
	  

	  

ABACBS Annual Report 2017 
 
Executive committee: 
President: Tony Papenfuss 
Vice-President: Ashley Waardenberg (resigned 16 Feb 2017) & Aaron Darling 
(appointed 18 April 2017) 
Treasurer: Melissa Davis 
Secretary: Joshua Ho 
Postdoctoral Representative: Alan Rubin 
Student Representative: Harriet Dashnow 
Ordinary members:  

Nicola Armstrong 
David Lynn 

Professional Bioinformatician Representative (delegated): Roxane Legaie 
(appointed 18 April 2017) 
 
In February, our Vice President Ashley Waardenberg resigned from the 
ABACBS Committee in order to take up a post-doctoral position at EMBL in 
Heidelberg. Ash was the society’s first Vice President and played a vital role in 
establishing and developing our national society in its first few years. 
We were fortunate that Aaron Darling was willing to step in and take over as 
Vice President in April following an EOI. He has already made important 
contributions to starting our award scheme and has been closely involved in 
ABACBS’ negotiations about hosting ABACBS-2019 in Sydney with an 
international conference. 
We also appointed Roxane Legaie to the position of Professional 
Bioinformatician Representative following an EOI. In 2017, this was a non-
voting position on the executive committee with delegated responsibilities to 
represent bioinformaticians in core facilities, service roles and non-academic 
positions, including industry. 
At our AGM this year, our Treasurer Melissa Davis and Ordinary Member 
David Lynn will also be stepping off the Executive.  
Melissa was heavily involved in establishing the society in 2014 and was our 
first Treasurer. She has played a vital role in developing the society, including 
developing financial procedures and keeping financial records in her role as 
Treasurer, but also across all other areas of activity. Being Treasurer of an 
association is frequently laborious and at times a thankless job. The Executive 
would like to acknowledge Melissa’s hard work, discipline and for making the 



	  

	  

work enjoyable, and thank her. She is stepping off the executive at this time to 
focus on co-chairing the ABACBS Annual Conference in Melbourne in 2018. 
David joined the Executive Committee as one of the two Ordinary Member 
positions when we created this role at our first AGM in 2016. David has made 
fantastic contributions to the Executive Committee and in 2017 he chaired the 
ABACBS Annual Conference in Adelaide. The Executive Committee would 
like to thank David for all of his hard work. 
 
Membership 
A major change for the society this year was the introduction of membership 
fees. This was discussed and approved by a vote of the membership at the 
2016 AGM.  
Identifying a membership management system that was a) affordable and b) 
supported our needs was a time-consuming task. We selected 
MembershipWorks. This allows us to automatically offer discounts for financial 
members at ABACBS events. Free members who joined the society before 
June 2017 have been made Associate Members. These members are currently 
kept informed of events through emails but are ineligible to receive awards, 
vote, or hold positions on the national executive or other subcommittees. 
The current membership breakdown is (as at 7/11/2017): 

Full members 131 

Student members 76 

Associate members 461 

Total members 668 

 
Thanks to all members for for their support, enthusiasm, and involvement 
across the year. 
 
Website 
Along with the introduction of web-based membership management, the 
website also received a major overhaul. The site now includes: 
•   A list of all national and regional events we have run, have coming up, or 

support 
•   A jobs board, replacing the old ABN job page. To post jobs, go to this 

website: https://www.abacbs.org/how-to-advertise-job. 
•   Information on the society and how to join 



	  

	  

•   Society documents 
•   Forms to join Professional Bioinformatics or Post-doc related mailing lists. 
These are currently through mailchimp, so can only broadcast rather than 
support discussion. Input on whether this is enough is needed. 
 
Sponsorship 
The society received a substantial amount of sponsorship exceeding $100,000. 
In particular, we again benefited from generous sponsorship from EMBL 
Australia ($46,000). This enables us to pass on $13,000 in sponsorship to UQ 
Winter School in Mathematical and Computational Biology and AMSI 
Bioinfosummer. We supported bioinformatics and computational biology events 
in WA, NSW, QLD and VIC. Sponsorship has also helped us to underwrite our 
own events and establish a strong financial position. A full financial report will 
be presented by the Treasurer at the AGM. 
 
External engagement 
ABACBS became an official regional affiliated group of the International Society 
for Computational Biology (ISCB). This enables ABACBS to have a channel to 
voice issues related to Australia to the broader international bioinformatics 
community.  
ABACBS became a member organisation of the Australian Mathematical 
Sciences Institute. The society was represented on the AMSI Bioinfosummer 
Standing Committee; the AMSI Maths and Biology Initiative, which aims to bring 
biology problems into the maths classroom as part of an effort to encourage 
girls to take advanced maths classes; and EMBL-ABR International Advisory 
Committee. 
ABACBS also supports Australian membership of GOBLET (although it is not 
the only organisation to do so), which provides a number of representative 
positions on GOBLET committees. 
ABACBS also attended and represented Australia at the Association for Asian 
Societies of Bioinformatics (AASBi). 
 
Awards and honours 
In 2017, ABACBS finalised its first set of career awards, the Honorary Senior 
Fellow award, which will be presented at the ABACBS-2017 Annual 
Conference. These awards are designed to recognise members who have 
made significant contribution to the discipline of bioinformatics and 
computational biology in Australia. Planning is underway for awards at other 
career stages in 2018. 
 



