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“I look forward to leveraging 
the long-standing 

partnership that we have and 
the expertise and the footprint 
that you have. Moving forward, 
I can count on IMR as a partner 
as we expand and support 
health systems strengthening, 
particularly to strengthen the 
COVID-19 response here”. 

This was expressed by appointed U.S 
Ambassador to the Independent State 
of Papua New Guinea, Erin Elizabeth 

McKee during her tour of the Papua 
New Guinea Institute of Medical Re-
search headquarters in Goroka on the 
30th of September 2020.  

Ambassador McKee was appointed by 
U.S President Donald Trump in 2019 
and took over from former U.S Ambas-
sador to Papua New Guinea Catherine 
Ebert-Gray. Ambassador McKee also 
represents the US Government in Solo-
mon Islands and the Republic of Van-
uatu. Before being appointed to the 
post, she served as Mission Director for 
USAID/Indonesia and USAID/ASEAN in 
Jakarta.  

Director Pomat gave the Ambassa-
dor an overview of the Institute’s op-
erations since its inception in 1952. He 
highlighted the influential, world-class 
public health and medical research the 
Institute has conducted and the col-
laborations with international partners 
including those in the United States of 
America. Professor Pomat also high-
lighted the Institute’s work on 
COVID-19 in partnership with the Na-
tional Health Department and other 
development partners. Next, heads 
of the research units presented their 
work to Ambassador McKee.  

 By Herick Aeno 

US Ambassador 
Visits PNGIMR
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INSIDE
2 Director’s Message

DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE

Hello and welcome to this 64th 
edition of IMR Nius. 

Celebrations are in order for three PNGIMR 
researchers awarded PhDs this quarter. Dr 
Pamela Toliman and Dr Gwen Vengiau were 
conferred PhD in this quarter from Univer-
sity of New South Wales and University of 
Queensland respectively. Dr John B Keven, a 
former PNGIMR staff member and continu-
ing colleague, received his PhD from Michi-
gan State University.

These milestones are not just personal, 
although I know they all made sacrifices to achieve such distinction. Their 
achievements represent a new era for PNGIMR led by a critical mass of inter-
nationally trained Papua New Guinea researchers.

The year 2020 will always be remembered for the COVID-19 pandemic. So far, 
Papua New Guinea has been spared the worse effects of the pandemic seen 
in other countries. However, community transmission of the virus is happen-
ing in Port Moresby and other parts of the country.

Detecting positive cases through testing is a critical part of defending PNG. I 
am proud of our lab teams in Goroka and Port Moresby for their professional-
ism and commitment to conducting PCR diagnostic tests – the gold standard 
of testing for the virus that causes COVID-19. Since January, PNGIMR has per-
formed 15000 tests. Scaling up our laboratories to do these tests required 
new equipment, and we thank the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade for providing us with PCRs, extractors and other essential equip-
ment that will improve testing efficiency and safety. We also thank WHO for 
supplying much needed consumables and reagents in a world where demand 
exceeds supply, the Govt of PNG for funding and other partners for supplies 
necessary to combat the pandemic.

Controlling the pandemic also means that everyone does their part to prevent 
transmission. Staff in all of the PNGIMR’s sites have adopted the Niupela Pa-
sin, following prevention measures such as mandatory facemasks, improved 
access to handwashing facilities, better hygiene practices and guidelines of 
quarantining and self-isolation. As health professionals, we understand the 
need for universal infection control.

The Institute has made significant progress this quarter in improving our in-
frastructure and research capacity. The Buttressing Coalition Fund is a new 
initiative of the Buttressing Coalition – an international group of research in-
stitutes and researchers with connections to PNGIMR. The Fund is comprised 
of contributions from seven research institutes, matched by a generous con-
tribution by DFAT’s Indo-China Centre for Health Statistics. Despite the pan-
demic we have made significant inroads in improving our IT system, renovat-
ing the PNGIMR office building in Port Moresby, and increasing the reliability 
of the electricity in our facility in Madang. We are also using the funds to 
support our emerging research leaders through competitive small grants to 
study aspects of COVID-19 in Papua New Guinea.

William Pomat, Director
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Continue influenza surveillance and 
testing alongside COVID19 testing

Mr Barry Ropa from National Department 
of Health Surveillance team accompanied 

the WHO team that visited PNGIMR on 8 July. 
He discussed with the PNGIMR team plans to 
continue influenza surveillance and testing 
alongside COVID-19 testing. 
As the National Influenza Centre, the Institute and NDoH 

have continued to conduct surveillance of influenza and 
other respiratory viruses. Expanding this surveillance sys-
tem to include COVID-19 is in line with recent directives by 
former Acting Secretary Dakulala to include severe acute 
respiratory illness and influenza-like illnesses in the test-
ing algorithm for COVID-19.  This approach will allow PNG 
to monitor changing trends in respiratory diseases and 
pathogens that cause them and other pathogens with 
potential to cause outbreaks.

COVID-19 STORIES & UPDATES

WHo visits IMR regarding 
coVID-19

By Tau Aiga

World Health Organization 
(WHO) country 

representative, Dr Luo Dapeng 
and WHO team leader, Dr Anup 
Gurung visited the PNG Institute 
of Medical Research (PNGIMR) 
on 8 July, 2020.

Dr Dapeng explained their visit was to 
discuss surge capacity to diagnose CO-
VID-19 in preparation of an increase 
in cases in PNG as other parts of the 
world are experiencing.   

“Our visit here is to try to understand 
what is being done, what are the chal-
lenges we face and how we can over-
come these challenges  to be prepared 
for a second wave of COVID-19 or the 
next pandemic,” he said.

