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Mr Saleu retires after 33 years
By Elishebah Musia

M

r Gerard Saleu was employed as a field
supervisor when he joined PNGIMR in
1986 after graduating from the College of
Allied Health Sciences in Port Moresby.
He le� PNGIMR in 2000 and returned two years later to
help lead clinical field trials of typhoid, Haemophilus
influenza B and pneumococcal pneumonia vaccines.
‘One of my highlights during my career was being a
leading figure with different groups of interna�onal
scien�sts to determine the disease pa�erns
among large popula�ons in established
communi�es,’ he said.
He added, ‘I was also part of teams
researching the organisms isolated from field
specimens to work out the best
interven�ons to control these diseases.’
With esteemed medical and scien�fic
colleagues and peers, Mr Saleu coauthored more than 150 scien�fic
publica�ons, especially on respiratory
diseases and vaccine trials.
He challenged young scien�sts ‘Kuru and
pigbel are highlights of yesteryears.
Meningi�s and pneumonia are colourful
stories from yesterday. What will be your
story for tomorrow?’
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I would like to salute all my hard-working staff in Goroka,
Port Moresby, Madang, Kokopo, Maprik, Alotau, Wewak
and Mt Hagen for comple�ng another year on a high note.
Thanks also to Angela, Moses, Rebecca and Bang, all the
staff under each unit, and the staff in Administra�on. You
have shown commitment to the ins�tute, despite many difficul�es.
2021, like the previous year, has been very challenging. Despite these challenges,
we have seen projects progressing and new projects awarded, scien�fic papers
published and our first virtual symposium held. Construc�on has started on a new
insectary in Madang and building will start on the Madang Lab soon.
On behalf of the staff and management, I would like to congratulate Dr Paula
Tesine for being the successful recipient of the Deborah Lehmann Research Award.
I welcome Dr Myo Minn Oo, a research fellow, who has joined the Malaria Control
team.
On the 1st anniversary of the un�mely passing of our colleague, the late Sophie
Ase, the Sexual & Reproduc�ve Health Unit presented a book to the PNGIMR
library that is dedicated to her.
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Quarter in pictures

Sadly, we farewelled a good number of our staff this year and lost a few condolences to the families who lost their loved ones. May their souls rest in
peace.
Let us look back to what has been done throughout the year and strive to be even
more produc�ve in 2022, despite the challenges that the COVID pandemic and
elec�ons will bring.
Happy reading!
Professor William Pomat

Annual meeting of the Buttressing
Coalition
for administra�ve and research staff. Australia’s IndoPacific Centre for Health Security has generously matched
fees paid by Australian Ins�tu�ons. So far, the fund has
supported our IT upgrades and renova�ons at our office in
Gordons, among other projects.

F

ormer PNGIMR Director Prof Michael Alpers
founded the Buttressing Coalition in 1999. He
envisioned it as a collaboration of PNGIMR’s
research partners acting together for mutual
benefit to support the institute and health and
medical research in PNG more generally.
The coali�on con�nues to flourish. In 2019, the
membership and governance structures were formalised.
Research ins�tu�ons and individuals can become financial
members by paying an annual fee. Those fees go into a
Fund that pays for improvements in buildings and
equipment, professional services and skills development

On 2 November, 38 people from around the world joined a
virtual annual mee�ng of the Bu�ressing Coali�on.
Director Prof William Pomat presented the ins�tute’s
research ac�vi�es, our plans for developing as a centre of
excellence in public health and medical research, and the
importance of partnerships in all that we do. Council Chair
Prof Sir Isi Kevau, Dr Robin Davies of the Centre for Health
Security, and Prof John Kaldor, Co-chair of the Bu�ressing
Coali�on, spoke about the ins�tute and the value of the
coali�on.
A highlight of the mee�ng was the announcement of three
inaugural life�me members of the Bu�ressing Coali�on.
They will be familiar to IMR staff: Emeritus Prof Michael
Alpers, Clinical Assoc/Prof Deborah Lehmann and
Dis�nguished Prof Jim Kazura.
You can learn more about the Bu�ressing Coali�on on the
PNGIMR website.

Member for Goroka presents K10, 000 cheque
to IMR Goroka

By Elishebah Musia
he Member for Goroka, Hon. Aiye Tambua
made a courtesy visit to the institute in
March to see first-hand IMR’s operation and
how our laboratory tests for COVID-19.

T

After a tour of the facility, the member made a pledge
of K10,000 to the institute.

present the cheque to PNGIMR’s Finance Manager
Maria Gipis.
‘On behalf of the Director, Prof. William Pomat, and
staff of the Institute, I would like to thank the good
member for Goroka, Hon. Aiye Tambua for his
generosity and appreciation to the institute,’ said acting
Human Resource Manager, Mr John Wemin.

