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After more than 28 years of service, PNGIMR in Goroka 
farewelled Cynthea Leahy, one of its longest serving staff 

members. Those who are familiar with the PNG Medical Journal 
will know of Cynthea Leahy’s contributions as Assistant Editor. 
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2020 has been an extraordinary year for 
PNGIMR, the country and everywhere else in 
the world. Early in the year we reorganised 
our laboratories to conduct RT PCR tests for 
the emerging novel coronavirus. On 20 March 
the first positive case for COVID-19 in PNG was 
confirmed in our Goroka laboratory. Since then, 
we have tested nearly 20,000 samples out of our 
labs in Goroka and Port Moresby. In collabora-
tion with the COVID-19 National Control Centre, 
Central Public Health Laboratory and our part-
ners in Australia, I am proud that we have been able to perform this critical role in 
the national response. I acknowledge the hard work of our lab teams and support 
personnel that have made this possible. I am also grateful for the financial assis-
tance from the Governments of PNG and Australia who have contributed to the 
costs of equipment, consumables and staff.

We have had many reasons to celebrate in 2020. Six Papua New Guineans from 
PNGIMR gained their PhDs and have started to develop their own research pro-
grams. Another seven Papua New Guinean staff members are expected to com-
plete their PhD studies in the next three years.

PNGIMR researchers authored near 50 peer-reviewed papers published this 
year, and 17 new research proposals were approved through our Institutional 
Review Board.

2020 was the first year of the Buttressing Coalition Fund, comprising contribu-
tions from Australia’s Indo-Pacific Centre for Health Security and seven of our 
collaborating research institutes. The Buttressing Coalition Fund supported several 
strategic initiatives including the upgrading of our IT system, renovation of our 
office building in Port Moresby and more reliable power for our facility in Yagaum 
outside of Madang. Thanks to the Buttressing Coalition Fund, seven of our early 
career researchers were awarded internal competitive small grants to study as-
pects of COVID-19 in PNG.

As thoughts turn to 2021, I hope that you will return to work ready to work hard 
for the Institute and the health and well-being of all Papua New Guineans.

Best wishes for the season,

Prof William Pomat

Director, PNGIMR
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The recently appointed UNFPA Representative to Papua New Guinea, Ms Marielle Sander-Lindstrom, 
visited PNGIMR Goroka on 28 October. She met with the Director, Prof Pomat, and members of the 

Sexual and Reproductive Health Unit. The purpose of her visit was to learn about PNGIMR’s research into 
gender, sexual and reproductive health, women’s health, family planning and population data. She has 
also spoken with PNGIMR researchers based in Australia.

Ms Sander said “I am so impressed with the range and depth of research that PNGIMR does, such as your work to im-
prove services for people who are HIV+ and the strides made in HPV point-of-care testing to reduce cervical cancer. I look 
forward to more discussions as UNFPA develops its country program in 2021.”

On a personal note, Ms Sander told PNGIMR staff that she feels a very close connection to Goroka. She spent many 
years of her childhood in Goroka and attended the International School here. 

UNFPA learns about PNGIMR’s research 
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The Management and Staff of the PNG Institute 
of Medical Research (PNGIMR) wish to 

congratulate Professor Michael Alpers on being 
named the 2020 recipient of The Australian and 
New Zealand Association for the Advancement 
of Science (ANZAAS) Medal for his exceptional 
contribution to science.

Leading global expert on infectious diseases Curtin Uni-
versity Emeritus Professor Michael Alpers has been named 
the 2020 recipient of the Australian and New Zealand As-
sociation for the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS) Medal 
for his exceptional contribution to science.

Professor Alpers’ pioneering research into the rare brain 
disease kuru, which he undertook while living with an 
isolated village community in remote Papua New Guinea, 
paved the way for a new field of human medicine and 
included the important discovery of infectious proteins now 
known as prions.

Professor Alpers, who has remained heavily involved with 
the Papua New Guinean Fore people and kuru research 
since his fieldwork there in the 1960s, was presented the 
ANZAAS Medal at Curtin’s Perth campus.

