
We are halfway through the year already and many of you are starting Semester Two after some excellent 

exam results.   Well done on all your hard work!  Staff have also been working hard reviewing and rewriting 

papers, publishing journal articles and working on teaching delivery.    

The first thing you will notice in Semester Two is that the new Moodle 2.22 platform has been rolled out and 

this has got some significant advantages. We will be working to use the new features of Moodle 2 throughout 

the semester as staff become more familiar with it.    

We are also making progress in other areas;  our 

Second Life Air Ambulance simulator is just about 

complete and the AeroRT students will be able to 

use this in Semester Two.  Our online CME 

programme in the USA is also virtually complete 

and we will be testing this on our Occupational 

Medicine students. The Occupational Medicine 

students are using mobile platforms to access their 

materials and we hope to extend that further next 

year as money permits.     

These are exciting but difficult times.  While the 

Occupational and Aviation Medicine programme is 

standing head and shoulders above the competition, 

the Medical School in New Zealand is in severe 

financial strife and staff salaries have been cut yet 

again. Please bear with our tutors if they are slow in 

replying to your emails or requests;  we are all 

trying to make much out of a little!   Nonetheless 

all staff feel very excited about the future, as we see 

further expansion in our student enrolments and 

even more improvements in our technology.    

 
 

Rob Griffiths 

Academic Co-ordinator 
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Ever ready to help out, 

Rob dons a sarong to 

raise money for charity 

at the final night 

dinner at the 

residential school in 

Kuala Lumpur 



Residential School Report 
By David Powell 

 

Once a year, for a week, we organise a major residential school for up to 40 distance students from around 

the world. The venue changes every year, and so does the programme. The emphasis of the school is on-site 

visits, and we cater for our three subject streams of occupational medicine, aeromedical retrieval and 

transport, and aviation medicine, as well as providing a relevant programme for our research students in all 

streams. The venue is selected carefully according to where we have good local contacts who can facilitate 

interesting and relevant visits at minimal cost to you. We also 

work to make sure that the location is accessible, safe, and 

interesting. The last few years have seen us hold schools in 

Dubai, Scotland, New Zealand, Portugal and this year in 

Malaysia. 

The highlights of this year's school included: 

 Central city accommodation for seven nights 

 Breakfast daily plus endless delicious Malaysian snacks and 

lunches  

 Air-conditioned coach rides with riveting aviation 

medicine quizzes  

 Talks from Professors, Faculty, Students, and even  

a Celebrity Astronaut who runs a restaurant and does 

modeling (!)  

 Research methods discussion  

 Getting dunked in a helicopter underwater escape trainer  

 Jumping out of an aircraft emergency escape slide  

 Visiting a Malaysian prison  

 Seeing airline catering facilities (and tasting the produce)  

 Flying a B747 simulator  

 Riding a centrifuge and dynamic flight simulator  

 Being made hypoxic at 25000ft  

 Watching a rapid decompression demonstration  

 Sitting in an ejection seat and being propelled upwards at 

several G  

 Pistol shooting (for noise monitoring)  

 Hyperbaric Medicine Unit visit  

 Oil refinery visit  

 More Malaysian snacks  

 Trip up the Petronas Towers  

Continued over page 

Building up to the actual helicopter escape 
during the HUET training 

In the hypoxia chamber 

The official prison photograph 



Continued from previous page 

 Dinner at the top of KL tower  

 Dinner and Charity Auction at an ex-Governor 

General's residence  

 Dinner at a superb Thai restaurant  

 Open air poolside reception  

 Excellent Otago T-shirt  

 Military Aviation Museum visit  

 Tapping rubber from a tree  

 Watching latex glove manufacture  

 Going up the Air Traffic Control tower  

 Seeing Fire Rescue and Marine Rescue aircraft/

equipment  

 Receiving a VIP welcome and flying demo at Police Air 

Wing  

 A day off! 

 

Admittedly nobody did every single thing on the list, but 

most people did most of the above!  When you look at the 

list like that, it's pretty astonishing for a week. 

That's reflected in the excellent feedback we got from the 

course attendees. 

If you missed it, you'd better make plans for Phoenix in the first week of May 2013 (almost certainly 1—8 May).  

We'll also be confirming shortly an additional two-day trip before the school, to the Civil Aeromedical Institute 

at Oklahoma City (almost certainly 29—30 April). We'll be in touch with details later! 