He added that IMR's core function 
is as a research institution and not a 
testing facility for COVID-19. However, 
IMR has the testing capacity and it is 
important to support the institute in 
readiness for future epidemics  and 
outbreaks.

PNGIMR Director, Professor William 
Pomat said that the meeting was a 
productive one that highlighted PNG's 
need to continue to partner with WHO, 
NDoH and other partners, combin-
ing and utilizing available expertise to 
meet current and future health crisis.  

“This meeting was a good one, We 
need to continue to partner with WHO 
and other stakeholders in preparation 
for the next wave of COVID-19 or the 
next pandemic ,” he concluded.
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Upskilling Madang PNGIMR 
staff on COVID-19 PCR testing

PNGIMR is 
continuing to 

upskill laboratory 
staff on COVID-19 
PCR methods. 
Elma Nate, Michelle 
Katusele and Elvin 
Lufele from PNGIMR 
Madang travelled to 
Goroka in September. 
They underwent a 
four-day training in 
Goroka to familiarise 
themselves with 
the diagnostic 
procedures and the 
strict occupational 
health and safety 
protocols needed 
during a pandemic. 
All three scientists 
are familiar with 

PCR methods 
as they perform 
this technique to 
diagnose malaria 
parasites. 

The country needs to in-
crease testing capacity to 
meet a surge in COVID-19 
transmission. The train-
ing is part of a plan to 
start COVID-19 diagnos-
tic testing in the PNGIMR 
Madang laboratory. This 
will increase lab testing 
capacity across different 
sites and will support 
the testing in Goroka and 
Port Moresby. 

PNGIMR Madang labo-
ratory complex, locat-
ed at Yagaum, outside 
Madang, will be commis-
sioned to begin testing 
as soon as the necessary 
equipment, consum-

ables and reagents ar-
rive. Elma, Michelle and 
Elvin will form the core 
team to conduct testing. 
They will pass on their 
knowledge by training 
upcoming laboratory sci-
entists. 

The training in Goroka 
began with descriptions 
of the virus and methods 
involved in all steps, from 
preparing and processing 
samples to conducting 
the PCR tests and report-
ing results. The three 
trainees also underwent 
training in OH&S and 
learned how to don and 
doff personal protective 
equipment safely. Finally, 
they had three days of 
hands-on experience in 
the laboratory. 

Most of what we know about 
COVID-19 is from research 

conducted in high-income 
countries. Prof William Pomat, 
PNGIMR’s Director, argues that 
research is needed in low- and 
middle-income countries, like 
Papua New Guinea, to help 
governments introduce control 
measures based on the local 
realities. The published paper, 
written with colleagues from 
India, Nepal, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Uganda and the United States, 
argues that low- and middle- 
income countries need research 
to answer many questions.

How do the realities of everyday life 
affect the transmission of the virus? 
In PNG and other countries, people 
live in large households with many 
generations. They lack running water 
and sanitation. We need evidence to 
be able to give people practical advice 
on how to stay safe.

How severe is the COVID-19 disease 
for children and adults suffering from 
malnutrition or respiratory problems? 
What are the best ways to treat these 
patients?

Which social distancing policies are 
effective at ‘flattening the curve’ and 
at what cost to the well-being of the 
people? Many policies have unintend-
ed consequences, such as neglecting 
other health services, and increasing 
poverty and hunger. Research can 
show how to minimize these negative 
effects.

PNGIMR’s scientists are support-
ing the national COVID-19 response 
through lab testing and targeted re-
search.

Read the full paper here https://rdcu.
be/b57qo

Research is needed 
in low and 

middle-income 
countries

COVID-19 STORIES & UPDATES
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COVID-19 STORIES & UPDATES

We would like to thank the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) Australia, 

for the Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) Machine 
and supplies donated to PNG Institute of Medical 
Research.

Dr Janet Gare says, "These will build our capacity in doing 
COVID-19 testing and also help us extend to other viruses 
that could be giving symptoms. Thus, giving us space to 
not only concentrate on COVID-19 but other viruses as 
well".

New PCR from DFAT

Two members of the National 
COVID-19 Response Team 

visited the PNGIMR in Goroka 
to understand the laboratory 
workflow for COVID-19 testing. 
Dr Melinda Susapu (Deputy 
Incident Manager, Health 
Operations, and Provincial 
Response Coordinator Lead) and 
Ms Theresa Palou (Laboratory 
Cluster Lead) toured the PNGIMR 
laboratories that are currently 
providing COVID-19 diagnostic 
services for the country, and met 
with Senior Research Fellows 
Dr Janet Gare and Dr Pamela 
Toliman.
“The reason for our visit is to get an 
appreciation of what’s happening in 
terms of testing, in order to convey 
that to non-lab people involved in the 
response,” said Dr Susapu. One im-
portant issue in respect to testing is 

the turn-around time from receipt of 
specimens to release of test results. Dr 
Gare, who leads COVID-19 testing at 
PNGIMR, discussed the opportunities 
and challenges faced by the PNGIMR 
in delivering test results, “It’s an hon-
our to have them visit us. We appreci-
ate that they have taken the time to 
understand the entire laboratory pro-
cess so that they understand where 
the delays and bottlenecks are.” 

Ms Palou, the Laboratory Cluster Lead, 
reiterated that the PNGIMR would 
continue to be supported in providing 
diagnostic services as part of the Na-
tional COVID-19 Response. “Diagnosis 
is the beginning of everything,” she 
said. While considerable effort and 
resources have been directed to re-
ducing the turn-around time for test-
ing, Dr Toliman said, “It’s important 
to produce results in a timely fashion, 
but we must also ensure that we fol-
low stringent laboratory protocols for 
quality assurance (QA) and quality 
control (QC), as well as safety. Quality 

cannot be compromised for the sake 
of speed.” 

