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Paul Gleeson and Terrence Piva report on the FAOBMB 
Conference and Council meeting held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

The 27th FAOBMB and the 44th Annual Malaysian 
Society of Biochemistry and Molecular Biologists 
(MSBMB) Conference was held in Kuala Lumpur from 
19–22 August 2019. The four-day joint conference 
was located in the excellent and very well-appointed 
Convention and Exhibition Centre at the Berjaya Times 
Square Hotel, located in the heart of Kuala Lumpur 
and walking distance to restaurants, local markets and 
wonderful city life. A Young Scientist Program was held, 
from 15–18 August at the Taylor’s University Lakeside 
Campus.

The theme of the meeting was ‘Biomolecules: Networks 
and Systems’ and was in conjugation with the IUBMB 

Special Symposium on ‘Mosquito-borne illnesses’. The 
meeting was very successful and attracted over 350 
delegates from 36 countries. It was lively, very engaging 
and the quality of science presented was excellent. Of 
particular note was the exceptional hospitality of the local 
organisers. The friendly atmosphere promoted vibrant 
interactions between students, early career researchers 
and senior scientists.

The local organising committee was chaired by Lim 
Yang Mooi (President, MSBMB), and the committee 
assembled an excellent program of ten Plenary and 
Award lectures, an Education Symposium, Women in 
Science Forum, 18 current sessions covering broad 
aspects of molecular sciences including Molecular 
Parasitology, Genetics, Viral Diseases, Immunology, Cell 
Biology, and included 102 posters as well as a Career 
Developmental Forum. There were three concurrent 
sessions each morning and afternoon of 19 and 20 
August and one concurrent session on each of the other 
two days. The organising committee included an MC for 
the conference Muhammad Fazril Mohamad Razif, a 
very entertaining and articulate early career researcher 
and a previous PhD student of the University of Western 
Australia. There were two Australian plenary speakers, 
John Mackenzie (Mahathir Science Lecture) and Leann 
Tilley, while Christian Doering was an invited Symposium 
speaker.
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Award Lectures
Mahathir Science Award Lecture: John Mackenzie 
(Australia)
One Health: breaking down the professional silos and 
responding to emerging zoonotic and mosquito-borne 
diseases
FEBS Lecture: Dominique Soldati-Favre (Switzerland)
Functional and computational genomics reveal 
unprecedented versatility in stage specific 
Toxoplasma gondii metabolism
FAOBMB Research Excellence Award Lecture: 
Jin-Soo Kim (South Korea)
CRISPR genome editing in plants, animals and 
human cells
FAOBMB Education Award Lecture: Xiaoyun Lu 
(China)
Teaching now, facing the future
MSBMB President – Tan Sri Dato’ Kong Hon Kong 
Award Lecture: Sheila Nathan (Malayasia)
Resolving B. pseudomallei pathogenesis from a 
biochemistry–microbiology perspective

Plenary Lectures
Balbir Singh Mohan Singh (Malaysia)
Plasmodium knowlesi: past, present and future
Patrick Tan (Singapore)
Genomic and epigenomic profiles of Asian endemic 
malignancies
Madan Babu (UK)
Understanding variation in the GPCR signalling 
system
Leann Tilley (Australia)
New technologies that provide insights into malaria 
parasite virulence and anti-malarial drug design
Noboru Mizushima (Japan)
Physiological roles and molecular mechanisms of 
autophagy
Brad Nelson (Canada)
Deciphering and re-engineering the immune response 
to cancer

From left: 
Yang Mooi Lim 

(Conference 
Chair), Andy 

Wang (President, 
IUBMB) and 
Anthony Ho 
Siong Hock 

(Conference 
Secretariat).
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The opening lecture delivered by John Mackenzie was 
a tour de force in understanding the factors driving the 
emergence and spread of zoonotic and vector borne 
virus diseases. John highlighted his talk with four 
examples which have emerged this millenunium, namely 
Nipah virus, the spread of West Nile virus, SARS and 
the emergence of the highly pathogenic avian influenza 
H5N1. The study of the origin of these pathogenic 
diseases led to identification of various wildlife species 
which harbour a range of novel viruses, particularly bats 
from Africa and Asia. Given the relevance of the zoonotic 
nature of viruses, he argued for the importance of a One 
Heath concept to combat these diseases, with integration 
of the previous disparate fields of human medicine, 
veterinary science and wildlife ecology. Cooperation 
among human, animal, and environmental sciences to 
combat emerging public health threats has become an 
important issue under the One Health Initiative.

The winner of the 2019 FAOBMB Award for Research 
Excellence, given annually to a distinguished biochemist 
or molecular biologist for work carried out in the FAOBMB 
region, was Jin-Soo Kim who gave an outstanding 
summary of his work developing new CRISPR genome 
systems to introduce base editing in plants, animals 
and human cells. His lab has developed improved 
RNA-guided endonucleases derived from CRISPR-
Cas9 and the Cas9/Cpf1/Base Editor ribonucleoprotein 
(RNP) delivery system to introduce defined mutations 
into genomes. He has developed rapid sequencing 
methods (Digenome-seq) to identify off target sites of 
Cas9 nucleases and Cas9-fused deaminases and has 
designed novel strategies to avoid off-target effects, 
which were described in his lecture.

