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$10 million gift strengthens brain
research at Ludmer Centre
The $10 million Ludmer Heritage Fund established by
the Irving Ludmer Family Foundation will expand the
Ludmer Centre for Neuroinformatics & Mental Health’s
internationally renowned role in brain research. It
establishes a Global Brain Consortium that will focus
on sharing research methodologies and results, with
the goal of accelerating discovery of novel and groundbreaking solutions to mental health and neurodegenerative diseases. It will also advance a big-data
approach to brain research and boost the work of
emerging young researchers at the Centre. The gift
brings the Ludmer Family Foundation’s total support
of the Centre to $18 million.
“The Ludmer Centre Heritage Fund will help expedite
results for patients by facilitating collaboration between our researchers and other leading scientists and
institutions, and allowing health care providers to put
clinical innovations into practice more quickly.” said
Suzanne Fortier, McGill’s Principal and Vice-Chancellor.
The Ludmer Centre was first established in 2013 as
a partnership between the Montreal
Neurological Institute and Hospital,
the Douglas Mental Health University
Institute, and the Lady Davis Institute to
improve the prevention, diagnosis and
treatment of mental disorders through
innovative research.
“Today the world is ready to do things
for those struggling with mental health
and neurodegenerative disorders. There
isn’t a family that hasn’t been touched
by this issue,” said Irving Ludmer,
President of the Irving Ludmer Family
Foundation. “Through our philanthropy,
my family and I want to help broaden
input to the Ludmer Centre and also

share its research with scientists around the world who
are working toward the same goals. The power of
computers is growing exponentially and the Ludmer
Centre has the tools and expertise to leverage that
potential for the benefit of patients.”
An expert in quantitative life sciences statistics, Dr.
Celia Greenwood, a senior investigator at the LDI and
Professor in the Gerald Bronfman Department of
Oncology, jointly appointed to Epidemiology, Biostatistics & Occupational Health, at McGill, is a scientific
director at the Ludmer Centre.
“This gift will allow us to build strong collaborative
research teams with constant input from many perspectives to ensure the work is realistic, grounded,
necessary, and innovative,” said Dr. Greenwood. “The
creative, risk-taking ideas of young researchers will be
supported through the Ludmer Family Foundation gift,
allowing these ideas to be tested and to develop.”

Irving Ludmer, President of the Irving Ludmer
Family Foundation
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Quebec-wide collaboration to invest in
seniors’ care

Applying AI to cancer diagnosis

Under the direction of Dr. Reza Forghani, a pioneering
The Centre for Aging + Brain Health Innovation (CABHI) research program at the Segal Cancer Centre is incorporating advanced artificial intelligence and radiomics
is collaborating with four Quebec academic centres
with existing imaging technology to improve diagnostic
to bolster the development, testing and adoption of
accuracy and to ensure that patients are offered the
aging and brain health innovations in seniors’ care for
most effective treatments in as timely a fashion as
Quebecers.
possible. The use of these advanced procedures also
has the potential to reduce the need for invasive
CABHI will fund up to $400,000, with the RUIS McGill
Centre of Excellence on Longevity, Centre de Recherche biopsies, which are expensive, time-consuming, and
uncomfortable for the patient.
de l'Institut Universitaire de Gériatrie de Montréal,
Centre de recherche sur le vieillissement de Sherbrooke
and Centre d'excellence sur le vieillissement de Québec “In preliminary studies, the algorithms we are formulating in radiomics allow us to elucidate molecular
each allocating up to $100,000 to accelerate the translation of research into products, services and practices features of the tumor with great precision, providing
information beyond what the most skilled physician can
that address the needs and challenges of Quebec’s
accomplish with the naked eye,” said Dr. Forghani, a
aging population.
radiologist and clinician-scientist who was just named a
FRQS Chercheur-clinicien boursier. “We believe that
“This partnership will help to accelerate the pace of
these models may enable us to better predict those
innovation in our province and beyond. Through the
treatments to which the tumor will best respond.”
Quebec Researcher-Clinician Partnership Program,
teams of researchers and clinicians will have an opportunity to access funding and resources that can be used
to test, validate, and refine their aging and brain health
innovations for the benefit of the aging population,”
says Dr. Olivier Beauchet, Director of RUIS McGill
Centre of Excellence on Longevity, Senior Investigator
at the LDI, neurologist and geriatrician at the Jewish
General Hospital, Professor at McGill University and
holder of the Joseph Kaufmann Chair in geriatric
medicine.
The total investment of up to $800,000 will support
aging and brain health solutions associated with
dementia and other neurodegenerative diseases, with
particular attention on projects focusing on aging in
place, cognitive health, caregiver support, and care
coordination and navigation. The program is open
to researcher and clinician teams based in Quebec.
Projects cannot exceed 15 months in duration.
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Artificial intelligence is employed to exploit the capacity
that machines have for learning. With dynamic algorithms, new data can be assimilated on top of existing
data to continuously refine knowledge and improve
diagnostic accuracy. AI functions as a clinical assistant
to the physician, similar to sophisticated computers
supporting a pilot to ensure optimal performance and
maximal safety in aviation.
“AI is very exciting because it is becoming increasingly
difficult, if not impossible, for an individual physician
to integrate the large amount of information available
in a patient’s medical chart and scans in a way that
is tailored to the individual patient’s care,” said Dr.
Forghani. “Machine learning will offer the opportunity
to compare information derived from one patient’s
tumor against all the data accumulated from a vast
array of tumors, in order for us to predict how a
comparable tumor is likely to progress.”
Eventually, the JGH should serve as a hub for radiomics
and other medical applications of machine intelligence,
in collaboration with other academic institutions inside
and outside Quebec. Indeed, although the current
focus of this program is on cancer diagnosis, many of
the AI tools developed in this process have potential for
broader applications extending to quality, safety, and
cost-effective utilization of health resources where the
JGH can play a pioneering role, as well.
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Dr. Lysanne Campeau was awarded the Career Development Award for Research from the Canadian Urological Association Scholarship Foundation. The Award
recognizes the recipient for their potential to become
an international leader within their field of urology.

