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Message from the Presidentsletter

I’d like to take this opportunity to 
remind you that the deadline for 
submitting abstracts for NeuroAlliance 
2026 – our annual scientific meeting, 
this year being held jointly with the 
Australasian Cognitive Neuroscience 
Society (ACNS) and Biological Psychiatry 
Australia (BPA) – is 22nd July. The 
meeting, whose theme is “Merging 
Minds, Advancing Discoveries”, will be 
held at the Hilton Hotel in Sydney from 
29 November – 2 December. 

The program, which is already shaping 
up as the most diverse and exciting 
ever, includes plenary lectures by Kay 
Double (University of Sydney), Marta 
Garrido (University of Melbourne), Barry 
Dickson (University of Queensland), John 
Cryan (University College Cork), Antonio 
Di Ieva (Macquarie University), Bronwyn 
Graham (University of New South 
Wales), Trevor Steward (University of 
Melbourne), and Redmond O’Connell 
(Trinity College Dublin).

The conference will not only showcase 
high quality research across the 
spectrum of basic and translational 
neuroscience, it will also offer 
opportunities for members to meet and 
make new connections with colleagues 
from different disciplines. In addition 
to the scientific program, there will also 
be a range of exciting social events, 
including a Welcome Reception at the 
Hilton Hotel on Sunday 29th November, 
a Networking Event (the conference 
dinner) on Tuesday 1st December, and 
several activities and workshops for 
early career researchers, including an 
ECR Pitch Afternoon, ECR Networking 
Night, and ECR Networking Breakfast. 
NeuroAlliance 2026 promises to be a 
very special meeting, so please make 
a note of it in your calendar. Early bird 
registration closes on 26th September.

We are looking forward to reviewing 
the ANS Annual Awards nominations 
for the A.W. Campbell, Nina Kondelos, 
Paxinos-Watson, Mark Rowe, Marcello 
Costa, and Education Excellence Award.
In addition, as I mentioned in the 
previous Newsletter, the ANS Council 
recently approved a new award to 
commence in 2026 called the “ANS 
Mid-Career Research Excellence Award”. 
This accolade is aimed at recognising a 
published paper by a researcher who is 
currently 5-10 years post-PhD. Further 
information is available on the ANS 
website. 

Best wishes for the months ahead, 
and I look forward to seeing you at 
NeuroAlliance 2026 in Sydney.

As I write this message, I am doing my best to make the most of the mid-year 
break, a time when those of us involved in undergraduate teaching get to 
catch up on manuscript and grant writing, as well as the many other things 
that get neglected when the semester is in full swing.

Professor  
Jason Mattingley

President, ANS 
j.mattingley@uq.edu.au
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Secretary’s Message

Dear ANS members,

As we reach the middle of the year, I 
would like to thank all our members 
for their continued engagement and 
support of the Australian Neuroscience 
Society. Planning is well underway 
for our Neuro Alliance Meeting at the 
Hilton in Sydney, and we are looking 
forward to bringing our community 
together for what promises to be an 
exciting and inspiring event.

I would also like to extend my sincere 
thanks to our Conference Chair and the 
Local Organizing Committee for their 
dedication, hard work, and ongoing 
efforts to ensure that every aspect 
of the meeting is coming together 
smoothly. Their commitment behind 
the scenes is invaluable, and we greatly 
appreciate the time and energy they are 
investing to make this year’s meeting 
a success.

A reminder that ANS Award applications 
are now open. These awards recognize 
excellence across our neuroscience 
community and provide an important 
opportunity to celebrate the 
achievements of our members. I strongly 
encourage all eligible members to apply 
and to consider nominating deserving 
colleagues. Applications close on 24 July, 
so please don’t miss this opportunity.

I look forward to seeing many of you 
in Sydney and celebrating another 
successful year for ANS.

Dr Matilde Balbi

Secretary
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Date: 2/12/2025  

Location: Grand Chancellor Hotel, 
Hobart   Time: 5:00pm  

Chair: Matilde Balbi,  Secretary

A quorum was confirmed.

1. Welcome and Apologies

The meeting was formally opened 
by Matilde Balbi, who welcomed all 
attendees including members, guests, 
and sponsors. She acknowledged the 
commitment of all involved in the 
Australasian Neuroscience Society (ANS).

A heartfelt acknowledgment was made 
to the Muwinina people, the traditional 
custodians of the land, recognising 
their enduring connection to the land 
and waters of Tasmania. Jason invited 
all present to take a moment of 
silence to reflect on the rich history of 
the Indigenous community and their 
contributions to the region.