Curtin University Deputy Vice-Chancellor Research Pro-
fessor Chris Moran congratulated Professor Alpers, saying 
it was important recognition for both his sustained medical 
research and commitment to combating kuru disease over 
many decades.

“Professor Alpers is an internationally respected medical 
researcher and tropical disease expert whom Curtin Univer-
sity is incredibly proud to have among its academic ranks,” 
Professor Moran said.

“He remained dedicated to researching kuru from soon 
after the disease was discovered by medical science until 
the epidemic ended some 50 years later, during which pe-

riod he was also Director of the Papua New Guinea Institute 
of Medical Research (1977 to 2000) where he worked on 
the tropical diseases of national importance and in devel-
oping and testing malaria and pneumonia vaccines.

“The films he made to document his fieldwork in remote 
Papua New Guinea were included in the Melanesian Film 
Archive, which was assembled at the National Institutes of 
Health in the US before being transferred to Curtin Uni-
versity in 2005 where they remain in the care of Professor 
Alpers.”

Professor Alpers said he was honoured to receive the 
ANZAAS Medal, which was the culmination of a career that 
he began as a medical student in Adelaide in the 1950s 
when he first read about the obscure kuru disease in a 
news article.

“It was described by some observers as the ‘laughing 
death’ disease, producing face and body contortions, trem-
ors and an uncontrollable laugh, which was followed by 
the progressive loss of all motor functions and eventually 
death,” Professor Alpers said.

“In 1961, I relocated to the remote eastern highlands of 
Papua New Guinea to study the effects of the disease first-
hand, building strong links with the Fore people and going 
on to discover that kuru was transmitted through diseased 
brain tissue.

“For spiritual and cultural reasons, it had been the usual 
mortuary practice among the Fore community to consume 
the bodies of loved ones upon their death – this was how 
kuru had spread.”

The presentation of the ANZAAS Medal to Professor Alp-
ers coincides with the 50th anniversary of the first and only 
ANZAAS Congress held in Papua New Guinea, in August 
1970.

Work with remote people earns Prof Alpers ANZAAS Medal



IMR NIUS Issue 65 - 2020 5  

Seven PNGIMR researchers have been awarded 
internal competitive grants to conduct vital 

research questions related to COVID-19 in PNG. 
Following approval by the Institutional Review 
Board and PNG’s Medical Research Advisory 
Council, these seven projects will be conducted 
over 12 months. PNGIMR Director Prof William 
Pomat congratulated the successful applicants, “All 
of these projects build on scientific studies being 
conducted internationally and will strengthen the 
national COVID-19 response. The researchers will 
work closely with colleagues in hospitals, NDOH, 
UPNG and WHO to make sure the work is relevant.”

Tamara Koleala and UPNG colleague Nigani Willie will 
investigate the genetic make-up of the COVID-19 virus that 
has infected people in PNG and factors that may influence 
whether people are susceptible to infection.

Agnes Mek will engage young people living with HIV to 
understand how the pandemic is affecting their lives.

Dr Nalisa Neuendorf will analyse the role of social media 
in spreading information about COVID-19 in PNG. The find-
ings will help health organisations to combat misinforma-
tion.

Dr Maria Ome-Kaius’ study focuses on how clinicians can 
accurately predict which people with a confirmed COVID-19 
case will go on to have a severe illness. She will do this by 

using the viral load measured in the original test results.

Dagwin Suarkia is studying the feasibility of using saliva 
samples instead of nasopharyngeal swabs. The study could 
lead to greater numbers of tests being conducted.

Dr Pamela Toliman will examine trends in exposure to the 
COVID-19 virus among a high risk and a low risk group. The 
research will build national capacity in serological testing 
and provide information on local transmission.

Dr Gwendalyn Vengiau is investigating how COVID-19 has 
affected the food security of people living in an urban set-
ting. The results will shed light on how social and economic 
disturbances put vulnerable groups at risk of insufficient 
quality and quantity of food.

