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Convenor's Corner

This year is moving faster than last year, I guess we are making up for lost time
during the COVID-19 affected year of 2020. Still COVID-19 is about and
Australia needs to get a move on and get everyone vaccinated. RHA have had
some good articles on COVID in pregnancy. In case you missed it, there is an
excellent article by Clare Whitehead of the University of Melbourne and Doug
Brooks of the University of South Australia on the impacts of viral infection,
including COVID, during pregnancy. In this newsletter Hassen Mohammed and
Helen Marshall both from the Robinson Research Institute at the University of
Adelaide have written an article on COVID-19 vaccines during pregnancy. Two
very informative articles! Please feel free to disseminate this information.
Thanks to Eva Dimitriadis in particular for commissioning these articles.
This newsletter has other important articles on animal reproductive science and
conservation of species with an international contribution from Pierre Comizzoli
of the Smithsonian in co-authorship with John Rodger. Dulama Richani a
Research Fellow from UNSW writes on the importance of oocyte metabolism.
We interview Dr Gordon Refshauge a Research Scientist and Institute Director,
NSW Department of Primary Industries, located in Cowra. Heather Warne, an
occupational therapist and currently a writer in residence at the Robinson
Research Institute also contributes to this newsletter. Importantly she was a
parent-infant therapist who worked with the Infant Therapeutic Reunification
Service for many years in Adelaide.
A special thanks to Nicola Rivers from Monash University and Tessa Lord from
the University of Newcastle for attending Science meets Parliament this year.
They share their highlights in this newsletter engaging on reproduction in both
agriculture and human health in particular. I hope they and RHA members can
follow up or engage on any opportunities that could arise from this event.
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Looking ahead for RHA we plan to trial some webinars and the first one we
hope will be coordinated by Bob Wong working with the Program and Activities
Committee (PAC). The Steering group had a long discussion about the value
of these, who to pitch them too and at what level, how best to resource them,
etc. One member commented that we are so over webinars after watching so
many of them during our COVID lock downs. The webinars are a proposed trial
and we can see how they go and what format works best. There is discussion
around holding a forum of some sort to assist in prioritising and honing our
messaging. This has come from members of the PAC and the Steering
Committee and it would engage with our members. We could also use external
stakeholders in this forum as way for them to inform us and for us to engage
with them. More on that later. Speaking of the Steering Committee, Jock
Findlay has agreed to stay on as a member. I am most grateful that he is.
If any members have ideas of activities they would like to contribute to either
locally or nationally please let us know.
We remain active on Twitter and Facebook and recently had the pleasure of
congratulating Marilyn Renfree on her Fellowship to the Royal Society. I am
sure you would all agree that this is well deserved, but it also makes her and
Roger Short a rare entity of husband and wife both being fellows.
Stay well,
Ray
RHA Convenor

The Importance of Animal Reproductive Science for Understanding and
Sustaining Biodiversity
Pierre Comizzoli1, John Rodger2
1 Smithsonian
2 FAUNA

Conservation Biology Institute, National Zoological Park,
Washington DC, USA

Research Alliance & The University of Newcastle, NSW, Australia
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Dr Pierre Comizzoli
An increasing number of wild animal species are threatened in their natural
habitat mainly because of human-related activities. As a result, many animal
populations become too small and unsustainable due largely to a loss of
genetic diversity. Of course, the protection of natural habitats is a high priority
to save species on the brink of extinction. Yet, understanding the biology of
animal species is equally urgent to preserve biodiversity.