Apologies:

Apologies were noted from members 
unable to attend, including:

•	 Paul Pilowsky

•	 Robert Porter

•	 Karl Iremonger

•	 David Vaney

•	 Samantha Gardener

•	 Margaret Morris

•	 Andrew Gundlach

•	 Saba Gharaei

•	 Femke Buisman-Pijlman

•	 Christine Law

•	 Kimberly Anderson

•	 Jeannie Devereaux

2. Confirmation of  
Previous Minutes

Motion 1: “The Society accepts the minutes 
of the 2024 Annual General Meeting held 
on 3 December 2024 at the Pan Pacific 
Hotel Perth as the correct record.”

Outcome: Carried unanimously

Members were encouraged to review the 
previous year’s minutes. There were no 
amendments or corrections proposed.

3. President’s Report

Presented by: Jason Mattingley

Jason Mattingley started by recognising 
the hard work of the Executive, 
Council and all Committee members, 
emphasising that their dedication is the 
backbone of the Society. In addition, 
he thanked the ANS members for 
supporting ANS events and activities, 
and The Association Specialists (TAS) 
Secretariat and Conference Team.

Jason provided a comprehensive 
overview of the Society’s achievements 
over the past year, aligning the work 
completed with the goals of the 2024-
2028 Strategic Plan. He highlighted 
successful initiatives in promoting 
neuroscience research and education, 
particularly in underrepresented areas.

Key highlights included:

•	 Annual Scientific Meeting and all 
people involved in the organisation

•	 Brain Bee

•	 ACAN 2025

•	 The Society’s commitment to 
fostering inclusivity, with specific 
programs aimed at supporting 
Indigenous neuroscientists.

•	 Strategic goals for the coming year, 
including enhanced collaboration 
with international neuroscience 
organisations.

4. Secretary’s Report

Presented by: Matilde Balbi

Matilde provided a detailed report on the 
Society’s membership statistics. 

Membership statistics:

•	 Total membership: 615 members

•	 Student members: 72

•	 Ordinary members: 204

She reminded members of the benefits 
of being an ANS member (awards and 
fellowships) 

5. Treasurer’s Report

Presented by: Steve Kassem

5.1 Financial Overview

Steve presented the financial 
statements, providing a thorough 
breakdown of income sources including 
membership fees, sponsorships, and 
grants. The Society recorded a profit of 
$269,134 for the financial year, allowing 

for reinvestment in member services 
and future initiatives.

Steve addressed questions regarding 
budget allocation for upcoming events, 
assuring members that funds were 
being managed judiciously and with full 
transparency.

5.2 Appointment of Auditor

Motion 2: “The Society receives 
the annual Financial Report and 
accompanying Auditor’s Report.”

Outcome: Carried unanimously

Motion 3: “The Society appoints Mark 
Tinworth of Tinworth & Co as the Auditor 
for 2025-2026.”

Outcome: Carried unanimously

6. Conference Executive  
Chair’s Report

Presented by: Jenna Ziebell

Jenna recapped the success of the 
Annual Scientific Meeting (ASM), noting 
high attendance and positive feedback 
from participants. She highlighted 
the diversity of topics covered and the 
strong engagement of both speakers 
and attendees. A big thank you was 
expressed to the local organising 
committee for their ongoing efforts. 
As well as gratitude to all conference 
sponsors and exhibitors.

Annual General Meeting 2025 Minutes



8. Appointment of 2026 Office 
Bearers and Council Members

Matilde Balbi announced the 2026 ANS 
Executive and Council, and thanked 
outgoing ANS Executive and Council 
members.

Outgoing ANS Executive

•	 Janet Keast – President

•	 Jenna Ziebell – Conference  
Executive Chair

Outgoing ANS Council

•	 Lezanne Ooi

•	 Anne Li

Outgoing members were recognised 
for their invaluable contributions, with 
heartfelt thanks from Matilde and other 
executive members. Their dedication 
was pivotal in steering the Society 
through challenges and successes.

2026 ANS Executive

•	 Jason Mattingley – President

•	 Anthony Hannan – President Elect

•	 Matilde Balbi – Secretary

•	 Steve Kassem – Treasurer

•	 Lezanne Ooi – Conference  
Executive Chair

2026 ANS Council

•	 Karl Iremonger

•	 Saba Gharaei

•	 Nicholas Price

•	 Thomas Burne

•	 Gary Morris

•	 Samantha Gardener

•	 Ian Musgrave

•	 Kristie Smith

•	 John Bekkers

•	 Jennifer Rodger

•	 Jay Bertran-Gonzales

Matilde also mentioned the 2026 ANS 
National Committees including; Early-
Mid Career Researcher Committee, 
Student Committee, Australasian 
Course in Advanced Neuroscience 
(ACAN), Brain Bee Co-convenors, and the 
Communication Committee.

