
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 20 October 2011] 

 p8472b-8474a 
Hon Kate Doust 

 [1] 

HUMAN LACTATION STEM-CELL RESEARCH 

Statement 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [5.48 pm]: Earlier this 
week I had the good fortune to attend the AusBiotech conference in Adelaide. On the first day, a young Western 
Australian was acknowledged for her very important research work at the University of Western Australia. I told 
her I would share this information with my colleagues in the chamber because I think she is doing fantastic 
work. Members who have been here for a while will know I have had a longstanding interest in stem-cell 
research. We have had a number of debates in this place about that. Dr Foteini Hassiotou, who is only 28 and 
doing her second PhD, which is pretty phenomenal, works at UWA with the Hartmann human lactation research 
group. Her colleagues include Professor Peter Hartmann and Professor Luis Filgueira. They have identified that 
human breast milk contains stem cells that behave similarly to embryonic stem cells in culture and that they can 
be used as a non-invasive and ethical source of stem cells for innovative stem-cell therapies.  

For members who have been here during those debates, that has always been the key issue, given that embryonic 
stem cells have been argued to have more mobility and adaptability in how they are utilised than have some adult 
stem cells. So here we have effectively an adult stem cell that behaves as though it is embryonic and can be used 
in a range of mediums. We all understand the potential for research in this area and the potential for discovering 
ways of treating diabetes and Parkinson’s and a range of other conditions. Therefore the work that is being 
conducted at UWA is very important. I understand that there is a team of about 30 researchers based at UWA, 
working on different aspects of this research. 

In the work that she is doing, Dr Hassiotou has identified that the human lactating breast contains embryonic-like 
stem cells that are able to differentiate towards various body cell types, including bone, fat, liver, pancreatic and 
brain cells. Importantly, these cells can be accessed ethically and non-invasively from human breast milk. For a 
number of us, the great concern is how we can resource these types of cells in an ethical and non-invasive way. 
This research provides a fantastic opportunity to provide a clinical source of stem cells that can be used in novel 
stem-cell therapies, not only for the benefit of mothers and children, but also for a range of other people. Dr 
Hassiotou told me she has received a very strong level of interest from a range of breastfeeding mothers’ groups 
in Perth who are lining up to provide breast milk for this project, because they understand the enormous potential 
that this research provides for the future.  

This is work that will take a number of years. Perth is the only place in the whole world in which this type of 
research is being conducted. The work that Professor Hartmann has been doing for a number of years in the area 
of lactation has been recognised worldwide. So, for a young Western Australian to stand up at such a tender age, 
really—not much younger than the parliamentary secretary sitting across from me—and to be acknowledged in 
such a way, I thought was outstanding.  

Dr Hassiotou also received a state recognition. The national award that she won was the AusBiotech 
GlaxoSmithKline Student Excellence National Award for 2011. She is an extremely articulate, well presented 
and passionate person about this issue. I understand that she commenced her initial study into this area in Italy, 
and she deliberately chose to come to Perth when she heard about the work that Professor Hartmann is doing. 
This is one example of the many, many great pieces of research being conducted in Perth. Tragically here in 
Perth, while we have a range of companies and a large number of students working in these very interesting 
areas, often they go under the radar because it is very difficult to promote them. Earlier this week, when I spoke 
to the journalist from The West Australian who is responsible for this medical research area, to try to get a story 
up to congratulate Dr Hassiotou and say what great work she is doing and the great advantages it will provide for 
the future, the journalist said, “I won’t waste my time and I won’t waste anyone else’s; there’s nothing new in 
this story”. So I said to this journalist, “Well, what’s new here is a young Western Australian scientist who has 
just received national recognition for a project that no-one else in the world is conducting—a project that offers 
awesome potential”. I sure that everyone else in this chamber would congratulate Dr Hassiotou, and the people 
working with her, for the incredible work that they are doing.  

I also want to talk about this particular conference, because it was a very interesting conference to attend to learn 
about the range of projects that are taking place around Australia and about how some of these biotech 
companies operate. I was afforded a visit to the biotech incubator in South Australia, which is a purpose-built 
facility, and I came away thinking would it not be fantastic to have one of these in Western Australia to provide 
a facility in which our own biotech companies could grow and develop in an environment in which they can 
share ideas and develop their concept from idea to market.  

We really lack those opportunities and those facilities in our state to provide that level of support to a range of 
these researchers. It was disappointing that although places like Bavaria and Scotland, the American state of 
Indiana, and the Australian states of New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria had, along 
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with a range of private organisations, provided facilities at this conference to promote their various local 
companies, and researchers and academics from their respective states, Western Australia had provided nothing. 
Western Australia had absolutely no presence. We provided nothing for the people representing our universities 
and companies to promote them and advocate for them. A number of our biotech people were at the conference; 
several of whom are doing some incredible work ranging from developing malaria medicine to cell therapies to 
coming up with different types of solutions for children’s health problems—covering a whole range of different 
types of technologies and therapies. However, the state did not have a presence or means by which to promote 
what is happening in Western Australia. I know that it was very frustrating for those people there to be going in 
and out of meetings but not to have any single gathering point or anyone from the state department advocating 
their cause or giving them guidance or setting up appointments. I took the opportunity to sit with a number of 
those people over the three or four days to talk about what was happening in their area of expertise. As I said, 
they certainly are flying under the radar, but doing some incredible work; and work that we as Western 
Australians should be proud of. Quite frankly, if the state government had a vision for the future of this state 
aside from the resources sector, it would certainly seek to invest more fully than it currently is in biotechnology. 

Today, in answer to a question about the state of funding for the biotech industry, I received information about 
money set aside a few years ago being gradually eroded and syphoned off into a range of other projects, so that 
only a couple of hundred thousand dollars is left sitting there now. Quite frankly, some of that money—probably 
between $5 000 and $10 000—could have been set aside for this conference to provide the level of support that I 
have been talking about. If it was good enough for other states to do so and to promote their organisations and 
their states, it is disappointing that Western Australia could not pick up and deliver for its industry. 

Western Australia is a vital state. We have the opportunity to have a viable biotech industry in this state and for 
it to grow. The real risk is that if we do not invest in and support these organisations—it is essentially local 
content in a different form—the temptation is for those companies to go offshore. The risk is that we will lose 
these highly intelligent and driven people to other places. I know, having talked to a number of these people, that 
that is a constant pressure. 

In my last few seconds, I say to the government that if it does have a vision, I encourage it to pour in the dollars 
and support these local companies and the vision for our future in this area. 
 