The workshop on noise involved pistol shooting 

Playing in the planes at the Aircraft Museum 

The group at the top of the Petronas Towers 



The Nomy Ahmed Award 

This is awarded 

annually at the 

Residential School to 

a student who has 

overcome difficulties 

in order to excel at 

their studies. It has 

been donated by 

Nomy, an ex student 

of the programme 

who is based in 

Dubai, and consists of 

a US$100 payment 

and a hand-blown 

glass trophy. This 

year’s winner was 

Ady Wirawan, a PhD 

student from Bali who has come to New Zealand to study on-

site. You can read Ady’s story in this issue of AvGas, but this 

was awarded to him due to his never-failing cheerfulness in 

the face of the disruption of relocating to New Zealand just in 

time for the Christchurch earthquake and the worst 

Wellington weather ever recorded. And after all that, Ady 

now has to face time alone in Wellington as his wife has 

returned to Bali to await the birth of their first child. 

 

Do You Ever Wonder What We Do? 
 

If you’re in New Zealand you can 

watch one of our tutors at work on 

TV2 on Thursdays at 8pm. Russell 

Clarke is one of the Advanced 

Paramedics featured on the TV show 

Rescue 1 which follows the Auckland 

Westpac Rescue Helicopter service 

as they go about their day. For those 

unable to watch on TV, episodes are 

available at http://tvnz.co.nz/rescue-1/

index-group-4129918.   

Russell teaches the PGCertHealSc

(AeroRT) programme for nurses and 

paramedics. 

The winner of the Nomy Award is announced at 
the final night dinner at the residential school in 

Kuala Lumpur 

Back in Wellington the Director of the Unit, Rob 
Griffiths, presents Ady with the hand-blown glass 

trophy that is part of the award 

http://tvnz.co.nz/rescue-1/index-group-4129918
http://tvnz.co.nz/rescue-1/index-group-4129918


Student Profile—Ady Wirawan 
 

My first exposure to the field of aviation medicine was when I 

took the Australian Certificate of Civil Aviation Medicine 

(ACCAM) course run by Monash University in Melbourne. This 

was also an elective subject that can be credited to my Master’s 

study in Public Health (Occupational Health stream). After 

completing the study in 2008, I was back to my permanent 

position as a junior lecturer at the Occupational Health 

department at Udayana University, a state university in Bali, and 

involved with other colleagues in the development of a 

travellers’ health unit to support the existence of Bali as an 

international tourism destination. This has also included the 

development of continuing medical education and research 

activity in the field of Aviation and Travel Medicine.   

As a junior researcher and university teaching staff, we were all encouraged to take further study, especially by 

the Indonesian Ministry of Education, who suggested that we all should undertake postgraduate research study 

in developed countries where research and education are well established. As a Google-addict, I put search 

terms PhD AND “Aviation Medicine” into the search engine, where I found the University of Otago courses 

at the top of the search results. And I was very fortunate at that time to find Dr Rob’s email address and had 

some email conversations about the PhD program and what approaches should I take. I then decided to do 

the study fulltime, on-campus, in order to get the maximum benefit of the study. By studying fulltime and on 

campus, I thought I would be able to devote more time to my research project.  

A day before our departure, I heard about the Christchurch earthquake on local TV, and I was in a hurry to 

look at the Google Maps, where the location of the earthquake was, and how far it was from Wellington. A 

little bit of worry but I didn’t hear 

anything from Rob or Katherine, so I 

and my wife, Sagita, assumed that there 

were no problems about coming to 

Wellington. The things we had already 

known about Wellington at that time, 

the city is said to be “the coolest little 

capital in the world”, but it is also said 

to be a windy city and prone to 

earthquakes. For the last one, we were 

less worried, it might be because we 

had more experience with earthquakes 

when we were both in our duty as 

primary care doctors in remote Central 

Sulawesi Island, in the eastern part of 

Indonesia.  

         Continued over page... 

Ady and Sagita in Wellington’s Botanic Gardens 

Ady in his Wellington office 
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After arriving in Wellington, we soon realised that the city was 

indeed cool, except for the gusty winds that sometimes blew 

us away. Wellington is really beautiful (on a good day though). 