9. Other Business

The Australasian Neuroscience Society 
44th Annual Scientific Meeting 
dates and location were announced. 
NeuroAlliance 2026 (a joint initiative 
of ANS, BPA and ACNS) to be held 29 
Nov- 2  December 2026 at the Hilton 
Sydney. The local organising committee, 
the international plenary speaker, and 
the national plenary speakers were also 
announced.

There was no other business raised in 
advance of the meeting. Members were 
invited to raise topics for discussion. 
Questions were raised by Elizabeth 
Coulson and Anthony Hannan 

10. Close

The meeting was formally adjourned. 
Matilde expressed her heartfelt thanks 
to all attendees for their participation, 
reiterating the importance of community 
engagement in driving the Society forward.

Confirmed as a true and accurate record:

Annual General Meeting 2025 Minutes

7. ANS Awards Presentation

Each award was presented with a brief description of its significance. The award 
winners were announced as follows:

  Award Recipient

AW Campbell Award James Pang, Monash University 
Outstanding contributions in early postdoctoral years

Mark Rowe Award Cait Beddows, University of Melbourne 
Best publication by an early career researcher in 2024

Nina Kondelos Award Lucy Palmer, The Florey 
Significant contributions by a female neuroscientist

Paxinos-Watson Award Gabriela Bodea, University of Queensland 
Most significant neuroscience paper published in 2024

Marcello Costa Award Tyler Browne, University of Newcastle 
Best publication on neural regulation of organs in 2024

Education Excellence 
Award

Jin Huang, University of Sydney 
Outstanding contributions to neuroscience education

Indigenous Travel 
Award

Tahnee Downs, Ariana Tuson & Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu  
Supporting Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and Māori 
students

ANS Finkel Foundation 
Travelling Fellowships

Barbara Fulopova, Cristina Mo, Jingjing You 
Supporting a Travelling Fellowship to a host laboratory 
with world-leading expertise relevant to development 
of brain-computer interfaces or related areas of 
innovative neurotechnology.

Matilde announced the launch of a new award: the mid-career Research excellence 
award, for the best publication by a mid-career (5-10 year post PhD) researcher 
member of the society.
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The 2026 Australasian Neuroscience 
Society (ANS) Annual Scientific Meeting 
marks an exciting new chapter as 
ANS joins forces with the Australian 
Cognitive Neuroscience Society (ACNS) 
and Biological Psychiatry Australia (BPA) 
for a unique collaborative conference.

Bringing together experts from 
neuroscience, cognitive neuroscience, 
and biological psychiatry, this 
landmark event will create an inspiring 
environment for sharing discoveries, 
sparking new ideas, and building 
collaborations across disciplines. By 
uniting these communities, the meeting 
offers exceptional opportunities 
to expand your network, engage 
with leading researchers, and forge 
partnerships that will shape future 
research and career opportunities.

Join us in Sydney in 2026 as we 
celebrate this milestone gathering and 
the exciting possibilities that emerge 
when our scientific communities come 
together.

NeuroAlliance Conference

The Australasian Neuroscience Society (ANS), Biological Psychiatry Australia (BPA) and the Australasian 
Cognitive Neuroscience Society (ACNS) have partnered together to co-host the 2026 Australasian 
Neuroscience Alliance conference (#NeuroAlliance2026) at The Hilton, Sydney 29 November - 2 
December. Early Bird registration open until 22 July.

This year, we will host the following distinguished speakers: 

ANS ELSPETH MCLACHLAN  
PLENARY LECTURE:  
Prof. Kay Double, 
The University of Sydney

ANS LAWRIE AUSTIN  
PLENARY LECTURE: 
Prof. Marta Garrido,  
Melbourne School of  
Psychological Sciences

ANS PLENARY LECTURE:  
Prof. Barry Dickson,  
Queensland Brain Institute

ANS INTERNATIONAL  
PLENARY LECTURE:  
Prof. John Cryan,  
Chair Anatomy & Neuroscience, 
University College Cork

ANS ECCLES PLENARY LECTURE:  
Prof. Antonio Di Ieva,  
Professor of Neurosurgery,  
Macquarie University; Professor of 
Neurosurgery, Italian Ministry of 
Education, University and Research; 
Assoc. Prof. of Neuroanatomy,  
Medical University of Vienna

BPA ISAAC SCHWEITZER LECTURE: 
Prof. Bronwyn Graham, 
UNSW Sydney; Director Centre for 
Sex & Gender Equity in Health & 
Medicine at the George Institute  
for Global Health

BPA AUBREY LEWIS AWARD:  
Assoc. Prof. Trevor Steward,  
University of Melbourne; Director, 
Brain and Mental Health Hub 

ACNS PLENARY LECTURE:  
Prof. Redmond O’Connell,  
Trinity College Institute of 
Neuroscience
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ANS Indigenous Travel Awards

The ANS Indigenous Travel 
Awards support Aboriginal, 
Torres Strait Islander 
and Māori students and 
researchers from Australia 
and New Zealand to attend 
the ANS Annual Scientific 
Meeting. Since 2023 the 
ANS Indigenous travel 
awards have supported 
awardees to present their 
research, engage with the 
neuroscience community 
and build networks.