Prof John Rodger
"Within multiple disciplines spanning from ecology to genetics to
veterinary medicine, reproductive science plays a central role in all
conservation efforts."
This discipline also encompasses several areas from the physiology of sperm
and egg production to the health of offspring. Increasing our knowledge about
species reproduction is crucial to design concrete conservation actions in the
wild, in conservation breeding centers, and in zoos.
For instance, breeding plans based on the genetic value of individuals have
restored populations of several mammalian and non-mammalian species, and
even allowed their reintroduction in their natural habitat. Besides enhancing
natural breeding, a solid understanding of reproductive physiology also offers
the possibility to develop Assisted Reproductive Techniques (ARTs; such as
artificial insemination or embryo transfer). These technologies can produce
more offspring of desired genetic background in a shorter amount of time. It
also helps to overcome mating difficulties or infertility issues. Importantly, ARTs
are tightly associated with the science of long-term freezing of sperm, eggs,
embryos, or reproductive tissues in cryo-banks. Preserving the genetics and
the fertility of individuals in cryo-banks is crucial to better sustain wildlife
populations. It also is important to integrate the use of frozen banks into
existing studies on reproductive physiology and development of ARTs.
Studying reproduction in wild species is not trivial as there are as many
mechanisms and traits as there are species. The same diversity is true when
developing protocols to assist reproduction or freeze cells and tissues. This is
true for Australian marsupials, for instance. Despite all having short gestation
and long lactation, many features differ across the families (number of
ovulations per oestrous cycle, number of cycles per season, sperm transport
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732

3/17

02/07/2021

RHA Newsletter July 2021

and storage in the female tract). As with other mammals, the marsupial sperm
display a spectrum of tolerance to cold shock and freezing/thawing.
Regarding non-mammalian species, reproduction also is highly diverse and
remains largely understudied, although there are promising ART developments
for amphibians.

Note that choosing priority species for research and

conservation efforts remains a major point of discussion and contention, as it
depends on many factors that are often not scientific. Ideally, we should study
reproductive biology in common species (not only the rarest ones) in each
taxonomic group and apply the knowledge from model species to more
endangered counterparts.
In addition to the impressive diversity of natural mechanisms, other
complexities limit the progress of our research - little interest in animal
reproduction, difficult access to animals, lack of expertise, hard working
conditions, and insufficient funding. Fortunately, despite the complexities and
difficulties, some species are being saved from extinction with the help of a
precise understanding of reproduction, development of ARTs, and creations of
cryo-banks (giant pandas, black-footed ferrets, Panamanian golden frogs, to
name a few).
"One of the most promising and needed areas of such work is in
amphibian conservation driven largely by the global extinction of many
frog species because of the chytrid fungus"
If we want reproductive science to be more impactful, further options and efforts
are needed, especially for non-mammalian species. One of the most promising
and needed areas of such work is in amphibian conservation driven largely by
the global extinction of many frog species because of the chytrid fungus. We
also need to favor interdisciplinary approaches in all species (with
bioengineering for instance) to find innovative solutions, develop new tools, and
make faster progress in understanding and sustaining reproduction.
Importantly, we need to create more exchanges with human reproductive
medicine and take advantage of technologies that are now routine in fertility
clinics (sperm injection for instance).
"Similar to the holistic approach of One Health encompassing human,
animal, and environmental health, ‘One Reproductive Health’ should be
considered"
Wildlife and humans share the same goals (having healthy babies) and the
same environment.
Similar to the holistic approach of One Health
encompassing human, animal, and environmental health, ‘One Reproductive
Health’ should be considered. Understanding and monitoring reproduction of
all living forms will help to better measure the impact of environmental changes
on human reproduction and design mitigating solutions.
Scientists specialized in wildlife reproduction are key to address the ongoing
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732
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biodiversity crisis by studying individual species and understanding the
processes that allow entire populations to thrive in their natural habitat.
However, there is an urgent need to properly train more students in wildlife
reproduction and raise awareness of the general public as well as decision
makers.

Ultimately, scientific progress is dependent on the quantum of

resources available, as dramatically demonstrated in the remarkably rapid
production of COVID-19 vaccines.

Wildlife conservation and the reproductive

sciences should attract much more investment than the miniscule amounts
currently available.