To date, PNGIMR laboratories in Goro-
ka and Port Moresby have tested over 
12,000 specimens for COVID-19, and 
continues in its commitment to sup-
port the National COVID-19 Response.

National COVID-19 Response Team Visits PNGIMR

By Tau Aiga
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Study on the effectiveness of bednets
These PNGIMR scientists 

have published an 
important article on bednets in 
the international journal Nature 
Communications.

Papua New Guinea has the highest 
rates of malaria outside of Africa. Be-

tween 2008 and 2014, malaria rates 
fell dramatically. One reason for this 
success has been the use of long-last-
ing insecticidal nets (LLINs). But since 
2015, the rate of malaria has resurged.

This study demonstrates that inef-

fective bednets may be one reason 
malaria has come back. The team of 

scientists from PNGIMR and research 
institutes in Australia and UK found 
that only 17% of a sample of LLINs 
distributed in PNG and manufactured 
between 2013 and 2019 met World 
Health Organization standards. Most 
bednets made in this period were not 
effective at knocking down mosqui-
toes.

Pedro Alonso, Director of the WHO 
Global Malaria Programme in Geneva 
highlighted the paper on Twitter say-
ing: ‘Important evidence linking de-
creased bio efficacy of LLINS and re-
surgence of malaria in PNG. An area 
that deserves a lot more attention’

The research team conducted this 
work in partnership with the national 
malaria control program, which is tak-
ing action to address the problem. 
PNGIMR is now testing other bednet 
products to identify the most effective 
product for distribution. The full paper 
is available here. https://www.nature.
com/articles/s41467-020-17456-2

Photograph from left to right: Front - Rebecca Vinit, Nakei Bubun, Michelle Katusele 
Back - Mukier Sakur, Lincoln Timinao, Peter Kaman.

Main Stories

Four members of the PNGIMR Institutional 
Review Board (IRB), representing different 

sectors of the community received their Good 
Clinical Practice certificates in late June. Rev 
Grahamme Baital, Prof Mark Solon, Mr Ben Haili 
and Mr Jonathan Tilomu were awarded certificates 
after successfully completing this short course. 
The members are now aware of their obligations to 
review research protocols and evaluate the risks 
and benefits of health and medical research. 

The IRB is responsible for contributing to safe guard the dig-
nity, right, safety and wellbeing of people who volunteer to 
take part in health research. It reviews all PNGIMR research 
proposals before they are sent to the national Medical Re-
search Advisory Committee for final approval.

The Good Clinical Practice Course is a short online course 
hosted by FHI360 the ethical issues concerning the conduct 
of medical research to benefit individuals and humanity 
generally. 

PNGIMR Director, Professor William Pomat said, “Members 
has been asking for training on ethics of research to guide 
them while reviewing research protocols, many of which 
can be very hard to interpret and understand. I congratulate 
you and present these certificates to show you understand 
good clinical practice, the history of why ethical conduct 
of research was formulated, the different study design of 
protocols and their review and interpretation. The training 
also builds capacity in the community to better understand 
research and research methods.”

GCP training is a requirement for many staff of IMR who are 
conducting clinical research.

PNGIMR IRB Members receive certificate

(from L-R) Rev Grahamme Baital, Prof Mark Solon, Mr 
Jonathan Tilomu and Mr Ben Haili
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Main Stories

The latest issue of PNG Medical Journal is 
online: https://www.pngimr.org.pg/png-

medical-journal/

In this issue, Dr Lavu and colleagues highlight in the 
editorial the need for continuing political and financial 
commitments to achieve the 90-90-90 target for HIV. The 
90-90-90 target is an ambitious plan to end AIDS epidemic 
by ensuring that 90% of people living with HIV know their 
status, 90% of those with HIV are receiving anti-retroviral 
therapy (ART) and 90% of those on HIV ART achieve viral 
suppression.

Among original research in this issue are research on:

1. Anaemia and iron status in pregnant women in NCD by 
V.J Temple and colleagues

2. Perception of village health volunteer program by E. 
Field and colleagues

3. Assessment of antibiotic prescribed to patient with pe-
ripheral lymphadenopathy referred for biopsy by R. Itaki 
and colleagues

4. Knowledge of tuberculosis in four regions by R Emori 
and colleagues

5. Causes of delayed presentation in patients with diabetic 

septic foot by J Nuli and colleagues

6. Adoption and feeding practices among children 0-3 
years presenting to health facilities in Southern Highlands 
by J Kali and colleagues

7. Mining impact on infant mortality and birth rates in two 
rural communities by T Taufa.

Congratulations to the authors for publishing their re-
search.

Also included in the issue are Medlar Bibliography on 
research in PNG and the South Pacific

Ambassador McKee was interested in the outcomes of the 
Institute’s research and work on COVID-19 testing. She also 
acknowledged the work done at the institute to support 
and improve the health system in Papua New Guinea.  She 
said improved health systems were needed to distribute a 
COVID-19 vaccine when it is available and other health ser-
vices. Ambassador McKee expressed that the United States 
of America is committed to deepening and expanding its re-
lationships in Papua New Guinea with increased backing for 
sector support, capacity building and technical assistance. 
She explained that the US government will continue its 
commitment to work in partnership with the government 

of Papua New Guinea and local partners like PNGIMR to 
enhance service delivery and strengthen health systems so 
that ultimately Papua New Guinea will be able to reduce the 
health burden on its budget and help its people thrive.  

Professor Pomat thanked Ambassador McKee for her visit 
and the support of the US government towards the Insti-
tute’s work, especially the funding from Centers for Disease 
Control and National Institutes of Health. He said it was en-
couraging to know that the US government is committed to 
support and continue the relationship with the institute.