In 2025 the ANS Indigenous travel 
awards were supported by ANS. We 
are seeing increasing numbers of high 
quality applications from across Australia 
and New Zealand for the ANS Indigenous 
travel awards, which is fantastic. 

Three successful candidates were 
supported to attend the ANS meeting 
in Hobart: Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu (Ngāti 
Kahungunu, Muaūpoko), Ariana Tuson 
(Ngāpuhi, Ngāi Tahu) and Tahnee Downs 
(Darug, Worimi-Gringai). Following the 
ANS meeting all three awardees also 
visited the Wicking Dementia Research 
and Education Centre and the Menzies 
Institute for Medical Research at the 
University of Tasmania hosted by Assoc 
Prof Phillippa Taberlay (Muwinina, 
Mellukerdee), Dr Adele Woodhouse. 
Miss Emily Garratt (Palawa), a previous 
ANS Indigenous travel award winner 
(2023), was also a valuable mentor 
and host for the awardees across the 
conference and the day at the University 
of Tasmania. We would like to thank 
Phillippa and Emily for organising and 
hosting that visit, which was highly 
appreciated by the awardees. 

“I enjoyed that it was multifaceted… 
there was networking and relationship 
building, tours to spaces that I wouldn’t 
otherwise have had an opportunity 
to see, people that I wouldn’t have 
otherwise had an opportunity to meet.”

Tahnee Downs 

Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu has completed 
his Masters at the Mātai Medical 
Research Institute. The goal of his 
research is to provide clinicians 
with better tools to recognise and 
respond to concussion and to create 
healing pathways that reflect both 
science and mātauranga Māori. 
Tuterangi is interested in the 
intersect between sports science 
and brain health in Indigenous and 
First Nations communities, who 
are often underrepresented in 
research. Highlights of attending the 
conference for Tuterangi were meeting 
Internationally renowned researchers in 
his field, networking with like minded 
researchers and a sense of belonging.

“Attending the conference has motivated 
me to pursue a career in this Industry. 
This award has empowered me to make 
a difference, not only in my community, 
but also with my family. As a result of 
receiving this award, I have proposed to 
my Academic Supervisors that I wish to 
pursue my PhD. Without attending this 
conference, I don’t believe I would have 
continued studying at the completion of 
my Masters degree.” 

Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu

Indigenous travel awardees with the Indigenous symposium speakers and chairs: Ariana Tuson, Tuterangi 
Nepe-Apatu, Emily Garratt, Lizzie Maning, Tahnee Downs, Maree Toombs, Phillippa Taberlay

The Indigenous travel awardees visiting the University of Tasmania: Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu, Ariana Tuson, 
Adele Woodhouse, Tahnee Downs, Phillippa Taberlay
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Ariana Tuson has just completed 
Honours at the University of Otago. Her 
research focused on Parkinson’s disease 
in Māori populations, using a Kaupapa 
Māori approach to explore culturally 
grounded health technologies, which 
she presented as a poster at the 
ANS meeting in Hobart. Ariana has 
recently started her PhD, combining 
neuroscience and Māori approaches, 
with the goal of combining lab-based 
work with community engagement. 
Ariana appreciated meeting and 
socialising with diverse people at the 
conference, including students, ECRs 
and established researchers, which 
provided a range of perspectives, 
experiences and ideas. 

“…this program increased my interest 
in pursuing a career in neuroscience. As 
a student, the prospect of a research 
career can feel daunting and isolating, 
particularly when those close to me are 
not in academia. Imposter syndrome can 
contribute to this … Being immersed in a 
community of neuroscience researchers- 
especially fellow students- helped 
normalise these feelings and exposed 
me to the shared passion and dedication 
within the field. Engaging with like-
minded people was both validating 
and motivating, and it strengthened 
my confidence in continuing along a 
neuroscience career path.” 

Ariana Tuson 

Tahnee Downs is a First Nations 
Lecturer at the University of Southern 
Queensland is in the final part of 
her PhD. Tahnee’s PhD focuses on 
how cancer and its treatment result 
in reduced cerebrovascular function 
and subsequently reduced cognition. 
Post-PhD Tahnee is keen to continue 
research in neuroscience particularly 
in the fields of brain health and 
dementia with a focus on First Nations 
peoples. Tahnee appreciated the 
networking, relationship building and 
representation at the conference.