On November 26, IMR staff witnessed Goroka District
CEO, Mr Benson Imara, on behalf of the member,
IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021
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HRM leaves IMR
By Elishebah Musia

M

r Tobby Apa had previously worked with the Human Resource
department in 2010 and returned as HR Manager in
November 2017. During his time, he led changes that
positively impacted staff.
Mr Apa’s goal was to bring changes to the ins�tute, such as improving staff
performance.
‘I always encourage staff to have exemplary punctuality and �me
management. Being punctual leads to more effec�ve performance and
be�er work ethics,’ he stressed.
During his term, a HR database system was created for easy access to staff
informa�on and report genera�on.
‘With this new database system, we are able to review appraisals,
establish key performance indicators and locate staff history – this
is a milestone for the Human Resource unit,’ said Mr Apa.
He led a review of the staff performance appraisal system and
implemented a new version. The payroll team started using a
new payroll system called the A�aché payroll system,
replacing the Casper payroll so�ware.
Another one of his achievements was seeking
retrenchment/re�rement funding through the
Department of Na�onal Planning and Monitoring
and Treasury and Finance departments.
Finally, whilst here, he helped to acquire four IMR
proper�es in Goroka through the Na�onal Housing
Corpora�on.
‘The mo�va�on for improvement is a key to
ensure staff members of this na�onal ins�tute
work harmoniously,’ he concluded.
The management and staff of the PNGIMR thank
you for your service and wish you the best in your
future endeavours.

HR team celebrating the new database
system

HR & Payroll team moving from Casper
to Attache
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Tobby Apa (third from left) with National
Housing Corporation staff

MalCon project has a new boss
By Elishebah Musia

D

uring Eastern Highlands’ month-long
lockdown, with curfews from 2pm till 6am
and one flight every day, the institute was
still excited to welcome Myo Min Oo, a senior
research fellow of PNGIMR and postdoctoral
scientific collaborator of Swiss Tropical and Public
Health Institute.

The project has three main ac�vi�es: a na�onwide health
facility survey; a na�onal household-based malaria
indicator survey; and malaria risk stra�fica�on study which
was led by previous head Dr Osama Seidahmed.
Myo is a medical doctor (MBBS) and epidemiologist (PhD in
Epidemiology) with nearly a decade of experiences in
program implementa�on, monitoring and evalua�on,
mixed study designs and interdisciplinary research projects
on TB, HIV and malaria.
‘I am passionate about contribu�ng to research capacity
building in LMICs and I love to learn about data science and
sta�s�cs,’ he said.
Myo will be here for the next two years un�l the end of the
project.
You can find him on his LinkedIn profile: h�ps://
www.linkedin.com/in/myominnoo/
He has a book on Amazon called ‘A Beginner Guide to
Research Data collec�on using EpiData: h�ps://
www.amazon.com/gp/product/B08FG3Z6K6/
ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_tkin_p1_i0

Myo is originally from Myanmar and was in Thailand for the
past three years during his PhD. He will lead the Malaria
Control Research Project, also known as MalCon, to
evaluate the 2021-23 Na�onal Malaria Control Program.

And he also has a YouTube channel for learning
epidemiology and sta�s�cs: h�ps://www.youtube.com/
channel/UCPymgY8_Pxk5ibg4TJNMjnQ

Australia-China-PNG trilateral collaboration on malaria
and health security

T

he Australia-China-Papua
New
Guinea
trilateral
collaboration on malaria
and health security commenced
in January 2016. After completion
of
Phase
1,
the
project
commenced Phase II in January
2020. This is a four-year project
contributing to the longer-term
10-year collaboration between the
three countries.
The main objec�ve of this
collabora�on is to strengthen the
public health system in PNG to
contribute to malaria elimina�on
through enhanced trilateral
coopera�on.

in the country through health systems
strengthening and capacity building.’
Despite the COVID-19 pandemic
significantly affec�ng the project, its
flexible nature enabled it to adapt to
partners’ priori�es and maintain
support to the Na�onal Malaria
Control Program.
‘All project partners were/are involved
in the COVID-19 response and this will
con�nue to be a priority, par�cularly
for PNG partners,’ said Ms Dori.