Lots of things to do in this compact city which is well located, 

has a beautiful view, especially with all of those hills. As fans of 

the Lord of the Rings trilogy, we have spent time figuring out 

the fascinating places on those movies. LOTR is everywhere in 

New Zealand. Once we saw the scenery of the Island, it’s clear 

why Peter Jackson decided to film here. I felt like I was in 

Middle Earth. I’m quite sure we saw a hobbit or two as well, 

hehe! 

The most important thing was that Rob and Katherine have 

provided huge support for us to be able to settle in the city. 

And also, with the full support of my supervisors, Peter Larsen, 

Sarah Aldington, and Rob, I was able to finish my first two 

retrospective studies which looked at cardiac disease and 

cardiovascular risk factors in airline pilots. I have been so happy 

that from that first year of study, we have produced two 

papers, one has been published already, and another one is still 

under review (fingers crossed!). The first paper also brought me to my first attendance at the Aerospace 

Medical Association annual meeting in Atlanta this 

year, where I was also recognised as one of 

finalists for the young investigator award.  

The support from supervisors, research facilities, 

and full access to online journals with great 

internet access (which I have never experienced in 

my country) made me feel that moving to 

Wellington for my study was a great decision.  

Currently, we 

have completed 

one systematic 

review on the 

use of imaging in 

the cardiac 

disease risk assessment of asymptomatic people, but it is still in a 

manuscript, and a research protocol that is ready to be executed in the 

next coming months.  

Note: Ady’s article, Cardiovascular Risk Score and Cardiovascular Events 

Among Airline Pilots: A Case-Control Study, has been published in 

Aviation, Space and Environmental Medicine, Volume 83, Number 5. 

An academic discussion with fellow PhD student Moazzam Zaidi  
and their supervisor Rob Griffiths 

Looking for hobbits in Middle Earth with fellow 
Balinese student Wayan Sumardika 



Student Profile—Ken McNoe  

My Name is Ken McNoe and I am a Remote Site 

Paramedic for International SOS working a six week 

FIFO rotation in Papua New Guinea.  I work on a 

large gas site of approximately 10,000 people; most 

of these people are Indian, Bangladesh and Asian 

labourers.  I am supported by two other paramedics 

as well as handful of expat doctors, national 

doctors, nurses, pharmacists and administration 

support staff. 

English is second language for most people onsite; this presents us with huge challenges in patient 

assessment and treatment.  Further to this is that it is not uncommon for patients from third world 

countries to be given clean a bill of health by doctors within their own country, I have been told that this 

normally follows the exchange of money; this is done so that they can potentially earn considerable money 

for their families, unfortunately a large number of these workers have extensive pre-existing medical 

conditions, which means that we are kept fairly busy. We see minimal trauma due to the enforced onsite 

safe work practices. 

Papua New Guineans is, in parts, a beautiful country; unfortunately it is also an extremely unsafe and corrupt 

country. Thankfully I work within the confines of a very closed site; rape, murder, assault, car jackings, 

extortion and machete attacks are common occurrences within PNG. It is not uncommon for vehicles to be 

stopped on PNG roads and for the police to ask for money. When we leave the compound we always have 

security guards with us.  The compound itself is guarded with security guards, dogs and has extensive lock-

down procedures in the event of uprising.  

As the paramedic based at the main clinic (onsite 14 bed hospital) I am responsible for initial care and 

assessment of all patients presenting to the emergency room. I am also responsible for ambulance transport 

of patients into the local hospitals for further assessment and transport, or to the International SOS air 

ambulance, located at Port Moresby Airport, for air evacuation. 

Due to the long working days (I work roughly a 12 hour day, with an on call night component, for the entire 

42 days I am onsite) study in PNG can be challenging. We frequently have loss of wifi which can last for days 

and the wifi that we do have is incredibly slow.   

I was fortunate (?) enough to be in PNG for the AVMX719 exam.  This posed huge logistical problems.  At 

the time PNG was going through elections and the country was considered more dangerous than ever. PNG 

is divided in a number of areas, some are safe for expats to go (green zones) and some are unsafe for expats 

to go (red zones) and are off limit areas. Unfortunately the Port Moresby University (where I was booked to 

sit my exam) is in the middle of a red zone.  In order to sit my exam, permission had to be gained from my 

onsite manager, the head of security for International SOS in Sydney, the onsite client liaison, her direct 

manager, the head of security for the site and the chief medical officer for the site - no mean feat! Thankfully 

my boss had considerable influence and I was able to get permission. 

