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OVERVIEW
The Population Health Research Network (PHRN) is an
Australian Government initiative established as part of the
National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Strategy
(NCRIS). Our network supports world class research through
privacy-preserving linkage of Australia’s population-based
health and other human services data.
Supporting researchers’ access to and use of linked data generates new
knowledge and supports improvements in the delivery of a wide range of health
and human services. Our network includes leading universities, research
institutes and government agencies.
The Australian Government provides core funding for the PHRN and the
University of Western Australia (UWA) is the lead agent. This allows us to enter
into agreements with our Project Participants to develop and operate a data
linkage infrastructure for Australia which includes:
•

A network of regional data linkage units which service each state and territory

•

A national data linkage unit which can perform CommonwealthCommonwealth, state-state and Commonwealth-state linkages of large
data collections

•

An online application system

•

A secure remote access data laboratory

•

A secure file transfer system

•

A national coordinating office
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MESSAGE
FROM THE
CHAIRMAN
Commencing as Chairman of the PHRN in January 2020,
it is my privilege to report on the progress of the network
during a year during which the delivery of data linkage
infrastructure has been paramount. The PHRN is now in
its 11th year, and the circumstances of the past six months
have demonstrated the importance of the infrastructure’s
contribution to the monitoring and reporting of health
and human services data, in particular notifiable
infectious disease.
With this in mind, the PHRN has focused on developing a clear vision
for what the new opportunities for future data linkage are, and what
researchers will need to use these opportunities. An extensive infrastructure
planning consultation was undertaken in the first half of 2019 with a wide
range of stakeholders including researchers, representatives from the
therapeutic development sector and PHRN Participants. The results of
all the consultations were analysed thematically in the reporting period
to determine the infrastructure priorities for the PHRN from 2020 to 2023.
The PHRN begun work with Clarity Communications in 2020 to renew
and clarify the vision for the PHRN infrastructure.

Professor Ian Smith
Chairman, PHRN Board

During the reporting period PHRN negotiated and welcomed the return
of the Western Australia Department of Health as a Project Participant in
the network. The Department successfully applied for a number of PHRN
Research Infrastructure Investment Plan (RIIP) funded projects and the final
contract was executed in the reporting period. The PHRN now has regional
linkage units in all states and territories in Australia.
The University of Western Australia through the PHRN Program Office was
able to offer three-year funding agreements to all PHRN data linkage units
following acceptance of their Business Plan covering 2020-23. This threeyear funding certainty is welcomed and allows for better planning including
improvements to service offerings and the ability to dedicate resources
towards strategic initiatives across a longer project period. The new
agreements will also cover PHRN RIIP strategic investments.
I would like to thank the PHRN Board, Participant Council, Chief Executive
and PHRN team and all Participant colleagues for their hard work, passion
and diligence throughout the year. I would like to acknowledge Professor
Brendon Kearney, who we farewelled in December 2019 after serving as
Chairman of the PHRN for 10 years, providing invaluable knowledge and
leadership to the Board and the PHRN as a whole. I also would like to
welcome Professor John McNeil to the PHRN Board, who brings with him
a wealth of knowledge in the fields of social and preventive medicine. We
look forward to our next year, and will continue to facilitate the delivery
of world class research to improve the wellbeing of Australians in these
uncertain times.
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CHIEF
EXECUTIVE’S
REPORT
The 2019-20 financial year saw the PHRN into its 11th year
as Australia’s peak collaborative network for data linkage.
This year the PHRN continued delivering improvements
to data linkage infrastructure, alongside responding to the
COVID-19 pandemic, with the entire network contributing
to essential monitoring and reporting activities.
The PHRN effectively managed challenges arising in response to COVID-19,
including several months of staff working from home. PHRN participants
were also actively involved in responses to COVID-19, with a number of units
commencing linkage of their notifiable diseases data, some on a near real time
basis. Despite the pandemic, there was a significant increase in the number
of new project applications across the network.
A priority for the PHRN in 2019-20 continued to be the development of
activities in line with directions set out in the Therapeutic Development focus
area of the 2016 Roadmap for National Research Infrastructure. In 2019 the
PHRN provided funding to researchers at The University of Wollongong to
investigate the public interest in and social licence for the use of linked data
for therapeutic development. The summary of the final report on the social
licence project “Exploring the Public Interest in and Social Licence for the Use
of Linked Administrative Data in Therapeutic Development through a scoping
review, survey of community attitudes, case studies and community juries” was
published and is available on the PHRN website. The results of this activity will
feed into the PHRN’s Therapeutic Development plan.