The FEBS-sponsored lecture was delivered by 
Dominique Soldati-Fauvre. Her group has created many 
genetic tools for manipulating and studying eukaryotic 
parasites. Dominique’s talk focused on Toxoplasma 

gondii, the obligate intracellular parasite that leads to a 
chronic infection toxoplasmosis, a major veterinary and 
human disease. She described her systems approach 
using computational metabolic models combined 
with CRISP-Cas9 screens of the metabolic genes to 
understand how the obligate parasite reshapes its 
metabolic network to survive different host environments 
where nutrient availability differs.  The study revealed a 
fascinating insight into a variety of metabolic pathways, 
including purine nucleotides, vitamins, co-factors and 
fatty acids. In addition, her studies provide insights into 
how the parasite interacts with its host to modulate its 
metabolism under different stages of infection.    

The FAOBMB Education Award, given triennially by 
the FAOBMB to a biochemist or molecular biologist in 
recognition of outstanding contributions and innovation 
to education in the FAOBMB region, was awarded to 
Xiaoyun Lu. Her very lively and engaging talk described 
her approach to establish independent learning skills and 
in particular, for students to figure out themselves how to 
discover what should be learned for their development of 
an effective skill set. In addition to novel teaching methods 
such as the flipped class room, she described the ‘rain 
classroom’ approach which incorporates traditional 
sources of information with social media interactions 
to maximise student engagement. She was able to 
demonstrate the positive influence of her approach to the 
outcomes of her student classes. This was followed by 
the FAOBMB Education Symposia, chaired by Grace Fe 
Yu and Janet Macaulay (Monash University)

Sheila Nathan received the MSBMB President’s Award 
and gave the final plenary lecture on her long-term studies 
of infections by Burkholderia bacteria and identification 
of the bacterial effectors, which switch off the host 
inflammatory response by targeting and degrading host 
transcription factors that drive an inflammatory response. 

The themes of many of the other plenary talks integrated 
systems biology and genomic approaches, for example 
in the discovery of Plasmodium knowlesi (Balbir Singh), 
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Jin-Soo Kim (right) 
receives the 

FAOBMB Award 
for Research 

Excellence from 
Zengyi Chang 

(FAOBMB 
President).

Xiaoyun Lu 
receives the 
FAOBMB Award 
for Education 
Excellence from 
Zengyi Chang 
(FAOBMB 
President).
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Plasmodium virulence and anti-malarial drug design 
(Leann Tilley), epigenetic drivers of malignancies with 
high prevalence in Asia (Patrick Tan), and polymorphisms 
associated with G-protein-coupled receptors (GPCRs) 
and the impact of these polymorphisms on signalling 
and the variable drug responses to GPCRs in individuals 
(Madan Babu). 

The FAOBMB Council meeting was held on 18 August 
2019, with Terrence Piva as the Australian delegate 
(ASBMB Representative) and Paul Gleeson, Chair of 
Fellowships Committee. The meeting was attended 
by delegates from 17 of the 21 constituent member 
societies/countries, the six members of the executive 
committee, the Honorary Member and Past President 
of FAOBMB Andrew Wang (now IUBMB President) 
and observers from Malaysia and other countries in the 
FAOBMB region, including the Treasurer Elect, Shannon 
Au. The Council meeting was chaired by the FAOBMB 
President, Zengyi Chang (Japan) (2017–2019) and the 
Secretary-General, Shiela Nathan (Malaysia). In his 
President’s report, Zengyi called for suggestions of other 
national societies that could be eligible to join FAOBMB, 
where strengths in education and scientific training are 
considered alongside research. Zengyi has encouraged 
strategies for closer ties with IUBMB and FEBS and 
has also initiated strategies to obtain stable funding for 
the FAOBMB awards and he encouraged delegates to 
be proactive in working with local community to support 
nominations for the various FAOBMB awards. The 
President Elect of FAOBMB is Akira Kikuchi, who will 
assume the role as President at the beginning of 2020, 
and will serve in this role until the end of 2021.

In August, Shannon Au (Hong Kong Society of 
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology) was elected to the 
role of FAOBMB Treasurer and will take up the role from 
Piamsook Pongsawasdi (Thailand) whose 6-year term 
as Treasurer finishes at the end of 2019. Shannon will 

serve in the role of FAOBMB Treasurer from 2020–2022.
At the Council meeting, reports on the FAOBMB 

Council Meeting in Seoul (June 2018) and FAOBMB 
Executive Committee Meeting in Shenzhen (March 
2019) were tabled.  Reports from the 15th FAOBMB–24th 
IUBMB Congress held in Seoul (2018), 27th FAOBMB 
Conference in Kuala Lumpur (2019), 28th FAOBMB 
Conference in Colombo (2020), 16th FAOBMB Congress 
in Christchurch (2021), 29th FAOBMB Conference in 
Shenzhen (2022) and 17th FAOBMB–26th IUBMB 
Congress in Melbourne (2024) were also tabled. There 
were two bids for the 30th FAOBMB Conference in 2023 
and Council voted to hold the conference in Bangkok, 
hosted by the Thai-BMB Society.     