Gilla Shapiro (left), a PhD candidate in the Department
of Psychology at McGill University under the supervision of Dr. Zeev Rosberger, was presented with a
2018 Rising Star Award from the Institute of Health
Services and Policy Research of the CIHR, for the paper,
“A Multiple Streams analysis of the decisions to fund
Dr. Campeau has identified the need for new therapeu- gender-neutral HPV vaccination in Canada,” published
tic targets for diabetic voiding dysfunction (DVD), a
in Preventive Medicine. Her study applied a theoretical
condition that affects up to 80% of people with
policy model to assess the factors behind the decision
diabetes. In its early stages, DVD causes bladder overto fund the HPV vaccine for boys as well as girls in
activity and, later on, impaired detrusor activity. It
Canada. Though there has been concern about the
leads to debilitating urinary incontinence and recurrent cost-effectiveness of vaccinating boys, providing
urinary tract infections. There are currently no effective vaccinations for all adolescents would provide better
preventive or curative strategies.
and more equitable access to cancer prevention.
Her research will examine the role of nerve growth
factor (NGF), a soluble protein considered a bladder
overactivity biomarker. Its precursor, proNGF, binds
exclusively p75NTR, and can build up in diabetics.
The effect of p75NTR receptor activation in the bladder
by proNGF is unknown in DVD. Dr. Campeau will
address three specific issues:
1) To characterize the expression pattern and the
role of proNGF/p75NTR interaction in the regulation of
bladder urothelial and smooth muscle cells;
2) To determine how targeting the proNGF/p75NTR
interaction modulates bladder function in pre-clinical
models of DVD;
3) To assess the tissue specific role of p75NTR in
bladder remodeling
in the context of
DVD.

Today, Canada is an international leader, with every
jurisdiction offering HPV vaccination to boys and girls.
“HPV vaccination is
an important cancer
prevention issue,”
she explains. “If we
can get boys vaccinated as well as girls, we
can have a significant
impact on reducing
cervical, oropharyngeal, anal, and
penile cancers.”

