institute inspired all participants. 

With the declaration of Coronavirus (COVID19) as a global emergency (pan-
demic) early this year, the Institute has been supporting the national effort 
through laboratory testing in Goroka and Port Moresby. Our COVID19 team 
is led by Dr Janet Gare.   I congratulate the team on their hard work and 
commitment, and urge all staff to work hard to justify the respect and trust 
that the people of PNG have in PNGIMR. 

The Institute ended 2019 on a high note. Let us not forget our key achieve-
ments that will build IMR into the future – building staff capacity, celebrat-
ing 52 years of public health and medical research and developing partner-
ships.

This year will be challenging but, in the midst of uncertainty, we are ready 
to take opportunities for the Institute to deliver on our mission to save lives 
through knowledge. 

William Pomat, Director
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The primary 
factor behind a 

successful person 
is his dedication, 
which signifies the 
commitment of a person 
towards achieving 
objectives and life 
goals. Thus, dedication 
implies total devotion.

Reverend Graham Baital from St John’s Lutheran Church 
was invited to the PNG Institute of Medical Research’s 
(PNGIMRs) headquarters to conduct the annual dedication 
service on 13 January, 2020.
He said, “first and foremost, knowledge without ethics and 
values is useless. Both values and ethics are important in 
our lives as human beings.”
He encouraged the staff to allow God to be first in every-
thing and be the centre of it all.
“When we allow God to be first, it means we are dedicating 
everything to Him to lead and direct us. This is the time for 
this country to rise up and take back PNG – not just about 
economic stability or issues of this country, it means we 
have to restore our ethics and values,” said Rev. Baital.

He added that our lives and our jobs were not created by 
us but by God.
“As a premiere Institution, you should be thankful and privi-
leged to be working here. Ask God what you should do to-
day rather than asking yourself,” he said.
“Our lives were originated from God. If you are cheating, 
this means you’re stealing and it’s a curse. You must work 
because God has graciously given you the opportunity and 
plan for the day.”
Furthermore, he went on to say that laws do not set stan-
dards. It is the values and ethics that set standards. God 
has placed us in this standard and it can only be maintained 
through strong values and ethics.
“God makes sure everything works out, so we have to think 
big, act big and live a high standard. God bless this Institu-
tion,” he concluded.

By Elishebah Musia

Dedication service conducted at the headquarters

Picture Inserted: Reverend Graham Baital

“Strategic planning is important to all organizations 
because it provides a sense of direction and outlines 
measurable goals. It is a tool that is useful for guiding 
day-to-day decisions and also for evaluating progress 
and changing approaches when moving forward. With 
that, I welcome you all here today as we begin our 
three-day planning for the next five years, 2020-2025,” 
said Prof.

The discussions covered existing strengths and 
opportunities, types of research, role of core funding 
and what the science units need from the infrastructure 
and research support services.

Professor Pomat began with his presentation on ‘The 
present and future of laboratories at PNGIMR’ and 
later Ann Maalsen from the World Health Organization, 
facilitated the rest of the program with topics such 
as ‘Visioning; Using our resources well; and How to 
achieve our vision’.

Sessions were held at the PNGIMR’s lecture theatre, 

library and CHESS conference room.

A celebratory afternoon tea was held after the last 
session in which Ms Maalsen reported on the themes 
coming out of the discussions and Professor Pomat 
summarized the priorities for 2020-2025.

continue from front page...

Ann Maalsen from the World Health Organization
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NEWS IN 
BRIEF

Ms Celestine Aho is now 
Dr Celestine Aho

Congratulations to Ms Celestine Aho. She is now Dr 
Celestine Aho. After successfully submitting her thesis 

titled: ‘Prevalence and aetiology of otitis media in Papua New 
Guinean children attending out-patient clinics in the Eastern 
Highlands’, she is now recognized as Dr Celestine Aho.

Her study determined the true burden of ear infections amongst 
different age groups and the cause of these infections. Her passion 
for research around otitis media stems from her own childhood 
growing up in EHP.