COVID-19 vaccines during pregnancy
Mr Hassen Mohammed & Professor Helen Marshall
Mr Hassen Mohammed is an early career researcher at the Robinson Research Institute of
the University of Adelaide and a member of the Vaccinology and Immunology Research
Trials Unit, in the Discipline of Paediatrics at the Women’s and Children’s Hospital in South
Australia.
Professor Helen Marshall is a clinician and researcher and NHMRC Practitioner Fellow.
She is Professor in Vaccinology at Adelaide Medical School and Deputy Director of the
Robinson Research Institute at the University of Adelaide.

The current global coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic calls for a revisiting of a
framework for the inclusion of pregnant women in the development and
deployment of COVID-19 vaccines. In many countries, pregnant women are not
a priority group included in the roll out of COVID-19 vaccines. This is despite
mounting evidence suggesting that pregnant women are at increased risk of
respiratory failure with the need for admission to intensive care and mechanical
ventilation following confirmed COVID-19 infection compared with infected nonpregnant women of similar age. Additionally, a growing body of evidence
suggests women with confirmed COVID‐19 in early pregnancy are at increased
risk of preterm birth. An increase in the stillbirth rate during the pandemic has
also been noted.
Although pregnant women were excluded from early phase COVID-19 vaccine
clinical trials, there have been cases when women involved in trials have
become pregnant. In these small number of cases where women and their
pregnancy have been followed, there has been no adverse pregnancy
outcomes. Clinical trials for the AstraZeneca, Moderna, Pfizer and Janssen
COVID-19 vaccines reported that women who became pregnant have been
followed up closely, and to date have had no adverse outcomes. A recent
preliminary data drawn from three COVID-19 vaccine safety surveillance
systems in the United States of America (USA): v-safe smartphone-based postvaccination symptom checker, the v-safe pregnancy registry; and the Vaccine
Adverse Event Reporting System (VAERS) investigated the safety of COVID-19
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vaccine during pregnancy. The v-safe study comprised preliminary data from
35,691 pregnant women who received Pfizer–BioNTech and Moderna vaccine.
The most common side effect from the vaccine was pain at the injection site,
which was more frequent in pregnant than non-pregnant women. However,
headache, muscle aches, chills and fever were reported less frequently by
pregnant women suggesting that pregnancy was not considered to have
increased the rates of these events. There were 221 reports involving
vaccinated pregnant women processed in VAERS, 70% of whom experienced
non-pregnancy-specific adverse events. Miscarriage was the most frequently
reported pregnancy-specific adverse event to VAERS; numbers are within the
known background rates.
Among 3,958 pregnant women enrolled in the v-safe pregnancy registry, 827
had completed their pregnancy, of which 712 (86.1%) resulted in a live birth.
Whilst not directly comparable, the proportions of adverse pregnancy and birth
outcomes reported appear to be similar to what occurs in the general
population of pregnant people (stillbirth 0.1% vs. < 1%, spontaneous abortion
12.6% vs. 10 to 26%, preterm birth 9.4% vs. 8% to 15%, small size for
gestational age 3.2% vs. 3.5% and congenital anomalies 2.2% vs. 3%).
In addition to the COVID19 vaccines safety profile in pregnancy, recent
research released in late March 2021 showed that the Covid-19 vaccines from
Moderna and Pfizer are also effective in protecting pregnant and lactating
women and their newborns. The study showed that mothers can pass
protective antibodies to newborns in 131 women who received either the
Pfizer/BioNTech or Moderna Covid-19 vaccine. Among the participants, 84
were pregnant, 31 were lactating and 16 were not pregnant or lactating. The
vaccine-induced antibody levels were equivalent in pregnant and lactating
women, compared to non-pregnant women. The antibody levels were much
higher than those resulting from coronavirus infection during pregnancy. The
study also showed the vaccines confer protective immunity to newborns
through breast milk and the placenta, findings are consistent with other studies
(e.g. Paul & Chad, BMC Pediatrics, 2021; Mithal et al, Am J Obstet Gynecol
2021; Perl et al, JAMA, 2021). These antibodies might be expected to give
newborn infants some protection against COVID19, although research is
ongoing.
As of May 3, 2021, more than 106,000 pregnant women had received either the
Pfizer, the Moderna or the Janssen vaccine in the USA with no obvious safety
signals identified with respect to pregnancy or birth outcomes. On 23 April
2021, the US Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommended
pregnant women to receive COVID‐19 vaccines. Several states in the USA are
now prioritising pregnant people for vaccination. The United Kingdom (UK)
government now also advises that all pregnant people should be offered the
COVID-19 vaccine at the same time as the rest of the population. In Australia,
the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Obstetricians and
Gynaecologists (RANZCOG) states there is limited evidence to routinely
recommend COVID-19 vaccine in pregnancy, although the evidence is
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732
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mounting for a review of the recommendation in Australia.
The concept of maternal immunisation is not new and has existed as an
effective strategy to protect the mother and provide passive antibodies to the
newborn, protecting them in early infancy to reduce the morbidity and mortality
associated with vaccine preventable disease. Influenza and pertussis vaccines
in pregnancy have been proven safe and effective in reducing maternal and
neonatal morbidity and mortality and are routinely recommended in many
countries including Australia (e.g. Giles et al, Hum Vaccin Immunother, 2019;
Vygen-Bonnet et al, BMC Infectious Diseases, 2020; Zaman et al, New Engl J
Med, 2008; Jarvis et al, Vaccine, 2020). In summary, larger prospective studies
are needed to evaluate the safety and impact of maternal Covid-19 vaccination
on pregnancy and birth outcomes. Establishing safety profiles for COVID-19
vaccines during pregnancy will help to inform evidence-based
recommendations for pregnant women and build vaccine confidence among
expecting mothers.