“I had the opportunity to meet a 
senior First Nations woman who has 
an extensive research portfolio, and 
someone who I am able to look up 
to. Representation is an incredibly 

important aspect of developing the next 
generation (you can’t be what you can’t 
see) and I am thrilled to have met such 
an impressive researcher that I can now 
aspire to follow in the footsteps of.” 

Tahnee Downs 

The ANS Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 
Committee would like to thank 
the ANS Council and the Executive 
Committee for their support of this 
program to support the neuroscience 
careers of Indigenous researchers 
in Australia and New Zealand. We 
are looking forward to hosting the 
successful 2026 Indigenous travel 
awardees at the upcoming combined 
ANA meeting in Sydney.

Indigenous travel awardees at the conference with the ANS president: Adele Woodhouse, Ariana Tuson, 
Jason Mattingly, Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu, Lizzie Manning

Indigenous travel awardees at the conference with the ANS President: Lizzie Manning, Tahnee Downs, 
Jason Mattingly, Tuterangi Nepe-Apatu

ANS Indigenous Travel Awards
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Vale Dr Denovan Begg

Dr Denovan Patrick Begg 
(1981–2026) was an Associate 
Professor and behavioural 
neuroscientist whose work 
advanced understanding of 
the biological mechanisms 
linking diet, obesity, 
metabolism, stress and 
behaviour. 

After training at La Trobe University 
and Deakin University, he undertook 
an NHMRC CJ Martin Fellowship at the 
University of Cincinnati with Professor 
Stephen Woods, examining the renin–
angiotensin system and obesity. He 
then established a laboratory at UNSW 
focused on two central questions: the 
mechanisms underlying obesity and how 
dietary changes alter behaviour. 

His research used in vivo and in vitro 
models to study the transport of 
adiposity signals, including insulin, 
across the blood–brain barrier,  
combining genetic models, behavioural 
testing, small-animal surgery and 
molecular approaches. His work 
extended across insulin signalling, 
dietary fatty acids, eicosanoid pathways, 
inflammation, stress-induced learning 
deficits and the causal links between 
angiotensin, obesity and inflammation. 
He won the International Society for 
the Study of Fatty Acids and Lipids New 
Investigator Award.

Denovan was a committed teacher, 
supervisor, colleague and member 
of the Australasian neuroscience, 
international ingestive-behaviour and 
neuroendocrinology communities. At 
UNSW, he taught into undergraduate 
psychology programs, supervised 
numerous Honours and PhD students, 
and was greatly admired by them for his 
warmth, generosity and care.

Denovan died on 18 May 2026 at the 
age of 44 following a long illness. 
He faced his illness with remarkable 
determination and courage over several 
years, pursuing every treatment 
option and clinical trial available to 
him. He is remembered with deep 
affection and respect by his students, 
collaborators, colleagues and friends, 
and his contributions to metabolic and 
behavioural neuroscience will have a 
lasting impact on the field.
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NSW State Finals of the 
Australian Brain Bee 
Challenge (ABBC) held at 
UNSW Sydney on the  
13th of May

Dr Jennie Cederholm (UNSW Sydney) 
and Dr Cherylea Browne (Western 
Sydney University (WSU)), were 
so delighted to run the Finals on 
Wednesday 13th of May. The top 
60 students from around the State 
travelled to the Wallace Wurth Building 
on a wet Autumn Day, to go head-to-
head against their brainy peers. The 
Finals event started with the Individual 
Contestant Quiz. After a quick morning 
tea break, we had presentations from 
two PhD students. The students then 
proceeded to the Team Competition, 
where groups of 4 students from 
various schools competed for first 

place. After a nerve-wracking session, 
the North Sydney Girls High School 
team won! After lunch, the students, 
teachers and guardians experienced 
a hands-on neuroscience workshop 
that challenged the students’ 
vestibular systems and tricked their 
proprioceptive receptors. There 
were lots of laughs and happy tears 
(mostly…). The Museum of Human 
Disease was the next on the agenda, 
where the staff opened everyone’s eyes 
to inner workings of the human body 
and what it looks like when things go 
wrong. After this, the Top 10 students 
from the Individual Contestant Quiz 
were announced. The competition was 
riveting! The 2026 NSW State Finals 
Champion was Mr Lucas Shi from St 
Andrews Cathedral School! Lucas is 
an accelerated student, who is actually 
just 13 years old!

