
They’ve notched up almost a 
century between them, but now 
Royal Prince Alfred Hospital’s 
self-proclaimed “terrible two” are 
parting ways.

Last month, Debbie Spurway handed 
in her resignation after 42 years on 
RPA’s delivery ward – leaving her 
best friend and fellow midwife Pam 
Patience behind.

The two made a pact to retire together, 
but when it came to the crunch, Pam 
– who has already put in 47 years full 
time on night shift at RPA – couldn’t 
bear to say goodbye to her colleagues 
and patients.

“As soon as I said I’d retire, I knew I 
couldn’t go through with it. I’ll be here 
until my body says I can do no more.”

Pam began her nursing career at the 
Royal Alexandra Children’s Hospital in 
Camperdown in 1964, moving to the 
King George V hospital to become a 
midwife in 1968. 

She was joined by Debbie in 1973, 
and the two have been firm friends 
ever since.

“They call us the terrible two around 
here because we’re known to cause 
a bit of mischief,” says Debbie. 
“Sometimes, playing pranks is the 
best way to let off a little steam after a 
hard shift.”

Both midwives agree they were 
fortunate to find the best job in the 
world – and the best place to do it.

“This place is like my other home,” says   
Pam. “We’ve been like a little family.   
There’s a real sense of belonging. Seeing   
parents smile and the healthy baby is all   
the reward and satisfaction I ever needed.”

Dozens of babies delivered by the 
dynamic duo have returned to RPA 
as adults to become smiling parents 
themselves, with Debbie and Pam still 
on hand to guide them through.

And none are forgotten – with each 
midwife keeping a treasure chest of 
cards and letters, thanking them for 
their care and kindness.

“One baby was born so premature we 
were sure we would lose her,” Pam 

says. “It seemed that there was no 
hope, but she refused to die. She’s a 
happy, healthy seven-year-old now and 
I think about her whenever I’m having 
a bad day.”

RPA’s Director of Nursing and 
Midwifery, Claire Harris, knows Debbie 
– and Pam, when the time comes – will 
never be forgotten.

“Debbie and Pam are quiet achievers 
but their contribution to our 
community, and the people they have 
cared for, has been enormous. Their 
legacy will live on long after their 
retirement through the next generation 
they helped mentor.”

Farewell to double act
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Pam Patience and Debbie Spurway with newly arrived twins
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Executive Messages

Message from the Chair, District Board

Message from the Chief Executive

Sydney Local Health District held its annual general meeting this month, with 
fascinating presentations from some of the District’s leading health experts. 

This year, our keynote speaker was Senior Staff Specialist at Royal Prince Alfred Hospital’s  
AW Morrow Gastroenterology and Liver Centre, Clinical Associate Professor Simone Strasser. 

Almost 250,000 Australians are living with chronic hepatitis C and increasing numbers of 
people are progressing to cirrhosis, liver failure and liver cancer. 

Until recently treatments have been poorly tolerated and effective in only half those treated. 

Associate Professor Simone Strasser gave us a fascinating presentation on the revolution 
in hepatitis C treatments, with new, all-oral therapies that have excellent tolerability, are 
of short duration, and cure more than 95 per cent of patients.

We also hosted an ‘on the couch session’ with the District’s Clinical Director of Public 
Health, Dr Leena Gupta, allowing the audience to ask questions about how the District is 
working to improve the health of our community. 

These meetings are an important way to maintain transparency and accountability, as 
they allow members of our community to learn how the District is being managed, and 
have input into the decisions we make.

I sincerely thank everyone who took time out of their busy schedules to come along and 
congratulate all of our hardworking staff on another fantastic year of providing excellence 
in healthcare for all.

It has been another very busy and 
productive month across Sydney Local 
Health District.

On Remembrance Day, Health Minister 
Jillian Skinner joined us in officially 
dedicating the Centenary Garden at 
Concord Repatriation General Hospital. 

The garden has been a wonderful community 
project, with support from local Rotary clubs,   
and a touching tribute to the centenary of   
ANZAC and Concord’s long history of service 
to the military and veteran community. 

Earlier this month, Minister Skinner also 
visited the District to launch the five-year 
Child Health and Wellbeing Plan, which 
aims to tackle important issues including 
childhood obesity and domestic violence.

The plan is the result of a strong 
collaboration across health, family and 
community services, education, the Central 
and South Eastern Sydney Primary Health 

Network, and several child health and 
wellbeing non-government organisations.