The key to a healthy oocyte: oocyte-somatic metabolic
cooperativity
Dr Dulama Richani, Research Fellow, UNSW Sydney

Oocyte (egg) quality is the major rate-limiting factor in female fertility, both for
natural conception and in assisted reproduction such as in vitro fertilisation
(IVF). A healthy oocyte is a prerequisite for normal embryo and foetal
development and hence also for adult health. The nature of the cellular
processes that control oocyte quality are not well defined. However, through
extensive animal and human research, we now know that metabolism is a
major determinant of oocyte quality.
The mammalian oocyte grows and matures in a mutually dependent
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relationship with adjacent somatic cells called cumulus cells (see photo: a
human oocyte surrounded by thousands of cumulus cells, forming a cumulusoocyte complex). Cumulus cells provide immense metabolic support for the
oocyte. For example, the oocyte lacks the machinery to use the essential
metabolite glucose for energy while it matures, and instead relies on cumulus
cells to metabolise glucose and shuttle the metabolised products to it via
membrane channels. Studies have shown that without such metabolic support
from the cumulus cells, oocyte quality is severely compromised. But the oocyte,
far from being passive in its own development, actively regulates the
metabolism of the cumulus cells to serve its own needs. For example, the
oocyte secretes soluble growth factors which promote glucose metabolism in
the cumulus cells in order to support its own growth to maturation. Furthermore,
cumulus cells are not metabolically competent in the absence of an oocyte, and
metabolically driven processes such as cumulus expansion (which is needed
for ovulation and fertilisation) are perturbed or even prevented. Hence, the
oocyte and cumulus cells are metabolically co-dependent.
Currently, the main method for selecting oocytes and embryos in assisted
reproductive technology (ART) is by visually assessing their morphology.
However, morphology is an ineffective predictor of success as only
approximately 10% of oocytes collected yield a live birth. The ART field is in
desperate need of reliable, accurate, quantitative, non-invasive techniques for
oocyte and embryo selection. Some effort has gone into determining whether
ART outcomes can be predicted using oocyte metabolism. Studies have
directly investigated the metabolism of the cumulus-oocyte complex and how
this relates to developmental competence of the same oocyte. For example, the
metabolic profiles of culture media following the in vitro maturation of oocytes,
and the metabolic profile of follicular fluid (which reflects the oocyte’s in vivo
microenvironment) have been studied. However, these approaches are limited
in that they measure, or are a surrogate measure of, metabolism in the
cumulus-oocyte complex as a whole and are usually performed at a single point
in time during development. As such, reliable oocyte metabolic biomarkers
have yet to be identified using such approaches.
There are emerging tools, including live fluorescence imaging and photonics
probes, which may provide ways to measure the dynamic nature of metabolism
in a single oocyte or its cumulus cells, potentially while in situ. With
advancements in technology, metabolic imaging of oocytes is likely to be
exploited using machine learning algorithms and may prove to be a noninvasive, highly predictive tool for assessing oocyte quality. This knowledge
could propel oocyte and cumulus cell metabolism measurement as a new
practical approach for diagnostic assessment of oocyte developmental
potential. It could also identify new opportunities for improving culture media
composition to better support the metabolic needs of oocytes matured in vitro.
In summary, a large body of research has shown an association between
oocyte metabolism and its capacity to yield live offspring. Advancing our
understanding of basic cellular and biochemical mechanisms regulating oocyte
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metabolism, through basic human and animal research, may identify new
avenues to enhance oocyte quality and assess oocyte developmental potential
in assisted reproduction.
For further reading, a comprehensive review on this topic is available: Richani
D. et al. (2020), Metabolic co-dependence of the oocyte and cumulus cells:
essential role in determining oocyte developmental competence. Human
Reproduction Update 27:1 p27-47.

