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New drugs are urgently needed to treat
different forms of memory loss.The
current treatments for memory deficits
are not effective for everyone and some
patients with more severe forms of
Alzheimer’s dementia do not respond
well to these drugs.

Dr Siew Yeen Chai from the Howard
Florey Institute and her team have
shown that a group of
peptides, known 
as AT4 ligands,
enhance
learning and
memory
and also

Dementia drug a 
real possibility
A treatment for memory loss is a step closer with the discovery of a protein in the brain that plays an important
role in memory processing.This protein is being used to help develop a new class of drugs for the treatment of
dementia and other forms of memory loss.

An insight into the world of medical research

the florey

tthh
ee 

ffll
oorr

eeyy
Is

su
e 

si
xt

ee
n 

su
m

m
er

 �
�

�
�

4

sponsored by:

The Howard Florey Institute acknowledges the support of Eppendorf for
providing funds for the production of this newsletter

reverse memory deficits in rats and mice.
The team has demonstrated that within
five minutes of giving rats and mice the
AT4 ligands, the animals’ performance in
different mazes is significantly improved.

Dr Chai said her team had also
discovered that these peptides alter 
the activity of a protein in the brain 
called IRAP.

“This discovery could enable small
molecule AT4 ligands to be
developed into therapeutic
agents for the treatment of
memory loss, and also as
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Arts cocktail party a dream

Farewell to 
President and 
founding Director
See page 2

World-first 
brings hope for
heart failure
See page 3

Florey student
leaders of the
future
See page 4

For more information contact the Editor:

Merrin Rafferty
Howard Florey Institute
The University of Melbourne
Parkville Victoria 3010

Tel: +61 3 8344 1658 
Fax: +61 3 9347 0446
Email: m.rafferty@hfi.unimelb.edu.au

Monthly donation option
Donating to the Florey is now even
easier with our new monthly donation
option.Your donations can now be
automatically deducted from your
credit card every month.To start your
monthly donations, tick the appropriate
box and supply your credit card details
on the ‘Donate to the Florey’ slip in this
newsletter.To cease your donations,
simply advise the Public Relations and
Fundraising Manager in writing.

IDEA#6519

To those who have generously donated to
the Howard Florey Institute between
August and October 2004, we acknowledge
your support with appreciation. Listed are
those who kindly donated $100 or more.

Our supporters

fast-acting memory enhancers in humans,”
Dr Chai said.

In collaboration with Prof Michael
Parker’s group at St Vincent’s Institute of
Medical Research, the researchers are
using IRAP as a target to screen for small
molecule AT4 ligands that can be
developed into more effective drugs that
are useful in treating human conditions of

memory deficits.They are currently
refining the structures of a new

class of AT4 ligands before
testing them in learning and
memory tasks in animals.

“We firmly believe that
with the giant leaps being
made in medical research,
an effective dementia

treatment is now
imminent,” Dr Chai
added. �
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Some 200 guests attended the second in our
Dare to Dream series of events, ‘My Dream
for the Australian Arts’.The cocktail party
was held at the National Gallery of Victoria 
in October and feedback received is that the
event was a resounding success.

Our special thanks go to Board member
Allan Myers QC, and his fellow keynote
speakers Robyn Archer, David McAllister and
host Ray Gill.We also thank our fundraising
committee members Andy Dinan, Ross
Illingworth and Saxon Nicholls, and Board
members Martyn Myer, Charles Goode,
Harrison Young, David de Rothschild, John
Wylie and Naomi Milgrom for their
outstanding support. �

Florey PhD students are again being offered
the opportunity to attend a Leadership
Development Program.The program 
has been designed in consultation with
students and focuses on gaining an
understanding of leadership styles and
effective communication.

Students will participate in activities that
will assist them to better contribute in
scientific teams and make more considered
choices about their postdoctoral career
direction. Students who participated in the
design of the program were keen to make
the content relevant to their immediate

needs. In addition, the interpersonal skills
training was seen as beneficial to students
who, although soon to be experts in their
respective fields would also need to harness
the commitment and energy of their scientific
teams to achieve common outcomes.

Understanding the human dynamic in
motivation and commitment was considered
an important outcome for the program.
As a follow up to the course, each student
will receive one-on-one feedback on their
specific leadership style, areas for future
development, and potential career track
decisions from the course facilitator. �

Siew Yeen Chai and 
Siying Ye are investigating
treatments for dementia.

(L to R) Florey students Michaella Richards, Bradley Turner, Ruani Fernando and Tamara Paravicini.

