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WEHI is Australia’s leading biomedical 
research institute. The contribution by 
the Victorian Government to expand 
and effectively double the Institute’s 
size in 2008 was critical in helping the 
Institute grow to becoming the global 
success it is today. 

IDENTIFIED PROBLEM/GAP

In the early 2000s, WEHI experienced 
severe limitations in physical space, which 
was impeding its potential to undertake 
new scientific and technological programs 
and attract new scientific talent. At the 
time, a review of similar major competing 
organisations abroad led to WEHI concluding 
that without expansion, WEHI would be 
unable to continue competing at the highest 
level internationally and would experience 
inevitable decline.

OVERVIEW OF THE INVESTMENT

The Victorian Government provided $50 
million through the Healthy Futures program 
in 2006 to support the expansion of WEHI to 
ensure the Institute could rival the world’s 
best. The seven-storey western wing at 
WEHI’s Parkville laboratories was estimated 
to cost $130 million, with the Australian 
Government providing $50 million and Atlantic 
Philanthropies providing the remaining 
$30 million. 

Officially opened in 2012, the redevelopment 
included Australian-first research services 
across seven new levels of laboratories and 

scientific support services. This included a 
new personalised medicine research centre, 
volunteer blood donor registry, an insectary 
for breeding malaria-carrying mosquitos, and 
a clinical translation centre. 

IMPACT

The expansion doubled WEHI’s floor space 
and enabled an additional 270 researchers to 
be employed by 2012. Growth of this scale has 
only been possible by having the necessary 
space, quality infrastructure, reputation and 
funding to house the world’s leading scientists. 

Ten years on, it is clear that the expansion 
has been transformative for WEHI. Not 
only are the state-of-the-art laboratories, 
support facilities and office space still 
being utilised by WEHI, the redevelopment 
proved essential in enabling WEHI to have 
the critical mass and quality infrastructure 
necessary to attract exceptional talent 
and deliver remarkable health outcomes 
through new scientific discoveries and 
commercialisation capabilities. 

The expansion enabled WEHI to establish new 
strategic research initiatives, most notably 
in genomics, bioinformatics, breast cancer, 
structural biology, medicinal chemistry, 
developmental biology and systems biology. 
WEHI’s enhanced research capacity was also 
able to attract increased competitive research 
grants. By 2019, revenue from government and 
industrial and philanthropic grants has grown 
to over $80 million per annum. 

These new research opportunities and 
initiatives have also led to an increase in 
high quality jobs, which have been filled with 
leading talent from Australia and abroad. 

CASE STUDY 2:  
WALTER AND ELIZA HILL 
INSTITUTE OF MEDICAL 
RESEARCH
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Growing from 320 staff in 1997, today WEHI 
has 1,160 staff comprising 89 senior scientists, 
286 scientists, 569 research laboratory staff, 
and 216 support staff. Additionally, WEHI 
supports 203 research students completing 
honours, Masters, and PhD studies. In the 
period 2000-2009, WEHI authored 2,190 peer 
reviewed publications. In the subsequent 
decade, this figure grew to 3,700 peer 
reviewed publications. 

Today, there are more than 300 research 
projects underway at WEHI – in cancer, 
immunology, infectious diseases, and healthy 
development and ageing – creating a robust 
discovery and development pipeline. For 
instance, WEHI has received more than 
$16 million in funding from global charity 
Wellcome Trust to identify and investigate 
‘drug-like’ molecules for treating malaria in 
partnership with biopharmaceutical company 
Merck Sharp & Dohme. WEHI’s longstanding 
collaborative relationship with CSL has 
yielded several new biological drugs that are 
now in clinical development for inflammatory 
diseases, and the two organisations continue 
to work closely on a range of translational 
research. In 2019, WEHI’s annual income 
from its commercialisation activities 
totalled $43 million. 

Innovations at WEHI have also led to 
the foundation of several spinout 
companies, such as IonOpticks, 
which manufactures innovative 
analytical tools used by 
researchers worldwide, and 
Anaxis Pharma, a joint venture 
between WEHI and Synthesis 
Research to develop novel 
drugs for the treatment of 
inflammatory diseases.

To continue to build a diverse pipeline of 
WEHI spinouts, the Institute initiated an 
entrepreneurship program in 2018, which 
is designed to encourage and support the 
entrepreneurial activities of all staff and 
students. In addition, WEHI’s intellectual 
property is currently the subject of more than 
200 clinical trials being conducted worldwide. 

Attraction of talent has been an enduring 
focus for the Institute, with a sustained focus 
on ensuring WEHI attracts the best and 
brightest people through initiatives to support 
gender equity and the promotion of science 
as a career pathway to secondary and 
tertiary students. The Institute is a founding 
partner of the Gene Technology Access 
Centre, which aims to increase science literacy 
in the community and to inspire students to 
undertake tertiary studies in STEM. 
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