The project con�nued to support
partners in 2021. One of its key
achievements was the third year of
independent monitoring and
Project Coordinator Ms Annie Dori
evalua�on of the Kiriwina Mass Drug
said, ‘the trilateral malaria project
Administra�on (MDA) led by Ms Diana
focuses on improving malaria diagnosis Timbi at PNGIMR with the support of
the microscopy unit and molecular lab

at Yagaum (Elma Nate) and Port
Moresby molecular lab (Tamarah
Koleala). Samples are currently being
analysed and the report is expected in
early 2022. The findings will inform a
new Na�onal Malaria Control Program
policy on MDA.
The project has a funding alloca�on of
AUD 6 million (approximately K15.3
million) from the Australian
Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade (DFAT) and in-kind contribu�ons
from all three governments to support
PNG ins�tu�ons such as the NDOH,
CPHL, UPNG School of Medicine and
Health Sciences, West Sepik PHA and
PNGIMR to implement ac�vi�es under
the guidance of the Na�onal Malaria
Control Program.
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COVID-19 awareness helps volunteers in
Goroka to provide accurate information to their
communities

By Elishebah Musia

M

ore than 20 volunteers from Ward 3 and 4 of Goroka Urban LLG assisting the Eastern Highlands
Provincial Health Authority and Police Taskforce to enforce the Niupela Pasin during the lockdown
period in EHP undertook an awareness session at the PNG Institute of Medical Research on November
9, 2021. PNGIMR COVID-19 team member and scientist, Valentine Siba, gave a short awareness session
on the new delta variant, explained why taking the vaccine was important and reminded the participants
of the Niupela Pasin strategy and the importance of wearing face masks, social distancing and
vaccination.
‘This awareness is to help the volunteers to understand and
give the right informa�on to the public on why wearing
masks is important. This will reduce the number of COVID-19
cases in Eastern Highlands,’ he said.
Mr Siba added that similar awareness will be conducted later
to volunteers from other LLGs.
The volunteers’ team leader, Mr Chrisien Negio, expressed
his gra�tude for the awareness. He thanked the ins�tute for
giving them the opportunity to receive first-hand
informa�on to help the public with any misleading
informa�on.
‘We are grateful and privileged to have come. This
awareness has cleared our minds and we now understand
the importance of being vaccinated and why we must
persuade the public to wear face masks at all �mes,’ he said.
According to the Na�onal Control Centre for COVID-19,
Eastern Highlands has recorded 2361 number of cases, 69
deaths and 2 confirmed delta variant cases.

Vaccinating the Pacific
The percentage of adults fully vaccinated against
COVID-19 varies across Pacific countries. In Fiji, people
were shocked by their serious COVID-19 surges this
year. 94% of adults have now had two vaccine doses.
65% of adults in Samoa are fully vaccinated.
But in PNG, only 4% of adults have been fully
vaccinated, although 46% of PNG adults in a survey
reported that they were willing to have the vaccine.
The Australian-based Lowy Ins�tute has modelled
trends in vaccina�on rates in every Pacific country.
They es�mate that based on current trends, only 16%
of PNG adults will be vaccinated at the end of 2022.
That is not enough to prevent new surges and the loss
of life and pressure on the health system and
livelihoods that come with surges.
According to PNGIMR Director William Pomat, ‘if the
Lowy forecast becomes a reality, our country will suffer
wave a�er wave of COVID-19 surges. But it does not
have to be that way. People thinking about ge�ng
vaccinated should do so and everyone should support
the health teams making vaccina�ons available to
those who want a vaccine.’
Click on the link to read more: h�ps://
pacificvaccina�on.lowyins�tute.org/

Team posing for a shot after the awareness
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PNGIMR’s Madang Gum site
taking shape

Natnat team during the groundbreaking ceremony at the Gum site

By Elishebah Musia

A

ground-breaking ceremony was held in
Madang on 24 April 2021 at the Gum site to
formally begin the construction of
PNGIMR’s new permanent insectary laboratory
facility.
According to Entomology Facility Manager, Mr John Yase,
the Madang Provincial Department of Works (DOW) has
been engaged to do the civil work. Ela Builders and
Contractors has been contracted to design and construct
the laboratory.
‘This insectary laboratory will cater for all the mosquitoes
being looked a�er at the old facility at Yagaum,’ he said.

Mr Yase explained, ‘the laboratory will be a low-set building
with six rooms including an office, field laboratory, bioassay
room, insectary laboratory, and wild and colony insectaries,
with ablu�ons and a storage room.’
Ac�ng Deputy Director Dr Moses Laman added, ‘the
NATNAT study is exploring new forms of mosquito control.
In addi�on to the insectary laboratories, we are building
semi-field trial labs to test innova�ve vector control tools
like insec�cides for indoor residual spraying, spa�al
emi�ers, and larvicides to kill mosquitoes.’
Once the new facili�es are completed, the current
insectary setup at Yagaum will be moved to Gum, along
with colonies of mosquitoes that have been bred there for
more than 30 years.

IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021
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Achievements

NEWS IN
BRIEF
Madang lab is almost there!
The Madang Laboratory at Jomba will be
IMR’s new home in Madang town. More
than six bidders fulfilled the criteria and
underwent ve�ng by the Na�onal
Procurement Commission (NPC).
According to Ac�ng Deputy Director and
head of the Vector Borne Disease Unit, Dr
Moses Laman, NEC selected one
construc�on firm out of the many bidders to
build the laboratory.
‘We are now in the final stages. The
Governor General’s office will soon give the
government’s approval to award the
contract. At last, we are almost there.
Construc�on of the Madang laboratory
complex will start in 2022,’ he said.
World AIDS Day
December 1st was World AIDS Day and
PNGIMR celebrated the important
innova�ons in HIV tes�ng and treatment
being trialled by the ACTUP PNG project in
Mt Hagen and Port Moresby.
Below is a podcast link from the Indo-Pacific
Centre for Health Security. ACTUP’s three
principal inves�gators, Dr Janet Gare, head
of PNGIMR’s Sexual and Reproduc�ve Health
Unit, Associate Professor Angela KellyHanku, who holds joint posi�ons at PNGIMR
and the University of New South Wales’
Kirby Ins�tute, and Steven Badman from the
Kirby Ins�tute explain the project and how it
will benefit PNG.
h�ps://containthis.buzzsprout.com/
620797/9639910-innova�ons-in-hivresponse-in-png

Dr Tesine receives the Deborah
Lehmann Research Award

C

ongratulations Dr Paula Tesine for being the successful
recipient of the Deborah Lehmann Research Award. She
has received $30,000 (K70,800) towards her research.

Supported by the Wesfarmers Centre of Vaccines and Infec�ous Diseases,
the Award provides training and development for early- and mid-career
researchers from the Western Pacific, First Na�ons of Australia and/or
Aotearoa New Zealand, and Pasifika researchers.
Dr Tesine’s successful project is �tled ‘A window of opportunity? – Safety
and feasibility of early postpartum primaquine radical cure of
maternal Plasmodium vivax infec�ons to improve maternal and infant
outcomes’. It aims to determine how safe and feasible it is to administer
primaquine within the first 7 days of life to cure Plasmodium vivax malaria
in postpartum mothers and their young infants with normal G6PD enzyme
ac�vity in Papua New Guinea.
‘This research will assess the safety of primaquine use in the postpartum
mother and newborn infant. It will also design a clinical trial about the use
of primaquine as a radical cure for p.vivax malaria in early postpartum,’ said
Dr Tesine.
She added, ‘I hope the study will eventually inform policy change and
improve maternal and infant health outcomes.’
Dr Tesine is the second IMR scien�st to receive this important award; Dr
Celes�ne Aho was the first recipient.
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Grants

Scientist receives new grant
By Elishebah Musia
NGIMR senior scientific officer Lincoln
Timinao received a seed grant of AU$15
000 (approximately K37, 930) from the
Australian Centre of Research Excellence in
Malaria Elimination (ACREME).

asked them to allow up to 30 mosquitoes (that were
reared in the lab) to feed on their arm for 10 minutes.
These mosquitoes are brought back to the lab and kept
for 7 days, and then we check if the mosquitoes have
become infected with malaria parasite.’

Mr Timinao is doing a PhD on the transmission of
malaria parasites from humans to mosquitoes in
Madang Province.

Mr Timinao dissects the mosquitoes under a
microscope and removes their gut, stains it, and views
it under a conven�onal microscope to check for the
presence of malaria parasites.

P

The grant is to support a sub-study of his PhD. He
will inves�gate the propor�on of individuals within a
community who have no symptoms but can s�ll
transmit malaria.
‘We have people in villages who carry the malaria
parasite around with them but do not show any
signs of being sick, yet they can s�ll poten�ally
transmit malaria,’ he said.
This informa�on will inform the malaria control
interven�ons in PNG.
He explained how he is conduc�ng his study. ‘I have
already commenced screening healthy individuals in
a village along the north coast of PNG and have

Mr Timinao says his study will provide some
informa�on on the propor�on of asymptoma�c
individuals in a malaria-endemic community and how
many of those can transmit malaria parasites to
mosquitoes.
With malaria elimina�on on the agenda, his findings
will contribute to our understanding of the propor�on
of malaria-infected individuals who are not being
treated and con�nue to transmit.
‘The addi�onal fund I have received will help me to
con�nue recrui�ng par�cipants. I have already
recruited 229 but I am aiming to recruit 300-400
par�cipants,’ he concluded.

Lincoln: Both publications will form
chapters in my final PhD thesis

P

NGIMR’s Madang scientist, Lincoln Timinao
successfully published a paper titled
‘Optimization of the feeding rate of
Anopheles farautis colony mosquitoes in direct
membrane feeding assays’. The paper was
published in Parasites & Vectors.
He explained, ‘the paper is about finding the ideal
experimental condi�ons to feed our lab-reared mosquitoes
so that we have a higher propor�on of mosquitoes that
successfully ingest blood.’

farau� colony’. The paper was published in Fron�ers in
Cellular and Infec�on Microbiology.
Mr Timinao said, ‘this second paper is about how we
have successfully infected our lab-reared Anopheles
farau� mosquitoes with malaria parasites, par�cularly
Plasmodium vivax parasites.’
‘It is quite difficult to grow this malaria parasite species in
the lab. Now that we have shown we can, we will be able
to do more research with the set up here at PNGIMR
Madang,’ he added.
Both publica�ons will form chapters in his final PhD
thesis �tled ‘Inves�ga�ng the transmission of malaria
parasites in the Madang Province of Papua New Guinea’.