Florey student leaders 
of the future

(L to R) David McAllister, Robyn Archer, Ray Gill,Allan
Myers and Frederick Mendelsohn.
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Last year the Federal Government
commissioned an Investment Review of
Health and Medical Research chaired by
Mr John Grant.The Review’s purpose
was to assess the impact of increases in
health and medical research funding
over the previous five years and to
recommend future funding levels.The
report was presented to Government
last January but so far has not been
released. It is rumoured that the Review
recommends a major increase in medical
research funding through the National
Health and Medical Research Council.

Currently Australia ranks at the
lower end of the OECD spectrum for
health-related R&D spending by most
indicators. As a percentage of GDP we
spent less than one-third compared to
Denmark, UK, France and the USA1.

Canada has set up a series of Institutes
for Health Research with funding
increasing to $1 billion per annum over
the next five years.This is more than
twice Australia’s level. Singapore, with
one-fifth our population, committed $3
billion to biomedical research in 2000.

This under-spending on Australian
health-related R&D is curious at a time
that both State and Federal
Governments are emphasising the
importance of innovation and the smart
economy for the future of our country.

The benefits of Health R&D are quite
remarkable. Access Economics recently
reported that investment in Health
R&D surpasses every other source of
rising living standards in our time. The
annual rates of return on Australian
Health R&D were up to $5 for every $1
spent on R&D. Australian discoveries
are saving huge costs worldwide in
areas such as the treatment of stomach
ulcers, reducing death from SIDS,
treatment of bipolar disorder with
lithium, and contributing to large
reductions in cardiovascular deaths.

Health R&D is an investment in good
health that historically has yielded
exceptional returns. Our ageing
community places unprecedented
demands on our health system and now,
more than ever, we need potent and
effective treatments for dementia,
depression, stroke, cardiovascular disease
and cancer. The findings of the Access
Economics Review2 “should change the
way that Australian policy makers view
health spending, in particular
investments in Health R&D. The
conclusion for the future must be that
Australian Health R&D represents an
exceptional investment with exceptional
returns”.

It is time for the Federal Government
to release the Grant Review and
seriously consider its findings.

1 OECD Health Data 2002: a comparative 
analysis of 30 countries

2 Exceptional Returns: the Value of Investing 
in Health R&D in Australia,Access 
Economics, Canberra, September 2003.

Director’s
message
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news notes
MND Fellowship awarded
Dr Julie Atkin from the Brain Injury and
Repair group’s motor neuron disease team
was recently awarded the Motor Neuron
Disease Research Institute Fellowship.This
Fellowship will help fund for two years 
Dr Atkin’s project, which involves creating
zebra fish models of motor neuron disease
for drug screening.

Premature baby research 
grant won
Gary Egan,Terrie Inder and Hong Xin Wang
from the Neuroimaging group have received 
a prestigious National Institutes of Health
grant from the USA worth more than USD
$1.6 million over four years to investigate
how certain neonatal and postnatal practices
cause brain damage in premature babies.They
will be looking at whether the delivery room
environment and current treatments, which
help to optimise lung function, are detrimental
to brain development.The study is part of a
collaboration with researchers from the
University of Melbourne and Washington
University, Harvard Medical School and the
Southwest Foundation in the USA.

Become a volunteer
From time to time, the Florey needs
volunteers to help out with a variety of
non-scientific tasks. If you or your friends
are interested in donating your time to the
Florey, we would like to hear from you.
For more information about becoming a
volunteer, contact Public Relations and
Fundraising Manager, Merrin Rafferty, on 
03 8344 1658 or email
m.rafferty@hfi.unimelb.edu.au

The 8th Kenneth Myer Lecture will be delivered by Professor F. Sherwood Rowland. Professor
Rowland shared the 1995 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his work in atmospheric chemistry,
particularly concerning the formation and decomposition of ozone. His lecture, ‘The Changing
Atmosphere in 2005’ will be delivered at the RMIT Capitol Theatre on 24 February 2005.
As with previous Kenneth Myer Lectures, seats are limited and Professor Rowland’s lecture is
guaranteed to be booked out. See the promotional flyer enclosed for more details and return
your booking form early so you don’t miss out. �
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Charles Goode’s association with the
Florey’s Board goes back almost 20
years. He was appointed by the Board
in 1986 and within two years, became
Honorary Treasurer. Mr Goode held
this post until 1994, when he was
appointed Vice-President. In November
1997, almost a year after Prof Frederick
Mendelsohn took over as Director of 
the Florey, Mr Goode was elected as
President. This marked a turning point 
for the Florey, with Prof Mendelsohn,
supported strongly by Mr Goode,
recommending the Institute focus on
neuroscience research. This was a bold and
imaginative shift for the Board, but a shift that the
President has shepherded and encouraged during
the past seven years.