These studies are possible through the generous support 
of the Buttressing Coalition Fund, comprised of contri-
butions from the Indo-Pacific Centre for Health Security 
(DFAT) and seven international research institutes that 
partner with PNGIMR.

 Researchers awarded grants

Internal Competitive Research Award Scheme
By Tau Aiga

PNGIMR has many emerging research leaders 
including scientists with or close to gaining 

their PhDs or performing at a high level with a 
master's qualification. They have the expertise 
and commitment to scientifically respond to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, beyond conducting RT-PCR 
testing for diagnostic purposes. PNGIMR offered 
an unique opportunity for these researchers 
to design small scale research projects that 
meaningfully contribute to PNG's COVID-19 
response while also building their capacity and 
track records in grant writing and publications.

The scheme is a part of a strategic approach to increase 
PNGIMR's research capacity. This initiative will support 
emerging researchers to conduct small well-focused re-
search projects within an eco-system of collaboration and 
support.

PNGIMR Buttressing Coalition Fund, supported by 
institutional research partners and a generous grant from 
DFAT's Indo-China Centre for Health Security was used to 
fund this initiative. The Buttressing Coalition Fund will be 
acknowledged in all communication related to the small 
grant program, including publications. Research staff 
capacity building is one five priorities in the 2020-2023 
Buttressing Coalition Fund three-year plan.
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Twenty researchers across PNG and Australia joined our first ever training session by Zoom. Associate Professor Debo-
rah Lehmann from the Telethon Kids Institute in Western Australia and previously from PNGIMR shared her tips for 
writing successful grant applications.

First ever virtual training

Installation of new machines
Two machines were donated to the PNG 

Institute of Medical Research by DFAT. The 
machines costs more than K1 million and will help 
with the COVID19 samples processing to improve 
turn around time.

According to Dagwin Suarkia, the COVID-19 team have 
faced delays in turnaround time in reporting results. These 
machines will cut down the time taken per extraction from 
6 to 7 hours to 45 minutes.

“What these machines will do is cut down the middle 
part of the steps we take to extract RNA samples,” he said.

Meanwhile, Biomedical Technician, Wilson Dakul from 
Meddent Company in Port Moresby was here to help install 
the machines.

“I am here to set up the two machines – one is for extrac-
tion and the other is for mixing. The machines have their 
own functions, therefore I will have to go through a check-
list before doing the installation,” said Mr Dakul.

This brief training is for the scientists to learn how to 
install the machines. A follow-up training will be carried out 
next year on how to use the machines.
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IMR staff passes away
By Herick Aeno

Recently, the staff of 
PNGIMR in Goroka 

were saddened and grieved 
by the death of one of its 
social researchers, the late 
Sophie Ethel Ase. Sophie 
passed away on the 31st 
of October 2020 after a 
short illness.  The Director 
of PNGIMR, Professor 
William Pomat and his 
wife Mrs Norries Pomat 
spent time with Sophie’s 
family and conveyed their 
deepest condolence to 
them. Professor Pomat 

and the management of the 
Institute contributed resources towards funeral expenses and the 
repatriation of Sophie’s body back to Oro Province where she will 
be laid to rest.  

Associate Professor Angela Kelly-Hanku, the head of the Sexual and 
Reproductive Health Unit (SRHU) and Sophie’s immediate supervisor, was 
deeply saddened and couldn’t express enough the loss SRHU and PNGIMR 
face with the passing of Sophie. She announced that a book Sophie was to 
contribute to, will now be dedicated to her. Dr Steven Bell, the lead re-
searcher in the study Sophie was coordinating at the time of her death, sent 
his deepest condolences to Sophie’s family and colleagues. He highlighted 
Sophie's commitment and dedication to the study. Sophie’s colleagues 
grieved her loss and gave up their time, efforts and financial contributions 
to support her family during this time. Sophie was farewelled by PNGIMR 
staff and friends at the Goroka Airport on the 6th of November 2020 as she 
was flown to be buried at her place of origin in the Oro Province.