The second paper, published in December, was �tled
‘Infec�vity of Symptoma�c Malaria Pa�ents to Anopheles
IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021
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Publication
Social
researcher
publishes new
paper
By Elishebah Musia

P

NGIMR social scientist Agnes Mek
recently published a paper titled
‘Resource Extraction, Gender and
the Sexual Economy in Hela Province, Papua
New Guinea: Everything has Changed’.

The ar�cle is from her thesis for a Masters in
Communica�on for Social Change from the University of
Goroka (UOG). She graduated in 2018. During her studies
she also worked full-�me at PNGIMR’s Sexual and
Reproduc�ve Health Unit and coordinated four research projects.
‘For my masters thesis I worked with a group of men and women to explore
their experiences of social changes brought about by the PNG Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) project, their
percep�ons of development on gender, health and well-being in Hela, and their risks to HIV,’ said Ms Mek.
She found that for her par�cipants the overarching issue was money. The effects of money were captured in
three important domains: land and livelihood; marriage, family and sexuality; and health and well-being.
The study’s main research method was photovoice and storytelling. Ms Mek gave par�cipants digital cameras to
photograph an aspect of their life rela�ng to PNG LNG. They took pictures and wrote about their experiences to
go with the images.
‘The inten�on was to bring to light the impacts and changes resul�ng from the PNG LNG project. I wanted to
know in what ways the extrac�on of gas had changed their lives,’ she said.
‘This study is important because it shows the social impacts of resource extrac�on and economic development
projects on people’s cultural and social ways of life. The mul�na�onal companies and na�onal government talk
about the economic benefits of collec�ng revenues through taxes and development, forge�ng that there are
people who are resource owners living in those areas.
‘The social impacts on individuals, environment, cultural ins�tu�ons and prac�ces are o�en hidden. This paper
shows how the PNG LNG has immensely affected a group of men and women living in Tari town of Hela
province,’ she concluded.
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Project Updates - PHDU
MalCon project update – Health Facility Survey (HFS)

T

he aim of the Health Facility Survey is to
evaluate how well the current National Malaria
Control Program is working and to inform national
and sub-national decisions about malaria control
and interventions. From this study the MalCon
team will find out the extent of successes and
challenges in reducing malaria-related burdens
and improving malaria healthcare delivery. The
availability of malaria diagnostic tests and anti

malarial drugs, and the management of malaria in
health facilities across the country will also be
identified, measured, and assessed to inform
which parts of the program are working well and
what needs to be further improved.
The team will inform various stakeholders including the PNG
Department of Health about the study’s findings.

Between 2010 and 2016, the team conducted five rounds of health facility surveys using the same methodology. Key
findings revealed the following.
•
•
•
•
•
•

The availability of opera�onal malaria diagnos�c tests (either RDT or microscopy) in surveyed health facili�es increased from
29.3% in 2010, to 84.0% in 2012, and declined to 72.5% in 2016.
The availability of an�malarial drug artemether-lumefantrine (any doses in stock) in surveyed health facili�es increased from
0% in 2010 to 97.5% in 2012, and declined to 75.0% in 2016.
The percentage of febrile pa�ents tested for malaria by RDT or microscopy in surveyed health facili�es increased from 17.5%
to 73.5% between 2010 and 2016.
The prescrip�on of an�malarials to febrile pa�ents in surveyed health facili�es decreased from 96.4% to 30.5% between
2010 and 2016.
Observed compliant prescrip�on rates among pa�ents with confirmed malaria and an an�malarial prescrip�on rose slighty
from 67.3% in 2012 to 72.3% in 2016.
Average �me taken from first symptoms to seeking healthcare at a health facility was reported to be 48 hours in 2016
compared to 20-24 hours between 2010 and 2014.