Dr Merran Smith
Chief Executive

The PHRN continued to focus on fostering collaborations between researchers,
governments and industry partners, and keeping stakeholders up to date with
the services and facilities available through the network. Communications
and marketing activities increased, with over 20 presentations made by PHRN
staff, and nine webinars hosted with the Australian Research Data Commons.
A number of NCRIS collaborations took place, including commencement of
work with the Australian Urban Research Infrastructure Network on the project
“Australian Urban Health Indicators”. In addition, the PHRN held a Technical
Forum and Client Services Forum virtually for all PHRN technical and client
services staff.
I continued my two-year term as Director of the International Population Data
Linkage Network (IPDLN). A highlight was the successful transition of the biennial
international IPDLN conference from a face to face meeting to a fully online event
to be held in November 2020. The event, originally to be held in Adelaide, provided
an opportunity for collaboration between PHRN and South Australia Northern
Territory DataLink.
To close, I would like to thank members of the PHRN Board and Participant
Council, PHRN Participants and Program Office staff for their ongoing
commitment and support. I also thank our funding partners. The PHRN’s work
would not be possible without you. I look forward optimistically to 2020-21 and the
continued facilitation by the PHRN of the linking of data for innovative research.
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2019–20

HIGHLIGHTS
PHRN supports world class research though linkage of Australia’s
population data in a way which minimises risks to privacy. Research
undertaken using the linked data generates new knowledge and supports
improvements in the delivery of a wide range of human services.

175

1309

RESEARCHERS

REVIEWS

Number of researchers
that have completed the
SURE Training Program

Peer reviewed publications
since 2012-13

OAS

439
APPROVED

SURE

322

464

NEW

SUFEX

370
Project Applications

1465
Total number of registered users as at 30 June 2020

VISION

MISSION

Linking life data to
improve the wellbeing
of all Australians.

To lead and enable the
linking of data for world class
action-oriented research.
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INNOVATIVE
INFRASTRUCTURE
Lead and invest in national collaborative, innovative,
data linkage infrastructure. The network of organisations
that form the PHRN have continued to develop and
refine their infrastructure in response to the increasing
demand for access to high quality linked data by the
research community.
The following provides a snapshot of the key achievements of the PHRN
Participants for 2019-20.

NATIONAL DATA LINKAGE INFRASTRUCTURE
The Australian Institute for Health and Welfare
The AIHW continued its long-standing data linkage work program that
undertakes a range of data linkage projects that support development
of performance indicators, develop enhanced data sources and research
in a wide range of health and welfare areas. In particular, the first version
of the National Integrated Health Services Information (NIHSI) is now
available to government researchers, and the AIHW is undertaking linkage
for the next version. This involves data from the Commonwealth and six
jurisdictions, including data for MBS, PBS, residential aged care, deaths,
hospital, emergency department and outpatients.
The AIHW commenced work to plan and obtain approvals for the pilot
phase for the National Disability Data Asset (NDDA) involving five complex
test cases with a number of jurisdictions. The linkage of DOMINO to
the Medicare Consumer Directory has been completed and a number
of Commonwealth datasets have already been linked to this population
map for the test cases.
The AIHW undertook linkage to provide data requested by the Royal
Commission into Aged Care Services and commenced linkage for the
Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System. Work on veterans’
suicide reporting has expanded for the new National Commissioner for
Defence and Veteran Suicide Prevention, including the linkage of data
prior to 2001 for the first time. The first update to the Australian Teachers’
Workforce Database has been completed and linkage for an expanded
project A National Approach to Measuring Non-fatal Crash Outcomes
funded by Ausroads is soon to commence.
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Innovative infrastructure cont.