Sophie was born and grew up in Simbu Province, where her parents have 
been school teachers for over 30 years. She completed secondary school 
education at Yawe Moses Secondary School in Chuave District and went to 
Divine Word University in Madang. 

After graduating with a Bachelors of Arts Degree in Social and Religious 
Studies, Sophie applied for the position of research assistant at SRHU. To 
her surprise, she received a call inviting her to an interview in Goroka. With 
no prior research exposure, Sophie arrived for the interview feeling anxious 
and scared. Up against other strong candidates for the position, she frankly 
admitted her lack of knowledge, but said she was keen to learn and be com-
mitted to her work at PNGIMR. That was enough to land her the job.

True to her words, Sophie dedicated herself to her work. She started as 
a transcriber and translator and went on to become one of the lead so-
cial researchers with the SRHU. In 2016, Sophie was part of the team that 
undertook PNG’s first ever Key Population Integrated Bio-Behavioral Sur-
vey. Sophie was instrumental in developing a tool for collecting samples to 
detect anorectal sexually transmitted infections. In 2018, Sophie was given 
the responsibility to coordinate the Adolescent Pregnancy Study, taking up 
the challenges and responsibilities with distinction. Sophie has co-authored 
academic publications and was about to write a chapter for a book on ado-
lescent pregnancy when she passed away. 
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NEWS IN 
BRIEF

Achievements

Gwendalyn Vengiau started as a researcher in 2006 with the Vector 
Borne Unit in PNGIMR  Goroka and moved to the pneumococcal conjugate 
vaccine (PCV) project with the Asaro Demographic Surveillance System 
Unit. At that time she was selected to undertake Honours Studies at the 
University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG) through the PNGIMR Forgaty Pro-
gram. In 2010, she did her Masters Degree by research at the University of 
Tokyo through an ADB scholarship.

Upon returning from Japan, she co-ordinated the PNG Non communica-
ble Diseases (NCDs) Study with Dr Rarau. This was the first population-base 
study into the prevalence of NCDs risks factors in PNG. She led the nutri-
tion, food security and physical activity component of the research, which 
became the basis of her PhD.

Through the Australian Awards Scholarship, she enrolled at the Univer-
sity of Queensland for a PhD program in 2015 with Associate Professor 
Geoffrey Marks as her principal supervisor. “I used the high-quality data 
from the NCDs study to investigate the Nutrition Transition in PNG. Nutri-
tion transition’s main components (changes in diet and physical activity) 
are the main causes of rapidly increasing NCDs.

She added, “In countries such as PNG, the rapid increase of NCDs is hap-
pening alongside a high burden of infectious diseases. My PhD research 
into the nutrition transition provides an insight into what changes are oc-
curring and their effects on health. A major component of my research was 
the development of dietary, physical activity, and food security data col-
lection instruments specific for the PNG population. This PhD has not only 
broadened my knowledge on nutrition, physical activity and food security, 
but also gave me more skills in study design, methodology, data processing 
and analysis.”

Dr Vengiau was awarded her PhD on 16 September 2020 and she ac-
knowledges the support she had from Dr Suparat Phuanukoonon, her 
Masters degree supervisor Associate Professor Umezaki Masahiro and As-
sociate Professor Geoffrey Marks.

“I look forward to securing research grants and collaborating with other 
researchers on nutrition, physical activity, and food security in PNG. This 
research will provide essential information required to develop appropri-
ate and effective public health measures to tackle the double burden of 
NCDs and infectious diseases. I also wish to contribute to capacity building 
in PNGIMR by sharing my skills and knowledge with colleagues. Finally, I 
hope that through my research, I will be able to advocate for the impor-
tance of nutrition, food security and risk factors of lifestyle diseases,” she 
concluded.