The Minister also visited the Chris O’Brien 
Lifehouse this month to officially open the 
final floor of in-patient wards.

Lifehouse builds on the foundation in   
specialist cancer care provided by Royal Prince 
Alfred Hospital for many years, and the two   
are working together to deliver the latest   
innovations in cancer treatment and services. 

Entries have now closed for the Muralogy   
2015 competition and judges have the   
difficult task of choosing which of the   
submissions should be produced on four   
large walls of the new Institute of Academic 
Surgery building at RPA. The fifth and   
final artwork will be chosen by staff and   
community members through the Sydney   
Local Health District Facebook page. 

Be sure to check the District’s Media Centre 
for the winners and cast your vote for your 
favourite submission.

Dr Teresa Anderson
Sydney Local Health District 
Chief Executive

The Hon . Ron 
Phillips
Sydney Local Health District 
Board Chairman
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 My day starts at when I wake up, attend to 
my three children, drop them off to school 

and then drive to work.

 The first thing I do is 
attend to my emails 

and plan my work schedule for the 
day. I then visit the wards, establish 
which patients require discharge 
planning and refer them to 
community services. This is really important because the 
care these people receive in the community can help 
prevent them from ending up back in hospital.

 I attend my first multidisciplinary team 
meeting for the day at the medical 

assessment unit. These meetings include a medical 
registrar, 
occupational 
therapist, 
physiotherapist, 
social worker, 
registered nurse 
and a complex 
care or transitional 
care clinical nurse 

consultant. Sometimes they also include dietitians and a 
pharmacist. After this, I refer patients on to complex care 
services as required.

 First coffee of the day and catch up with a 
few work colleagues about our children and 

their menacing antics.

 I update my statistics on all the patients that 
have been referred to me or the patients 

I have identified who require further 
services after discharge. These 
include which services I referred 
them to, with a rationale explaining 
the decision. It’s a great feeling to be 
able to offer the patients so much 
support after they leave hospital.

 I complete more stats or online course work 
in dementia care with the University of  

Tasmania. I’m always on the lookout for interesting courses 
to study and broaden my knowledge base. I’ve attended   
several wound management courses and forums, and these   
have helped me pass on knowledge to the nurses I work with.

 When I finish work at 4:30pm, I prepare 
myself for my next shift at home, caring for 

my children and preparing for the next day.

Executive Messages

Life’s winning  
 lottery ticket 

Tony Harding will mark 10,000 days since his liver 
transplant at Royal Prince Alfred Hospital by giving out 
lottery tickets.

“I’ll give them to some of my doctors and friends and work 
mates. It’s been 10,000 days since I won life’s greatest lottery, 
so I hope they too can have some luck.”

It was 1988 when he became ill while studying his PhD at the 
University of Sydney at the age of 25. His eyes went yellow and 
his liver function tests were “through the roof” when doctors 
referred him to RPA.

For 10 days he was in a coma, had an operation for peritonitis, 
a liver biopsy and was placed on the urgent transplant list, his 
family told he may only have days to live.

His 14-hour transplant surgery was the first to be performed  
on a patient in a coma, and just the 35th liver transplant 
performed at RPA.

After his recovery, he went on to complete his PhD in teratology 
and now works as a medical researcher at the MS Research 
Australia Brain Bank.

In 1990, he attended his first Australian Transplant Games and 
every games since, as well as every World Transplant Games 
since 1997.

“I’ve recently returned from Argentina, with a gold medal in the 
doubles ten-pin bowling, my first World Games gold.”

For the 20 year anniversary of his transplant in 2008, he planted 
a Wollemi Pine on the grounds of RPA to remember his donor. 

“I like to celebrate the milestones. It’s also remembering the 
passing of my donor, and that’s important. I hope to get people 
talking about organ donation. I think transplant recipients 
should be proud.”

MY DAY
Penelope Abouharb – Clinical Nurse 
Specialist, Transitional Care – Balmain Hospital

Second chance for Tony Harding
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Research Matters

Opening door to new treatments
A researcher who laid the foundation for new treatment   
of complications in patients with diabetes received the   
Sydney Local Health District Young Achiever Award for   
Translational Research at the Heart Research Institute’s 
annual Awards for Excellence.

Dr Jun Yuan is part of Associate Professor Martin Ng’s 

Translational Research Group at the Heart Research Institute 

and senior lecturer at the University of Sydney. He also 

received the prestigious Ralph Reader prize at the recent 

Cardiac Society of Australia and New Zealand meeting for his 

work on the cholesterol lowering drug fenofibrate.

