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28 years after diagnosing the first of 12 members 
of an Adelaide family with a lethal blood disorder, 
our local researchers have made a groundbreaking 
discovery thanks to extensive medical research.

Adelaide researchers, guided by Professor Hamish Scott 
from the Centre for Cancer Biology (CCB) within the 
Hanson, have lead an international collaboration that 
identified the inherited gene error that predisposes 
individuals to develop blood cancers such as myelodyplastic 
syndrome (preleukaemia) and acute myeloid leukaemia.

CCB researchers identified and recognised these familial 
mutations in a specific gene, which is the master regulator 
of many genes involved in the development of white blood 
cells in the human body. 

While this is the result of many laboratories all over the 
world having successfully identified cancer genes in solid 
tumours in patients with an inherited predisposition to 
develop cancer, few inherited cancer-causing mutations are 
known for blood disorders.

The study was based on four families that carry this gene 
error: one Australian, two American and one Canadian. 
Researchers saw that in three unrelated families, the same 
gene mutation happened more than once. The disease 
course was rapid in patients aged from their teens to  
their early forties.

This work was first presented to the American Society of 
Hematology in December 2010. Now, more than twenty 
families and one-off individuals with this gene error have 
been identified worldwide. It is likely that this inherited 

error is more common than 
first thought.

In some of these families and 
patients, the major medical 
issue had been leukaemia 
while others have experienced 
different haematological 
conditions and chronic 
infections due to a lack of white blood cells to fight 
them, and some limb swelling. 

Thanks to this amazing discovery, genetic testing is now 
available in Adelaide to determine if a person carries this 
family’s gene error. In the United States, a Phase I clinical 
trial is already underway and may soon indicate specific 
treatment recommendations.

As yet, we do not know why some families have developed 
leukaemia while others show different blood disorders. 
Similar gene mutations have also been found in more 
common non-inherited leukaemias and are the subject of 
ongoing medical research.

Today, we are one step closer to making a positive 
difference to the lives of those families and patients with 
blood disorders. This discovery suggests the possibility 
of identifying the best treatment for people who carry 
this gene error while improving the quality of life for 
thousands of people suffering from this type of blood 
cancer worldwide.
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of an Adelaide family with a lethal blood disorder, 
our local researchers have made a groundbreaking 
discovery thanks to extensive medical research.

Adelaide researchers, guided by Professor Hamish Scott 
from the Centre for Cancer Biology (CCB) within the 
Hanson, have lead an international collaboration that 
identified the inherited gene error that predisposes 
individuals to develop blood cancers such as myelodyplastic 
syndrome (preleukaemia) and acute myeloid leukaemia.

CCB researchers identified and recognised these familial 
mutations in a specific gene, which is the master regulator 
of many genes involved in the development of white blood 
cells in the human body. 

While this is the result of many laboratories all over the 
world having successfully identified cancer genes in solid 
tumours in patients with an inherited predisposition to 
develop cancer, few inherited cancer-causing mutations are 
known for blood disorders.

The study was based on four families that carry this gene 
error: one Australian, two American and one Canadian. 
Researchers saw that in three unrelated families, the same 
gene mutation happened more than once. The disease 
course was rapid in patients aged from their teens to  
their early forties.

This work was first presented to the American Society of 
Hematology in December 2010. Now, more than twenty 
families and one-off individuals with this gene error have 
been identified worldwide. It is likely that this inherited 

error is more common than 
first thought.

In some of these families and 
patients, the major medical 
issue had been leukaemia 
while others have experienced 
different haematological 
conditions and chronic 
infections due to a lack of white blood cells to fight 
them, and some limb swelling. 

Thanks to this amazing discovery, genetic testing is now 
available in Adelaide to determine if a person carries this 
family’s gene error. In the United States, a Phase I clinical 
trial is already underway and may soon indicate specific 
treatment recommendations.

As yet, we do not know why some families have developed 
leukaemia while others show different blood disorders. 
Similar gene mutations have also been found in more 
common non-inherited leukaemias and are the subject of 
ongoing medical research.

Today, we are one step closer to making a positive 
difference to the lives of those families and patients with 
blood disorders. This discovery suggests the possibility 
of identifying the best treatment for people who carry 
this gene error while improving the quality of life for 
thousands of people suffering from this type of blood 
cancer worldwide.
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28 years after diagnosing the first of 12 members 
of an Adelaide family with a lethal blood disorder, 
our local researchers have made a groundbreaking 
discovery thanks to extensive medical research.