The current round of Health Facility Survey (HFS) will assess further improvements in the infrastructure, availability and
readiness of malaria diagnos�cs and treatments in health facili�es across the country as well as any changes in the
capacity and compliance of the health workforce to the standard malaria treatment protocol.
MalCon’s HFS Teams
Three teams worked simultaneously
at randomly selected health facili�es
across PNG. Each team comprised of
a Scien�fic Officer and a Research
Assistant. So far, they have
conducted the health facility survey
in ten provinces:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Enga
Hela
Chimbu
NCD
West Sepik
East Sepik
Gulf

8. East New Britain
9. Autonomous Region of Bougainville
10. Southern Highlands

In each province the survey takes between two to three weeks. Teams collect data from two randomly selected health
centres and health sub-centres and four randomly selected aid posts. This round of the survey will include 10 hospitals –
Tabubil District Hospital, Alotau Hospital, Wabag Hospital, Angau Hospital, Maprik District Hospital, Kavieng Hospital,
Vunapope Hospital, Arawa District Hospital and Kudjip Hospital.
Just before the Christmas break, one team was in East New Britain and another team in Gulf. The remaining provinces will
be surveyed in the first quarter of 2022.
What’s next?
A�er the comple�on of the country-wide Health Facility Survey, the team will conduct a country-wide Malaria Indicator
Survey beginning from the 3rd quarter of 2022 through to 2023.

IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021
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Project Updates - PHDU

P

opulation Health and Demography Unit
(PHDU) celebrated its tenth anniversary
during the annual meeting held at the
Madang Resort on 18 December. Present were
representatives from the Department of Prime
Minister, Finance, Treasury and National Planning
and Monitoring.
The unit currently has two major projects opera�ng under
it – the Malaria Control (MalCon) project and
Comprehensive Health & Epidemiological Surveillance
System (CHESS) project, previously known as Partnership in
Health (PiH).
At its establishment in 2011, PHDU was tasked with
conduc�ng mul�- and inter-disciplinary research to
understand social changes and determinants of popula�on
health, thereby providing evidence for policy development
and guidance for the country’s responses to emerging
popula�on health issues, and contribu�ng to the
sustainable development of PNG.

12
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Presenta�ons were given by coordinators from each site on
the work done and currently carried out, and the way
forward. PNGIMR Director, Professor William Pomat also
presented a brief on the unit, highligh�ng that the
government was interested in data collected.
‘When we look at the Vision 2050 and the sustainable
development goals, we see that the government is
interested in development and health care data that we
provide.’
He urged the unit to conduct be�er research ac�vi�es that
will strengthen health care services.
The mee�ng was then followed by a celebratory dinner.

Project Updates - VBDU
STRIVE PNG Update

By Elishebah Musia

S

TRIVE PNG, short for Stronger Surveillance and
Systems Support for Rapid Identification and
Containment of Resurgent or Resistant Vector
Borne Pathogens in PNG, is a research project focused
on strengthening the response to vector-borne disease
(VBD) surveillance and outbreak.
The project generates evidence from real-�me surveillance to
inform rapid-response strategies to malaria and other VBDs and,
at the same �me, strengthens PNG research capacity and
provides a pla�orm to guide the Na�onal Malaria Control
Programme to develop policy op�ons to safeguard the country
against VBDs.
According to STRIVE PNG Project Partnership Manager Ms Annie
Dori, STRIVE focuses on real-�me surveillance for vector,
molecular and febrile illness components, while at the same �me
gathers research findings to help strengthening health systems.
The project, like other VBD projects under NMCP, u�lises a
partnership approach that ensures effec�ve collabora�on at all
levels (community, provincial, na�onal, ins�tu�onal and external
collaborators).
‘I’ve always been passionate about strengthening health systems
in PNG and being part of this project has enabled me to
contribute to health systems from the lens of research,’ she said.
One of STRIVE PNG’s highlights was the establishment of the
molecular hub in Port Moresby, which is a partnership between
the PNGIMR, School of Medicine and Health Science, the Central
Public Health Laboratory, Na�onal Department of Health and
external collaborators such as Burnet Ins�tute, Deakin University
and Walter and Eliza Hall Ins�tute, and others. This partnership
has built the founda�on of molecular work in country and
strengthened collabora�on between PNG ins�tu�ons.
Ms Dori said, ‘despite the pandemic, the project has maintained
strong rela�onships with its partner organisa�ons, thus making
the molecular hub and other components of the project a
success.
‘The strength of STRIVE throughout the year has come from
harnessing partners’ diversity in a way that recognises the skills,
strengths and a�ributes that each partner brings to the table.’
The funding for STRIVE comes through the Department of Foreign
Affairs & Trade (DFAT).
IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021
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NATNAT Update
By Elishebah Musia