Blood flow reduction is a common problem for diabetics and 

this can lead to vascular disorders and limb amputation.

Dr Yuan’s research studied the way in which fenofibrate 

dramatically reduces these outcomes and made a 

significant discovery.

“In our study, we have shown a newly identified mechanism 

by which fenofibrate can facilitate growth of new blood 

vessels to sites affected by diabetic vascular disease. This 

finding is very exciting because, ultimately, it may result in  

new treatments for diabetic vascular complications,” he said.

Last financial year more than 1,233 diabetes-related amputations 

were performed across NSW, up from 846 in 2001/02.

“We know that this is a growing issue across NSW and here 
within Sydney Local Health District, so I hope this research can 
help reduce this growing trend and save patients from some 
of the most serious complications of diabetes,” Dr Yuan said.

For now though, Dr Yuan will continue his research into 
obesity, diabetes and cardiovascular disease, with an emphasis 
on research that can quickly be translated to improve 
patient outcomes.

SLHD shines at NSW Health Awards
Sydney Local Health District took   
out the state’s top honour for   
innovation at the 17th annual   
NSW Health Awards this month   
for Concord Hospital’s electronic   
medication management system.

The system replaces paper records, 
eliminating the risk of a patient 
receiving the wrong medicine or  
dosage due to human error.

It was trialled on the aged care wards 
and has now been rolled out across  
all wards at Concord.

It has been a great example of  
our clinicians, ICT staff, managers 
and support staff working together 
to achieve better outcomes for 
our patients.

Health Minister Jillian Skinner selected it 
as the winner of the Minister for Health 
Award for Innovation from 48 finalists 
represented in 11 categories.

“As I travel the state, I am inspired by  
nurses, clinicians, allied health   
professionals, support staff, researchers   
and volunteers who strive daily to develop 
and implement innovative models of care 
for their patients,” she said.

“Many of them are represented at this   
year’s awards – but this medication system   
is a standout for me. When I visited   
Concord Hospital to witness it in operation,   
I was struck by the overwhelmingly positive   
response of staff. But, more than that, I saw   
the implications for the whole of Health   
when it is replicated across the state.”

Canterbury Hospital was also joint 
winner of the Harry Collins Award for a 
project on catheter-associated urinary 
tract infections, and Mental Health and 
Drug Health were awarded the People’s 
Choice award for the Missenden Short 
Stay Unit, an Australian first integrated 
multidisciplinary model.

The winning team with  
Health Minister Jillian Skinner

HealthMatters • Sydney – it’s your local health district4
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Research Matters

Colour your own 
cancer journey
When Mara Morson was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma, she pictured the worst case scenario.

“I had visions of being a thin, sickly person, with no hair and I 
wondered how I would cope,” she said.

Refusing to let that vision take over her life, she began recording 
and framing her cancer journey in her own terms. Her sister 
took photographs at every stage of treatment, and these were 
carefully arranged and decorated with other mementos in guided 
scrapbook sessions at Concord Hospital’s Survivorship Centre.

“My scrapbook project was healing and therapeutic. It 
transformed an ugly and difficult time in my life into a unique 
and pleasant record that brings a smile to my face.”

Concord Hospital recently held an event to raise awareness of  
the centre and its activities.

Supporters walked as a group from the hospital’s Green to the 
Survivorship Cottage at for a barbecue lunch or dumplings, and  
a session of music therapy, card-making or Qigong.

After four cycles of chemotherapy and 15 radiotherapy sessions, 
Ms Morson is in “partial remission”, as lesions are still present in 
her chest, though significantly reduced.

She will be forever grateful to the “truly dedicated team of 
professionals and unsung heroes” who contributed to her care, 
and to the Survivorship Centre.

“Scrapbooking was a therapy that helped me to move on 
and be inspired by the people I met, and I want to continue 
with this creative outlet. I’m planning a nicer theme for my 
next scrapbook.”

For more information about the Survivorship Centre,  
including a program of seminars and activities, visit  
www .slhd .nsw .gov .au/concord/cancer/survivorship .html .

In 2009, Laura Brunick fell on hard times. Already 
caring for her young son, she was forced to quit her 
job and become a full time carer for her dying father.

“Unfortunately, my needs were put on the back burner, 
and this took a toll on my health.

She began experiencing pain and bleeding from her gums 
and was referred to Sydney Dental Hospital by a health 
clinic in Narellan in Sydney’s south west.

