
Centre for Brain Health in the Tropics
A Proposal of the Tropical Brain and Mind Foundation – 
Townsville, Queensland, Australia

The Centre will be located within TropiQ Health and 
Intelligence Precinct in Townsville, Queensland, Australia. 
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The Proposal
The proposal is to establish the first Centre for Brain Health with outreach  
across the tropical regions of Australia and the global tropics. It will have a broad 
outreach dedicated to advancing frontiers in innovative research and practice 
within well-integrated programmes on epidemiology, neurobiology and treatment of 
stress-related mental illness relevant to the tropics. Moving to a post-covid world, 
the new and developing concepts of Brain Health and Brain Skills are emerging 
as important drivers of economic and social recovery. These concepts encompass 
neural development, plasticity, mental health functioning and recovery across the 
life course. The Centre will be incorporated within the health an intelligence precinct 
known as TropiQ, working closely with Townsville University Hospital and James 
Cook University and other international centres of Brain Health Research. Through 
the auspicing body, Tropical Brain and Mind Foundation, the centre will also have 
partnerships with the Sunshine Coast Neuroscience and Mind – Thompson Centre 
and the Kimberley Brain and Mind Foundation.

The Purpose
TropiQ is a collaboration between Townsville University Hospital, James Cook 
University, the Townsville City Council, the Australian Defence Force and the CSIRO 
and with relevant stakeholders, from the local community to other communities in 
the tropics, to most effectively address the needs of our region. This particularly 
applies to the island nations close to Australia and the effects of climate change on 
the health of their citizens. Research with Indigenous people is also a priority given 
that over 11% of the north Queensland population is Indigenous. The Centre will 
be multidisciplinary and internationally collaborative. It will provide research-based 
services and the Centre will make any technologies and discoveries available to the 
wider community and create revenue for sustainability and further development.

The Need
Mental and neurological conditions are today’s most urgent unmet need requiring 
new and innovative research and strategies. “Brain disorders are among the leading 
causes of ill health and disability world-wide which lead to monumental loss of human 
capability and avoidable suffering. This situation has been magnified by Covid 19” 
(Healthy Brains Global Initiative, 2020). 450m people worldwide live with mental 
illness and the economic cost is $US3trillion but only 3% of global health resources 
are targeted to brain health. Major Depressive Disorders burden in the tropics will 
continue to increase by about 60% over the next 30 years (Ketheesan et al. 2018). 

The Centre will value add new knowledges and better address the health, social 
and economic burden that brain disorders create. In the initial construction phase, 
the Centre will create economic opportunities with approx. 94,000 man-hours 
work to develop/construct, and new job opportunities. It will create investment as 
businesses seek new ways to improve workforce participation and productivity. The 
research will aim to advance social and brain capital needed for the post Covid era.

Brain Health
The global economic burden of mental 
illness is expected to rise in the coming 
decade. The World Health Organization 
(WHO) Global Burden of Disease 
Survey estimates that stress-related 
mental health conditions, including 
depression, anxiety disorders, psychotic 
and substance use disorders, will be 
the leading cause of disability world-
wide. These disorders have the highest 
contribution to overall health burden  
in Australia. 

The Centre’s research is based on our 
contemporary understanding of mental 
illness, which emphasise that early 
developmental injury, chronic stress and 
trauma are at the core of common and 
debilitating mental health conditions. 
Rather than focussing on current, much-
debated diagnostic categories, such 
as major depression and the anxiety of 
psychotic disorders, we aim to target the 
root causes of mental illness by either 
decreasing the biological impact of stress 
on the brain or through building resilience.

There is a unique, bidirectional 
interaction between infectious diseases, 
mental and other chronic disorders 
in the Tropics. Infections during early 
development increase the likelihood of 
mental illness and chronic metabolic 
and cardiovascular disorders in later 
life. Epidemics and pandemics have 
major impact on physical and mental 
health. Toxic stress and long-term 
psychological trauma are shared risk 
factors for increasing susceptibility to 
infections as well as to the development 
of chronic physical and mental illness.
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Research and social impact programs
Research programs within the Centre will specifically address the unique challenges 
in our region. Research will be well integrated with the service arm of the Centre and 
there will be a reciprocal communication between researchers, health care providers 
and the community.