Heat Stress in Sheep & How Being Emotionally Attached to Lambing
Success and Survival Led Me to Love Reproduction!
An interview with Dr Gordon Refshauge, Research Scientist, Institute Director,
NSW Department of Primary Industries.

Dr Gordon Refshauge, living his childhood dream, understanding reproductive success in
lambs

Why do you do the research you do?
As a boy I would help deliver and hand-rear lambs, I would shoot rabbits, skin
and cut away each muscle to feed our house cat. This has placed anatomy,
biology, life and death at the forefront of my life-experiences. Being emotionally
attached to lambing success and lamb survival led me to love reproduction. To
appreciate its robustness and sensitivities, to help producers increase its
reliability and to solve problems is always exciting. There are so many
environmental components to reproductive success, the field is enormous and
has so much to learn about and explore and that engages my mind. As a result,
I have research interests and experience across the fields of nutrition, thermal
forces, technology development, wool production, meat science, genetics,
disease case studies, vaccine development. For example, we have a DPI
research study in its fourth year, which is a collaboration between agronomists,
meat scientists and my knowledge of mineral nutrition each collaborating to
examine mineral balance in novel dual-purpose perennial wheat crops that has
studied lambs for meat quality and ewes for metabolic health. We’ve got rumen
tissue samples whose proteome differences support our plasma and urine
mineral content differences, genome snips, raman spectroscopy data, bone
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732
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samples, CT scans, meat eating quality consumer panel data – all these
different angles examined in a large collaborative study. This year our research
reaches its peak with field work taking direction from our earlier findings where
we hypothesise the lambs will eat plant mixes where one plant solves the
problem of the other. Who doesn’t find that exciting?
What is your main achievement in reproductive research?
My greatest achievement to date has been to be the primary advocate for
research investment to be directed to understanding more about the impacts of
heat stress on sheep reproduction. To get the industry to change, one approach
is ground-up, so I have been educating and informing by writing for producer
newsletters and state farming magazines / news journals about the effects of
heat stress on the ewe since 2013. In 2018 the levy-funded R,D & marketing
agency, Australian Wool Innovation included the issue in their strategic plan,
and in 2019 the main red meat industry R, D & M agency, Meat and Livestock
Australia did too. Now it is a strategic area for investment, research is now
underway and proposals will continue to be developed.
Where do you see your research going and how will you go about it?
The research to be completed will involve studies in nutrition, natural and
artificial shade, management and genetics to enable producers to choose from
a range of tools to combat the heat or the metabolic and physiological
consequences of heat stress. The studies on nutrition include supranutritional
antioxidant supplements, but at levels that may be toxic if intake is not
controlled. Finding out how to deliver safe protective antioxidants will be solved
with technology. Hopefully, the results we anticipate for natural shade will result
in the widespread replanting of native trees and shrubs, which will have some
biodiversity value as well. The work on genetics will be very interesting,
because it isn’t easy to develop an animal that is tolerant of heat and cold
thermal stress, yet we must explore this. Goats are good examples of heatadapted (but not immune) mammals but which are very susceptible to cold
weather as neonates. We can’t do this to the sheep. Furthermore, in many
production species, as we select them for higher production we increase
metabolic activity, set-point temperature and susceptibility to heat stress -so
