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The centralisation of microbiology services at Sullivan Nicolaides Pathology

We are often asked why our microbiology services have been centralised at our Bowen Hills laboratory in 
Brisbane. As Dr Timothy Badrick explains, microbiology has undergone enormous technological changes in 
recent years. 

In just a short space of time, the department has moved from 
testing techniques that have been in use since the 19th century to 
mass spectrometry, DNA sequencing and arrays. This has required 
substantial investment in highly sophisticated equipment and the 
specialist training of skilled scientists.

In contrast to some other departments within SNP, microbiology 
is largely centralised to the Bowen Hills laboratory. While there are 
many reasons for this model, one of the most significant factors 
is the availability of new technologies. Over the past decade, the 
field of microbiology has been revolutionised by technology and 
instruments that have largely replaced traditional methods. The 
most notable and widely known of these is the matrix-assisted laser 
desorption/ionisation-time of flight (MALDI-TOF) mass spectrometry 
system. These machines allow for rapid identification of bacterial 
and fungal isolates, with a high level of accuracy, by creating a 
mass spectrogram of expressed proteins within each organism 
and digitally comparing it to a database of known organism protein 
spectra. At present, these machines still require culture of an isolate 
prior to use. However, in the setting of blood cultures for example, 
organism identification can usually be obtained four hours after 
flagging positive. The Bowen Hills laboratory has two of these 
machines, running almost 24 hours a day, allowing a high number of 
organism identifications to be made daily.

So why are these game-changing machines only available at the 
Bowen Hills laboratory?

To ensure high quality output of results, ongoing training and 
continuous monitoring of quality are required. While the 
MALDI-TOF machine is incredibly accurate, it is not perfect, and thus 
other characteristics of the isolates need to be taken into account to 
ensure the identification is correct. 

The ongoing maintenance and calibration of these instruments also 
require staff with the appropriate skill and expertise. On top of this, the 
initial cost of purchase and ongoing maintenance limits availability in 
all settings. Hence, centralisation of technology and staff is the most 
feasible and cost-effective arrangement.

Outside of the traditional bench-based microbiology testing, 
molecular-based testing has become increasingly more utilised. 
This testing is ever-changing and requires highly skilled scientists 
and technicians to perform. The quality assurance associated with 
molecular testing is also highly involved and specialised. As well as 
the staffing requirement, the platforms that are used to run the tests 
take up more than half an entire floor of the Bowen Hills laboratory. 
While some regional laboratories have access to a limited number 
of molecular platforms for tests requiring rapid turnaround, having a 
centralised molecular pathology department remains the only option 
for quality results in a timely manner. 

With ongoing evolution of technology, which is becoming 
increasingly accessible, these platforms may at some point in the 
future be more available in regional settings. As it stands, even 
accounting for transport times for specimens to reach Brisbane 
from the wide service area of the Bowen Hills laboratory, organism 
identification turnaround times remain relatively fast to ensure quality 
and timely results are delivered for quality ongoing patient care. 

Dr Timothy Badrick MBBS 
Microbiology Registrar 
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Manual reading of plates in microbiology has not been 
replaced quite yet.

Automation of processing helps with efficiency and 
reduction in potential errors.

PCR-based organism identification methods continue to 
expand.
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Be prepared for Christmas
Stores 
To avoid shortages or running out of essential supplies over Christmas, we advise our referrers to order stores by 
Wednesday 15 December for delivery before Wednesday 22 December. Our stores department will accept orders 
over the Christmas period, with despatch to recommence on Thursday December 30.

Cardiology  
The Cardiology department closes 5 pm Thursday 23 December 2021, re-opening 
9 am Tuesday 4 January 2022 for all services. Monitoring services are unavailable during this time.

Collection centres
Please visit www.snp.com.au for opening hours over the holiday period.

Warfarin Care enrolments 
Warfarin Care program enrolments have closed for 2021.
Community and hospital patient enrolments re-open Tuesday 4 January 2022.
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Having trouble finding the time for professional training? 
Sonic Education can help.
Finding the time to fulfil professional development obligations can be challenging, 
but the upcoming long summer break offers a great opportunity to get a head start.

Sonic Education provides online short courses and workshops that are designed for clinicians and healthcare professionals who lead busy 
lives, and they can be accessed whenever and wherever suits.

With a wide range of topics to choose from, they will ensure you remain as informed and involved as possible on current procedures, updates, 
and new developments in clinical practice.

 � We draw on a unique resource—the specialist expertise of Sonic’s senior pathologists and clinicians.

 � We work closely with the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) and the Australian College of Rural and Remote 
Medicine (ACRRM) to help you meet your CPD requirements.

 � All our educational resources are free of charge and require only registration.

 � New courses are added all the time; visit Sonic Education for the latest: www.soniceducation.com.au 

Chronic Pain 
RACGP 40 pts / ACRRM 25 pts

General Pathology 
RACGP 40 pts / ACRRM 11 pts

Skin Cancer Part 1 
RACGP 12 pts / ACRRM 8 pts

Skin Cancer Part 2 
RACGP 18 pts / ACRRM 9 pts

Travel Medicine Part 1 
RACGP 10 pts / ACRRM 5 pts

Travel Medicine Part 2 
RACGP 10 pts / ACRRM 5 pts

Foundation Certificate of Men’s Health 
RACGP 40 pts / ACRRM 27 pts

Foundation Certificate of Women’s Health 
RACGP 40 pts / ACRRM 32 pts

Reproductive Carrier Screening 
RACGP 7 pts / ACRRM 1 pt

Pathologist profile

Dr Teong Saw MBBS FRCPA 

Dr Teong Saw is a consultant histopathologist 
at Sullivan Nicolaides Pathology, Townsville, 
where he reports a broad range of specimens. 
He graduated in Medicine from The University 
of Queensland before undertaking his medical 

internship at Townsville General Hospital followed by residency at 
Dunedin Public Hospital, New Zealand.

Dr Saw worked in general practice in Brisbane before moving on to 
advanced training in anatomical pathology at the Royal Brisbane 
and Women’s Hospital and Mater Health Services. He gained 
Fellowship of the Royal College of Pathologists of Australasia in 
2009. Over the following decade, he worked as an anatomical 
pathologist in regional Victoria, based at the LaTrobe regional 
hospital at Traralgon. Dr Saw returned to Queensland and joined 
SNP in 2021.

Dr Saw is available for consultation.
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