Dr Aho was also the inaugural winner of the Deborah Lehmann 
Research Award supported by the Wesfarmers Centre of Vaccines 
and Infectious Diseases which was announced on 6 March 2019. 
The award was designed to provide training and development for 
early career researchers in the Western Pacific Region who are 
investigating infectious diseases in children.

On behalf of the Institute, the Director, Professor William Pomat 
congratulated Dr Aho.

“We are proud of your achievements. 
This is indeed another outstanding 
achievement for the institute. It 
reflectis years of hard work and 
dedication and also brings recognition 
to the institute,” said Prof.

PNGIMR is proud to now have two 
national female PhDs. Dr Janet Gare 
from the Sexual & Reproductive 
Health Unit and now Dr Celestine Aho 
from the Infection and Immunity Unit.

By Elishebah Musia

Initiative for monthly 
CASS meetings begin
Monthly Corporate Affairs and Support Ser-
vice (CASS) meetings have restarted. They 
will be held at 10:30 on the fourth Tuesday 
of every month.

 “These meetings will improve communica-
tion across the CASS departments and to 
build a greater sense of teamwork. They 
will also assist us all to be more produc-
tive,” Dr Ann Larson, Strategic Operations 
Adviser said.

IT expert visits IT 
department
An ICT consultant, Ricky Prout, visited the 
Information and Technology (IT) Depart-
ment in January. He said the team had 
done a good job considering the lack of 
resources.

He was able to review the IT system and 
made recommendations for a step by 
step approach to modernizing the hard-
ware and software.

“The main purpose of why I’m here is 
to help the Institute in upgrading and 
enhancing the IT system,” he said.

IT Manager, Kuzahe Iva responded, 
“Ricky’s recommendations were work-
able and practical. We have already been 
able to establish the Microsoft office for 
emails for all PNGIMR employees.”
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 On 30 January, World Health Organization (WHO) 
declared COVID19 a Public Health Emergency of 

International Concern, activating a global response 
to the outbreak. The Government of Papua New 
Guinea through the National Department of Health 
immediately appointed the Papua New Guinea 
Institute of Medical Research (PNGIMR) to conduct 
all COVID19 related testing for the country.

PNGIMR is a WHO accredited National Influenza Centre and 
as such, routinely conducts testing for a wide range of re-
spiratory pathogens. PNGIMR adopted a laboratory testing 
protocol for COVID19 detection that was recommended for 
National Influenza Centre within the WHO network. The Di-
rector of PNGIMR, Professor William Pomat said today, “We 
conduct laboratory testing according to stringent guidelines 
for scientific rigor and biosafety that are consistent with the 
Institute’s WHO accreditation.”

Since 31 January, PNGIMR has received samples for COV-

ID19 testing from clinicians throughout PNG. These samples 
have been collected from patients who display appropriate 
symptoms (cough, fever and/or shortness of breath) sugges-
tive of COVID19 and who have travelled into PNG from coun-
tries where COVID19 has been detected. While all testing is 
conducted at PNGIMR, test results and all COVID19 related 
updates are released by the Ministry of Health and the Na-
tional Department of Health.

On 18 March, PNGIMR detected country’s first positive case 
for COVID19, which has now prompted the Government of 
PNG to declare a State of Emergency, effective 24 March. To 
date, PNGIMR has tested a total of 38 samples. Currently, 
there is no evidence yet of widespread and sustained com-
munity transmission in PNG, however the public is strongly 
advised to practice social distancing, regular handwashing, 
disinfection of commonly touched surfaces, and self-isola-
tion if symptomatic.

More information can be found on the WHO website (www.
who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/ . 
Or contact the Government hotline number on (+675 7196 
0813.

Coronavirus update: Press Releases
Novel Coronavirus (COVID19) testing at the Papua New Guinea Institute 
of Medical Research (PNGIMR) [24 March 2020]

Papua New Guinea Institute of Medical Research establishes COVID19 testing 
in Port Moresby [27 March 2020]

The Papua New Guinea Institute of Medical 
Research (PNGIMR) has established an 

additional site for COVID19 laboratory testing in 
Papua New Guinea. 