US Ambassador Visits PNGIMR
•	 fRoM PAGE 1
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NEWS IN 
BRIEF

Reminder about PNGIMR 
emails

In March the IT team moved all emails 
to Microsoft Office. This allows for faster 
and more reliable emails and comes with 
many other advantages such as ways to 
hold meetings and share documents. 
All PNGIMR employees should be using 
a pngimr.org.pg email account. Anyone 
having problems should send an email to 
IThelpdesk@pngimr.org.pg. 

A new science writer for the 
media team

The media team is happy to welcome 
Esther Wendy Jamea, a Graduate 
Scientific Office in the Vecto Borne 
Disease Unit. Esther will be temporarily 
helping Media Officer Tau Aiga to write 
stories about our work.  She is filling 
in while Elishebah Musia is on leave. 
Expect to see a lot more stories and 
Facebook posts from Madang.

PNGIMR is on Facebook

If you are a Facebook user, check out 
the PNGIMR Facebook page. It now has 
nearly 4,000 followers. Consider follow-
ing us and, if you like a post, share it 
with your friends. Send ideas for posts 
to Tau Aiga, the Page administrator.

What staff want from IMR Nuis

Over 60 employees from all PNGIMR sites 
took a survey about what they wanted 
from IMR Nuis. The media team learned 
that staff are pretty happy with the format 
of a quarterly newsletter. The most com-
mon feedback was that readers want more 
information from the different sites. We 
heard you. This issue has introduced site 
updates. More improvements will come in 
future issues.

Standing high in front of the Michael Alpers Library 
at the PNG Institute of Medical Research (PNGIMR) 

headquarters is this human-like sculpture.

It is the most photogenic piece at the Institute and all important visitors 
to IMR have their photo taken with it.

However, have you ever wondered why it was built, what it signifies or 
even who constructed it? This 3.5 metre sculpture consists of three hu-
man-like figures; one is looking through a microscope, another is using a 
pipette and the other is giving a presentation. Sitting on top of the human 
figures is a mosquito on a leaf.

Made from pure steel, this creative piece of art depicts the aim of IMR – 
to conduct research into the health problems affecting Papua New Guin-
eans, ultimately leading to interventions that either control or prevent 
disease and improve overall health.

The sculpture was designed and built in 2005 by a local sculptor, Tom 
Deko, to mark the opening of the Michael Alpers Medical Research Li-
brary at the Institute.

This year marks its 15 years.

Ever wondered about 
the IMR sculpture?
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Achievements

Dr Pamela Toliman was recently awarded 
her PhD through the Kirby Institute at the 

University of New South Wales in Sydney. Her thesis 
looked at innovative approaches for cervical cancer 
screening in Papua New Guinea (PNG). Specifically, 
she evaluated the performance of novel point-of-
care test and treat algorithms. In PNG, cervical 
cancer is the leading cause of cancer death in 
women, with the country having one of the highest 
burdens both in the region, and globally. The body 
of work produced by Dr Toliman contributes much 

needed evidence to the establishment of a national 
cervical cancer screening program in PNG. 

“On a personal level, it’s certainly a relief to complete my 
PhD, but I’m also very proud to have produced work that 
addresses one of the most significant killers of Papua New 
Guinean women - cervical cancer. I have focussed my re-
search on screening, but the national response must in-
tegrate HPV vaccination for prevention among our young 
people, and treatment for pre-cancerous lesions that we 
detect through screening. We will only defeat cervical can-
cer through a multipronged approach.”

In recognition of her outstanding qualities as a scholar and 
emerging leader, Dr Toliman was awarded the Allison Su-
dradjat Prize at the commencement of her candidature. She 
plans to use the prize for post-doctoral research into CO-
VID-19 population trends in PNG. 

Meanwhile, the Director of PNGIMR, Professor William Po-
mat, said "On behalf of the Council, Management and Staff 
of PNGIMR, I would like to congratulate Dr Pamela Toliman 
on being awarded her PhD. Her PhD topic is very relevant to 
PNG and will help guide decisions on testing and treatment.  
Pam has worked very hard with the guidance of Professor 
Andrew Vallely and other supervisors to complete her the-
sis. Well done, this is a fantastic achievement for Pam, IMR 
and PNG!". 

Congratulations to Dr John B Keven. He has 
been awarded a PhD from Michigan State 

University.
John joined PNGIMR in 2009 as an honors student. He re-
members, “back then I was a naive and impressionable 
young man who had just graduated from the University of 
Papua New Guinea eager to do research at IMR”. 

After his honors program, John was attached with the ento-
mology section of the Vector Borne Diseases Unit in Madang 
as a scientific officer. In 2011, he received the US Fulbright 
scholarship to do his Master’s in Entomology at Michigan 
State University (MSU). After graduating, he served as a se-
nior scientific officer at PNGIMR, and then returned to MSU 
to do his PhD in Microbiology and Molecular Genetics. 

His PhD research investigated the behaviour of local mosqui-
toes to explain why malaria is resurging in parts of PNG de-
spite high rates of bed net usage. 

John’s next ambition is to do post-doctoral research at MSU, 
splitting his time between the United States and PNG. He 
hopes this will lead to more research and training partner-
ships between PNGIMR and MSU. 

John says, “I was fortunate to be mentored and inspired by 
some of the best people at IMR and to be part of a great 

research community who help propelled me to where I am 
now. The success of my PhD could not have been possible 
without the support of my many colleagues at IMR, partic-
ularly the staff of the entomology section in Madang. You 
guys are the best. I also like to thank Dr Laman and Direc-
tor Pomat for their support during my PhD program and for 
consenting to my post-doctoral plan. Though I received this 
award with great pride, I also did so with humility, knowing 
that I am standing on your shoulders”.
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PNGIMR farewells Dr Osama Seidahmed
By Tau Aiga

Farewells

The management and staff of PNG Institute of Medical Research 
(PNGIMR) farewelled one of its senior staff, Dr Osama Seidahmed, 

on 15 September, 2020. 