NATIONAL DATA LINKAGE INFRASTRUCTURE (CONT.)
AIHW has also been collaborating with state linkage nodes on a large
number of other projects involving the linkage of data from one or more
states and territories with Commonwealth data. In particular, AIHW
completed the linkage of a large cohort for the Victorian Community
Health Future Directions project. This project involved collaboration with
the Australian Bureau of Statistics to combine a large number of Victorian
datasets with the ABS Multi Agency Data Integration Project.
Following the success of the first project involving national linkage of HPV,
the three cancer screening registries (for breast, cervical and bowel) and
the Australian Cancer Database, the AIHW is progressing a number of
projects to set up processes for the regular linkage of cancer, screening,
MBS and PBS and possibly hospital data.
The expansion of the Data Linkage Unit into two units (the Health Linkage
Unit and the Community Services and Housing Linkage Unit) had been
consolidated with finalisation of working arrangements and responsibilities,
with the two units working closely together as the Data Integration Services
Centre (DISC). A number of previously reported operational improvements
have been implemented enabling the historical backlog of fully-approved
projects being cleared.
REGIONAL DATA LINKAGE INFRASTRUCTURE
The Centre for Health Record Linkage (CHeReL)
The CHeReL continues to provide high quality data linkage services and
infrastructure for NSW and the ACT. The CHeReL uses data from the
health, education, human services, justice and transport sectors to enable
research and evaluation. Services are supported by the CHeReL’s core
record linkage system (the Master Linkage Key), which currently contains
pointers to over 188 million records relating to more than fifteen million
people, making it one of the largest systems of linked personal information
from health-related databases in Australia. This vast resource is beneficial
for researchers, government and health planners.
In 2019-20, The CHeReL continued to experience high demand for data
linkage, releasing over 2 billion records for research and policy purposes.
During the period the CHeReL transitioned to new ICT infrastructure
that is more appropriately designed to support large scale linkage and
has also scaled up a recent implementation of privacy preserving record
linkage (PPRL). The CHeReL also substantially contributed to research
with 141 peer-reviewed publications referencing CHeReL data over the
reporting period.
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Innovative infrastructure cont.

REGIONAL DATA LINKAGE INFRASTRUCTURE (CONT.)
The Centre for Victorian Data Linkage (CVDL)
During 2019-20, the CVDL updated the Victorian Linkage Map and
Integrated Data Resource of 30 plus datasets. The update involved
implementation of significant automation in data processing, and increased
standardisation of data fields will improve usability for researchers. CVDL
has worked with the Victorian Agency for Health Information to include
3 clinical quality registries in the linkage map and integrated data resource.
CVDL has undertaken several linkage projects to support Victoria’s
COVID-19 response, including establishing daily linkage between
notifiable infectious disease, admitted episodes, emergency department
and deaths datasets. The monthly Victorian Government Linked Data
Community of Practice moved online due to COVID-19 restrictions.
A key CVDL priority is technical infrastructure improvement, with work
underway to move the beta secure cloud-based data access environment
to the production version. Planning and procurement activity has been
undertaken to develop an upgraded end-to-end linkage and analytics
technical environment.

The Tasmanian Data Linkage Unit (TDLU)
During the second half of the 2019-20 financial year, the TDLU spent
a significant amount of time on data linkage activities specific to the
COVID-19 response in Tasmania. The TDLU worked closely with Public
Health Service (PHS) of the Department of Health (DoH) Tasmania in
developing a data linkage solution that links pathology test results for
Coronavirus with confirmed cases and contacts of cases. The TDLU worked
with PHS in developing the system which is now operational, with linkage
being completed by PHS on a daily basis. The TDLU also worked with PHS
in developing two data linkage projects specific to the COVID-19 response,
which will be ongoing in the second half of 2020.
In addition, negotiations were completed with the data custodian in
Tasmania to add a Non-Melanoma Skin Cancer database to the TDLU’s
Master Linkage Map. The database covers the period 1978-2019 and
contains approximately 335,000 records. This dataset is being used
to support two linkage projects.
The TDLU is facing an increased demand for linked data services
representative of cross and multi-jurisdictional research. To support this,
the TDLU was successful in attracting cash co-investment from the DoH
to support its operations for the next three financial years commencing
with the 2020-21 financial year. The TDLU continues to focus efforts on
developing its data linkage infrastructure, with priority given to security
and the quality of data held in its Master Linkage Map.
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Innovative infrastructure cont.

