
Birth injury ‘no one talks about’: Why marathon 
runner Sally couldn’t jog across a car park 
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When her then-three-year-old son bolted, mid-tantrum in a busy Bunnings car park, 
Sally Maconochie faced a terrible choice. 
As her husband remained in the shop, she could run after their little boy, potentially 
triggering the prolapse of her pelvic organs, or risk the worst. 

 
Sally Maconochie is hopeful that research to create biodegradable mesh will oFer hope 
for the many Australian women who have pelvic organ prolapse as a result of 
birth.Credit:Jamila Filippone 
 
“I had to run. I’m glad that I did, as it stopped him from going into traFic; but as I was 
running, I immediately wet myself,” says Maconochie, a major projects consultant and 
once-avid marathon runner. 
“And then I had to lie down dealing with [the stress it put on her weakened pelvic floor] 
for a week afterwards.” 
Maconochie is among up to two in five Australian women whose pelvic floor or 
connective tissue is so badly damaged during birth that sometime later, their vaginal 
walls and/or uterus descend. 
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Courts 
Johnson & Johnson to pay $2.6 million for faulty pelvic mesh implants 
 
The condition is often diFicult or impossible to repair using a patient’s own tissue, and 
had been treated by inserting surgical mesh to support the organs – until the products 
were banned in Australia after two class actions against supplier Johnson & Johnson for 
faulty devices. 
Thousands of Australian women were among the patients who suFered severe pain and 
sometimes catastrophic internal harm from the defective mesh that the company was 
found not to have tested properly, and to have lacked informed consent. 
However, since then, options for repairs that help reduce incontinence, painful sex and 
vaginal discomfort, and return women’s ability to exercise normally, have been limited. 
Caroline Gargett, a professor at the Hudson Institute of Medical Research and adjunct 
professor at Monash University, has personal reasons for wanting to see better results 
for women. 
Like Maconochie, Gargett suFered a levator avulsion – where the pelvic floor muscle 
tears oF the pubic bone – while giving birth as a young woman. 
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Professor Caroline Gargett is working on combing stem cells with biodegradable mesh 
to help repair pelvic tissue for thousands of women aFected every year by pelvic organ 
prolapse. 
The injury was not detected and resulted in a prolapse so confronting that she could see 
her cervix protruding. It meant Gargett had to have a hysterectomy, aged 35, after having 
her third child. 
“Forty per cent of women will experience it [prolapse] at one time or another … the 
cause is birth injury from having a vaginal birth; it’s quite staggering to think about it 
being just ignored, but that’s exactly what happens,” she says. 
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Women's health 
Shame and silence: Why are we still ignoring pelvic organ prolapse? 
 
Gargett and her Hudson Institute of Medical Research colleague Dr Shayanti Mukhergee 
have recently published papers on their work blending 3D-printed degradable mesh 
with endometrial stem cells (obtained from womb lining), which have extraordinary 
regenerative properties. 
The technique uses “bio-ink” to introduce the cells into polymer mesh, creating a 
device that will not cause inflammation, whose structure will eventually dissolve as the 
cells establish new tissue, and which could produce dramatic improvements for many 
women with prolapse. 
Most mothers-to-be are not told about prolapse or prevention before giving birth, says 
urogynaecologist Associate Professor Anna Rosamilia, because it is an awkward topic 
that is rarely discussed. 
“These are deeply personal and intimate topics; there is a sense of shame and 
devastation that their body has let them down,” says Rosamilia. 
“Having said that, when you discuss these, often people will talk it over with friends and 
say, ‘It’s much more common than I realised.’” Older mothers who have big babies and 
forceps deliveries are the most likely to experience prolapse, and the injuries are most 
likely to occur during their first birth. 
The prolapse may occur early after a first traumatic birth or many decades later. 
Play Video 
 
 
 

https://www.theage.com.au/topic/women-s-health-1mxu
https://www.theage.com.au/lifestyle/health-and-wellness/shame-and-silence-why-are-we-still-ignoring-pelvic-organ-prolapse-20230613-p5dg5v.html
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);


 
Play video 
2:17 
Victim of faulty pelvic mesh implant speaks after landmark ruling 
 
Peta Bennett has lifelong complications from a pelvic mesh implant by Johnson & 
Johnson. 
Pelvic organ prolapse is currently diFicult to fix, says Rosamilia, because there is no way 
yet to repair the muscles involved. Development of a scaFold to support them that is 
compatible with the body and improves healing and strength is “the dream”. 
“Even more of a dream is to try to identify women who have had a forceps delivery, or 
are diagnosed with this sort of muscle injury after birth and have some kind of 
intervention; cellular therapy or an injection that improves healing of the tissue,” she 
said. 
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Women's health 
Is menopause killing women’s work, or is ‘garbage data’ trashing the brand? A Senate 
inquiry must decide 
 
Gargett’s team is also researching prolapse prevention through stem cell therapy. 
“An even greater goal is to prevent birth injury occurring,” says Gargett. “Development of 
new cell-based therapies, and new ways of making a mesh material that will degrade, 
will bring hope for women in an area no one talks about.” 
 
The Morning Edition newsletter is our guide to the day’s most important and 
interesting stories, analysis and insights. Sign up here. 
 

 
Wendy Tuohy is a senior writer focusing on social issues and those impacting women 
and girls.Connect via Twitter or email. 
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