Dr Seidahmed joined PNGIMR in July 2018, as a Post-doctoral Researcher (Senior 
Research Fellow). His job was to provide scientific leadership to the PNGIMR evalu-
ation and operational research activities under the Global Fund grant. 

Dr Seidahmed carried out most of his work with the Malaria Control (MalCon) 
Project. One of his main roles was mapping out the incidence and prevalence of 
Malaria by altitude, showing different rates at different altitudes. Then, using 
statistical modelling, he tested various interventions. He also looked at how en-
vironmental factors like weather had an impact on malaria incidents and preva-
lence in different altitudes.

Dr Seidahmed directed and mentored the Senior Project Manager and junior sci-
entific staff to ensure activities were implemented according to approved study 
protocols and other relevant guidelines. He also made certain that scientific out-
comes of the PNGIMR activities were regularly disseminated to relevant audiences. 

During the farewell gathering, PNGIMR Director, Professor William Pomat, expressed 
his gratitude to Dr Seidahmed for his time and work at PNGIMR and hoped that staff 
took on some experience from him.

"We are very happy that Osama came and worked with us. He was able to provide 
some capacity to the staff here in modelling and mapping. Hopefully our staff have 
gained from that experience. On behalf of the institute we would like to thank you 
(Dr Osama Seidahmed) for your services to the institute. We know that anybody who 
comes to the institute remains a part of the family of the institute so you are family", 
said Professor Pomat.

Morgan Menafo joined the PNG Institute of Medical 
Research (PNGIMR) as an artisan in December 

2006. 

A farewell celebration was held in July at the headquarters, at-
tended by all staff in Goroka.

Mr Menafo shared his experiences and thanked everyone for 
their friendship and support during his 14 years at PNGIMR. 

PNGIMR Director, Professor William Pomat recalled, “You came 
to work at the Institute when we were building the extension to 
our building. Truly, with your bare hands you helped to build the 
Institute buildings. We will forever be very proud of our facilities 
and thank you for your service.”

MR MENAFO FAREWELLED AFTER 14 YEARS OF SERVICE
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Goroka

The training is about improving and refreshing 
basic skills required to ensure safe use of 

vehicle and safe delivery of supplys in PNGIMR 
operations.

Providing lo-
gistical support 
to research op-
erations in PNG 
is challenging. 
Transporting re-
searchers and 
supplies such as 
equipments and 
c o n s u m a b l e s 

to and from parts of PNG can be dangerous if cargoes are 
not fasten correctly and if the driver is not well versed in 
basic mechanics of the vehicle. Therefore, to limit risks in 
our transport operations, we have indentified basic skills to 
equip our drivers so that they have the necessary knowledge 
and skills to act independently to ensure safety of cargoes 

Motor Vehicle Use & Safe Driving Training

Despite the tragedy 9 years ago, we still believe 
in the work we do to improve the health of 

Papua New Guineans. In respect to their memory 
we find courage to reverently continue our duties 
for the people of Papua New Guinea (PNG). 

August 1, 2020 marks the 9th anniversary of the five IMR re-
search scientists who tragically went missing while working 
in the field in West New Britain Province. Gibson Gideon, 
Leonard Vavana, Tania Oakiva, George Dogoya and Lydia Pe-
trus were part of a National Malaria Research Project (Mal-
Con) to evaluate malaria intervention which included ma-
laria drug efficacy and mosquito bed-net coverage in Papua 
New Guinea. 

Today, their colleagues continue on despite the challenges 
associated with this kind of work. In remembrance of the 
missing five the management and staff of the PNG Institute 
of Medical Research in Goroka gathered in front of the me-
morial plaque set up in their memory to show comradeship, 
respect and that they were not forgotten. 

This is done to reaf-
firm their commit-
ment to continue 
important and life 
saving work in med-
ical and health re-
search.

Remembering the missing five

Three senior staff from PNGIMR, Sasah 
Tangabo, Agnes Mek and Dr Celestine Aho, 

attended a week's training on Bee Farming on 
the 28th of September to the 2nd of October. 
The training was facilitated by My Kelly Inae, the 
producer and seller of the bottled honey known to 
many as Mountain Honey.
Mr Inae, who now is an entrepreneur, started off as a 
simple bee farmer. With his vast experience in bee farming, 
he took the participants through theory and field work on 
beekeeping. 

The three staff from PNGIMR were part of the 5th batch 
that received training from Mr Inae. They learned a lot on 
bees, honey, trees, plants and more importantly, ways of 
generating income from it.

In a statement, one of the participants, Agnes Mek, a 
senior social scientist from PNGIMR, shared what she had 
leaned.

"One thing I came home with is using the nature to earn 
passive income and generate a small viable business that 
does not involve a physical labour and costs" she said.

Beekeeping Training

and safety of vehicles and personnel in any circumstance.

Drivers in Goroka had two types of training. The first training 
is how to correctly use knots to restrain cargoes and the sec-
ond is how to correctly engage and release the 4WD gear. 
The trainees underwent a session of illustration and practise 
followed by a competency assessment of each trainee.

The in-house training was co-facilitated by a senior and well 
experienced driver, David Pako, and Jonah Iga, OH&S Coor-
dinator. A total of 11 drivers and 1 mechanic attended the 
training. The event had support from the Training Office un-
der the Human Resource Unit who provided certificates to 
the trainees.