REGIONAL DATA LINKAGE INFRASTRUCTURE (CONT.)
SA NT DataLink
During 2019-20, SA NT DataLink continued to operate the authorised
South Australian and Northern Territory data linkage system with some
70 data sources available for research from SA and NT regularly updated
and available for linked data research and analysis across the range of
health, education and human services including the justice data. SA NT
DataLink’s Data Linkage Unit contains 70 million records for 3 million
probable individuals who are linked with two or more data sources.
In addition to supporting large research programs and ethically approved
projects, SA NT DataLink continues to partner with agencies and nongovernment organisations on their data needs, including supporting
a number of SA and NT Government key policy areas focussed on child
development, child protection, homelessness and drug and mental
health services.
SA NT DataLink manages the Custodian Controlled Data Repository
located on the SURE secure infrastructure, partnering with data custodians
in the timely provision and overall management of the release of approved
de-identified data. The Repository holds a number of SA public hospital
datasets and the SA births and deaths (including the SA and NT codified
causes) data and is working with data custodians to expand the range
of data available for timely release through the repository.
Other highlights for 2019-20 include receiving the SA Ambulance
Service records, and data agreements with Central Australian Aboriginal
Congress, and the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS). The continued
expansion of non-health data includes adding the NT Police and NT
Correctional Services data, and the SA Correctional Services data for
linkage. Key projects for Government included urgent linkage that supported
the South Australian Chief Psychiatrist and the SA Department of Child
Protection to undertake high priority data integration.
SA NT DataLink have partnered with the PHRN Program Office in
enabling the International Population Data Linkage Network (IPDLN)
2020 Conference to be moved from a face-to-face conference in Adelaide,
to a virtual conference to be held in November 2020. The conference
attracted over 500 registrations from across the world.
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Innovative infrastructure cont.

REGIONAL DATA LINKAGE INFRASTRUCTURE (CONT.)
Data Linkage Queensland (DLQ)
Throughout 2019-20 DLQ has continued to provide data linkage services for
Queensland for health-related data collections to support research, health
service quality, safety and redesign investigations, data quality checking and
reconciliation, and state government policy and planning activities.
In 2019-20, DLQ comprised two streams, production linkage and
request linkage. The production linkage involved creation of an enduring master
linkage file including admitted patient, perinatal, emergency department, nonadmitted patient, elective surgery and outpatient waiting list, surgery connect,
birth and death registration, Queensland Ambulance Service, air retrievals
and notifiable conditions system data collections. These data collections were
linked in near-real time. Planned inclusions during 2020-21 are Community
Mental Health, education (Australian Early Development Census) and Transport
and Main Roads data collections. System improvement activities in 2019-20
included completion of a server and database replacement and upgrade project
and migration of systems onto the new infrastructure. The development of the
routine linkage platform resulted in improved interoperability and performance
with linkage processing times reduced by 25-50%. System recoverability was
reconfigured and tested, and development of database schemas and data
extraction and transformation processes commenced to enhance security and
operational continuity. A project to develop a ChoiceMaker environment for
resource-intensive linkage requests has also commenced.
Linked data have continued to be provided to users within the Queensland
Department of Health and for researchers. Work was undertaken in this period
to review and standardise processes for data provisioning to help to better
manage this process given the increasing demand for access to linked data
being experienced. The Client Services team has continued work on a number
of client service projects, including ongoing negotiations with non-health state
government agencies to enable data from these agencies to be linked with
health data collections, development of the data linkage website and information
sheets to assist researchers, development of an internal SharePoint Wiki for
the Statistical Services Branch to improve communication about data and
methods and to inform material to be shared on the data linkage website, and
development of methods to better track and monitor linkage requests. Activities
to increase the profile of the data linkage service in Queensland during this
period included work to support key Queensland Health projects including
the Advancing Kidney Care 2026 Information Solution and COVID-19-related
projects. DLQ finalised the process to become accredited to link Commonwealth
education data and work continued on an application to become accredited as
an Integrating Authority to enable linkage of other Commonwealth data.
DLQ participated in the Queensland Genomic Health Alliance (QGHA) project
which commenced in 2017-18 and runs over five years by providing linkage
services for economic evaluation of demonstration projects. Discussions
continued regarding opportunities for linking Queensland-wide genomic
data collections that are being established as part of the QGHA project.
DLQ continued to work with Hospital and Health Services within Queensland
Health to support development of innovative point of care systems based
on linked data, including disease specific data warehouses that incorporate
clinical datasets, including biobanks.
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Innovative infrastructure cont.