Brain Bee News
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Researcher Profile: Dr. Annalisa Paolino, University of Queensland

My journey into scientific research 
wasn’t a straight line. After graduating 
in Medicine and Surgery in Italy, I decided 
to take a break before committing to a 
lifelong medical residency. That period 
of reflection (and many coincidences) 
brought me all the way to Australia. 
While exploring Brisbane, I discovered 
the beautiful UQ campus at St Lucia and 
began reading about the groundbreaking 
research coming out of UQ, particularly 
at the Queensland Brain Institute (QBI). 
Eager to get involved in this world-class 
environment, I pursued an opportunity 
that led to a role as a research assistant 
in developmental neuroscience. It took 
only a few days of immersing myself 
in the mysteries of brain development 
and evolution to completely change my 
trajectory. Hooked on science, I completed 
a PhD under the supervision of my 
amazing mentors, A/Prof Rodrigo Suarez 
and Dr Laura Fenlon. Today, that same 
core passion fuels my postdoctoral work 
in their joint labs within UQ’s School of 
Biomedical Sciences.

The main objective of my research is to 
understand how different environmental 
conditions during development, particularly 
oxygen levels, influence brain structure 
and connectivity. Specifically, by comparing 
placental and marsupial animal models 
with distinct gestational strategies, I can 
track how exposure to different oxygen 
levels impact neurodevelopmental 
processes and the diverse evolutionary 
trajectories of mammalian brains. This 
work also establishes a critical foundation 
for identifying the neurodevelopmental 
impacts of altered oxygen levels in clinical 
conditions, such as intrauterine growth 
restriction and preterm birth.

What do you love about your job?

The best part of my job is that we get to 
investigate how the most complex organ 
in the body develops and works. In brain 
research, every answer we find sparks 
many more interesting questions, so the 
excitement never ends. I also absolutely 
love the collaborative environment, 
being surrounded by a dedicated team 
of people (and friends) who share that 
same curiosity and drive makes coming 
to the lab every day a joy.

What project(s) are you currently 
working on?

I’m looking at how the brain develops 
in different mammalian species, 
specifically marsupials and placental 
mammals. While the brains of these 
lineages share a lot of features, they 
also have major differences, for example 

marsupials have fewer neurons in their 
brain and completely lack a corpus 
callosum, which is a big axonal tract that 
connects the two brain hemispheres in all 
placentals, including humans. Moreover, 
I recently led a study showing that 
marsupials naturally lack an evolutionarily 
new population of cells that produce 
neurons, the basal progenitors, which are 
key to human intelligence.

Intriguingly, the absence of the corpus 
callosum is a relatively common 
neurodevelopmental disorders in humans, 
and changes in basal progenitors have 
been linked to intellectual disability and 
autism. Ultimately, my hope is that by 
understanding how marsupials naturally 
navigate these developmental differences, 
we can inspire innovative new strategies 
to understand, diagnose and treat 
complex neurodevelopmental conditions. I 
am incredibly excited about the countless 
ways we can unlock secrets of the human 
brain, in both health and disease, by 
exploring its evolutionary history.

Do you have any advice for anyone 
considering a career in science? 

Follow what you’re genuinely passionate 
about! A career in science can be tough, 
especially with how competitive funding 
is right now, but if it’s your passion, it’s 
absolutely worth a try. Working as a 
researcher helps you build so many skills 
that easily transfer to other fields. So, 
if things don’t work out, you can always 
change paths knowing that you have 
enriched your professional portfolio and 
contributed to advancing knowledge. 

Remember, people change careers many 
times throughout their working lives 
these days, so never be afraid of change 
and take every opportunity that comes 
your way without fear! Most importantly, 
protect your work-life balance. Having 
a life and interests outside of science is 
what keeps you grounded when things 
in the lab get frustrating.

What advice would you give your 
5-year younger self?

If I could whisper a secret to my younger 
self, I would say that it’s completely okay 
to be curious about a million different 
things. When I was a child, I changed 
my mind all the time on anything. For 
example, one day I wanted to be a 
vet, the next a florist, then a cashier, 
a doctor, or even an ice-cream maker. 
I was constantly fascinated by new 
possibilities. Now I know that having 
a mind that is constantly exploring 
isn’t a weakness, it’s a superpower. 
As a grown-up I know that my career 
celebrates my curious mind and lets me 
use it every day.

What do you do when you are not 
working?

Outside of work, my time is centred 
around my favourite people, especially 
my five-year-old son and my husband, 
who is also a neuroscientist. We share a 
deep love for the beach and we head to 
the coast together as much as possible, 
though never as often as we would like. 
My son’s infinite curiosity and endless 

energy keep me constantly on my toes. 
He is currently on a mission to try every 
single sport under the sun, which serves 
as my daily fitness routine and keeps 
life incredibly fun, fast-paced, and 
unpredictable.

What are your future plans?