Ms Vengiau to Dr Vengiau 

PNGIMR participates in zooming for a 
COVID & TB Safe World AIDS Day

With this years’ theme ‘Ending the HIV/
AIDS Epidemic: Resilience and Impact’, 
Business for Health streamed PNG’s first 
ever zoomed HIV & TB themed radio play 
called “He is Victor” live from Port Mo-
resby.

Among the participants was PNGIMR’s Dr 
Pamela Toliman who took part in the meet-
ing.

According to B4H, 2020 statistics shows 
that 52, 000 people are living with HIV in 
PNG and in 2019 32,018 people were on 
lifelong Anti Retroviral Therapy (ART) for 
HIV. This year, people living with HIV who 
know their status and are on ART will be 
shifted to new drugs to combat drug resis-
tance.

Pinktober Morning Tea is back! 

Healthy Women Healthy PNG (HWHPNG) 
once again hosted a successful Pink Morn-
ing Tea event on the 30th October. This 
annual event was held on the last Friday 
of October to raise awareness and to 
support the Well Woman’s Clinic at the 
Goroka General Hospital. HWHPNG is an 
advocacy - not for-profit group made up 
of female IMR staff. The aim of the group 
is to provide awareness on health issues 
affecting women in PNG and also to raise 
funds to support the Well Woman’s Clinic. 
This clinic provides sexual and reproductive 
health services to women in Eastern High-
lands and surrounding provinces including 
screening for cervical cancer.
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Achievements

Dr Nalisa Neuendorf 
received her PhD in 
December 2020 in So-
cial Anthropology from 
James Cook University 
in Cairns, Australia. Her 
PhD thesis was based 
in a remote community 
in the Gulf Province. 
Participants shared their 
experiences of wit-
nessing acts of gender 

violence in their community and their own and other’s 
responses to those acts. Telling their stories, as witnesses 
to these events, allowed people the space to express the 
meaning of these acts in their local communities and 
enable them to form what they define as ‘appropriate’ 
responses to acts of gender violence that occur.

She said, “Response to acts of gender violence are 
varied, however, my thesis highlighted that people in this 
local remote community are faced with certain social and 
moral concerns when they see acts of gender violence. 
These concerns contribute to acceptance of some forms of 
violence and non-acceptance of other forms. Responses, 
whether as an intervener, bystander and witness, or inac-
tion, are decided as appropriate based on a frame of ac-
knowledgement or, as reported in the thesis, a pasin bilong 

luksave, that directly involves how people relate to one 
another within family, tambu’s or affine, and more broadly 
as part of the community. The frame of acknowledgement 
that people use to assess acts of gender violence as they 
occur, become the same frames through which they deter-
mine the ‘right’ or appropriate action in response.”

Dr Neuendorf’s ambition for 2021 is to lead the ‘Social 
Media in the time of COVID-19: information sharing and 
public health in PNG’ study.  “It’s a great opportunity to 
gather important information regarding social and cultural 
perceptions of the extent and reach of scientific informa-
tion that is being shared on social media platforms about 
COVID-19 in PNG.

“2020 has been challenging for everyone. On a personal 
note, I hope to be able to settle into the New Year and 
continue to contribute to the work planned for the Sexual 
and Reproductive Health Unit. Being part of a dynamic and 
vibrant team has been both challenging and rewarding. It 
will be great to continue the important social and public 
health research that this unit supports.”

She added, “In the long run, whether here at the PNGIMR 
or in any other future role, I would like the research and/
or academic work that I am involved in to be beneficial to 
and for our people and to and for our nation in useful and 
productive ways.”

Nalisa Neuendorf receives her PhD

Congratulations to 
Maria Ome-Kaius. She was 
awarded her PhD in No-
vember from the Univer-
sity of Melbourne.

For her PhD she investi-
gated the effect of ma-
laria and other infectious 
diseases in pregnancy and 
childhood on birth weight 
and child growth and de-
velopment in Papua New 
Guinea.