1.  Mental Health Services Research: This evaluation research in “real-world” 
settings will take advantage of the availability of decades of clinical mental 
health data currently buried in under-utilised databases.

2.  Tropical Mental Health Epidemiology: We will specifically focus on 
tracking the emergence and progression of mental illness in our region with 
a strong focus on Indigenous social and emotional well-being. Beyond the 
classic epidemiological tools, the Centre will include biological measures of 
stress to track how the body’s stress response contributes to the emergence 
of mental ill health.

3.  TropiKids: The Centre will provide a home for a new longitudinal study of 
children in northern Australia and the tropics. This programme will provide 
a treasure trove of data on how early risk factors such as stress, trauma, 
infection, nutritional and metabolic abnormalities shape child development 
and mental health. This programme will have a strong Indigenous focus, 
which will make it unique and highly valuable in our effort to close the 
Indigenous health gap.

4.  iBrain-iStress: The Centre will be in the forefront of utilising new technologies. 
This programme will research new ways to use smart phones and other 
similar devices to better diagnose and treat mental illness in our region.

5.  StressLab: The StressLab will discover new ways to inhibit the deleterious 
effects of early risk factors such as stress, trauma, infections and nutrition 
through multiple integrative streams such as acute/chronic stress biomarkers, 
functional stress tests, epigenetic testing for transgenerational stress.

6.  Money on my Mind: The dynamics of Financial Worry. Little attention has 
been paid to the dynamics of financial worry. This international research 
project will address the following questions: Does (the perception of) financial 
worry change over time? How does financial worry relate to and influence 
personal well-being, social and human capital, and labour market behaviour? 
What moderating factors may mitigate the dynamics of financial worry?

7.  Mentally Healthy City Townsville Program. A mentally healthy city 
addresses mental health as a comprehensive, whole of life, health and well-
being agenda involving individual citizens and the support of the broader 
community. The existing Mentally Healthy City program helps the people 
of Townsville flourish and thrive as a community by heightening the focus 
on mental wellness and through assisting individuals and organisations to 
better support those people who from time to time may be mentally unwell. 
This program will make available a framework for other cities to use.

8.  Aboriginal and Islander Family Research. The Centre will provide a home for 
research with families and will be led by Aboriginal and Islander researchers.

9.  Research that contributes to the training and education of medical and 
health workers.

Budget and Costings
(Details are available as required)

The building
$21,800,000 (approx. 3,570m2 building 
area on a 4,000m2 site [approx. 94,000 
man-hours work to develop/construct]. 
Quantity Surveying assessment by  
Stark Consulting & Associates. 

Proposed Annual Staffing 
$1,227,100 Total (inc. on-costs of 30%) 
per year. This includes a Director, an 
Associate Director, an Administrator, an 
Indigenous Researcher, a postdoctoral 
researcher, 2 PhD scholarships, and  
5 visiting scholars for up to 6 months 
each. (For 5 years this will be $6,135,500)

Operational costs per year
$366,548 Estimated total outgoings 
for the property in the first year based 
on $98.57 per sqm NLA, the ability for 
sustained NABERS rating, and flexibility 
for aligned private sector and public 
sector tenant partners.

Assessment provided by Craig Stack 
from Knight Frank. 

Continuing funding will be 
sought through
Grant Applications (Philanthropic, 
Federal Government, State Government, 
Local Government, PHNs)

Fee for service programs and projects

Training programs and Short Courses

Rent charged on space utilised by 
organisations

Government/Industry commissioned 
research 
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Centre Construction -  
Economic Impact  
in Townsville 
The construction cost of the Centre is 
estimated at $21.8million, which will 
particularly benefit the non-residential 
building and the construction services 
sectors in Townsville. This initial 
investment will trigger further business 
sales revenue more widely in the 
city worth $35.3million (as a result of 
indirect industry-support effects and 
consumption-induced effects). The 
total (direct and indirect) business 
sales revenue effect of the Centre 
construction in Townsville is therefore 
estimated at $55.2million.