The next site will be the Madang PNGIMR. We have a total 
of 12 drivers who will undertake the same Motor Vehicle 
Use and Safe Driving training. 

Site update & Stories
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New computers for Finance
GorokaSite update & Stories

The Information and Technology (IT) unit of PNG Institute 
of Medical Research (PNGIMR), as part of its program to 
upgrade the IT system, purchased 7 new desktop sets for 
the Finance department to roll out the program.

The IT unit is upgrading computers in PNGIMR; Goroka 
and all other PNGIMR sites from Windows 7 to Windows 
10. Computers that fall below the hardware require-
ment will be replaced. Finance department had most 
of its computers below the hardware requirement and 
were selected as the first unit to initiate the roll out.

The computers purchased are HP i5-9500 8GB RAM. In a 
statement, the IT Manager, Kuzahe Iva, highlighted that 
all computers in PNGIMR will be replaced eventually.

"There are a few of computers that IMR has and we will 
gradually replace all of them. We are starting here in 
Goroka then we will go out to other IMR sites", he said

He added that this upgrading from Windows 7 to Win-
dows 10 is one of more upgrades to be done to improve 
and boost the IT system of PNGIMR.

Maprik

At the PNGIMR Sepik Site, ancillary staff take on many roles to ensure that 
our research programs are successful.  Teamwork is vital. Administrative and 
research tasks are shared and each team member does their part to achieve 
a positive outcome. Petrus Hiale is an excellent example of this. Petrus Hiale 
has completed vocational training as a motor mechanic and he performs the 
basic repair and maintenance of the PNGIMR Sepik Site vehicle fleet. He is 
also a driver and a helping hand in the field during data collection.

By Noel Berry

Taking on many roles

PNGIMR Sepik Site driver Petrus Hiale helping out in passing on a 
message of the arranged time and date of interviews for the Verbal 
Autopsy Study of the Comprehensive Health Epidemiological Surveil-
lance System (CHESS).

Petrus Hiale attending to basic vehicle repair and main-
tenance work of a PNGIMR vehicle at the PNG IMR Sepik 
Site base in Maprik, E.S.P after bringing the team back 
safely from a data collection work in a research village.

Site update & Stories

By Tau Aiga
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PNGIMR’s office in Port Moresby is on a leafy street in the suburb of Gordons. 
Built in a colonial highset style many decades ago, it was in a desperate need of 
a facelift. Following a thorough process of scoping the work and collecting inde-
pendent quotes, Phase 1 of the renovations has started. The funding comes from 
the Buttressing Coalition Fund, managed by Kirby Institute, University of New 
South Wales. Seven research institutions have contributed to the fund, matched 
by DFAT’s Indo-China Centre for Health Security.

Renovation

The Port Moresby site is still 
involved in research. The 
CHESS project is monitoring 
urban and rural health sta-
tus. Clinicians Vicky Gabee 
and Gary Nao have been col-
lecting morbidity data at se-
lected urban and rural health 
centres; while the demogra-
phy team - Billiam Degemba 
and Gau Gau have been con-
ducting verbal autopsy (VA) 
interviews with assistance 
from the village based data 
collectors in NCD and Cen-
tral communities. A total of 
301 interviews have been 
collected since commence-
ment of VA data in late Oc-
tober last year. The VA data 
collected from CHESS sites 
will be analysed in October 
and a final Mortality report 
submitted to the Depart-
ment of National Planning 

and Monitoring.

At the PNGIMR molecular 
lab, in addition to conduct-
ing tests for the virus that 
causes COVID-19, the labo-
ratory scientists have found 
time to supervise three 
final year Medical Labora-
tory Science students. They 
are working doing molecu-
lar analysis for malaria with 
samples from febrile pa-
tients at health services in 
three provinces. This work 
is part of the STRIVE proj-
ect funded by DFAT. Work 
on Truenat, a multi-country 
evaluation of an improved 
point-of-care test for tuber-
culosis has been completed. 
This study has been a col-
laboration with the Burnet 
Institute.  

On-going research
The Port Mo-
resby Office 
welcomes two 
new staff who 
have joined the 
team. Ms Valerie 
Arigae is a Data 
Entry Clerk in the 
Port Moresby 
Laboratory. Mr 
John Kagl is the 
new sentinel site 
nurse. He will 
work from the St 
Theresa Clinic in 
Hohola collect-
ing STRIVE data. 

New staff 

Thanks to Prof Nakapi Tefuarani, Dean of the School of 
Medicine and Health Sciences at UPNG and the Pathology 
Department for allowing the administrative and project 
staff to take up rooms at the School during the renova-
tions. We have an office each for site manager Seri Maraga 
and Assistant Administrator Alexia Alois and senior staff 

Moving into the School of Medicine Offices
Drs Moses Laman, Maria Ome and Ann Larson, and a third 
office for CHESS & STRIVE project staffs Billiam Degemba, 
Vicky Gabee, Gau Gau, and John Kagl. Team members are 
practicing good social distancing by staggering times at the 
offices and wearing facemasks and enjoying meetings out-
side in the School’s haus win. 

Lastly, big thanks to Mr Shadrach Jally. He is from the 
lab team in Madang, but has been working at the Port 
Moresby lab for 2 months. He has been a terrific help to 
Tamarah Koleala and the rest of the COVID-19 testing 
team.  

Port MoresbySite update & Stories
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In September, the Madang 
site employees started using 

a new 15-seater Toyota Hiace 
bus. The bus was purchased on 

the 12th of March this year 
and joined the fleet of IMR 
vehicles at the Jomba yard on 
the 30th of April. This bus has 
replaced a coaster bus, one 
of two buses that routinely 
pick up and drop off staff.  