She says that, while she 
may be the one who is receiving this PhD, she believes the 
achievement is shared by all of PNGIMR, particularly the 
staff of the Vector Borne Disease Unit in Madang and East 
Sepik.

“My research was only possible because of those hard-
working nurses and community health workers who 
collected data/samples, the microscopists who spent 
long hours looking through the microscope, the labora-
tory scientists who worked late into the evenings sorting 
out and analysing samples, the data management team 
working even on weekends to ensure data quality, the very 

hardworking drivers who were the first to be at work and 
last to leave, the project management teams and the IMR 
administration team in Madang who worked tirelessly to 
ensure smooth running of everything,” she said.

She considers herself very fortunate to have started her 
research career with PNGIMR, an outstanding research 
community where she has been mentored and inspired by 
many great researchers both locally and internationally. 
She specifically wants to thank Professor Leanne Robinson, 
Professor Ivo Mueller, Professor William Pomat and Dr 
Moses Laman for seeing her potential and encouraging her 
to undertake PhD studies.

Dr Ome-Kaius said, “My PhD has given me this op-
portunity to be an independent researcher. Through the 
skills gained during my PhD, I’m able to develop advanced 
statistical models and have confidence to independently 
analyse data. I feel well equipped and highly motivated 
to lead this area of research at PNGIMR, to design studies 
that address critical gaps in our evidence base to improve 
health in PNG.” 

Her ambition is to become an independent researcher 
and leader at PNGIMR, whilst working with collaborating 
institutions such as the School of Medicine to develop and 
strengthen the analytical capacity of her fellow clinicians 
and researchers.

Dr Ome-Kaius now has a doctorate
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PNG Medical Journal Assistant Editor Cynthea Leahy retires
continue from front page

Farewells

On the 16th of October 2020, the staff and management 
of PNGIMR in Goroka gathered together to have tea with 
Cynthea one final time. It was a sad moment for many who 
have known Cynthea as a colleague and a friend. In fare-
welling Cynthea, Human Resource Manager, Mr Tobby Apa, 
explained that it is a challenge for the Institute to replace 
experienced staff when they go. Director Prof William Po-
mat said, “Cynthea leaves a legacy of dedication to main-
taining the high quality of the PNG Medical Journal. Despite 
the fact it is time to farewell her, the Institute will continue 
to need her inputs. It will not be easy to find a replacement 
to take up the work Cynthea leaves behind.” Prof Pomat 
wished Cynthea all the best in her retirement. 

Cynthea’s contribution to Papua New Guinea started 
before she joined PNGIMR. Cynthea left Australia to come 
to Papua New Guinea as an Australian Volunteer Abroad in 
1981. She had a Law Degree and a Diploma in Secretarial 
Studies when she arrived. She took up a placement at the 
Rabaul Secretarial College and lived and worked in Rabaul 
until the volcanoes became active. She relocated to Goroka 
in 1984 and worked at the then Goroka Business College. It 
was in Goroka that Cynthea met and married her husband, 
John Leahy, who is originally from Mt Hagen. They had two 
children and lived in Goroka ever since. After her children 
were born, Cynthea did short-term work at Goroka Teach-
er’s College teaching post-graduate on contract law. 

In 1992, Cynthea joined the Papua New Guinea Institute 
of Medical Research as a part-time Research Associate 
Fellow. Two years later Cynthea started working on the 
PNG Medical Journal as Editorial Assistant and, in 2005, 
she was appointed to the position of the Assistant Editor. 
She remained in that position until her retirement. In 2019, 
Cynthea was honoured for her contributions to the PNG 
Medical Journal and made a Life Member of the Medical 
Society of Papua New Guinea.