Adelaide researchers, guided by Professor Hamish Scott 
from the Centre for Cancer Biology (CCB) within the 
Hanson, have lead an international collaboration that 
identified the inherited gene error that predisposes 
individuals to develop blood cancers such as myelodyplastic 
syndrome (preleukaemia) and acute myeloid leukaemia.

CCB researchers identified and recognised these familial 
mutations in a specific gene, which is the master regulator 
of many genes involved in the development of white blood 
cells in the human body. 

While this is the result of many laboratories all over the 
world having successfully identified cancer genes in solid 
tumours in patients with an inherited predisposition to 
develop cancer, few inherited cancer-causing mutations are 
known for blood disorders.

The study was based on four families that carry this gene 
error: one Australian, two American and one Canadian. 
Researchers saw that in three unrelated families, the same 
gene mutation happened more than once. The disease 
course was rapid in patients aged from their teens to  
their early forties.

This work was first presented to the American Society of 
Hematology in December 2010. Now, more than twenty 
families and one-off individuals with this gene error have 
been identified worldwide. It is likely that this inherited 

error is more common than 
first thought.

In some of these families and 
patients, the major medical 
issue had been leukaemia 
while others have experienced 
different haematological 
conditions and chronic 
infections due to a lack of white blood cells to fight 
them, and some limb swelling. 

Thanks to this amazing discovery, genetic testing is now 
available in Adelaide to determine if a person carries this 
family’s gene error. In the United States, a Phase I clinical 
trial is already underway and may soon indicate specific 
treatment recommendations.

As yet, we do not know why some families have developed 
leukaemia while others show different blood disorders. 
Similar gene mutations have also been found in more 
common non-inherited leukaemias and are the subject of 
ongoing medical research.

Today, we are one step closer to making a positive 
difference to the lives of those families and patients with 
blood disorders. This discovery suggests the possibility 
of identifying the best treatment for people who carry 
this gene error while improving the quality of life for 
thousands of people suffering from this type of blood 
cancer worldwide.
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A Hanson institute and Centre for Cancer biology 
leukaemia research project was nominated as one of 
the 10 best research projects in Australia by the National 
Health and medical Research Council.

Professor Timothy Hughes, head of the Department of 
Haematology at the Royal Adelaide Hospital, and Associate 
Professor Deb White, from the Melissa White Memorial 
Laboratory within the Hanson, led a groundbreaking research 
project based on an anti-leukaemia drug called imatinib. This 
drug has been specifically developed to treat chronic myeloid 
leukaemia (CML).

Some types of leukaemia are caused by a specific overactive 
tyrosine kinase protein and imatinib is the first clinically 
developed tyrosine kinase inhibitor that has proven to be 
remarkably effective in treating these blood disorders.

With this treatment, five year survival rates have improved 
from fifty percent in the 1990s to ninety percent in the current 
decade. However, between twenty and thirty percent of 
patients are still resistant to imatinib – with some of them not 
responding well to, or losing response to, the drug.

This pioneering research has identified that imatinib needs 
to be actively pumped into the leukaemic cells by a surface 
protein called OCT-1. Surprisingly, there is a significant variability 
amongst patients and the efficiency of this surface protein 
(OCT-1) importing imatinib into the leukaemic cells.

With this research project, Professor Hughes, Associate 
Professor White and their team have proven that the most 
common reason for poor initial response to imatinib is the 
reduced function of this surface protein (OCT-1). This new 
discovery will lead to changes in the dose of imatinib used in 
patients with low OCT-1 function, maximising the effects of the 
drug and improving the quality of life of leukaemia patients.

This project has also investigated the behaviour of two new 
tyrosine kinase inhibitors: dasatinib and nilotinib, and has 
proven that these two inhibitors are not dependent on the 
surface protein OCT-1. These new inhibitors can be successfully 
used in patients with types of leukaemia that do not respond 
to imatinib.

In this project Professor Hughes, Associate Professor White and 
their team also studied these new tyrosine kinase inhibitors 
transport properties and demonstrated that commonly 
prescribed drugs used for indigestion, for example pantoprazole 
and esomeprazone, could greatly improve the uptake of 
nilotinib into leukaemic cells whereas they have the opposite 
effect on imatinib.

These discoveries represent an important opportunity 
to further improve the ability to optimise therapy 
and treatments for all patients with chronic myeloid 
leukaemia and hopefully increase the survival rates.

Congratulations to Dr Theresa 
Hickey and her team at the Hanson.