One of the main points discussed at the council 
meeting was the terms of the GN Ranachandran Lecture 
at FAOBMB Congresses, which remained unresolved 
following discussions. Changes to the fee structure for 
member countries was also discussed and was agreed 
to, however, it was noted and that membership numbers 
on which the fees are based will not include students.  

The next FAOBMB Conference will be held in Colombo, 
Sri Lanka from 11–13 June 2020.

FAOBMB Executive Committee, FAOBMB Council 
Delegates and Observers at the Council meeting.

Jalan Alor street restaurants in Kuala Lumpur.
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Entrance to the Batu Caves.

This report, written by Paul Gleeson and Terrence Piva, was published in the December 2019 
issue of the Australian Biochemist and is reproduced with their permission.
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 We were extremely honoured to receive IUBMB–
FAOBMB Young Scientist Program (YSP) Travel 
fellowships to attend the YSP and the 27th FAOBMB and 
44th MSBMB Conference in August in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia. The YSP was hosted by the impressive 
Taylor’s University at its leafy Lakeside Campus, on the 
outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. The YSP event was a huge 
success that instigated collaborative networks among 
the 36 early career scientists from five different regions 
including Asia, Oceania, America, Africa and Europe, 
of which female attendees made up more than 50% of 
the participants. Australia was well represented in this 
year’s program, including three YSP awardees and one 
student observer. In addition, a number of participants, 
although not directly representing Australia, have had 
PhD/postdoc training in Australia or have collaborated 
extensively with Australian universities.

The organising committee, led by Adeline Chia Yoke Yin 
of Taylor’s University, put up an excellent program and 
arranged a warm welcome for all the YSP participants. 
The event kicked off with two invited lectures. Paul 
Gleeson from the University of Melbourne shared 
his research on the role of Golgi apparatus as a cell 
sensor and Carmay Lim from the Institute of Biomedical 
Science, Academia Sinica, Taiwan, discussed the 
importance of metal ions in brain signalling. The YSP 
program continued with two days of scientific sessions 
where participants gave oral and poster presentations 
to share ground-breaking research in their respective 
fields. The topics covered in the YSP were extremely 
broad, ranging from proteomics, molecular biology, plant 
biochemistry and structural biology, to cancer biology 
and immunology. The oral presentations were divided 
into five sessions, providing an excellent opportunity 
for all YSP participants to showcase their research and 
to learn about each of the projects in detail. The oral 

sessions were very interactive as the chairs allowed the 
participants to ask lots of questions. Day 1’s session 
also included a half-day tour to the Malaysia Genome 
Institute (MGI), a non-profit organisation that provides 
the nation with core research infrastructure. The visit to 
MGI was a thrilling experience, where we got the chance 
to see the state-of-the-art DNA sequencers and the 
cutting-edge protein characterisation equipment suite, 
including high-end mass spectrometry, NMR and X-ray 
crystallography facilities. The laboratory visit ended with 
a tour to the institute’s on-site stingless bee farm, where 
we all got to taste some fresh sour honey. 

In addition to science, we enjoyed the delicious 
food throughout the YSP event. Spending time with 
YSP participants during our stay in the SAMA Living 
guesthouse helped us to build a close friendship that 
will be invaluable for our career development. 

The last day of the YSP event was a social program. 
We went on a Kuala Lumpur city tour which gave us 
a taste of Malaysia’s diverse and inclusive culture. We 
visited the famous Batu Caves and Petronas Towers. 
There was a charming Malaysian cultural dance during a 
delightful lunch. We had discussions about our science, 
career paths, future collaborations and on visiting each 
other’s country. We feel very proud and fortunate to 
have been a part of such an inspiring event. Thank you 
to the ASBMB, FAOBMB and the YSP organisers for 
giving us the opportunity to travel to Kuala Lumpur for 
the YSP and the FAOBMB Conference.

Sushma Anand, Monash University
and Nan Hao, University of Adelaide

Aspiring Meeting of Young 
Researchers in Kuala Lumpur

From left: Nan Hao (University of Adelaide), Kai Dun 
Tang (Queensland University of Technology), Sushma 
Anand (Monash University), Paul Gleeson (University

of Melbourne) and Crystall Swarbrick (Duke-NUS 
Medical School Singapore and Griffith University).

YSP awardees and organising committee.

YSP participants 
in front of the
Petronas Towers,
Kuala Lumpur.