Cynthea expressed satisfaction working at PNGIMR. She 
says, “Celebrating events with the ‘IMR family’ has always 
been a stand out”. Celebrating the 50th year of the PNG 
Medical Journal in 2005 and preparing for the special issue 
of the Journal was a memorable time. Another highlight 
was the 50th year of the Papua New Guinea Institute of 
Medical Research in 2018 and putting together the 50th 
year magazine. Cynthea also talked about the challenges 
that she faced keeping the PNG Medical Journal to a pub-
lication schedule and getting magazines to the printers on 
time for symposiums and colloquiums. Fundraising for sym-
posiums and colloquiums were other demanding activities. 
She shared, “I remember in 1998, the Government at that 
time caused chaos when they failed to allocate any funding 
to the Institute and other statutory bodies in the national 
budget. Fortunately, Michael Alpers steered the Institute 
through that challenge and we are still going today”. 

Cynthea leaves this message to those still working with 
the Institute, “Be proud of the work of the Institute.  Every 
person who works at the Institute is equally important and 
contributes to the successes and achievements. So get to 
work on time!”

The Team at the IMR Nius also wish you the best in your 
retirement.

Farewell Ms Marem
The Madang site employees recently farewelled a 

long time serving staff, Ms. Magdalene Marem.  Ms. 
Marem served as a data entry clerk. She carefully and 
correctly entered and stored data for many projects, 
including ICIDR filariasis, Duffy vivax research, ICEMR, 
PIH, IPTP and all types of microscopy results. She also 
translated interviews from Tok Pisin to English for 
some projects. 

The PNGIMR thanks Ms. Marem for her dedication 
and service and wishes her the very best in her retire-
ment.   
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Farewells

One of PNGIMR’s long time serving staff has called it a day 
and officially retired on 30 November, 2020. Mr Mexy Kakazo, 

one of the Institutes’ pioneer, is retiring.

The Director, Professor William Pomat said, “we are happy for all the time 
that you have worked with us. Thank you for the services that you have given to 
IMR. We appreciate all your efforts.”

Mr Kakazo’s colleagues told stories about his adventures and important contribu-
tions to surveillance work, especially in challenging field settings. 

Mr Kakazo encouraged the staff, especially the scientists to not be driven by the 
clock. “If you want to become a serious scientist, you have to show commitment 
by working overtime and not depending on time schedules given for the day. 
You must think science, talk science and do science all the time,” he said.

Farewell Mr Kakazo
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Port MoresbySite update & Stories

PNGIMR staff in Port Moresby got an early Christmas 
present this year when they moved into their newly 
renovated offices in the suburb of Gordons. Fresh 
paint inside and out, a new kitchen, bathroom and 
toilet, and fans and air-conditioning units in all of the 
rooms have made for very happy staff.

Thanks to the construction firm Miljeos Limited for 
their professionalism and care. The renovation was 
funded by the Buttressing Coalition Fund through 
the generous contributions of Indo-Pacific Centre for 
Health Security of DFAT, and seven institutional re-
search partners: Burnet Institute, James Cook Univer-
sity, Kirby Institute UNSW Sydney, Swiss Tropical Public 
Health Institute, University of Melbourne, Walter and 
Eliza Hall Institute and Wesfarmers Centre for Vaccines 
and Infectious Diseases.

Tamarah Koleala from PNGIMR’s Port Moresby molecular laboratory and Nigani Willie from the School of Medicine and 
Health Sciences (SMHS), UPNG were proud of the final year Health Science students who did their research projects at the 
PNGIMR lab. Tamarah says that these pioneer students’ presentations were commended by the discipline heads. Nigani 
added that the Health Science Division wants to continue the partnership, with more undergraduate student projects next 
year at the Port Moresby lab, which is on the SMHS campus. 

New look for PNGIMR’s Gordons office

Undergraduate projects a success
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PNGIMR GOROKA End of the Year Gathering
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PHDUUnit update & Stories

CHESS hosts 6th Annual review and planning 
workshop
By Elishebah Musia

The Papua New Guinea Institute of Medical Research (PNGIMR), Population Health and Demographic 
Unit (PHDU) and Comprehensive Health and Epidemiological Surveillance System (CHESS) hosted 

the 2020 Annual Review and Planning Workshop with national counterparts at the Madang Resort Hotel 
on the 3rd December this year.