	  

	  

AB3ACBS-2016 Conference report 
ABACBS-2016 was held joint with B3 at QUT from Oct 31-Nov 9 2016, 
organized by David Lovell (QUT) and co-convenors Tony Parker (QUT) and Nic 
Waddell (QIMR). The conference was held in conjunction with the COMBINE 
Student Symposium, the GOBLET AGM, and the BioCAsia meeting and 
several training workshops; this amazing confluence of events was aptly 
labeled The Festival of Bioinformatics. There were 2 international invited 
speakers (Terri Atwood and Kate Hertweck) and 5 national invited speakers 
(Simon Ho, Matt Ritchie, Ute Roessner, Andreas Schreiber, Nouri Ben Zakour), 
with 37 talks at the conference along with 92 Posters, 10 Fast Forwards. Over 
300 people participated in the bioinformatics events we held at QUT during the 
Festival of Bioinformatics, with the main conference attended by over 200 
participants. 
The festival attracted 263 delegates, including: 

•         80	  at	  COMBINE	  Sympoisum 
•         188	  at	  AB3ACBS	   
•         44	  at	  the	  Best	  practices	  Day	  1 
•         31	  at	  the	  Best	  practices	  Day	  2 
•         42	  at	  the	  Bioconductor	  Shiny	  Intro 
•         27	  at	  the	  Bioconductor	  Asia	  Dev	  Workshop 
•         33	  at	  the	  Mixomics	  workshop 
•         30	  at	  the	  GOBLET/ABACBS	  RNA-‐Seq	  training	  session 

 
Regional events 
Perth 
The first ABACBS event was held in Perth on 17 March, generously hosted by 
the Harry Perkins Institute. The main aim of the gathering was to provide a 
venue for the Perth community to meet each other and network. The format 
was an afternoon of talks by bioinformaticians from research groups across all 
the major Universities and Research Institutes in Perth. The talks covered a 
diverse range of topics in bioinformatics and computational biology, and 
significantly, half of the presenters were working with non-human data.  
Sydney 
The 2017 Sydney Bioinformatics Research Symposium (SBRS) was held at the 
Nanoscience Hub at the University of Sydney on 13 June 2016. It was free one-
day event. About 150 people attended the conference. Among all the 
participants, ~50% were students (undergraduates, masters and PhD 
students), and ~21% were postdoctoral fellows, suggesting this conference is 
largely attended by early career trainees. Our conference was designed to 
provide a platform for young bioinformaticians to disseminate their research 
and an opportunity for networking.  
We received about 50 abstracts. Among all the abstracts, 8 people were 
selected to give a short (10 mins) oral presentation, 18 were selected to give 



	  

	  

fast forward (2 mins) oral presentation, and the rest were offered to give poster 
presentations. The symposium also featured 4 invited speakers: Professor 
Liran Carmel (The Hebrew University of Jerusalem), Professor Geoff Barton 
(University of Dundee, UK), Dr Eva Chan (Garvan), and Dr Fatemeh Vafaee 
(UNSW). 
Thanks to the generous sponsorship of the NSW Department of Industry, SBRS 
2017 was able to provide travel bursaries to researchers/students who live 
outside the metropolitan Sydney area. Three applicants (who reside in Lithgow, 
Camden, and Canberra) were awarded a travel bursary, which enabled them 
to attend SBRS, and overall an increased number of people from outside the 
Sydney metropolitan region attended SBRS. 
Melbourne 
Joining the Dots: The Art and Science of Data Visualisation was held in August 
2017. This one day symposium brought together researchers and data lovers 
from a range of disciplines across the sciences and digital humanities to talk 
about the ways in which they practice the art and science of data visualisation. 
The symposium created an occasion on which data users from anywhere and 
everywhere on the research spectrum could share what’s in their data 
visualisation toolbox, exchange thoughts on effective visualisations, and be 
inspired to move beyond bar charts and boxplots and to create compelling 
visualisations of their data. The keynote speaker was Deb Verhoeven, 
Associate Dean of Engagement and Innovation at the University of Technology 
Sydney. The event was co-sponsored by ABACBS, The Australasian 
Association for Digital Humanities, Linux Australia and the Walter and Eliza Hall 
Institute. 
 
Students 
COMBINE, the student sub-committee of ABACBS, now has six active 
branches across Australia, including Melbourne, Brisbane, Sydney, Perth, 
Hobart and Adelaide, with Adelaide set to host the 2017 COMBINE 
Symposium. 17 events have been run in 2017, including 4 social events, 4 
seminars and 9 workshops (including one in New Zealand!), supported by both 
local sponsorship and a highly competitive grant from AGTA, secured last year 
to support training. The newly established branch in Perth has been particularly 
active, setting up bi-monthly seminar/social events as well as running a number 
of workshops over the year.  
We are looking forward to ending the year on a high note with the 2017 
COMBINE Symposium in Adelaide, thanks to the hard work and efforts of the 
2017 COMBINE Symposium committee and all of our event sponsors. We are 
sure that this year's student symposium will follow on from the success of our 
2016 event in Brisbane, which hosted 80 delegates from Queensland, 
Melbourne, South Australia, New South Wales and Canberra. ABACBS has 
continued their strong support of students, with funding for student travel to the 
symposium and conference awarded again this year. 



	  

	  

We have continued to maintain our presence on several social media platforms. 
Both our mailing list and Twitter accounts have grown since last year to over 
1000 subscribers, while our Facebook account has just shy of 400 followers. 
Our COMBINE logo also had a fresh new look for 2017, thanks to our Media 
and Comms representative Luke Zappia.  
As always, these events would not be possible without the hard work of the 
ABACBS’ active national student subcommittee and local branch 
representatives, and we are all very grateful for the time they commit to helping 
other students in bioinformatics and computational biology. We look forward to 
welcoming the 2018 student committee and to a successful new year. 