This year, the US Department of 
Defense granted Dr Theresa Hickey 
a highly competitive Breast Cancer 
Research Fellowship.

To receive such a prestigious 
recognition, Dr Hickey and her 
team at the Hanson submitted 
an application that showed 
the excellent communication 

researchers at the Hanson and clinicians at the Royal Adelaide 
Hospital share.

Working within a highly interactive clinical and research team, 
especially when human tissue is required, is a privilege few 
laboratories around the world have.

“Our collection protocol is quite unique and only a few 
laboratories have the capacity of getting immediate access 
to human breast tissue” Dr Hickey said. Working closely with 
pathologists and clinicians at RAH gave this project a unique 
perspective for this fellowship.

The comprehensive, interdisciplinary nature of the application 
and the advantage of having access to human tissue for cancer 
research gave the application an outstanding advantage against 
the competition.

“I am fascinated about cancer research. For me it is like being 
a detective, where you need to find all the clues to solve the 
mystery,” Dr Hickey says “Thousands of lives can be saved 
if we keep researching and participating in international 
collaborations as they can produce groundbreaking discoveries 
around the world.”

This fellowship has a first stage which will happen in the UK 
in collaboration with Cancer Research UK, one of the biggest 
cancer research institutions in the country.

All initial experiments will be done here at the Hanson but will 
be analysed in collaboration with the Cancer Research UK team, 
which has developed new genetic techniques.

The US Department of Defense holds an annual conference, 
“The Era of Hope for Breast Cancer”, where all researchers who 
have received a fellowship, or other grant funding, must present 
their work and report on all the outcomes of their projects.

“The different element in this conference is the presence of 
a group of advocates, who are cancer survivors or families 
of people touched by cancer,” Dr Hickey said. “For me, it is 
inspiring to hear the community feedback when presenting 
your work, as you can see your project is meaningful and 
actually may save lives around the world.”

“This represents a step closer to understanding the big 
puzzle named cancer,” Dr Hickey concludes. “And thanks 
to medical research that has been funded by community 
donations, today we are creating history.” 
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Dr Nicole Moore, a researcher from the Hanson Institute and the University of 
Adelaide, is currently investigating the increased breast cancer risk in women using 
combined hormone replacement therapy (HRT).

HRT is commonly used as the medical treatment to relieve menopause symptoms. 
Medroxyprogesterone acetate (MPA) is a chemical component of combined HRT 
generally prescribed to women who show these symptoms, and it is linked to an 
increased risk of developing breast cancer.

Dr Moore and her team are exploring how this chemical works in normal breast 
cells and how it may promote cancer development.

“My work has identified a group of genes changed by MPA which potentially affect 
the growth of breast cells,” said Dr Moore. She thinks the increased possibility of 
these cells becoming cancerous will be determined by further study.

Part of this research project also investigates the ‘receptors’ in breast tissue cells 
associated with tissue density as measured by a mammogram. These studies can 
indicate which receptors are associated with increased breast cancer risk in women 
who have used combined hormone replacement therapy.

Through this work, Dr Moore expects to help thousands of women make an 
informed decision about the use of combined HRT and ultimately prevent breast 
cancer in women considering, or already taking, hormone replacement therapy.

Dr Nicole Moore

PIONEERING ANtI-LEUKAEMIA RESEARCH PROjECt 
NOMINAtED ONE OF tHE 10 bESt RESEARCH 
PROjECtS IN AUStRALIA

Professor Tim Hughes

A LOCAL RESEARCHER SHINES WORLDWIDE 

FiTzY’S 5 RUN/WALK 

Fitzy’s 5 Fun Run/Walk was held on 7 August 2011 
in memory of David ‘Fitzy’ Fitzsimmons, one of 
Australia’s leading distance runners in the 1970s 
who represented Australia at the Olympics and 
Commonwealth Games. He was a devoted husband 
and father with a lively sense of humour. 

Sadly, Fitzy was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma and 
lost his battle to this disease in September 2008 at age 58. 
Fitzy’s 5 Fun Run/Walk is organised by Athletics SA and they 
have donated $5 from each ticket sold to cancer research 
undertaken at the Hanson. 

Fitzy’s 5 2011 was a huge success with over 800 runners and 
raising nearly $9,000 for cancer research and awareness. 
We would like to congratulate Paul Morgan, for being the 
2011’s Fitzy’s 5 Fun Run/Walk winner with an outstanding 
time of 15:01 minutes, as well as Sarah Moss, who 
emerged as the highest individual fundraiser on Fitzy’s 5’s 
Every Day Hero website. 