               Continued over page... 
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Prior to the day of the exam I received an email from the 

PNG university stating that I would need to pay 650 Kina 

(approximately $380 NZD) in order to secure the room 

and the invigilator for the two hour exam.  This was sorted 

once I contacted Otago University (I did not pay).  The next 

email stated that they could not confirm that a room would 

be available and that I should “perhaps” come the following 

day if it suited and that they would attempt to find 

somewhere; I explained, via return email, that this was 

completely unacceptable and that, due to the logistics 

involved, they would just need to find somewhere.  The 

emails from the PNG university were very poorly written. 

On the day of the exam I was collected by an onsite security 

guard and his supervisor and driven into town to the 

university.  The guards escorted me everywhere within the 

university whilst there.  On arrival at the university it 

appeared that they were not expecting me, there was an 

initial panic when my Otago exam could not be found, 

however this was soon located. I was taken to a room by a university invigilator (who informed me that he 

had not done anything like this before) where we discovered that the room was in use. Two other room 

changes later I got to the room where I sat the exam.  As my two guards made themselves comfortable 

(smoking) outside the door I was led into one of the dirtiest classrooms I have ever seen.  It was 

approximately 34 degrees outside and the room had no air conditioning, it also had wooden benches and 

slanting desks and a broken chalkboard. There was litter all over the 

floor.  I asked if it was an unused room and was told it was a 

frequently used lecture theatre. 

I attempted to take more pictures of the university but was told 

(strongly) that it wasn’t allowed. 

I have sweated through exams before, but never for the same reason 

as I did that day.  All the time my invigilator looked bored and 

proceeded to read his newspaper (loudly discussing things he was 

reading with himself) pacing the room and walking in and out.   

It certainly was challenging, however in a strange way I was probably 

less stressed about the exam than I have ever been about an exam 

previously, largely because the logistical stresses outweighed whatever 

Russell had decided to challenge us with. 

I’m currently commencing AVMX 720 and breathed a sigh of relief 

when I realized it did not involve an exam! 

The PNG exam invigilator and the  
examination room 

Not the most pleasant of environments  
in which to sit an exam 



Research News 
By Julie Myers 

 

The last few months on the research front have seen a range of activities happening in terms of students 

starting or completing research-based Masters degrees or PhDs, and the on-going development of staff 

research programmes.  

Dave Powell and Rob Griffiths’ most recent publications are related to fatigue risk management and 

occupational health and safety of flight attendants, while Julie Myers recently published an analysis of the 

inter-hospital transport work load of a New Zealand flight service. Rob continues with a variety of research 

focused work, including creation and testing of simulated aeromedical transport environments, teaching 

clinical competencies, and production of Occupational Medicine educational resources. Dave continues to 

be involved in the fatigue risk management research programme at Air New Zealand and will also work 

with Julie (in collaboration with the Wellington Flight Service and others) on developing an ongoing 

research programme focused on aeromedical clinical work.  

This is just a taste of what some of the staff are up to, while there are also students doing various projects 

of interest and at various stages of completion.  PhD students Moazzam Zaidi and Ady Wirawan both 

published (and presented) work in the last few months in their respective research fields of occupational 

exposure to infectious disease and cardiovascular risk profiling in pilots. Rani Tolton presented the initial 

results from her Masters research (exploring factors which might predict flight performance) at the ASMA 

conference just a couple of weeks before the KL residential school started. And many thanks to John 

Chalkley, who gave a presentation based on the results of his Masters (OccMed) research at the KL 

residential school itself.  His project explored the progression of BMI in pilots and its relationship to 

sickness absence.  It was also great to have Professor Michael Haney at our KL school. Michael’s 

background is intensive care, anaesthetics and aviation/retrieval medicine, and includes an extensive 

research portfolio. He generally provides us with the benefit of his research expertise and guidance from 

afar (Umea University in Sweden) so it was great to have him there to facilitate some of the research 

focused discussion in larger groups and to be available for one-on-one conversations during the school.  

In terms of research based qualifications, over the last six months one person has submitted their PhD for 

examination while three have successfully completed research-based Masters degrees, two in Aeromedical 

Retrieval and one in Occupational Medicine. Another research student (AeroRT) will complete their 

Masters within the next month, and a further three are due to start the research phase over the coming 

semester.  

