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cology. Within a relatively short time, the MMed program has
produced specialists in ophthalmology, otorhinolaryngology,
pathology, dermatology and, most recently, medical imaging. A
program in emergency medicine has also now been established. All
the programs have been developed and maintained with consider-
able assistance and support from Australian institutions (learned
Colleges and hospitals) and individuals. Standards of training have
been set and are maintained by the mandatory participation of
external examiners, many of whom are examiners for Australian
Fellowship examinations.

Almost 30 years after its introduction, the wisdom of the
decision to embark on specialty training based within PNG is
clear. One hundred and thirty two PNG clinical specialists have
been trained, of whom 93 (71%) are working within the public
health service (including the UPNG School of Medicine and
Health Sciences). The program has trained 16 specialists from
other Pacific Islands, including 10 from the Solomon Islands.
Although most of our graduates have spent part of their training
in Australian hospitals, their feet have, for the most part,
remained firmly on PNG ground. All are “generalists” within
their specialty, and able to function effectively and efficiently in a
poorly resourced environment. However, some have also devel-
oped expertise in subspecialty areas, and UPNG has now intro-
duced a Higher Postgraduate Diploma in the clinical and
pathology subspecialties.

The best indicator of the success of the MMed program is that
PNG is approaching a situation in which all the available hospital
specialist positions will be occupied by fully qualified and highly
competent PNG doctors. PNG has also made an important contri-
bution to the training of Pacific Islander specialists. However, nine

The history of training public health specialists is more com-
plex. Early postgraduates were trained overseas. In the early
1980s, UPNG introduced a Master of Community Health, prima-
rily based on research, but this has recently been replaced by a
Master of Public Health, based on coursework and supervised
research. This commenced as a combined program between the
University of Queensland and UPNG, with coursework being done
in Brisbane, but it is now run completely by UPNG. It is probably
too early to assess the outcome of this program.

The financial and logistical support provided by AusAid,
together with the National Department of Health and UPNG, has
been central to the success of our undergraduate and postgraduate
training programs in medicine and the allied health professions.
The interdependence of the health professions is of particular
importance in a country like PNG. Medical undergraduates gain
experience of primary care in both urban and rural settings and
learn to appreciate the importance of the contributions made by
other health professionals. It may well be time to consider adding
postgraduate training in primary healthcare to our specialty train-
ing options to ensure that all graduates have the opportunity to
further develop their skills and contribute to the health of urban
and rural communities. In addition, there is a major need to
introduce continuing professional development programs for all
health professionals to ensure that the achievements in basic and
specialty training are maintained, consolidated and extended.
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Papua New Guinea: targeting research to things that matter
John C Reeder

he Papua New Guinea Institute of Medical Research
(PNGIMR) conducts research into the priority health prob-
lems of the people of PNG to improve treatment, control

and prevention of disease. PNGIMR research programs encompass
vector-borne diseases (particularly malaria), respiratory diseases,
sexual health, disease surveillance, infectious diseases and opera-
tional (health systems) research. There can be no doubt that this
capacity for high quality, evidence-based intervention has had a
very positive impact on health in PNG. National malaria treatment
policy, development of filariasis and malaria control programs, and

the development of a pigbel vaccine are but a few of the areas in
which the Institute’s research has been translated into action.

The success of the PNGIMR has been due to an uncompromis-
ing attitude towards excellence in science. A crucial factor in
maintaining these standards is the training of young PNG research
scientists. Currently, there is an acute shortage of postdoctoral
PNG scientists who have an internationally competitive track-
record of achievement and publication, the ability to attract
competitive scientific funding, an interest in research areas of
national health priority, and the potential to be research leaders of
the future.

Priority must obviously be given to training PNG graduates to
fill these gaps. However, it is not sufficient to increase the number
of people with postgraduate qualifications by simply allowing
them to accept scholarships to work overseas — we must target
our graduates’ development to the things that matter in PNG.

PNG has two advantages in formulating a PNG-centred research
training program. Firstly, the PNGIMR is already carrying out
research of acclaimed international standard, focusing on PNG
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health problems. It has many exter-
nally funded scientific projects, solid
international networks, a high-level
publication record, and internationally
recognised scientific supervisors. Sec-
ondly, the University of PNG (UPNG)
is a fast-maturing academic institution
with a strong appreciation of the value
of research. In September 2004, the
two institutions signed an agreement
to pool their resources to address the
shortage of PNG scientists.

The key to developing PNG health-
research scientists is to base their
training firmly in PNG, in areas of
national importance with long-term potential. The cornerstone
of this strategy is using PNGIMR projects as a vehicle for UPNG
postgraduate degrees. Our developing model sees graduate
students (from UPNG or returning from overseas) being
recruited by the PNGIMR and rotated through its laboratories to
top up practical skills, then being attached to a project for
honours research, under supervision of a PNGIMR scientist,
while registered at UPNG. Students who achieve a high standard
then register for a masters degree or PhD course, developing the
same research themes. Although still focused on PNG, these

students will also spend periods of
time in overseas laboratories, learning
relevant technologies and expanding
their international networks. By the
time they complete their PhD they
will have built a firm foundation for a
career in their chosen area of research
and already be established in their
PNG workplace. At this stage, they
can be insulated for a few years from
teaching and administration to
develop their own independent pro-
gram of research.

An important assumption of this
model is that it is not always necessary

to go outside PNG to get well regarded postgraduate qualifications.
As a researcher, the most important things about your PhD are the
relevance and novelty of the project, the quality of the work done,
the international reputation of your supervisors, and productivity
in publishing peer-reviewed papers in international journals. In
PNG we have all the components to excel in this area, and the
collaboration between the UPNG and the PNGIMR is a landmark
step in making a UPNG research PhD an internationally recog-
nised and competitive qualification, with full relevance to the PNG
context. ❏

Postgraduate research officers at the PNGIMR.
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