The main objective was to review and reflect on the progress of the CHESS project in 2020 and to discuss the work plan 
for 2021.

According to Head of PHDU, Dr Bang Pham, despite the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2020 two trainings on research methods 
and data analyses were conducted, two technical reports were submitted, and five research articles were published in 
international peer review journals, covering a range of important public health issues of PNG.

“Within the CHESS research program, we have conducted four studies this year, including: (i) Morbidity surveillance 
study at primary health facilities; (ii) Mortality surveillance study in the communities; (iii) Physical activities surveillance 
study among children under 5 years of age (SUNRISE); and (iv) Typhoid cohort intervention follow-up study in EHP,” he 
said.

Meanwhile, a joint funding application to the Pacific Fund was approved in 2020. “This is the first kind of funding joined 
application between three PNG national research training institutions: Divine Word University, University of Goroka and 
PNGIMR. This grant will open more funding opportunities for PNG and PNGIMR in particular in the future”, said Professor 
William Pomat. 

Dr Bang Pham outlined three important studies for 2021: “We continue the SUNRISE study across all CHESS surveillance 
sites in five provinces, roll out baseline data collection for typhoid study as part of the on-going morbidity surveillance and 
the household socioeconomic status study”.

Participants at the workshop included CHESS staff from Port Moresby, East Sepik, East New Britain, Central, Madang and 
Eastern Highlands provinces. PNG government officials and representatives from the Department of National Planning 
and Monitoring, Department of Treasury, Department of Finance, and Department of Prime Minister, who have provided 
assistance to PNGIMR in the implementation of several PNG Government-funded programs, also attended.

PNGIMR’s CHESS is a good data source for monitoring and evaluation of socioeconomic development programmes and 
healthcare interventions in PNG. Data from CHESS can be used to report against SDG and PNG development indicators. 
CHESS implementation is on-track towards achieving their target to cover about 1% of PNG population by 2022.
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Training

On 18th – 20th November, four STRIVE PNG (Stronger Surveillance and Systems Support for Rapid 
Identification and Containment of Resurgent or Resistant Vector Borne Pathogens in PNG) staff 

attended three-day training on mSupply at the PNGIMR headquarters in Goroka. 

mSupply is a software created by Sustainable Solutions as a pharmaceutical supply chain for developing countries. It 
was designed to be used in pharmaceutical warehouses, hospital stores and dispensaries, and clinics. In order to achieve 
Aim 5 of the STRIVE PNG project which is to strengthen the link between surveillance and medical commodity supply 
chaindata, mSupply has been rolled out in five health facility (HF) sentinel sites (Hohola, Kiunga, Lae, Sausi and Karimui).

According to Surveillance Officer for TMP (Trilateral Malaria Project)/STRIVE PNG, Diana Timbi, they can now use mSup-
ply software to monitor health facility stocks of diagnostics, medicines and commodities essential to control of vector-
borne diseases.

“STRIVE sentinel surveillance sites will keep electronic commodity use registers at each sentinel site for diagnostics 
(RDTs) and laboratory consumables (filter papers, slides, record of fingerprick, microtainers etc) and medicines used for 
case management,” she said.

She added, “Diagnostic and laboratory consumables used by STRIVE will be tallied and reported weekly by the STRIVE 
research nurse. Medicine stock on hand will be tallied weekly by the health facility staff and entered by STRIVE PNG re-
search nurse. Collection of this data will allow algorithms to be developed to trial predictive supply chain mapping based 
on recent disease trends and current stock availability.”

Participants who took part were: Sausi Sentinel Site Research Nurse, Francis Kenuwai; Lae Sentinel Site Research Nurse, 
Billy Ian; Karimui Sentinel Site Research Nurse, Jonah Mozah; and Surveillance Officer for TMP /STRIVE PNG, Diana Timbi. 
The training was facilitated by Elis Wafiware, STRIVE PNG Senior Data Officer.

mSupply Training – STRIVE PNG
VBDU
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