SECURE DATA TRANSFER AND ACCESS
Remote Data Access Laboratory – Secure Unified Research
Environment (SURE)
The demand for SURE services has continued to grow with SURE
currently supporting 124 research projects and 464 registered users across
Australia. The annual growth in the number of active users in 2019-20
was 33%. Users of SURE come from more than 60 different organisations
including universities, research institutes, government agencies and
non-government organisations.

Capital Upgrades

STRATEGIC PROJECT

SURE is currently implementing a Capital Upgrade Program in response
to both the rapid growth in the use of SURE and the need to support
researchers with higher levels of computing power for larger datasets
and more complex analyses.

SURE OMICS
PILOT PROJECT

The SURE Capital Upgrade Program made substantial progress, with both
the Server Upgrade Project, supported by a NSW NCRIS Co-Investment Grant,
and Citrix Upgrade Project being completed in 2019-20. The new servers
were further supported by additional computing power introduced in 2019-20
supported by the PHRN. Users have reported a noticeable increase in system
performance on analysis tasks with the new servers and virtual machines
with up to 8 CPU cores and 128GB of RAM supporting more intensive
analysis applications.

In 2020, the SURE Omics Pilot project
was completed as one of the PHRN’s
strategic priorities projects. The main
objective of the project was to enable and
facilitate omics research with therapeutic
benefits by testing the feasibility of
a hybrid-cloud computing in SURE.

The replacement of the SAN in this reporting period, supported by a NSW
NCRIS Co-Investment Grant, has increased data storage capacity from
160TB to 400TB, with the ability to further extend capacity as required.

Functional improvements
During 2019-20, Project Model Workspaces were introduced. This new
approach to delivering workspaces in SURE assists data custodians to
make data available to a large number of researchers by supporting
multiple different research projects within a single Workspace. Project Model
Workspaces allow the costs of accessing SURE to be shared between data
custodians and researchers, meaning a significant reduction in fees paid by
researchers. SURE currently uses these Workspaces to host data for NPS
MedicineWise, NSW Department of Communities and Justice, Australian
Taxation Office, NSW Bureau of Health Information, the Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare and the Cancer Institute of NSW. We are actively
offering this model to data custodians and expect it to become more
common in coming years.

The project activities included
developing a set of specifications that
served to define the requirements for
omics research using linked health data,
and incorporating these into a proof-ofconcept model of delivery.
The proof-of-concept project
demonstrated that SURE can configured
to provide extended computing power
suitable for supporting the heavy
computing demands of complex
analysis through a hybrid cloud model.
This capability will enable the use of
very large datasets, with the hybrid
cloud model able to provide access
for a range of projects requiring highpowered computing.

Governance and accreditation
In 2019-20 SURE successfully completed its second ISO 27001:2013
certification audit which further refined the SURE Information Security
Management System. This certification is external validation of the robustness
of security processes and systems are actively improved on a continuous basis.

Future planning and development
The SURE Capability and Capacity Enhancement project (PHRN RIIP) began
in May 2020. The focus of the project is on introducing additional flexibility in
the use of SURE and additional functionality. The project involves consultations
with data custodians and users as well as a review of emerging technologies
and platforms for application by SURE.
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Innovative infrastructure cont.

SECURE DATA TRANSFER AND ACCESS (CONT.)
Secure File Transfer Infrastructure – SUFEX
Centre for Data Linkage (CDL) operates SUFEX, a secure ISO27001-certified
file transfer service for PHRN participants and their stakeholders. The
SUFEX user base and number of file transfers continued to grow during
2019-20, with 1,465 registered users of the service by June 2020. The SUFEX
service supported the Australian research community with 7774 secure file
uploads during the financial year. The CDL continued to improve the security,
performance and user experience of SUFEX through regular software
updates. There were no interruptions to the service due to COVID-19.
APPLICATION FOR DATA
Online Application System
The total number of registered PHRN Online Application System (OAS)
users as at 30 June 2020 was 439, an increase of 33% on the previous
year. As in previous years, the majority of OAS registered users (70%)
are employed by universities and medical research institutes.
A total of 48 new projects were lodged with the PHRN OAS in 2019-20,
an increase of 65% on the previous year. Just over half of these projects
(54%) requested access to cross-jurisdictional linked data. The remaining
projects requested access to linked data from one data linkage unit.
In 2019-20, the TDLU started to use the PHRN OAS for their single
jurisdictional linked data projects. Previously only SA NT DataLink
used the PHRN OAS for SA and NT linked data projects.
To support the updates to the PHRN OAS in 2018-19 and to improve
researchers’ and data linkage units’ experiences of using the OAS,
an Operating Manual was finalised in 2019-20.
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WORLD CLASS
RESEARCH AND
ANALYSIS
Facilitate and grow the use of linked data for world
class, action oriented research that can inform
evidence-based policy and practice. Our objectives
are to build and support the development of capacity
to analyse and interpret linked population data,
and to work with researchers and others to identify
national priorities for research using linked data.
There has been a continued strong demand in 2019-20 from researchers
for the PHRN linked data infrastructure, with all participants operating
at full capacity.