technically we are making our sheep more susceptible but there are no studies
we can point to that will instruct us about the genetic correlations between
thermal tolerances and production traits in Australian sheep.
What is the most challenging issue facing your research area today? The
biggest issue is that most white Australian men in rural and regional Australia,
over the age of 44 years do not think any further action on climate change is
required (Australia Talks survey results). This demographic own the most
farming land and hold the most sway politically and direct research activities via
the industries’ consultation model. Too many of these ‘fellas’ reckon the climate
isn’t changing and that it’s been hot in the past and we’ll cope. If sheep don’t
die from heat stress, they don’t think there is an issue.
How has your work contributed to reproductive health in a practical
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sense?
Yet to be seen. There are lots of low-hanging fruits to research in the heat
stress field but the adoption cycle is about 30 years long (between the aha
moment and peak adoption), so producers already face a shortage of time to
respond to rapid climate change.
What are the benefits of working in a government department?
NSW DPI is the largest R&D provider in agriculture in Australia. NSW DPI has
an excellent leadership team, from my research leader to the Director General
of the Department. They work as a unit, the direction of the DPI is clear to all, it
is positive and intends to stand by its legacy. In Government, we are the
independent arbiter – we don’t profit from our advice, we don’t sell bulls, or
rams, or seed, we don’t receive money for providing advice. We are guided by
the science and have the freedom to operate without undue influence, so long
as we can publish our findings we are supported to engage private funding. Our
careers progress through publication (ironically not via the number or the size
of the problems we solve, so a bit archaic still on the old game of publish or
perish). We are encouraged to train and continue to learn, DPI has an
innovation hub called The GATE, where we can advance our solutions through
lean canvass and problem-solving thinking, so there are opportunities to
develop personally. There are research stations that I can use for my research
projects, there are other researchers across a huge range of disciplines and we
are encouraged to collaborate with them. The model is economically fiscal,
perhaps too many budget cuts and pressure on staffing, so there isn’t too much
fat in the system but that makes us quite focused on outcomes and accuracy.
Our mantra is problem-solving, so less basic research and more applied. We
are challenged that if we aren’t problem-solving, what are we doing it for? This
mantra makes us focus on: what is the problem; who owns the problem and is
your idea a solution for the problem-owner.

Report on Science Meets Parliament
RHA was delighted to support Nicola Rivers from Monash University and Dr
Tessa Lord from the University of Newcastle for attending Science meets
Parliament this year.
Like many events, Science Meets Parliament (SMP) looked a bit different in
2021. All presentations and meetings were held virtually, with the exception of a
“nation-wide” Gala dinner, hosted at numerous locations across the country
connected via video link.
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Nicola & Co waiting for the Zooposia
Using an online conference platform, attendees were able to view live
presentations, catch up on recordings, message, video chat and schedule
meetings with each other. While SMP is usually held over an intensive 2-day
period in Canberra, the online format treated us to a month of presentations
and networking events, which allowed attendees to settle into the program, get
to know each other, and prepare for meeting their parliamentarian. We were
coached on the process of government, preparing a pitch, writing persuasive
submissions, and how to engage with parliamentarians and their advisors.

