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Chronic childhood lung disease the focus of new Centre of
Research Excellence
04 September 2026

Menzies School of Health Research (Menzies) will lead a new Centre of Research
Excellence (CRE) focused on understanding the cause of bronchiectasis (a severe lung
disease) in children, thanks to new funding recently announced by the National Health
and Medical Research Council (NHMRC).

Called CRE-CLIMB - Childhood Lung Disease: Early-life Infection and Mechanistic
Pathways to Bronchiectasis, the Centre aims to understand why some children who have
serious lung infections, like pneumonia, go on to develop a chronic wet cough and then
develop bronchiectasis, a chronic and life-limiting disease.

Over the next 5 years, an expert team of multi-disciplinary lab-based scientists and
clinicians from across Australia and Canada will combine their specialised expertise to
examine how persistent chest infections, and the body's response to these infections, may
work together to cause bronchiectasis in children, as these mechanisms likely hold the key
to treating and preventing the disease.

This CRE draws on the team’s vast laboratory expertise to improve understanding of the
biology underlying lung health and disease in the early years of life, and to identify
mechanisms that may lead to bronchiectasis. The goal is to translate this new knowledge
into improved ways of preventing and treating the disease, reducing the current reliance
on long-term antibiotic use as the primary therapy, and helping to improve health
outcomes for affected children.

This CRE extends Menzies long-term research of childhood lung health, leveraging
established relationships with scientists, researchers, clinicians and families. The CRE's
laboratory work will test samples collected as part of current randomised controlled trials,
where participants have agreed for their child’s samples to be used to help better
understand the disease.

In Australia, the Northern Territory experiences the highest rates of bronchiectasis, which
is particularly prevalent among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. Current
recommended treatment for the disease includes long-term antibiotics, which places
significant strain on families and carries the risk of antibiotic-resistance developing.

Bronchiectasis in children can occur when the lungs breathing tubes become damaged
by repeat infections and become wider than normal. It also results in excess mucus, which
becomes exacerbated with colds, flus or infections, as well as poor air quality. Recurrent
protracted bacterial bronchitis (PBB) is a known risk factor for bronchiectasis in children,
but it is currently unknown why only some children with PBB will go on to develop
bronchiectasis.
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Learn more about CRE-CLIMB:
https://www.menzies.edu.au/page/Research/Centres for Research Excellence/CRE-
CLIMB/

Quotes attributable to CRE-CLIMB Chief Investigator and Menzies Principal Research
Fellow, Associate Professor Robyn Marsh:

“Bronchiectasis is a really complex disease. Most previous bronchiectasis research has
focused on adults, and much less is known about how the disease develops in young
children.

"By enabling a research program dedicated to teasing out the mechanisms that lead to
bronchiectasis in children, this CRE will help accelerate discovery of new ways to prevent
and treat this disease.”

Quote attributable to CRE-CLIMB Associate Investigator, First Nations Cultural
Advisor and Menzies Research Nurse, Lesley Versteegh:
“This exciting new CRE connects laboratory discoveries with clinical research. Bringing

together years of research and thousands of samples will help unlock new diagnostics,
vaccines and treatment that can change the future of children’s lung health diagnosis, and
treatment of childhood lung disease.”
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About Menzies School of Health Research

Menzies is at the forefront of health and medical research dedicated to improving the lives
of peoples across the Northern Territory, Asia Pacific and beyond. By joining scientific
knowledge with community wisdom, Menzies strives to Close the Gap, and shape a
healthier, more equitable future where communities can thrive.
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