NEW PROJECTS
New project applications increased 6.5% between 2018-19.
NUMBER OF NEW PROJECT APPLICATIONS ONLY 2010-11 TO 2019-20
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World class research and analysis cont.

CASE STUDY

USING LINKED DATA FOR
COVID-19 MONITORING AND
REPORTING IN VICTORIA
THE CHALLENGE
To track the health service usage and outcomes of people with COVID-19 to fill gaps
in surveillance data and support public health response activities.

HOW THE PHRN INFRASTRUCTURE HELPED
The Centre for Victorian Data Linkage has worked with public health colleagues to establish
daily data linkage of notifiable infectious disease, hospital admissions, emergency department
attendances and deaths datasets. This work builds on a joint program of work developed
over several years to improve surveillance of notifiable infectious diseases using linked data.
Automation of data acquisition, linkage and integration processes was required to enable
such high frequency linkage. The linkage methodology includes a population spine of drivers’
licence data, electoral role data and births data, which improves speed and consistency
of linkage, and broad coverage of the Victorian population.

THE RESULT
The linked data has been used to fill data gaps and to quality assure other data sources.
This has been particularly useful with deaths, to validate information from nursing homes
and hospitals. It has also been used to support departmental reporting on COVID-19. The data
will be increasingly used to conduct research into the longer-term health and health service
usage impacts of COVID-19. The use of the population spine to enable broad coverage of
the Victorian population increases the range of analytic uses of the data, for example, risk
modelling. The value of this high frequency linkage has been acknowledged, and development
of a weekly linked dataset to support COVID-19 restoration and recovery is now underway
including a broader range of datasets.
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World class research and analysis cont.

APPROVED PROJECTS
There was a small reduction in the number of approved applications in
2019-20 compared to 2018-19. COVID-19 was a factor in this reduction.

NUMBER OF APPROVED PROJECT APPLICATIONS BY FINANCIAL YEAR 2009-10 TO 2019-20
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APPROVED PROJECTS WITH DATA DELIVERED
In 2019-20 the number of approved projects where all data was provided
decreased from the previous reporting period. COVID-19 was also a factor
in this reduction.

NUMBER OF APPROVED PROJECTS WHERE ALL DATA WAS PROVIDED 2009-10 TO 2019-20
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World class research and analysis cont.

RESEARCH OUTPUTS
Publications using PHRN infrastructure
The production of research outputs is the most important part of the
research cycle. 2019-20 saw a total of 341 peer-reviewed manuscripts
in high quality journals which were a direct result of research undertaken
using linked data provided by the PHRN infrastructure.

NUMBER OF PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS REPORTED IN THE FINANCIAL YEAR 2012-13 TO 2019-20
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High-calibre researchers using data linked through PHRN
During 2019-20, the PHRN infrastructure was used by a number of high
calibre data linkage researchers. The following most highly cited scientific
researchers were members of the Australian research teams accessing
linked data through the PHRN infrastructure. Congratulations go to:
•

Professor Adrian Bauman (The University of Sydney)

•

Professor Helen Christensen (University of New South Wales)

•

Professor Louisa Degenhardt (The University of New South Wales)

•

Professor Alan Lopez (The University of Melbourne)

•

Professor George C Patton (The University of Melbourne)

•

Professor Shilu Tong (Queensland University of Technology)

•

Winthrop Professor Gerald F Watts (The University of Western Australia)

•

Professor Mark Woodward (The University of New South Wales)

TRAINING AND EDUCATION INITIATIVES
Leading and participating in the delivery of education and training
for a variety of stakeholder groups has continued to be a priority for
the PHRN in 2019-20. Training has included:
•

