‘ v T IR o

STATEN ISLAND ADVANCE, Monday, OctObEI: 17 1.9.8-3

Institate” 37"

gets grant to
study brain

By WENDY GREENFIELD

Research to determine the
cause of Alzheimer’s disease is
under way at the Willowbrook
Institute for Basic Research in
Developmental Disabilities
thanks to a $600,000 federal

grant.

The award, made by the Na-
tional Institute on Aging, based in
Bethesda, Md., will support a
three-year project at $200,000 a
year. Dr. Henryk M. Wisniewski,
neuropathologist and director of
the institute, located at 1050 For-
est Hill Rd., on the Staten Island
Developmental Center campus,
is the principal investigator of
the project. He is responsible for
coordinating the studies and
making sure they are carried out.

“We are extremely pleased,”
Dr. Wisniewski said of the grant,
for which many research facili-
ties had competed. “This means
we have been recognized as one
of the frontrunners trying to find
out the causes of the disease.”

Alzheimer’s disease is a pro-
gressive deterioration of brain
cells resulting in loss of memory,
confusion and eventually .the in-
ability to control normal body
functions. It primarily, affects
men and women over 63, but has
been kndwn ‘te occut” in {people
between 40 and 65. . ||
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into four parts, is to investigate
two pronounced abnormal struc-
tures of the Alzheimer brain —
neurofibrillary tangles and neu-
ritic plaques — to determine
what these structures are made
of and how they are formed, ac-
cording to George Merz, one of
the principal researchers.

Tangles and plaques are found
in a normal aged brain, but are
more numerous in an Alzheimer
brain.

Researchers have found a
strong correlation between the
number of tangles and plaques
and the degree of dementia in an
Alzheimer brain. By focusing on
the two structures, scientists
hope to uncover clues in deter-
mining the cause of the disease,
Merz said.

The first part of the project,
“Analysis of Amyloid Fibers In
Neuritic' Plaques,” will be di-
rected by David Miller, chief of
the molecular biology depart-
ment at the institute. An accu-
mulation of amyloid protein is
found in plaques located outside
a cell.

Miller will attempt to deter-
mine whether amyloid protein is
related to other proteins found in
the brain. One question he is ask-
ing is: Is amyloid a normal pro-
tein that has been altered or does
it originate from another source,
such as an abnormal cell?

The second part, “In Vitro
Studies of Amyloid-Associated
Cells,” led by Merz, head of the
nerve cell tissue culture labora-
tory, will focus on whether
microglia cells, believed to be
responsible for producing amy-
loid, are indeed forming the amy-
loid protein.

“Pathogenisis of Neurofibril-
lary Tangles,” is the third part,
headed by Inge Grundke-Igbal,
head of the neuro-immunology
lab. She will create monoclonal
antibodies, or specific antibodies
selected to strike a specific loca-
tion, which react with pathologi-
cal filaments (PHF) found in
neurofibrillary tangles.

‘These filaments, or ‘ proteins,
OCuF in a'normal aged brain, but'
aré mecith more numerous’in ah’
Alzheimer brain.:” - e
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Alzheimer's disease is characterized by progressive mental deterioration.
Symptoms typically first appear in persons in their 40s. Loss of memory of
events occurring minutes earlier is usually the first symptom. Patients may lose
the ability to read, write, calculate or use language appropriately. Other
possible symptoms are irritability, paranoia and hallucinations.

Cortex

Parts of the cortex are involved in language, memory and
the senses. Alzheimer's disease reduces the chemical
messengers from the basal forebrain to the cortex.

Parietal cortex

Occipital cortex

Frontal cortex
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Contains nerve cell bodies that produce acetylcholine,
chemical brain messengers important for thought
processes. In Alzheimer's disease, these cell bodies
selectively degenerate.
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The fourth part,=“Ultrastruc-
tural Analysis of PHF,” con-
ducted by Patricia Merz,
research scientist in the depart-
ment of pathological neurobiol-
ogy, will attempt to distinguish
the proteins trapped by the tan-
gle and other protein that make
up the fiber.

Fourteen full-time scientists,
including eight from the institute
and six outside scientists, four of
whom are from Staten Island, Yaé
will work on the project. The / f
institute employs 290 researchers /
— 220 are state employees and 70-
are on federal or private grants. [,

About half of the grant will be ¢
spent on salaries for the outside )
experts and fringe benefits for
researchers of the institute. The
rest will be used to buy equip-
ment, such as microscopes, incu-
bators and chemicals.

The Institute for Basic Re-
search in Developmental Disabil-
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