According to the site manager, Mr. 
Bethuel Kotty, it took a while for 
the bus to be in operation as the 
bus needed some modifications. 
The new tires were replaced with 
radial tires to endure the deterio-
rating Yagaum road condition and 

wireframes were installed for staff and 
bus safety and security. 

New bus in operation: PNGIMR Madang 
(Yagaum site) 

By Esther Wendy Jamea 

The new bus at PNGIMR Yagaum with driver (Bai) Richard. 
Photo courtesy: P B Kaman

The packaging, handling, labelling, identifying 
and receiving of dangerous goods transported 
from point A to point B need to comply with rules 
and regulations and therefore a certified person 
is required as these goods may pose a risk to 
health, the environment, or safety.
Mr. Bethuel Kotty attended a biannual dangerous goods 
refresher training between the 18th and 20th of August, 
conducted by the Air Niugini aviation training school held 
at the Jacksons Airport, in Port Moresby.  The training was 
conducted under the Civil Aviation rules part 92 which 
qualifies participants to identify, mark, label, handle, and 
accept dangerous goods.  

When asked what Mr. Kotty acquired from the training, he 
said he has learned to identify different dangerous goods 
by their 9 classes.  He also learned to identify dangerous 
goods by their 4-digit United Nations (UN) numbers and 
their proper shipping name. Furthermore, he learned 
to label, handle, declare, and send dangerous goods in 
compliance to the International Air Transport Association 
(IATA), Civil Aviation Safety Authority (CASA), and Civil 
Aviation Rule (CAR). 

Mr. Kotty was successfully given his certificate of 
attainment and dangerous goods acceptance licence 
after completing the refresher training.                                        

Dangerous Goods refresher training attended 
by Madang site manager
By Esther Wendy Jamea

Bethuel Kotty during the training

Bethuel Kotty, front row; first from left. 

Site update & Stories Madang
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VBDUUnit update & Stories

Entomology is the study of insects. It is significant for medi-
cal research because some insects are vectors, that is they 
are responsible for transmitting diseases or transmitting 
pathogens that cause diseases that affect humans -- hence 
the term Vector-Borne Diseases.  

The Entomology Section is part of the Vector-Borne Dis-
ease Unit (VBDU) and is one of the largest teams based in 
PNGIMR’s site in Yagaum, Madang province. The Entomolo-
gy Section is led by Senior Research Fellow, Dr. Stephan Karl. 
There are also three very dedicated senior scientific officers 
(Lincoln Timinao, Michelle Katusele, and Rebecca Vinit) with 
seven passionate scientific officers who joined between 
2017 and 2019. There are also eight experienced laboratory 
technicians, a nurse and two committed drivers. 

The section hosts a mosquito insectary in Yagaum 
where Anopheles farauti mosquitoes are bred from their 
egg stages through to their adult stages. The section also 
has a laboratory equipped with machines, instruments, and 
reagents.   

The entomology team regularly goes to the field to collect 
mosquito larvae from water bodies and trap adult mosqui-
toes. The team conducts various laboratory procedures on 
what they collected. These procedures include DNA extrac-
tion of mosquitoes; Enzyme-Linked Immunosorbent As-
say (ELISA) on mosquitoes to identify Plasmodium species’ 
circumsporozoite (CS) proteins; molecular identification of 
closely related mosquito species using Polymerase Chain Re-
action (PCR); and Cone Bioassay to test the efficacy of Long-
Lasting Insecticidal (bed) Nets (LLINs).   

The female Anopheles mosquitoes (vector) harbors and 
infects humans with the Plasmodium parasites that is re-

sponsible for causing malaria in humans. Ongoing studies 
conducted by members of the entomology team focus on 
where Anopheles mosquitoes and other groups of mosqui-
toes occur, what species of mosquitoes are present and their 
response to interventions such as LLINs and insecticides.  

Other research projects are testing the transmission block-
ing effect of anti-malarials to the Plasmodium parasites and 
detecting  Wuchereria bancrofti in Anopheles mosquitoes 
that is responsible for lymphatic filariasis. There is also an in-
vestigation into where the Aedes and Culex groups of mos-
quitoes are found in Papua New Guinea; these mosquitoes 
transmit other vector-borne diseases such as dengue fever 
and Japanese encephalitis. 

Recent findings and published work from the entomology 
section include the following two: 

Vinit R, Timinao L, Bubun N, Katusele M, Robinson LJ, Kaman 
P, Sakur M, Makita L, Reimer L, Schofield L, Pomat W, Muel-
ler I, Laman M, Freeman T, Karl S. Decreased bioefficacy of 
long-lasting insecticidal nets and the resurgence of malaria 
in Papua New Guinea. Nature Comm 2020;11:1-7.               

Visit link: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32686679/  

Demok S, Endersby-harshman N, Vinit R, et al. Insecti-
cide resistance status of Aedes aegypti and Aedes albop-
ictus mosquitoes in Papua New Guinea. Parasit Vectors. 
2019;12(1):333 Visit Link:  https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/31269965/ 

Respect, humility, perseverance, and team-work keeps the 
entomology team intact and on track, despite the many field 
and laboratory studies and the daily work of maintaining the 
insectary.  

By Esther Wendy Jamea 

Entomology section 
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The Population Health and 
Demography Unit organised 

a Data Dissemination Workshop 
in PNGIMR’s main office in 
Goroka on 30 July 2020. The 
workshop was attended by 27 
participants from various local 
government agencies, public 
health authorities and research 
institutions in Eastern Highland 
Province (EHP).