Laboratory testing for COVID19 will now be undertaken at 
the Molecular Hub, located at the University of Papua New 
Guinea (UPNG) School of Medicine and Health Sciences, 
Port Moresby. The Molecular Hub is a laboratory facility that 
is shared between the PNGIMR, Central Public Health Labo-
ratory and UPNG School of Medicine and Health Sciences for 
the Trilateral Malaria Project.

PNGIMR uses a World Health Organization recommended 
laboratory testing protocol for COVID19 detection. The 
same testing protocol and standard operating procedures 
will be adopted at the Molecular Hub. In anticipation of the 

establishment of this additional testing site, orientation for 
PNGIMR’s Port Moresby based laboratory personnel took 
place in Goroka last week.

When fully operational, laboratory testing at the Molecular 
Hub will meet the anticipated increase in samples requiring 
testing for COVID19. 

To date, PNGIMR has tested a total of 72 samples. The pub-
lic is strongly advised to practice social distancing, regular 
handwashing, disinfection of commonly touched surfaces, 
and self-isolation if symptomatic. 

Persons who display appropriate symptoms (cough, fever 
and/or shortness of breath) AND who have recently trav-
elled overseas or been in contact with overseas travellers 
should contact the Government hotline number on (+675) 
7196 0813.

From L to R: Jonah Iga, John-Paul Matlam, Gerard Saleu, Dr Janet Gare, Tobias Maure, Sarah Javati
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The Papua New Guinea Institute of Medical 
Research (PNGIMR) delivered first-of-its-kind 

induction for the staff at four sites (Madang, Maprik, 
Port Moresby and Kokopo) on 9 - 13 March, 2020. 
Two teams of representatives from each unit in the 
Cooperate Affairs and Support Services (CASS) 
Division conducted the inductions.

 Each team was led by senior Human Resource 
officers, John Yogiyo and John Wemin. Mr Yogiyo's 
team was assigned to Port Moresby and Kokopo while 
Mr Wemin's team covered Madang and Maprik.

The team covering Madang and Maprik were; Mexy 
Kakazo (training), Sasah Tangabo (procurement), Tume 
Goso (payroll), Fiona Akarapa (finance), Irene John 
(library and communication) and Deborah Bob (travel).
Each one did presentations about their departments. 

They began on 9 March, at the Madang Resort, 
inducting over 88 staff members of the PNGIMR 

Madang site. Then they flew to Wewak and drove to 
Maprik on 11 March, to conduct another induction which 
with 27 participants.

Meanwhile, Mr Yogiyo's team, comprised of; Levi 
Manenga (finance), Jonah Iga (OHS), Raymond 
Joshua (payroll) and Tau Aiga (communication and 
library) flew to Port Moresby on 9 March and conducted 
its first induction the next day (Tuesday, 10 March). 
Each officer presented on their respective departments. 
The induction for the Port Moresby site was held at the 
Dream Inn Conference Room with 20 staff members.

On Wednesday 11 March, the team went to Kokopo. 
Due to the large number of staff members and some 
being out on the field, separate inductions were 
conducted for Kokopo Site on the 12 and 13 March 
(Thursday and Friday). Both sessions were held at 
the PNGIMR office with over 40 participants in total 
attending. 

Site Induction update

By Tau Aiga

Port Moresby Team Kokopo Team

Madang Team Maprik Team
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Project Update – Sexual & Reproductive Health Unit

Young people and pregnancy study

The Young People and Pregnancy Study is a 
4-year qualitative study that is carried out 

in a partnership between the PNGIMR and UNSW 
Sydney, Australia. 

Dr Stephen Bell from The Kirby Institute, UNSW 
Sydney, Australia and Dr Angela Kelly-Hanku are 
the Principal Investigators of the study to examine 
experiences of pregnancy among young married and 
unmarried Papua New Guineans between the ages of 
15-24. 

The overall aim of the study is to guide the development 
of youth-centered health promotion strategies to prevent 
and mitigate the impact of pregnancy and associated 
health and social outcomes among young men and 
women in this age group.

PNGIMR’s Sexual and Reproductive Health Unit 
(SRHU) have completed data collection for two sites: 
peri urban Kagamuga (WHP) and rural Megabo (EHP) . 