Ideally, my goal (and my dream) is to 
secure a teaching and research academic 
position at a University. However, 
having spent many years in research, 
I’ve learned the value of adaptability. 
Staying true to my inner child, I always 
have a few different fallback plans, 
from opening an artisan gelato shop to 
teaching Italian to children. If my long-
term future takes me away from the 
traditional academic path, I know I’ll still 
find a way to be happy and fulfilled.
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Up until the age of 16 I had very little 
exposure to science but then I took a 
microbiology course and I was hooked. 
Although I loved learning about 
biology, I didn’t seriously consider a 
career in science until a week before 
university course preferences were due. 
I completed a Bachelor of Science and 
honours degree at the University of 
Melbourne where I found my passion 
for neuroscience before moving to 
the Menzies Institute for Medical 
Research in Hobart for my PhD, and now 
postdoctoral work. 

My research aims to bridge what  
we know about the genetics of 
multiple sclerosis (MS) with how  
the disease affects CNS resident  
cell types. I investigate how an MS 
genetic background impacts the 
function of iPSC-derived cells, with 
a focus on the neurovascular niche. 
Understanding these mechanisms  
may help identify new and more 
effective treatments for MS.

What do you love about your job?

I love the opportunity to dedicate my 
time to discovering something new that 
can have a positive impact on people’s 
lives. I also enjoy the constant learning 
and problem-solving that comes with 
scientific research. 

What project(s) are you  
currently working on?

I am just finishing up a project with 
Prof. Kaylene Young looking at iPSC-
derived pericytes generated from people 
with MS. We found that MS pericytes 
are less able to contract and regulate 
blood flow, but under inflammatory 
conditions, such as in an MS brain, the 
pericytes become hypercontractile and 
would severely reduce blood flow to 
lesioned areas. In addition to this, I have 
recently begun working with Dr William 
Reay, using what we know about the 
genetics of MS and ALS, to genetically 
prioritise new therapeutics.  

Do you have any advice for anyone 
considering a career in science? 

While a career in research can be all-
consuming, especially at the beginning 
when there is so much to learn, it is 
important to maintain a healthy work-
life balance.

What advice would you give your 
5-year younger self?

Science is a marathon not a sprint, 
and so looking after yourself and doing 
things that you enjoy outside of work 
will help give you perspective, and stay 
motivated and productive in the long run. 

What do you do when you are not 
working?

I recently had a baby, so most of my 
time outside of work is spent caring for 
and playing with my son. Watching him 
learn and discover new things every day 
is such a joy, and I wouldn’t have it any 
other way.

What are your future plans?

In the future, I hope to continue working 
in the MS field while also expanding into 
other neurodegenerative diseases such 
as ALS. These conditions share many 
underlying biological mechanisms, and 
there is value in studying them together 
rather than in isolation. I am particularly 
interested in using iPSC models and 
bioinformatic approaches to better 
understand disease mechanisms and 
identify potential therapeutic targets 
that could benefit multiple disorders. 

Researcher Profile: Alastair Fortune, University of Tasmania



July 2026 14Australasian Neuroscience Society Newsletter

Publications from the ANS members

A University of Queensland team 
reports a thermoresponsive intranasal 
formulation of clozapine that may 
improve treatment for schizophrenia. 
Led by Professor Darryl Eyles 
(QBI), preclinical data show robust 
antipsychotic effects at markedly 
reduced doses ~3.5% of standard oral 
dosing. The sol–gel system undergoes 
liquid-to-gel transition at body 
temperature, enhancing residence 

time and brain delivery while limiting 
systemic exposure. In rats, intranasal 
administration achieved high brain 
concentrations with reduced circulating 
drug levels, potentially mitigating 
dose-limiting adverse effects. This 
targeted delivery approach, developed 
with clinical and pharmaceutical 
collaborators, may expand clozapine’s 
utility in treatment-resistant disease.

This study followed cognitively healthy 
older adults over six years to investigate 
whether dietary sodium (salt) intake 
was linked to changes in memory and 
thinking abilities. The researchers 
found that men who consumed higher 
amounts of sodium experienced a 
greater decline in episodic memory, 
the ability to remember everyday 
events and experiences, compared 
with men who consumed less sodium. 

This association was not observed in 
women. The findings suggest that 
reducing salt intake may be one simple 
lifestyle strategy to help support 
brain health and preserve memory in 
older men, although more research is 
needed to understand why this effect 
appears to differ between men and 
women and whether lowering sodium 
intake can directly reduce the risk of 
cognitive decline.

Animals must balance rapid defensive 
reactions to potential threats with the 
need to avoid responding unnecessarily 
to repeated, nonthreatening events. 
Habituation supports this balance 
by reducing defensive responses to 
repeated, harmless stimuli. Although 
environmental context is known to 
shape associative learning, its role 
in regulating habituation of visually 
evoked defensive responses has not 
been directly tested. Here, we show 

that habituation of innate defensive 
freezing to a visual threat in mice is 
strongly context-dependent. Changing 
to a different context reduces 
habituation, with habituation restored 
when mice are returned to the original 
context. These findings reveal that 
habituation is not a fixed reduction 
in responsiveness, but a flexible, 
context-specific process that enables 
mice to modify defensive responses to 
changing environments.