SAVE THE DATE
3rd International Conference on Stem cells, Development
and Cancer, Montreal, October 18-19th, 2018
Cancer progression, embryo development and tissue
regeneration share a strong dependency on stem and
progenitor cells. Which characteristics are shared, and which
are unique to embryonic, cancer and adult stem cells remain
open questions. Are cancer stem cells derived from adult
stem cells or differentiated cancer cells that have acquired
stem cell properties? What determines the potency of
embryonic and adult stem cells? These questions and many
others await a better understanding of stem and progenitor
cell properties within different biological contexts.
The conference on “Stem Cells, Development and Cancer,”

In recognition of teaching and research
co-hosted by Dr. Colin Crist, will highlight novel approaches
to address the important challenges associated with stem
excellence, Dr. Brent Richards has been
cell biology and therapeutics.
promoted to Full Professor in the Department
of Medicine by McGill University.
Click here for more information
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World’s largest social network app for
cancer patients

Caspase-6: a selective cause of
memory impairment

Not surprisingly, as many as 40% of individuals with
cancer report suffering significant emotional distress
in connection with their diagnosis. Dr. Carmen Loiselle
and her team at the Segal Cancer Centre are determined to improve the overall experience of cancer and
care. They have partnered with an Israeli tech firm,
Belongtail, to explore the potential contributions of
BELONG, a mobile app that seeks to assist people in
meeting their information and emotional support
needs, promote communication and guide treatment
decisions, track their cancer journey, and help them
through the complexities of the health care system.

Despite experimental evidence suggesting that activation of Caspase-6 (Casp6), is an early pathogenic event
in Huntington disease, a genetic disorder that causes
the progressive breakdown of nerve cells in the brain
and for which the prognosis is grim, the role of Casp6 is
still disputed.
Dr. Andréa LeBlanc’s lab, which has extensive expertise in Caspace-6 based on groundbreaking research
into its role in Alzheimer disease, explored how the
protein impacts distinct types of neurons. In a paper
published recently in Cell Death & Differentiation, Dr.
LeBlanc demonstrated that activation of Caspace-6,
alone, is not sufficient to initiate neurodegeneration
in the striatum. The presence of the particular genetic
mutation that characterizes the disease is the key
factor. Moreover, it reveals that Caspace-6 activation
does not affect all neurons in the same way.

“Patients are increasingly turning to the internet for
answers, but often without any filtering for credibility
of sources,” said Dr. Loiselle, voicing a common
concern. “BELONG is a comprehensive open platform
where patients can communicate with one another,
discuss concerns with oncologists and nurses, and coordinate tasks such as arranging rides to appointments. “Not all neurons exposed to active Caspase-6 will
It has been embraced by many because it is, at once,
degenerate,” Dr. LeBlanc points out, “only certain
responsive and supportive.”
neuronal cells, which happen to be the ones involved
in Alzheimer disease. When Caspace-6 is activated in
“This combination of interactive community and profes- hippocampal or cortical neurons, it impairs memory,
sional advice in one place makes BELONG a promising
induces inflammation, neuronal dysfunction and neurotool,” said Saima Ahmed, a graduate student in Dr.
degeneration. Whereas, Caspase-6 activation in striatal
Loiselle’s lab. “Patients are interested in sharing their
neurons, those which are associated with HD, is not
experiences with a community of patients with similar deleterious.”
diagnoses. They take advantage of asking oncologists
as a way of confirming treatment recommendations.”
Thus, even if Caspase-6 is activated downstream of the
genetic defect that causes HD, there are many other
Belongtail approached Dr. Loiselle, co-director of the
caspase proteins active in Huntington, so inhibiting only
Segal Cancer Centre, Christine and Herschel Victor/
one is unlikely to prove definitive in treating the disHope and Cope Chair in Psychosocial Oncology and
ease. Whereas in Alzheimer, by comparison, Caspase-6
Director of the McGill University Psychosocial Oncology is the only caspase activated.
and Cancer Nursing Programs, for her expertise in
adapting and testing e-health tools. She and Dr. Walter Anastasia Noël, a postdoctoral fellow who is the lead
Gotlieb oversee a pilot project to test Belong among
author of the paper, concludes, “It is essential to
women with gynecological cancer.
carefully consider the right neuronal subtype when
investigating underlying molecular mechanisms of
Dr. Loiselle’s work on BELONG has been awarded a
human neurodegenerative diseases and establishing
grant from the Quebec Ministry of International Affairs therapeutic targets.”
that funds innovative joint initiatives between Quebec
and Israel. Ms. Ahmed will be presenting on the project The lesson is that targeting must be exquisitely refined,
at the “Machine Learning for Health Care” conference
focusing on the precise cell type of the appropriate
in August at Stanford University and the World
brain region in order to assure that a prospective drug
Congress of the International Psycho-Oncology Society is able to hone in on the biological process responsible
in Hong Kong in October.
for a particular form of neurodegenerative disease.
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