If you are interested in doing some research, either for a qualification or just because you want to know 

something, please free to get in touch with  me (Julie) even if its just to talk your ideas through with 

someone. You can also raise it first with the relevant stream leader or tutor and they will be happy to 

discuss it with you or point you in the right direction I am sure. Enjoy the semester those of you who are 

currently studying and I look forward to hearing from any of you to talk more about research-based 

qualifications, or about research ideas themselves.   

Julie (julie.myers@otago.ac.nz) 

mailto:julie.myers@otago.ac.nz


Introducing  

Ben Johnston 
 

Ben is our new tutor for AVMX711 

Aviation Physiology. He has 

certainly been thrown in the deep 

end this year with a record number 

of students, but has been ably 

assisted by David Fitzgerald. 

Ben was in general practice until six 

years ago when the University of 

Otago Aviation Medicine courses 

inspired him to change his career to full-time aviation medicine practice. He joined the Royal New Zealand 

Air Force where he commanded the Aviation Medicine Unit which is responsible for all aviation physiology 

training for aircrew, and aeromedical evacuation training for health personnel. The unit also undertakes 

research and development projects; current areas of interest include hypobaric hypoxia training, aircrew 

fatigue, and anthropometry.  

 

Operational experience in the RNZAF has included aeromedical evacuations from the South Pacific and 

Middle East, including disaster relief operations such as the tsunami in Samoa in 2009 and the Christchurch 

earthquake of 2011. He was deployed to Afghanistan in a ground support role in 2010. 

 

Ben now works full time for Air New Zealand.          



Welcome to the Unit’s First Baby 
We were delighted 

to welcome the 

first baby born to a 

staff member in the 

Unit (students have 

managed to 

produce quite a 

few over the 

years!) earlier this 

year. Jessica Tothill 

was born to our 

AeroRT Course 

Director Geoff and 

his wife Helen. 

Pictures speak 

more than words 

so enjoy the photos of this gorgeous little girl. Geoff says she’s an 

absolute delight and they consider themselves to be enormously blessed to have her in their lives. They love 

watching her discover new things every day and seeing the world through her eyes. 

A group of us model the new Distance Learning t-shirts, from left to right, Julie Myers from OAMU,  
William Levack from the Rehabilitation Teaching and Research Unit (RTRU), Katherine Harris from OAMU,  

Cat Bjazevich from the RTRU and Ady Wirawan, OAMU PhD student 



 

Dates for your Diary… 
 

13 August 2012  Enrolments for 2013 open 

25 August 2012  Graduation ceremony in Dunedin* 

17 October 2012 AVMX722 examination 

24 October 2012 AVMX724 examination 

31 October 2012 AVMX714 examination 

8 December 2012 Medicine Graduation ceremony in Dunedin* 

10 December 2012 Closing date for new students to enrol for 2013 

15 December 2012 Health Sciences Graduation ceremony in Dunedin* 

15 January 2013  Closing date for returning students to enrol for 2013 papers 

1-8 May 2013  Residential School, Phoenix, Arizona (with optional two-day visit beforehand) 

 

* Please let us know if you will be travelling from overseas to attend Graduation in Dunedin 

 

Don’t forget that we have an active presence on Facebook now, in fact 

Katherine will be presenting later this month at the General Staff 

Conference in Dunedin about this, along with colleagues from the 

Rehabilitation Teaching and Research Unit and the Distance Learning Office. 

You can ‘Like’ these pages 

The page for our Unit— 

http://www.facebook.com/AvMedOtago 

The Distance Learning Page— 

http://www.facebook.com/OtagoDistance 

A page where you can buy and sell textbooks—

http://www.facebook.com/OUDLBookExch 

And become ‘Friends’ with us here… 

Katherine—http://www.facebook.com/katherine.harrisotago 

Rob—http://www.facebook.com/rob.occmed 

Julie—http://www.facebook.com/juliemyers.universityotago 

Geoff—http://www.facebook.com/geoff.tothill.7 

David Powell—http://www.facebook.com/david.powellotago 

David Fitzgerald—http://www.facebook.com/david.fitzgeraldotago 

Ben —http://www.facebook.com/ben.johnston.7169 

Mark—http://www.facebook.com/mark.newsonsmithotago 

Michael Haney—http://www.facebook.com/michael.haney.507 