Tessa on a Zoom session with MP Freelander
Nicola met with shadow minister for Agriculture, the Hon. Julie Collins. Ms.
Collins, who took on the Agriculture portfolio in January of this year, recalled
recently hearing about selective breeding in sheep to minimise skin folds.
Nicola and Julie discussed the use of biobanking to safeguard the genetics of
agricultural animals and endangered species, both of which remain at risk due
to worsening environmental conditions.
Tessa met with Dr Mike Freelander (ALP), who has held the seat of Macarthur
since 2016, and has worked as a paediatrician in Western Sydney for 30 years.
Dr Freelander was enthusiastic about research into reproductive health and
noted his recent push for legislation to allow for mitochondrial donation in
Australia, as well as his support for the ‘First 1000 Days’ policy for children’s
health. Tessa and Mike also discussed the prevalence and impact of infertility,
with a particular focus on developing novel treatments to reverse infertility in
survivors of childhood cancer.
After a year during which scientists and parliamentarians relied on each other
to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic, attending SMP was an empowering
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732
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experience. We take away a deep appreciation for the process of producing
science-backed policy. To paraphrase a key message from one panel- “in a
democracy, changing policy should be hard. Stay committed, persistence is
key”.
We are grateful to Reproductive Health Australia for this experience and for the
privilege to advocate on behalf of our sector. In returning to our day-to-day, we
feel better equipped to engage with government and the public about our
research and help improve awareness for all the great reproductive research
happening in Australia.

Reflective Writing - why would you want to do it?

by Heather Warne
Heather Warne is the first writer-in-residence in the Robinson Research
Institute. She is an occupational therapist and parent-infant therapist who
worked with the Infant Therapeutic Reunification Service from 2013 until August
2020. She now works in private practice. Heather will be running a series of
workshops for Robinson Research Institute researchers across 2021. I hope we
can inform you later as to how this progresses. Ray Rodgers, Interim Director
of the Robinson Research Centre.

Heather Warne, the first writer-in-residence at the Robinson Research Institute

I began the practice of reflective writing at work with no prior knowledge as to
its potential benefits. I was simply drawn to it, as I had been drawn to recording
significant life events and quirky or poignant human behaviours, randomly
observed.
I was working in a therapeutic reunification program, with parents and infants
who had been harmed. Week after week, I sat with my allocation of dyads,
each parent and infant unique, the therapy painstaking and challenging, the
distress in the room significant.
After especially difficult sessions, where time allowed, and where debrieifing
with another team member wasn’t possible, I would write, at first a jumble feelings, thoughts, impressions, outrage, overwhelm; the page held no
requirements and no judgement. I wrote until I was done. Reliably, I felt better,
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and order emerged. I discovered things I didn’t know I knew. Writing like this
supported my regular supervision.
We also wrote as a team, in a supported space, with a skilled facilitator. It
helped us to process our work, to know each other, build trust and resilience,
and the collective will to carry on.
With faith in the practice, I went looking for the theory. Yes, I discovered,
reflective and therapeutic writing is a thing. It has been researched, the
benefits documented. There’s a burgeoning range of applications, career
writing being one of them.
Gillie Bolton, who has researched and written extensively in this space says
this: “(Reflective) writing can develop professional and personal understanding
and insight, each writer responding to their own concerns, wants, needs and
interests. Writers can discover more about themselves, and clarify their values,
professional identity and boundaries. They learn about diversity of perspective,
and recognise and challenge assumptions about political, social and cultural
norms. An experience narrated in writing can be powerfully illuminative.
Practitioner writers retain full authority and control: writings are theirs to store
unread, read privately deciding whether they should be shared developmentally
with others, or possibly destroyed. Confidential discussions with trusted
carefully facilitated boundaried groups or mentors, following the reading of
reflective writing, can focus quickly and deeply, and enable dynamic
understanding leading to significant development and change.”
In reflective writing, there’s structure but no rules. It’s for you, not someone
else. It’s about caring for yourself, opening up space, taking some time.
Writing without restraint can bring a new perspective, like walking up a hill,
surveying known territory from above. Reflective writing builds relationship,
connects us with things neglected or forgotten.
At the risk of labouring the point, I highly recommend that you give it a go.
References:
Bolton G (2014) Fourth Edition: Reflective Practice Writing and Professional
Development. London: Sage Publications.
Bolton G with Rowland S (2014) Inspirational Writing for Academic Publication.
London: Sage Publications