OC CHALLENGE WALKATHON 

Ovarian cancer is known as the silent killer of 
Australian women. Due to a lack of understanding 
about this cancer, most cases go undiagnosed until it 
becomes too late. 

The Koochi Corporate OC (Ovarian Cancer) Challenge 
Walkathon 2011 was held on Sunday 16 October 2011.  
All proceeds raised from this event have gone to the 
Women’s Health Centre in the Royal Adelaide Hospital. 
Funds raised will help provide support to women who are 
treated and diagnosed with ovarian cancer. This amazing 
6.5 km walk went from Semaphore Palais and travelled 
along the Largs Bay Sailing Club, towards North Haven and 
returned along the boardwalk/footpath.

We would like to thank everybody who walked to give hope 
to all women who face ovarian cancer. 

TWiLiGHT bREAKiNG DAWN mOViE NiGHT 

The release of the latest movie of the Twilight Saga, 
Breaking Dawn Part 1, was celebrated with a midnight 
screening in November 2011.

Twilight fans witnessed the wedding of Edward and Bella 
at The Capri Theatre in Goodwood, with proceeds from 
the screening going towards support for the Hampstead 
Rehabilitation Centre.

“Because anyone’s life can change in an instant” is a 
true statement for the 3,000 South Australians who are 
treated at the Centre every year. It is the only centre of 
its kind in SA that provides treatment to all patients with 
brain and spinal injury. Guests were provided with special 
treats and the night was a huge success. We hope you can 
join us next year when the Twilight Saga finally concludes. 
Thanks to everyone who supported this wonderful event. 

PiNK iCE bALL 

Pink Ice Ball was held on Saturday 12 November 2011. Funds raised on the night are being used to promote awareness 
of breast cancer as well as to improve care for breast cancer patients treated at the Royal Adelaide Hospital. 

This amazing event is organised by Faith • Hope • Charity, an initiative of Mary Tarzia. Mary is a breast cancer survivor who was 
initially diagnosed in 2004. She has since pledged to help all women facing breast cancer. Pink Ice Ball 2011 was completely sold 
out two months before the event! The night featured a fabulous three-course meal with drinks, amazing live performances by 
The Vines, as well as silent and major auctions. The event was hosted by renowned Channel 7 Newsreader Jane Doyle and was an 
outstanding success. We thank you for being a part of this special night, which was a night to remember.

GOLF DAY 

Academy Services/Vision Living ‘Tee Off Fore Life’ Golf 
Day 2011 was held on a cold and windy 9 September 
morning at the beautiful Mount Osmond Golf Club. 
The day commenced with a delicious light breakfast  
followed by 18 holes of golf. 

A scrumptious carvery lunch was provided to players, who 
listened to guest speaker Associate Professor Andrew Pearce. 

The Royal Adelaide Hospital Research Fund proudly 
organised the annual Golf Day with all funds raised going 
to the Intensive Care Unit within the hospital. A record 
breaking $51,000 was raised and we would like to thank 
everyone who made this successful event possible. 

Special congratulations to Glen Brown and his team from 
Academy Services/Vision Living “Tee Off Fore Life” who 
finished in first place on the day. 

EVENtS



A Hanson institute and Centre for Cancer biology 
leukaemia research project was nominated as one of 
the 10 best research projects in Australia by the National 
Health and medical Research Council.

Professor Timothy Hughes, head of the Department of 
Haematology at the Royal Adelaide Hospital, and Associate 
Professor Deb White, from the Melissa White Memorial 
Laboratory within the Hanson, led a groundbreaking research 
project based on an anti-leukaemia drug called imatinib. This 
drug has been specifically developed to treat chronic myeloid 
leukaemia (CML).

Some types of leukaemia are caused by a specific overactive 
tyrosine kinase protein and imatinib is the first clinically 
developed tyrosine kinase inhibitor that has proven to be 
remarkably effective in treating these blood disorders.

With this treatment, five year survival rates have improved 
from fifty percent in the 1990s to ninety percent in the current 
decade. However, between twenty and thirty percent of 
patients are still resistant to imatinib – with some of them not 
responding well to, or losing response to, the drug.

This pioneering research has identified that imatinib needs 
to be actively pumped into the leukaemic cells by a surface 
protein called OCT-1. Surprisingly, there is a significant variability 
amongst patients and the efficiency of this surface protein 
(OCT-1) importing imatinib into the leukaemic cells.