M

alaria control in PNG consists of
nationwide distribution of long-lasting
insecticidal nets (LLINs), and effective
case management using rapid diagnostics and
treatment with artemether-lumefantrine. With
continued malaria transmission, LLINs may not
be enough to eliminate malaria.
PNG does not have a na�onal vector control strategy and
does not conduct ac�vi�es to control vector popula�ons.
There is limited capacity in the country to test the
effec�veness of novel vector control tools against local
vector species. A new PNGIMR project will change that.
Newly Adapted Tools Network Against mosquito borne
disease Transmission (NATNAT) is a large vector control
project under the PNGIMR Vector Borne Disease Unit
based in Madang. The project aims to establish the
capacity to test promising alterna�ve vector control tools
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including indoor residual spraying, larvicides and spa�al
repellents.
The project will provide evidence-based informa�on to
the Na�onal Department of Health (NDoH) and other
stakeholders and partners regarding the feasibility,
acceptability, cost effec�veness and expected efficacy of
these implementa�on tools in PNG.
While this project is primarily focused on controlling
malaria mosquitoes (Anopheles), the team will also
address similar knowledge gaps pertaining to the control
of other disease transmi�ng mosquitoes such as Aedes
and Culex.
This project is led by the PNGIMR and the Na�onal
Malaria Control Program (NMCP) with partners from
NDoH, Rotarians Against Malaria PNG, Burnet Ins�tute
and James Cook University with funding support from
Innova�ve Vector Control Consor�um (IVCC).

Project Updates - VBDU

New collaboration to address P. Vivax in PNG

T

he National Malaria Control
Program of the PNG
Department of Health and
PNGIMR are conducting a new
operational feasibility and costeffectiveness study to improve
case
management
for Plasmodium vivax (P.vivax).
P.vivax is the most prevalent form
of recurring malaria with 2.5
billion people worldwide at risk.
PAVE (Partnership for Vivax
Elimina�on) PNG is a partnership
between the PNG ins�tu�ons, Burnet
Ins�tute, Menzies School of Health
Research, Medicine for Malaria
Venture (MMV) and Program for
Appropriate Technology in Health
(PATH) to advance the development of
treatments for relapse preven�on and
to support malaria-endemic countries
in developing and implemen�ng new
strategies to eliminate P.vivax malaria.

According to Dr Mary Malai, a clinical
research fellow at PNGIMR and PAVE
study clinician, P.vivax malaria is
harder to eradicate than other types of
malaria.
P.vivax is responsible for between 6
and 7 million clinical cases globally
every year and presents a major
challenge to eliminate because it can
survive in a person’s liver even a�er
successful blood-stage treatment,
leading to malaria relapses and
contribu�ng to transmission.
‘This study is important because of the
high burden of P.vivax infec�on we
have in PNG. In order to eliminate
P.vivax in PNG, we are inves�ga�ng the
most effec�ve ways to detect and treat
infec�on and use that informa�on to
develop and implement new protocols
and na�onal guidelines,’ she said.

Deputy Director of PNGIMR and Head
of the Vector Borne Diseases Unit said,
‘Vivax malaria remains a significant
challenge in PNG, and the PAVE
ini�a�ve provides a great opportunity
for us to understand and address this
challenge.’
In addi�on to the planned work in
PNG, PAVE is facilita�ng similar
collabora�ve studies in other P.
vivax endemic countries including
Brazil, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Peru
and Thailand. PAVE is led by MMV and
PATH and supported by new funding
from Unitaid, with exis�ng support
from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Founda�on, the UK Foreign
Commonwealth and Development
Office and MMV core funding.

Principal Inves�gator Dr Moses Laman,
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DOLF Bogia follow-up study update
By Elishebah Musia

T

oday in PNG,
l y m p h a t i c
filariasis
(LF)
continues
to
be
transmitted. Vulnerable
individuals in remote
communities where LF
is transmitted are at risk
of becoming disabled if
they are infected. LF is a
disease that is caused
by a parasitic worm that
is transmitted through
the infectious bites of
certain
types
of
mosquito.
Once
infected, a person can
develop swollen limbs,
testicles or breasts. The
disfigurement
can
sometimes be severe
and the disease is often
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referred
to
elephantiasis.

as

24 villages in Bogia of
Madang Province have been
par�cipa�ng in a PNGIMRled study since 2016 to
inves�gate a new treatment
for LF. Over the past five
years (2016-2021), the focus
of this project was to assess
the efficacy, safety,
effec�veness and the
impact of the combina�on
of three drugs (Ivermec�n,
DEC, and Albendazole) on LF
and other infec�ons such as
scabies and helminthic
infesta�ons.
PNGIMR research has
shown that this treatment
regimen is highly effec�ve

and safe, which led to WHO
changing its global
guidelines to eliminate LF in
endemic countries. In
October and November, the
team went back to Bogia
and found that there were
fewer worms in the blood of
people living in the
community. This means that
the treatment is effec�ve
for at least four to five
years.
According to Madang site
manager Betuel Ko�y, the
research teams camped at
Aidibal village in Bogia for
over two months to
complete this study.
‘We enrolled about 3000
par�cipants to assess the

micro filariasis transmission
in the community,’ he said.
‘Conduc�ng the study in
Bogia was logis�cally tough
and complicated. These
challenges were worsened
by the pandemic and high
rates of misinforma�on in
the community crea�ng
unnecessary fear,
par�cularly against
vaccina�ons. Nevertheless,
the study completed the 48
months follow-up study.
This will be the first in the
world to document the long
term effects of the
treatment and will assist the
WHO to develop Mass Drug
Administra�on Stopping
Criteria for the three drug
regimen.’