In case you missed it - highlights from RHA's social media and webpage
RHA showcases the breadth of Australian reproduction research via our Latest
Articles page, Twitter and Facebook…
Aussie and Dutch researchers investigate new ways to improve sperm
function for fertilisation in breeding rams. See more here
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Congratulations to RHA Steering Group member Prof Sarah Robertson for
receiving the 2020 NHMRC Elizabeth Blackburn Investigator Grant Award
(Leadership in Basic Science)

How a tiny spiny mouse could provide new insights into disorders of
menstruation and early pregnancy, see here

An article by leading Australian researchers addresses the current
knowledge – and the knowledge gaps – on COVID-19 and other viral infections
in pregnancy. “Better data is urgently needed to understand the risks to
mothers and babies from COVID-19 and other RNA viral infections, as well as
which interventions may benefit pregnant women.” Read the article here

Read about Aussie researchers' strategy to find an "early warning" test for
preeclampsia before it develops, find the story here

Congratulations to the following reproductive researchers

Marilyn Renfree elected Fellow of the Royal Society
Professor Marilyn Renfree, Melbourne Laureate Professor and Ian Potter Chair
of Zoology in the School of BioSciences is one of over 60 outstanding scientists
from all over the globe who have this year joined the Royal Society as Fellows
and Foreign Members.
Queen’s birthday Honour’s Roll
AM Professor Rosemary Sylvia HORNE,
VIC
For significant service to paediatric medicine, and to infant
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732
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mortality prevention.
AM Professor Helena TEEDE, VIC
For significant service to medical education and research,
to endocrinology, and to women’s health.
AM Professor Beverley Janine VOLLENHOVEN, VIC
For significant service to tertiary medical education, to
obstetrics and gynaecology.
AO Dr Geoffrey Charles BYRNE, WA
For service to paediatric endocrinology.
AO Dr Jan DUDLEY, NSW
For service to obstetrics and gynaecology.
AO Emeritus Professor Alan Osbourne TROUNSON, VIC
For distinguished service to medical science, and to in
vitro fertilisation and stem cell technologies.
AO Ms Catherine Madeleine WEST, NSW
For service to the medical research community, including reproductive biology.

What’s On
European Testis Workshop, May 30-April 1, Barcelona, Spain
Moved. International Congress on Animal Reproduction (ICAR) 27th June
– 1nd July 2021
Society for the Study of Reproduction, August 4 -7, St Loius, Missouri,
USA
Moved. Fertility Society of Australia conference 11-15 September 2021,
Sydney
Society for Reproductive Biology Annual Conference, November 21-24,
Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre,
International Federation of Placenta Associations, Dates pending, 2022,
Amsterdam, Netherlands
Society for Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry World Congress, 4-8
September 2022, Singapore, Mary Bay Sands.
International Society for Behavioural Ecology Congress, 11-16
September, 2022, Melbourne, Australia

Membership
Ask your family, friends and colleagues to become a RHA member – it’s
free!
Go to www.reproductivehealthaustralia.org.au and click on Become a member
https://mailchi.mp/e33882c04e50/rha-newsletter-december-14857732
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RHA Executive Champions
Professor Eva Dimitriadis, The University of Melbourne (Human Health)
Professor Michael Holland, University of Queensland (Agricultural Productivity)
Professor Bob Wong, Monash University (Environmental Sustainability)

RHA Office
Professor Jock Findlay AO FAHMS (Co-convenor)
Professor Ray Rogers (Co-Convenor)
Dr Sarah Meachem (Executive Officer)
Dr Liza O’Donnell (Communications)
Ms Rama Ravinthiran (Student representative)
Ms Nicola Rivers (Early career representative)
For RHA Steering group members see here
For RHA Supporters and Affiliates see here
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