The workshop was an opportunity for 
participants to review major findings 
of the study on Morbidity Surveillance 
at Primary Health Facilities, which was 
recently conducted by PNG Institute of 
Medical Research (PNGIMR) under the 
Comprehensive Health and Epidemio-
logical Surveillance System (CHESS) 
research programme with the funding 
from the PNG Government as part of 

the PNG Medium Term Development 
Plan III, 2018-2022.

The workshop participants also dis-
cussed implications and recommenda-
tions for the implementation of public 
health policy to meet new demands 
emerging in the health and epidemio-
logical transition currently occurring 
in PNG. While there has been increas-
ing evidence of life-style related non-
communicable diseases among adult 
population, childhood preventable 
infectious diseases are still dominant, 
especially respiratory tract infections 
among children under 5 years of age, 
leading to double burdens of diseases 
and a complicated picture of morbidi-
ties at the primary health level. 

"Comprehensive approaches like 
CHESS are needed to address differ-
ent research questions and population 
health issues at the primary health lev-

el at the same time“- Dr Bang Pham, 
Head of PHDU highlighted. “Endemic 
infectious diseases such as typhoid 
remain a particular public health con-
cern in EHP that we need to follow up 
with a vigorous research plan and in-
terventions to reduce the prevalence 
and incidence in the population in 
coming years”, said he.

Mr. Jack Kuntin - District Health Officer 
from Asaro commended: "The presen-
tations are very good and new find-
ings are important to us. I suggested 
that you bring this presentations and 
present to all health workers work-
ing at our primary health facilities. 
The information is helpful and it may 
help us improve the performance of 
our primary health system in EHP. We 
look forward to closely working with 
PNGIMR to strengthen our responses 
to population health issues at the local 
level”.

CHESS Data Dissemination Workshop

By Tau Aiga

Dr Bang Pham
Research Methods and Data

Tess Aga
Demographic Characteristics of Patients 
and Utilisation of Healthcare Services

Norah Abori
Quantifying Burden of Diseases and 
Illnesses at the Primary Health Level

Michael Kobol
Weight, Height and Immunization Cover-
age among Child Patients under 5 years

Jaukae Jaukae
Typhoid Management and Control in 
Papua New Guinea: A Follow up Inter-
vention Cohort Study

Guise Gende
Leprosy – Tuberculosis Co-infection Case 
Study

Vinson Silas
Findings of Laboratory Investigations

Ronny Jorry
Body Weight, BMI, blood pressure medi-
cal history of NCD among adult patients

Presenters

PHDUUnit update & Stories
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Papua New Guinea Institute of Medical Research 
Training Program

The PNG Institute of Medical Research (PNGIMR) Plan has two strategies; the first is the building of scientific depth 
through post graduate training and the second is the use of short training courses to upgrade staff skills.

Below is a list of staff who have completed or are still on study in-country and overseas through various scholarships, 
collaborative support programs and by the Institute in 2020.

Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)

Study Ongoing
1. Maria Ome Kaius – Medical Science, Walter & Eliza Hall Research Institute - University of Melbourne, Australia ( 

thesis submitted )

2. Lincolin Timinao – Medical / Molecular Science, James Cook University, Australia

3. Olga Nelly Saweri – Medicine ( Health Economics), Kirby Institute - University of NSW, Australia

4. Marinjho Jonduo – Medical Science, Kirby Institute - University of NSW, Australia

5. Dulcie Lautu – Health Science, Walter & Eliza Hall Research Institute - University of Melbourne, Australia

6. Dagwin Suarkia – Bio Medical Science, University of Western Australia, Australia

7. Rebecca Emori - Public (Population) Health and Social Science, University of Wollongong, Australia

8. Barne Willie - Sexual and Reproductive Health, University of Queensland, Australia

Completed
1. Pamela Toliman - Sexual & Reproductive Health, Kirby Institute - University of New South Wales, Australia

2. John Bosco Keven – Medical / Molecular Science , Michigan State University, USA

3. Gwendalyn Vengiau – Public Health, University of Queensland, Australia (thesis submitted)

Master's Degree
1. Alice Mengi – Medical Science, University of Papua New Guinea

2. Samuel Demok – Public Health, Divine Word University

3. Paula Tesine – Medical Science, University of Papua New Guinea

4. Somu Nosi – Public Health, Divine Word University

Completed
1. Henson Dima – Health Management, La Trob University, Australia ( graduation pending)

2. Elvin Lufele – Medical Science, University of Papua New Guinea ( graduation pending )

Bachelor of Science Honours / Post Graduate Diploma in Science
1. Daisy Mantila – Biological Science, University of Papua New Guinea

2. Elma Nate – Biological Science, University of Papua New Guinea

3. Phatica Yambo – Biological Science, University of Goroka, Papua New Guinea

Training
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Bachelor
Niel O’Niel – Management, Divine Word University, Papua New Guinea

Diploma
Steven Aina – Business Studies/Administration, Cambridge International College, UK

Completed
Wendy Kirarock – Project Management , Divine Word University, Papua New Guinea

Short Courses
1. Sarah Javati – Exchange Program ( Visiting Researcher) with the Pediatrics Laboratory of School of Medicine, Wash-

ington University – St. Louis, USA

2. Danny Saho – Certified Accounting Technician ( CAT) Examinations, Certified Practicing Accountants ( CPA ) PNG

3. Fiona Akarapa – Certified Practicing Accounting ( CPA ) Examinations, Certified Practicing Accountants ( CPA ) PNG

4. Bethuel Kotty – Dangerous Goods & Regulations Refresher, Air Niugini Technical Training Centre, Port Moresby

Internal Workshop / Training
1. Basic Motor Vehicle & Safe Driving Training ( Goroka )

2. Research Ethics Training ( Goroka & Madang )

3. Good Clinical Practice ( Madang )

Training
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