Project Updates - VBDU
LF in East New
Britain
By Elishebah Musia

L

ymphatic filariasis (LF) is a parasitic disease
primarily caused by Wuchereria bancrofti
(parasitic roundworm) that affects more than
859 million people in 50 endemic countries. The
disease, also known as elephantiasis, is
transmitted by mosquitoes. Advanced stages are
manifested as hydrocele (swelling in the scrotum)
and lymphedema (build-up of fluid in soft body
tissues when the lymph system is damaged or
blocked).
PNG bears one of the highest burdens of LF in the Western
Pacific region and is the only country that has not
implemented mass drug administra�on (MDA) countrywide.
The Project Coordinator for the ENB LF study is Dr Krufinta
Bun from Case Western Reserve University in the US and
PNGIMR. She explained that limited efforts have been
targeted towards country-wide MDA due to logis�cal
constraints, lack of financial priori�sa�on and limited
resources, loss of skilled personnel long-term, and
challenging geographical terrain.

‘ENB achieved an effec�ve drug coverage of over 80%
across the popula�on of 376,369, a significant milestone
towards the goal of elimina�ng LF,’ she said.
PNGIMR, in partnership with the provincial health authority
and na�onal control program, evaluated the effec�veness
of the MDA. Pre-MDA overall infec�on rate for
microfilariemia (Mf) in 49 sen�nel sites across the districts
of Rabaul, Kokopo, Gazelle and Pomio was 1.2%. Overall Mf
infec�on rate significantly declined to 0.3% a year postMDA, achieving the WHO’s recommended cri�cal threshold
for LF elimina�on.
A 2nd round of MDA is an�cipated for 2022 in selected
districts of the province that are considered high risk sites.
The program is supported by the ENB Provincial Health
Authority, PNGIMR, PNG Na�onal Department of Health,
WHO and JAICA.

‘However, small community-based studies have been
conducted to characterise the epidemiology of LF in PNG,
providing valuable informa�on for large scale projects in
the future,’ she said.
East New Britain Province recently implemented MDA with
the triple drug therapy regimen of Ivermec�n,
Diethylcarbamazine, and Albendazole (IDA) against LF in
2019.
Dr Bun said the province is the second in PNG to
implement the triple drug regimen, a�er New Ireland
Province.

IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021

17

Site Updates

Kokopo site update

A

ccording to Ms Benishar Kombut,
PNGIMR’s site coordinator in Kokopo,
despite the challenges of COVID-19 this
year, the team has endeavored to complete project
targets.
‘We do not have an overall administra�on office in town,
only project offices. But the CHESS and WANTAIM teams
have supported each other well when the need arose. We
look forward to con�nuing that coopera�on into the
future,’ she said.

‘We recently had our first Kokopo site mee�ng. The
purpose was for IMR staff in Kokopo to get to know each
other so they will work together and support each other,’
said Ms Kombut.
Staff gave project updates at the mee�ng and were
encouraged to communicate effec�vely between teams
and projects and with partners.
Going forward, the team has agreed to have mee�ngs at
the end of every month.

Yagaum site HR update
According to site HR officer, Ms Dale Saluap, as of 25 November 2021, there are a total of 186 staff across the sites
outside of Goroka: 114 in Madang; 21 in Kokopo; 22 in Maprik; 2 in Wewak; and 4 in Alotau. Vanimo, Lae, and Lemakot
have one staff member each.
A lot of recruitment was conducted in 2021 for the Entomology sec�on under projects such as NATNAT, STRIVE, TAUNAM
and RAM.
‘We recruited 6 junior lab technicians and 1 graduate scien�fic officer in the last 6 months and we will recruit more field
and technical staff,’ she said.
Currently, there are vacancies for Data Manager, Graduate Scien�fic Officer, and Lab Technician – all Madang-based.
A long-�me staff member, Mr Yule E’ele re�red on 19 November 2021 a�er serving the ins�tute for 39 years.
Two casuals were employed this year and Mr Lincoln Timinao and Ms Dulcie Lautu are on study contracts.

18

IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021

IMR NIUS Issue 69 - 2021

19

Head Office
Goroka
Ph: +675 - 531 4200
Fax: +675 - 532 1998
Web: www.pngimr.org.pg

PNGIMR
Headquarters
Goroka, EHP

IMR Nius is published quarterly by our Communications Unit. For more information, email media@pngimr.org.pg