SURE Training

•

Ethics Training

•

Introductory Analysis of Linked Data Course (USyd)

•

Consumer Training Workshops

•

Online Application System (OAS) Training
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ADVOCACY AND
COMMUNICATIONS
Advocate for better access to and use of linked data,
and communicate research findings. Over time the
PHRN has developed a range of communication
strategies to successfully connect with and deliver our
key messages to all our target groups. These strategies
have assisted the PHRN with the communication
challenges of reaching our wide range of stakeholders
across a vast geographic area.
NEWSLETTER, WEBSITE, WEBINARS
Throughout the year the PHRN circulated a quarterly newsletter
to its subscription base of 561 researchers and data users.
In May 2020, the PHRN developed a COVID-19 Offering website page
to update users on network operations and services supporting
COVID-19 activities.
The PHRN continued a program of webinars in 2019-20 to reach out
to the researcher community. A total of nine webinars events were held
supported by the Australian Research Data Commons. These webinars
were well attended, and are accessible via the PHRN YouTube channel.
Topics included ‘Using linked data to provide evidence for improved
policy and support for vulnerable children and families’. There was also
a three-part series on usage, ethics and legalities surrounding Australia’s
publicly funded data. The PHRN’s webinar videos were included on the
International Journal of Population Data Science website.
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Advocacy and Communications cont.

ENGAGEMENT WITH CONSUMERS AND THE WIDER COMMUNITY
A large focus continued to be on domestic and international engagement,
strengthening existing relationships and searching for new collaborative
opportunities across Government and Industry.
To better align with the Roadmap for National Research Infrastructure, the
PHRN developed a new strategic priority project targeting the Therapeutic
Development industry in 2017-19. In 2019 a grant was awarded to
researchers at The University of Wollongong to investigate this topic as well
as the social licence for the use of linked data by private industry. Professor
Annette Braunack-Mayer, University of Wollongong and team released their
report on “Exploring the Public Interest in and Social Licence for the Use of
Linked Administrative Data in Therapeutic Development through a Scoping
Review, Survey of Community Attitudes, and Hypothetical Case Studies”
in March 2020. This report is available on the PHRN website.
In February 2020, Dr Merran Smith presented to the Citizens’ Jury,
Parramatta on “Health data and data linkage in Australia” and
Dr Felicity Flack presented at the Citizens’ Jury in Wollongong.
10 YEAR ANNIVERSARY
Celebrations continued in 2019-20 to mark the PHRN’s 10 year anniversary.
A successful half-day symposium was held in November 2019 at the Sydney
Opera House. The symposium showcased some of the excellent work
researchers have conducted using our data linkage network, and focused
on Australia’s publicly funded data including what it should be used for and
how it should be used.
CROSS AGENCY AND CROSS SECTOR COLLABORATION
During 2019-20, the PHRN and individual PHRN Participants made
submissions to a number of public consultations. These included:
•

A response to the discussion paper: Data Sharing and Release
Legislative Reforms, 15 October 2019

•

A response to the discussion paper on proposed privacy legislation
in WA: Privacy and Responsible Information Sharing for the Western
Australian Public Sector, 1 November 2019

•

A response to the draft framework: National Health Information
Strategy Consultation, 3 April 2020
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COLLABORATIONS
AND PARTNERSHIPS
Foster collaborations between researchers,
governments and industry partners. We continue
to develop new collaborations and partnerships
for development and use of linked data.
NATIONAL COLLABORATIONS
PHRN Participants have continued to support the research community
through a variety of activities including co-ordinating special interest
data linkage groups and hosting research symposiums. The PHRN was
part of a successful funding application to the Australian Research Data
Commons titled “E-Research Institutional Cloud Architecture (ERICA):
secure cloud computing for sensitive microdata”. This was a collaboration
between The University of New South Wales, The University of Melbourne,
The George Institute, AIHW and UWA.

During 2019-20,
there were 104
research studies
using linked data that
included researchers
from institutions
across Australia.

During 2019-20, there were 104 research studies using linked data
that included researchers from institutions across Australia. A national
collaboration is defined as a peer-reviewed publication which has
authors located in more than one jurisdiction in Australia.
NUMBER OF PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS REPORTED INVOLVING A NATIONAL COLLABORATION
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Collaborations and partnerships cont.