“I had never heard of the hospital before and I couldn’t 
believe how quickly I got an appointment.”

Diagnosed with chronic periodontal disease, she was 
advised that straightening her teeth would be needed to 
effectively manage the condition.

“One of the great strengths of Sydney Dental Hospital is 
our multidisciplinary approach to caring for each patient,” 
said senior staff dentist Dr Russell Lain.

“Ms Brunick’s condition would have continued to 
deteriorate without intervention, so we were able to offer 
disease management, corrective surgery and orthodontic 
work all under the one roof.”

After several operations over six years, including the removal   
of wisdom teeth, and the implantation and removal of surgical   
plates, Ms Brunick is symptom-free and loves her new smile.

“It has definitely given me more confidence when I’m talking to   
people and I’m extremely grateful for the treatment I received.

Ms Brunick is now working three casual jobs while she 
completes her Bachelor degree – and she plans to make 
a donation to Sydney Dental Hospital as a token of her 
gratitude after her graduation.

Helping hands  
through hard times

Laura Brunick with son, Destin

Mara Morson enjoying a Survivorship Centre scrapbooking class

http://www.slhd.nsw.gov.au/concord/cancer/survivorship.html
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District Confidential

Celebrating NSW Children’s Day Let us help you 
kick the habit
Social worker Elizabeth Barry 
smoked a pack of cigarettes daily 
for 45 years, but hasn’t touched 
tobacco since she used the Sydney 
Local Health District quit smoking 
assistance program six months ago. 

“I’ve tried to quit before but never for 
this long and never with this confidence. 
This is the first time I’ve called myself a 
non-smoker and I know it’s for good 
this time.”

The District offers all staff free nicotine 
replacement therapy and guidance 
from a trained and accredited tobacco 
treatment specialist on the most 
effective quitting methods.

“Part of this process is helping you 
understand your smoking habits and 
routines and develop strategies to 
manage nicotine withdrawal symptoms 
and triggers to smoke,” said Louise Ross 
from the SLHD Quit Smoking Service.

The service also provides a range of 
information on the benefits of quitting, 
including a reducing risk of a range of 
diseases and saving money. 

The risk of coronary heart disease is 
halved one year after quitting smoking 
and stroke risk is reduced to that of a 
non-smoker after five years. After 15 
years, the risk of coronary disease is 
equal to that of a non-smoker. 

“Everyone owes it to themselves to quit 
smoking, but they also owe it to their 
family and loved ones,” Ms Ross said. 

To contact the District’s Quit Smoking 
Service, call 0476 810 568. Or check out 
the website at www.quitnow.gov.au.

http://www.quitnow.gov.au
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District Confidential

New centre for Concord’s bubs
After 72 years providing health care for infants, the 
Concord Early Childhood Health Centre has a new 
home in Concord West.

District Child and Family Health Clinical Nurse Specialist 
Belinda Pasqual’s family has three generations of memories at 
the Wellbank Street centre

Belinda, who has worked there for 22 years, took both 
her children there more than 30 years ago. Her daughter, 
Sharlene, now takes her son Ethan, 22 months, to the centre.

The new Concord West centre is purpose-built in an area 
which also hosts the Victoria Avenue Public School and a 
childcare centre, making it even easier for parents to get 
health check-ups for their little ones.

The centre houses consult rooms for child and family health 
nurses, office space and a group meeting space, which hosts 
regular New Parents’ Groups.

Among the first to enjoy the new centre were Holly Dawson, 
and her daughter Beatrice, from Mortlake.

“I was intrigued about the site. I wasn’t aware it was here. 
The facility is beautiful,” she said.

Paula Arbos, mother to Olivia, moved from Brazil five months 
ago and finds attending regular parents’ groups eases the 
isolation of being a new mum in a new country.

“To be able to learn, exchange tips and make new friends has 
been great. Being a new mum can feel isolated, so the group 
is a good reason to go out.”

The parents’ group, which meets for four weeks, will stay in 
touch through social media and plans to continue meeting, 
something Belinda Pasqual says is one of the biggest changes.

“It is great to see mothers now keeping in touch through 
Facebook. It certainly wasn’t an option in days gone by.”

A history of helping HIV patients

When the first cases of HIV shook 
Australia in 1982, Roger Garsia was 
among the first to establish HIV 
services at RPA.

He was instrumental in the development 
of NSW HIV policy and strategy, chairing 
the statewide advisory committee, and 
advanced our understanding of the 
disease through epidemiology, clinical, 
social and virology research.