A total of 24 young people were recruited in each 
site, in addition to a number of community informants, 
including parents, teachers and community leaders and 
Pastors. Data collected from those two sites are in the 
final stages of data processing. 

The Young People and Pregnancy study team is 
looking forward to data collection for the third and 
last site in Port Moresby and to starting Photo Voice 
research.

Photo Voice research will be undertaken with young 
participants from all 3 sites to explore young people’s 
lived experiences of pregnancy in more depth. 

These three study settings will enable researchers 
to explore how different health structures and support 
services in urban, peri-urban and rural settings affect 
the major issues involved in pregnancy among young 
people in the country.
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for this quarter

Tuberculosis (TB) Project
Understanding the socio-cultural dimensions of 

tuberculosis (TB) in PNG

Tuberculosis (TB) is preventable and 
curable, yet remains the leading infectious 

cause of death globally. Papua New Guinea 
(PNG) has among the highest TB incidence 
rates (417/100, 000) in the world, with rates in 
particular areas considerably higher. 

PNG is one of the only 14 countries classified by 
World Health Organization (WHO) as having the 
triple high burdens of TB, multi drug resistant (MDR) 
TB and TB-HIV co-infection.

Despite formal adoption of international standards 
for clinical and public health management of TB, 
past strategies have repeatedly proven insufficient 
to respond to the epidemic in the context of a fragile, 
over-stretched health system and complex socio-
cultural environments. 

The optimal utilisation of novel and current 
biomedical innovations, such as rapid diagnostic 
testing and shorter regimens for the treatment and 
prevention of TB, requires socially embedded public 
health approaches.

The unprecedented TB emergency in PNG and 
poor performance of conventional TB control 
programs that focus on vertical approaches 
requires the urgent consideration of more effective 
and efficient responses to control epidemic spread. 

The End TB Strategy recognizes the complex 
interaction of socio-cultural factors in health and 
that multi-disciplinary approaches incorporating an 
understanding of the complex socio-cultural factors 
affecting health factors are required if strategies are 

to be implemented successfully.

Using a qualitative research design that is 
recognized in biomedical and public health research, 
this three-year project will examine the socio-cultural 
context of TB, including TB diagnosis, prevention 
and care programs in two distinct areas of PNG – 
NCD and South Fly District of Western Province 
where TB emergencies have been declared. 

This is the first study of its kind in PNG designed 
specifically to inform TB control responses in 
high burden MDR-TB areas and the scaling up 
of treatment of infection. Both the process and 
outcomes of this study will have significance beyond 
the borders of PNG.

Sexual & Reproductive Health Unit

Research Collaborators: Papua New 
Guinea Institute of Medical Research, National 
Department of Health, Burnet Institute, UNSW 
Sydney, University of Melbourne, Monash 
University, Sydney University, NCD and Western 
Provincial Health Authorities, Communities of 
people with TB and other stakeholders.

Study Investigators

The Chief Investigators: Associate Professor 
Angela Kelly-Hanku, Professor Steve Graham, 
Professor Andrew Vallely, Professor William 
Pomat, Dr. Stephen Bell, Dr. Suman Majumdar, 
Dr. Paul Mason.

Associate-Investigators: Dr. Dakulala, Dr. 
Paul Aia, Professor John Kaldor, Professor Guy 
Marks.

Research Team: Ruthy Neo-Boli, John Cowan, 
and Martha Kupul (Project Coordinator).
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PNGIMR

for this quarter
Full name: 

Raymond Joshua
Home province:

Eastern Highlands Province
Title/Designation:

Payroll Officer
Branch:

Goroka
Started off as:

Accounts Clerk
Started off in what year:

2013
Number of years working with PNGIMR:

7 years
Describe PNGIMR in one word:

Life 
What do you love about PNGIMR?
Working with staff from all over PNG with 

different professions
Share one experience that you will never 
forget about PNGIMR:

Being the fundraising co-chairman of the 
50th Anniversary Committee  

Inspiration/role model(s):
Prof. William Pomat & Sasah Tangabo

Favourite quote:
 Forget yesterday, live today as if there is 

no tomorrow 
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