With this research project, Professor Hughes, Associate 
Professor White and their team have proven that the most 
common reason for poor initial response to imatinib is the 
reduced function of this surface protein (OCT-1). This new 
discovery will lead to changes in the dose of imatinib used in 
patients with low OCT-1 function, maximising the effects of the 
drug and improving the quality of life of leukaemia patients.

This project has also investigated the behaviour of two new 
tyrosine kinase inhibitors: dasatinib and nilotinib, and has 
proven that these two inhibitors are not dependent on the 
surface protein OCT-1. These new inhibitors can be successfully 
used in patients with types of leukaemia that do not respond 
to imatinib.

In this project Professor Hughes, Associate Professor White and 
their team also studied these new tyrosine kinase inhibitors 
transport properties and demonstrated that commonly 
prescribed drugs used for indigestion, for example pantoprazole 
and esomeprazone, could greatly improve the uptake of 
nilotinib into leukaemic cells whereas they have the opposite 
effect on imatinib.

These discoveries represent an important opportunity 
to further improve the ability to optimise therapy 
and treatments for all patients with chronic myeloid 
leukaemia and hopefully increase the survival rates.

Congratulations to Dr Theresa 
Hickey and her team at the Hanson.

This year, the US Department of 
Defense granted Dr Theresa Hickey 
a highly competitive Breast Cancer 
Research Fellowship.

To receive such a prestigious 
recognition, Dr Hickey and her 
team at the Hanson submitted 
an application that showed 
the excellent communication 

researchers at the Hanson and clinicians at the Royal Adelaide 
Hospital share.

Working within a highly interactive clinical and research team, 
especially when human tissue is required, is a privilege few 
laboratories around the world have.

“Our collection protocol is quite unique and only a few 
laboratories have the capacity of getting immediate access 
to human breast tissue” Dr Hickey said. Working closely with 
pathologists and clinicians at RAH gave this project a unique 
perspective for this fellowship.

The comprehensive, interdisciplinary nature of the application 
and the advantage of having access to human tissue for cancer 
research gave the application an outstanding advantage against 
the competition.

“I am fascinated about cancer research. For me it is like being 
a detective, where you need to find all the clues to solve the 
mystery,” Dr Hickey says “Thousands of lives can be saved 
if we keep researching and participating in international 
collaborations as they can produce groundbreaking discoveries 
around the world.”

This fellowship has a first stage which will happen in the UK 
in collaboration with Cancer Research UK, one of the biggest 
cancer research institutions in the country.

All initial experiments will be done here at the Hanson but will 
be analysed in collaboration with the Cancer Research UK team, 
which has developed new genetic techniques.

The US Department of Defense holds an annual conference, 
“The Era of Hope for Breast Cancer”, where all researchers who 
have received a fellowship, or other grant funding, must present 
their work and report on all the outcomes of their projects.

“The different element in this conference is the presence of 
a group of advocates, who are cancer survivors or families 
of people touched by cancer,” Dr Hickey said. “For me, it is 
inspiring to hear the community feedback when presenting 
your work, as you can see your project is meaningful and 
actually may save lives around the world.”

“This represents a step closer to understanding the big 
puzzle named cancer,” Dr Hickey concludes. “And thanks 
to medical research that has been funded by community 
donations, today we are creating history.” 
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Dr Nicole Moore, a researcher from the Hanson Institute and the University of 
Adelaide, is currently investigating the increased breast cancer risk in women using 
combined hormone replacement therapy (HRT).

HRT is commonly used as the medical treatment to relieve menopause symptoms. 
Medroxyprogesterone acetate (MPA) is a chemical component of combined HRT 
generally prescribed to women who show these symptoms, and it is linked to an 
increased risk of developing breast cancer.

Dr Moore and her team are exploring how this chemical works in normal breast 
cells and how it may promote cancer development.

“My work has identified a group of genes changed by MPA which potentially affect 
the growth of breast cells,” said Dr Moore. She thinks the increased possibility of 
these cells becoming cancerous will be determined by further study.

Part of this research project also investigates the ‘receptors’ in breast tissue cells 
associated with tissue density as measured by a mammogram. These studies can 
indicate which receptors are associated with increased breast cancer risk in women 
who have used combined hormone replacement therapy.

Through this work, Dr Moore expects to help thousands of women make an 
informed decision about the use of combined HRT and ultimately prevent breast 
cancer in women considering, or already taking, hormone replacement therapy.

Dr Nicole Moore
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