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STATE BUDGET 2016–17 — NEUROTRAUMA RESEARCH PROGRAM 

Statement 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [5.24 pm]: I rise this evening to speak about something that I was 
really excited to see in the state budget. But before I do, because Hon Sally Talbot spoke before me, I want to put 
on the record that when Hon Sally Talbot made her contribution to the Genetically Modified Crops Free Areas 
Repeal Bill 2015 earlier this week, she spoke about a level of acceptance of cockroaches in chocolate. I nodded 
and said, yes, I knew about that. We had a discussion later about it. I am happy to tell the house that, apparently, 
anything less than 60 insect pieces per 100 grams of chocolate is deemed safe by the Food and Drug 
Administration in America. Apparently, it is very hard to determine it because it is done at the source of the 
cocoa bean. It is about the equivalent of 60 insect pieces per couple of bars of chocolate. Those members who 
are trying to give up chocolate should think about it because that is what they are eating! That is not the subject 
of my members’ statement this evening, although it was very interesting! 

Members may know that I am the state government representative on the executive committee of the 
neurotrauma research program. It is a very important program that has now been running since 2004 when the 
committee first met. The committee includes the chair, eminent neurosurgeon Professor Bryant Stokes; 
Nobel Laureate, Professor Barry Marshall; the head of the Harry Perkins Institute of Medical Research, 
Professor Peter Leedman; a member of the spinal cord injury community, Mr Anton Zappelli; and me. I am very 
pleased to see that, for the first time since I have been on the committee, this year’s budget has one line item in 
the health budget of $1 million that has been allocated to the neurotrauma research program. In previous years, it 
has come to us from various sources, including the road trauma trust fund and from other parts within the health 
budget. However, this year it has its own line item and I think that is really, really important because it does an 
incredibly amazing amount of research for a relatively small amount of money. 

Earlier this week, members may have seen an announcement on the evening news about a program of clinical 
trials that has been running for seven years. It is run by Professor Sarah Dunlop, a Winthrop professor from the 
University of Western Australia, who does research into spinal trauma and the effects of cooling the spine as 
soon as possible after an injury occurs to try to minimise the damage. Her research is now at the point where we 
are almost having clinical trials. In Australia, about 80 people a year suffer catastrophic spinal cord injuries 
either through car accidents, diving into the surf or other types of accidents. Once the spinal cord is injured, as 
we know, very little can be done. However, this research found that through the introduction of cool saline into 
the system as soon as possible after trauma, if the body temperature can be lowered—the optimum temperature 
is 33 degrees—the chances are that, in the scientific term used by Professor Dunlop, a person’s spinal cord can 
be stopped from turning to mush. This is a really important thing. A person may still end up becoming 
a paraplegic or a quadriplegic, but it may minimise some of the other harm to their limbs and still give them use 
of their limbs; it may not stop the paraplegia altogether. That is one of the programs run from the neurotrauma 
research program. As I said, $1 million is allocated each year; $1 million is not allocated to that program alone, 
which is what the news story seemed to indicate. It is $1 million that goes out to a whole range of clinical 
studies, road trauma prevention or into general science studies. Researchers apply for grants that are then 
competitively evaluated. The evaluations are done in the same way that the National Health and Medical 
Research Council health grants are done—they are sent to interstate and overseas evaluators. They look at the 
projects that people are seeking funds for and a recommendation is made to a committee with a weighting given 
to those they consider to be the most important or the ones that will probably get to a clinical trial as soon as 
possible. The committee decides each year which projects will get a trial. 
Earlier this week I was very pleased to attend the announcement of Professor Dunlop’s clinical trial into 
hypothermia treatment. Earlier in the week I also attended a lecture at the Harry Perkins Institute of Medical 
Research. The Harry Perkins institute is a very good supporter and sponsor of the NRP, so we are able to use its 
facilities, such as the McCusker Lecture Theatre, for these talks. The talk that I went to on Monday was given by 
Dr Vanessa Bowden, a clinical psychologist at the University of Western Australia. She has been a recipient of 
funding over two years. In 2014–15 her NRP grant was used to carry out a study into reducing speeding by 
improving memory. In 2015–16 she researched how long our drivers are distracted after interruptions. I am 
going to ask Dr Bowden to give this lecture again. There were not that many people at Monday’s lecture but the 
research that has been done at UWA was certainly very interesting. For instance, when we have speed 
limitations, what is the optimum time for distraction of the driver? If one is speeding and a speed camera is set at 
five kilometres an hour above the speed limit, for instance, is it better for the driver to maintain their 
concentration or is it better if the speed camera is set at one kilometre an hour above the speed limit? The 
research showed that it is better for the camera to be set five kilometres an hour over the speed limit because if it 
is set at only one or two kilometres an hour over the limit, the driver is concentrating far too hard on maintaining 
that actual speed and then they are distracted by other things. The research that Dr Bowden shared was very 
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interesting. Most of the research that has been done at the university involved younger drivers. Through her 
program, the NRP funded a simulator that was used at UWA. This shows that in addition to this small amount of 
funding that the NRP gets, we can also go to members of the philanthropic community and ask if they would like 
to contribute to some of these projects. Some people in Perth and other parts of Australia have donated money to 
us. This has allowed us to expand the programs that we are working on and we have been able to send some 
PhD students overseas to attend conferences to help them in their work. 
It is vitally important in this area, especially given this week’s appointment of the Minister for Innovation, that 
the people who are doing this cutting-edge research in science and medicine are kept here in Western Australia. 
In the past we have not had the facilities or the programs for people to conduct this research in 
Western Australia. They have gone overseas to do that research and then they have not come back. That is what 
we know as the brain drain. By making these programs available to people in Western Australia to carry out their 
trials and their research programs, they not only stay in Western Australia to do that research but they also pass 
on the benefit of that research to us in the community. At a university level, they can help students along the 
way. It is a fantastic program. I am very, very proud to be a member of the executive committee. When I sit in 
the presence of people such as Barry Marshall, Bryant Stokes and Peter Leedman and they ask for my opinion on 
things, I am quite agog and sometimes say to Barry Marshall that he is the one with the Nobel Prize, so he 
should tell me what it is all about. It is certainly a very humbling experience to be on the executive committee. 
I appreciate the opportunities that it has given me over the five years that I have sat on it to learn more about this 
vital area. 
I want to congratulate the state government for putting that line item in the budget. It was very pleasing to open 
the budget papers last week and finally see that one line indicating that the neurotrauma research program will be 
allocated $1 million. I hope that from now on, every budget will contain that same line item.  
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