Research led by Dr Matilde Balbi 
at UQ’s Queensland Brain Institute 
report that perineuronal nets (PNNs) 
in the retrosplenial cortex (RSC) are 
critical for coordinating hippocampal–
cortical activity during spatial memory 
retrieval. Targeted PNN removal in 
animal models increased neuronal 
firing but disrupted temporal 
organisation, impairing memory 
recall. This was accompanied by 
reduced gamma/theta oscillations 

and weakened coupling within the 
RSC and between the RSC and 
hippocampus, indicating compromised 
functional connectivity. The findings 
position PNNs as active regulators of 
inhibitory interneuron timing rather 
than passive scaffolds. Disruption 
of this mechanism may contribute 
to memory deficits in neurological 
disease, highlighting PNNs as potential 
therapeutic targets. 

Intranasal clozapine sol-gel formulation induces an antipsychotic 
effect at a fraction of a comparable oral therapeutic dose.

DW Eyles, HS Parekh, S. Alexander, P. Pandey, D. Siskind, M. Ali, M. Langguth, R. 
Lohman, X. Cui Transl Psychiatry (2026). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-026-04061-y

Higher sodium intake is ssociated with episodic memory decline in 
cognitively unimpaired older males: A 6-year longitudinal study at 
Neurobiology of Aging

Francisca Chuwa, Stephanie R. Rainey-Smith, Hilal Salim Said Al Shamsi, Hamid R. 
Sohrabi, Kevin Taddei, Colin L. Masters, Ralph N. Martins, Samantha L. Gardener 
Neurobiology of Aging (2026) https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2026.02.003.

Environmental Context Modulates Habituation of Visually Evoked 
Defensive Behavior

Haoxuan Qi, Alice Treloar, Greg J. Stuart, Saba Gharaei eNeuro (2026) https://doi.
org/10.1523/ENEURO.0434-5.2026

Retrosplenial perineuronal nets support hippocampal-cortical  
coupling and spatial memory recall

Phoebe Hawthorn, Dongsheng Xiao, Robert K.P. Sullivan, Thomas H.J. Burne, Matilde 
Balbi, Cell Reports (2026)117440, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2026.117440.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41398-026-04061-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2026.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1523/ENEURO.0434-5.2026
https://doi.org/10.1523/ENEURO.0434-5.2026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2026.117440
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Events

Australasian Winter Conference on Brain Research (AWCBR)

30 Aug- 02 Sep 2026, Christchurch NZ

https://www.awcbr.org/

Conference of the International Society for Autonomic Neuroscience (ISAN) 

2-5 September 2026 in Bologna, Italy

https://autonomicneuroscience.info/

International Basal Ganglia Society (IBAGS) meeting

6-10th December 2025, Dunedin, New Zealand

Registration for IBAGS XV is open at:  https://www.ivvy.com.au/event/IBAGS26/home.html

https://www.awcbr.org/
https://autonomicneuroscience.info/
https://www.ivvy.com.au/event/IBAGS26/home.html
https://www.awcbr.org/
https://autonomicneuroscience.info/
https://www.ivvy.com.au/event/IBAGS26/home.html
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The ANS Communications Committee helps 
members disseminate information and 
publicise Society activities to members and 
the public through several channels:

Quarterly newsletters: 

offering ample space for detailed content 
(next deadline for next newsletter content:  
31 October 2026)

Monthly bulletin announcements

(prepared by the ANS Secretariat)

ANS website posts 

(www.ans.org.au), including new job 
advertisements 

Social media posts 

on X (formerly Tweeter, @AusNeuroSoc), 
Bluesky (ausneurosoc.bsky.social, both 
curated by Dr Lila Landowski, University 
of Tasmania), and LinkedIn (Australasian 
Neuroscience Society Group, curated by Prof 
Thomas Fath, Macquarie University).

The ANS Communications Committee 
is co-chaired by

A/Prof Nathalie Dehorter (University of 
Queensland) and Dr Liviu-Gabriel Bodea 
(University of Tasmania). 

If you have content for us, please email 
Nathalie (n.dehorter@uq.edu.au) or Liviu 
(liviu.bodea@utas.edu.au).

Please join with your colleagues in Australia 
and New Zealand by becoming a Member of 
ANS. You can join online at any time at  
tas.currinda. com/register/organisation/172.

ANS Communications

Is there information you would like to be shared  
with the wider ANS community?

Become an ANS member or student member! 
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