In terms of Gross Regional Product 
(GRP), the construction of the Centre 
adds $6.4million to Townsville’s GRP 
directly and triggers a further addition 
of $12.7million to Townsville’s GRP 
indirectly. The total (direct and indirect) 
GRP contribution of the Centre 
construction to the Townsville economy 
is therefore estimated at $19.1million.

In terms of employment, the construction 
of the Centre adds 39 FTE jobs 
(annualised) to the Townsville labour 
market directly and 83 indirectly. The 
total (direct and indirect) employment 
contribution of the Centre construction to 
the Townsville labour market is therefore 
estimated at 122 jobs for local people.

In unprecedented economic times, 
the construction of the Centre will 
contribute significantly to rebuilding the 
local economy and providing much-
needed local employment opportunities.

(Analysis by  
Assoc. Prof. Riccardo Welters)

Tropical Brain and Mind Foundation 
For communities to flourish, individuals must also flourish which requires healthy 
minds and bodies.

The Foundation seeks and encourages research excellence in brain health, brain 
skills and the economic benefits that come from such projects. Multidisciplinary 
research that leads to clinical and therapeutic interventions are encouraged.

Our Patron
Air Chief Marshal Sir Angus Houston AK, AFC (Ret’d) 
was awarded the Knight of the Order of Australia 
in January 2015 for extraordinary and pre-eminent 
achievement and merit in service to Australia, through 
distinguished service in the Australian Defence Force, 
continued commitment to serve the nation in leadership 
roles, particularly the national responses to the MH370 
and MH17 disasters, and in a variety of roles in the 
community. Sir Angus retired from the military in July 
2011 after serving for 41 years. He was Chief of the 
Australian Defence Force from 2005-2011 and prior to 
that was Chief of Air Force for four years. He was Chair 

of the Anzac Centenary Advisory Board from 2011-2013 which provided strategic 
advice to the Australian Government in relation to the planning and implementation 
of the Anzac Centenary. 

Sir Angus is Chancellor for the University of the Sunshine Coast. He Chairs a 
number of boards and also serves as a board member for numerous organisations. 
He is a visiting fellow of the Australian National University National Security College. 
In addition, he is the Ambassador/Patron of numerous charitable organisations 
including several mental health organisations. Sir Angus has been awarded four 
honorary doctorate degrees from the University of South Australia, the Australian 
National University, the University of New South Wales and Griffith University.

TBMF Board 
Dr Catherine Day OAM (Chair); Prof Suzanne McGinty (Deputy Chair);  
Mr Matthew Keating (Secretary); Ms Lisa Banks; Prof Max Bennett OA,  
Mr Alan Newman; Ms Eleni Millios-Hullick; Ms Louise Vella Cox;  
Ms Trudi Anderson; Ms Lyn Lagana; Ms Tash Henderson (Treasurer).

Advisors to the Foundation
Prof Ian Wronski – DVC, Tropical Health and Medicine, JCU

Prof Zoltan Sarnyai – Prof. of Neuroscience, JCU

Prof Brett McDermott – Prof. of Psychiatry, JCU

Dr Lynore Geia – Academic Lead, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health, JCU

Associate Professor Riccardo Welters – Academic Head, Economics JCU

Dr Harris Eyre – MD PhD, Brain Health Venture, UCLA, California, USA

Contacts for this submission
Dr Catherine Day, (Chair, TBMF), cday@tbmf.com.au, Ph: 0407 227 346

Prof Zoltan Sarnyai, Zoltan.sarnyai@jcu.edu.au, Ph: 07 4781 6992

Website: https://www.tropicalbrainandmind.com.au/ 
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