INTERNATIONAL COLLABORATIONS
There has been a continued interest internationally in the PHRN data
linkage infrastructure and the nation’s linked data assets. Our Chief
Executive, Dr Merran Smith further developed PHRN international relations
via a visit to the ELIXIR hub in Cambridge, attendance at CORBEL and
EOSC-Life meetings in Brussels, and meetings with officials from the
OECD and the French National Health Data Hub in Paris in early 2020.

There were 80 peerreviewed publications
involving an international
collaboration in 2019-20.

There were 80 peer-reviewed publications involving an international
collaboration in 2019-20. An international collaboration is defined
as a peer-reviewed publication which has a minimum of one author
located outside of Australia.

NUMBER OF PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS REPORTED INVOLVING AN INTERNATIONAL
COLLABORATION 2012-13 TO 2019-20
90
80

80

70
60
50
40
30

47

18–18

18-19

30

20

25

25

14–15

15–16

14

10
0

46

1
12–13

13–14

16–17

Population Health Research Network Annual Review 2019–20

19-20

21

2019-20 SNAPSHOT
The following graphs provides a summary of PHRN income
and expenditure for 2019-20.

PHRN NCRIS PROGRAM INCOME 2019-20

NCRIS 2018 Funding

$4,537,323

Cash Co-investment

$2,794,486

User Fees & Charges

$1,773,500

In-kind Contribution

$4,779,233

PHRN NCRIS PROGRAM EXPENDITURE BY COMPONENT 2019-20

Regional Data Linkage

$8,699,996

Strategic Projects

$139,852

National Coordination

$1,164,864

National Data Linkage

$1,133,863

National Programs (OAS, SURE & SUFEX)

$3,428,106

INVESTMENT BY PROJECT PARTICIPANT 2019-20 ($)

PHRN NCRIS funding

Cash co-investments

User Fees & Charges

In-kind

Tasmania Data Linkage Unit, University of Tasmania,
DoH Tasmania
SA NT Datalink, University of South Australia
Data Linkage Queensland, Queensland Health
Centre for Victorian Data Linkage, DHHS Victoria
Centre for Health Record Linkage, NSW Health
OAS Service, University of WA
SURE Service, Sax Institute
SUFEX Service, Curtin University
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
PHRN Program Office, University of WA
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GOVERNANCE
The PHRN Board is an independent body consisting of five members plus a Chair.
Its primary role is to provide oversight and strategic direction for the PHRN. Other
responsibilities include monitoring contractual compliance and performance against
key performance indicators, oversight of financial risk management, and assistance
of relationships with PHRN Stakeholders.
BOARD MEMBERSHIP
Professor Ian Smith
(Chairman, January 2020 onwards)
Professor Brendon Kearney
(Chairman, June – December 2019)
Ms Lindley Edwards
Ms Elizabeth Foley
Ms Stephanie Miller
Professor Robyn Owens
(June – December 2019)
Professor Tim Colmer
(January 2020 onwards)
Professor John McNeil
PHRN PARTICIPANT COUNCIL
The PHRN Board is supported by the
Participant Council which provides
advice on strategy, policy, funding
priorities, stakeholder engagement,
performance and accountability. All
PHRN Participant organisations are
represented on the Participant Council.
COUNCIL MEMBERSHIP
Professor Brendon Kearney
(Chairman, June – December 2019)
Professor Ian Smith
(Chairman, January 2020 onwards)
Mr Geoff Neideck
Head, IT and Data Strategies Group,
Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare

Professor Rosa Alati
(November 2019 onwards)
Head, School of Public Health,
Curtin University
Associate Professor Sarah Thackway
Director, Centre for Epidemiology and
Evidence, NSW Ministry of Health
Dr Jeannette Young
Queensland Chief Health Officer,
Queensland Health
Mr Andrew Stanley
Director, SA NT DataLink
Dr Martin McNamara
Deputy Chief Executive Officer,
Sax Institute
Dr Jodi Johnson-Glading
Deputy Principal Medical Advisor,
Tasmanian Department of Health
and Human Services
Mr John King
Director, System Intelligence
and Analytics, Victorian Department
of Health
Mr Rob Anderson
Executive Director, Information
and System Performance,
WA Department of Health

Professor Archie Clements
(June - October 2019)
Pro Vice-Chancellor (Health),
Curtin University
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