Mr Goode’s efforts have been well above those
expected of a President. Some of the notable
achievements during Mr Goode’s presidency
include:
• Completing the transformation of the Florey’s

focus to neuroscience
• Growing the Florey to 280 staff and students
• An almost $7 million refit of laboratories
• Amalgamations with the Genomics Disorders

Research Centre and the Melbourne
Neuromuscular Research Institute

• The rapid expansion of fundraising to over 
$3.1 million in 2003/04

• Establishing and growing the Florey’s
Foundations, which have buffered and financially
supported the growth of the Institute.
Mr Goode will remain on the Board as a

member and Martyn Myer, who has been on the

Board for 12 years, was appointed President on 
1 September 2004.

The Florey has also farewelled its founding
Director, Emeritus Professor Derek Denton.
Prof Denton advised us on his 80th birthday, in
May 2004, that he would retire from his position
as a scientist at the Florey at the end of August.
However, Prof Denton will continue his various
scientific collaborations with the Florey and other
institutes around the world, and will continue as 
a member of the Board.

Prof Denton’s extraordinary contribution to
the Florey is unparalleled. His integrity, courage,
and enormous enthusiasm for scientific enquiry
drove him to create one of Australia’s premier
medical research institutes. Prof Denton has also
been a fundraiser extraordinaire and his efforts 
in gaining philanthropic support for the Institute
have been phenomenal.

The Florey wishes both Charles Goode and
Derek Denton all the best in their future
endeavours and their contributions to the
Institute are greatly appreciated. �

Gary Egan

Howard Florey Institute scientists have been
recognised for their world-first efforts to
understand why the activity of the
sympathetic nerves that supply the heart is
increased in heart failure by receiving a
research grant of USD $800,000 from the
National Institutes for Health in the USA.

The researchers have started examining
how the activity of the cardiac nerves is
controlled in the healthy state and what
causes the activity to increase in heart failure,
which can contribute to sudden cardiac death.

With more people surviving heart attacks,
heart failure has now become a major clinical
problem. Chronic heart failure affects at least
300,000 Australians and more than 30,000
new cases are reported annually, so it is
essential to understand the reasons behind
the increased cardiac sympathetic nerve
activity to develop more effective treatments
for heart failure.

The Florey’s Dr Clive May heads the only
laboratory in the world that directly records
cardiac sympathetic nerve activity in heart
failure and is using this technique to
investigate the causes of cardiac nerve
activation in this disease.

His team is also able to simultaneously
record sympathetic nerve activity to other
organs enabling them to determine factors
that specifically cause the increased activity 
to the heart in heart failure.

“In a normal heart there is a burst of
cardiac sympathetic nerve activity every 
three to four heart beats,” Dr May said.

“We found through our experiments that

in heart failure the rate rises to one burst per
heart beat, showing that cardiac sympathetic
activity is increased in heart failure.”

“This confirms findings obtained with an
indirect technique that estimates sympathetic
activity to the heart, by Professor Murray Esler
at the Baker Heart Research Institute.”

“The activity of these sympathetic nerves to
the heart is controlled by specific areas in the
brain.We are now trying to determine what
messages are being sent to the brain to cause
the increase in activity and what changes occur
in the brain to maintain it,” he said.

Dr May and his colleagues believe that
messages to the brain from sensors in the
blood vessels that respond to changes in
blood pressure and others in the heart that
respond to pressure and chemicals, may
stimulate the brain to increase the activity 
of the sympathetic nerves to the heart.

The blood-pressure regulating hormone,
angiotensin, is also a suspect. Angiotensin has
been shown to act on the brain to suppress
sympathetic signalling to the kidneys, but
increase sympathetic activity to the heart.
These findings demonstrate that nerve activity
to individual organs is controlled
independently and highlight the importance of
monitoring cardiac sympathetic activity in
studies of heart failure.

Dr May said that receiving an NIH grant
without collaborators in the USA was very
unusual and demonstrates that our research is
unique and world class.The grant is extremely
encouraging as it indicates the high quality of
research at the Howard Florey Institute. �

World'first brings hope
for heart failure

Clive May and Sally Hood are investigating heart failure.

Farewell to longstanding
President and founding
Director

Charles Goode Derek Denton
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