His enormous contribution over the 
past 30 years was acknowledged at a 
ceremony marking his retirement from 
his post at Sydney Local Health District.

Having served as a senior Staff Specialist 
in immunology since 1978, Associate 
Professor Garsia will now become 
Associate Dean of the Central Clinical 
School at the University of Sydney.

“Roger was a powerful advocate 
for the establishment of the Needle 
Syringe Program, and for innovative 
and multidisciplinary models of care 
for people with HIV,” Chief Executive 
Dr Teresa Anderson said.

“I know he is very proud to be the medical   
director of our HIV dementia residential   
care service at Yaralla House, which is the   
only service of its kind in the world.”

Associate Professor Garsia was   
overwhelmed by the ceremony, attended 
by NSW Health Protection Director Dr   
Jeremy McAnulty and the Chief Executive   
of Positive Life NSW, Craig Cooper.

“It has been a huge honour to have 
worked with such remarkable colleagues 
since the beginning of the HIV epidemic. 
I am proud to have played a role in the 
dramatic improvement in the outlook for 
people with HIV,” he said.

In his new role, he is looking forward   
to taking interdisciplinary care into   
interdisciplinary teaching by changing   
curricula and teaching environments for   
medical and other health science students.

“I’m so glad that I’ll still be able to work 
alongside colleagues from the District 
and HIV sector.”

The parents’ group helps new parents feel less isolated

Associate Professor Roger Garsia
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Margot Gook 
Senior Psychologist,  
Employee Assistance Program, RPA
Margot Gook learned to listen with 
compassion at a young age.

As the daughter of an Anglican minister, 

she never knew who she would find 

at the breakfast table each morning. 

It could be a bishop or a troubled 

homeless person.

Despite this seemingly prophetic 

childhood, Margot’s journey from 

compassionate child to psychologist was 

anything but direct.

“I know what it’s like to not know what 

I wanted to do with my life and not 

feeling like I was doing much,” she said.

After her final year of high school was 

interrupted by a terrible car accident and 

spinal injury, Ms Gook began working 

as a ward clerk, before moving through 

a range of roles including a driver for 

Jaguar cars, youth worker and 
cardiac technician.

It was in this last role that her  
true calling became clear.

“A colleague came bursting  
out of a consult room looking 
panicked and said I needed to 
help them. I guessed that the 
patient was in cardiac arrest but, 
in fact, she was just crying. A heart 
attack wouldn’t have frightened him,  
but this unexpected display of  
human emotion did.”

Now, after seven years with the District’s 
Employee Assistance Program, Ms Gook 
said she couldn’t imagine doing 
anything else.

“I am quite often inspired by the people 
who come to see me. They see some 
terrible things and still come to work 

with a smile on their faces, ready to help 
someone else the next day,” she said.

“I’m glad it took me a while to find this 
happiness. It helps me relate to people 
who feel as though they’re lost and 
don’t know what to do.”

And she takes her own advice, by 
looking after her own mental health.

“Self care is not just a personal benefit, 
it’s a professional responsibility. We all 
need to look after ourselves so we can 
keep looking after others.”

EVENTS CALENDAR
Institute of Academic Surgery 
mural competition winners 
announced

Friday 20 November, 12:00 – 2:00 pm 
Gloucester House lawn, RPA

RPA will host a barbecue to announce the winners 
of the IAS mural competition – Muralogy.

 
Artist Oscar Solomon and director Katie McBride

Annual Consumer Conference

Friday 4 December, 9:30am – 3:30pm

CEWD Rozelle Campus  
Building 301, Callan Park, Corner of Cecily Street and Balmain Road, Rozelle

Join in the conversation at the annual Consumer Conference. Lunch provided,  
free parking available on Balmain Road.

RSVP essential by Monday 23 November to 
SLHD.Consumer@sswahs.nsw.gov.au  or  9515 9622

Balmain Fun Run

Sunday 20 November, 8:00am – 12:00pm

Starting at King George Park, Manning Street, Rozelle

The Balmain Fun Run will raise funds for paediatrics at RPA. Entrants can make donations 
when they register. All funds raised will be presented on the day to RPA general manager.

Register at www.balmainfunrun.com.au 
Registration closes Friday, 20 November at 5:59pm

mailto:sydneymedia%40sswahs.nsw.gov.au?subject=HealthMatters%20Submissions
mailto:SLHD.Consumer%40sswahs.nsw.gov.au?subject=
http://www.balmainfunrun.com.au
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