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Emory’s Alzheimer’s Disease Center Receives $7.4 Million in NIH Funding and Top Status
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ATLANTA- The National Institute on Aging (NIA) has awarded a highly coveted Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center designation to Emory University, along with $7.4 million in research funding over the next five years. The Emory Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center (ADC) is the only NIA-funded center in Georgia and one of only 32 in the U.S. to attain the top status.

“The grant and special designation set Emory apart from other Alzheimer’s disease programs,” says Allan Levey, MD, PhD, professor and chair of the Department of Neurology, Emory University School of Medicine, and a long-time Alzheimer’s disease (AD) clinician and researcher. “This highly competitive grant implies that we have achieved a certain degree of excellence in research, clinical care and education. Our continued growth in the neurosciences field and our research in memory problems, Alzheimer’s and related neurodegenerative disorders have been instrumental in pushing us to the top,” explains Dr. Levey, who is principal investigator (PI)/program director of this grant.

Comparable to the National Cancer Institute’s Comprehensive Cancer Center designation for excellence in cancer research and community outreach programs, the Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center P-50 grant signifies the highest status an institution can receive in AD research and care. 

The NIA’s funding allows Emory scientists to conduct research they might not ordinarily be able to do otherwise. “This funding says a lot about the credibility of our research programs at Emory,” says Stuart Zola, PhD, associate director of the Emory ADC and director of the Yerkes National Primate Research Center at Emory. Dr. Zola is also co-PI of the P-50 grant. “We will now be granted extra resources to conduct research to better understand Alzheimer’s disease and other neurodegenerative diseases.”

Instrumental in acquiring this funding is Emory’s partnership with the Georgia Research Alliance (GRA), a private corporation set up to foster economic development in Georgia, which is committing $700,000 in matching support annually for five years. The organization will also fund a GRA Eminent Scholar position for the Emory ADC.

 “We are very excited about the NIA-funded Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center at Emory,” says Michael Cassidy, president of the Georgia Research Alliance. “Bringing national centers of innovation like this to Georgia is key to achieving our economic development and quality of life goals.”
“Members from the GRA went to the National Institutes of Health in support of us receiving the NIA Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center status,” Dr. Levey explains. “The GRA’s backing is extremely important, enabling Emory and other recipients of its support to be at the forefront of research.”

 The NIA’s special designation requires Emory to support five mandatory core components of its Alzheimer’s program: an Administrative Core to provide overall direction (led by Dr. Levey); a Clinical Core to recruit participants and provide data on patients with AD and other memory problems, as well as healthy people in control groups to facilitate clinical, genetic and pathological studies (led by Donald Bliwise, PhD, professor of neurology at Emory); a Data Management and Statistics Core to provide management of the database and biostatistical consulting to the researchers (led by Kyle Steenland, PhD, professor in the Departments of Epidemiology and Occupational Health, Rollins School of Public Health at Emory); an Education Core to educate patients, families and caregivers about AD and to educate general and specialty physicians as well as other health care professionals (led by Patricia Clark, PhD, RN, assistant professor in the Nell Hodgson Woodruff School of Nursing at Emory); and finally, a Neuropathology Core to coordinate autopsies and diagnostic assessment of brains following death (led by Marla Gearing, PhD, assistant professor of pathology at Emory, along with Bernardino Ghetti, MD, professor of pathology and laboratory medicine, Indiana University). Emory will work in collaboration with the Indiana ADC on this particular core. 

A major focus of the Emory ADC is the study of mild cognitive impairment (MCI), a term used to describe a transitional stage that individuals pass through between healthy aging and dementia. Research is needed to better understand the causes of MCI, to distinguish those individuals in earliest stages of the main dementing illnesses, including AD, Parkinson’s disease (PD) and other neurodegenerative conditions, and to develop more effective treatments that can prevent progression. 

In the Clinical Core, the largest core in the grant, and based at the outstanding Wesley Woods Center dedicated for geriatrics, researchers will evaluate patients and healthy elderly individuals annually for changes in cognition, behavior and other neurological functions, and the researchers will determine the effects of many medical conditions. Among these conditions, the ADC will capitalize on the expertise of sleep research at Emory to look at possible connections between sleep disorders and neurodegenerative diseases. The researchers will determine if common sleep problems, such as sleep apnea and restless leg syndrome, contribute to MCI and progression of AD.

Another major theme of the ADC is how racial factors influence dementia.  Capitalizing on a longstanding successful partnership between Emory and Grady Memorial Hospital, the ADC Memory Clinic at Grady focuses on evaluation of dementia in African-Americans, and seeks to understand why dementia is often due to a combination of factors in African-Americans, such as stroke and AD, and why dementia is often recognized at later stages in African-Americans. Studies will look at common medical conditions such as hypertension and diabetes, which have long been known to be risk factors for heart disease and are now emerging as important factors in MCI and dementia. Among other activities, the Education Core will emphasize outreach to African-Americans to facilitate the early recognition, diagnosis and treatment of dementia, as a way to reduce health disparities among minorities.

Three research projects, from basic to clinical research, will accompany the grant. The first one seeks to develop a new diagnostic method to distinguish patients with MCI and to determine which individuals might develop AD or PD. Using eye-tracking technology coupled with sensitive behavioral tasks, an approach which was first tested in nonhuman primates, the researchers will test humans for correlation between MCI and AD or PD. Dr. Zola will lead this study. 

The second research project, which Dr. Levey will lead, focuses on the genetic risks of AD and PD. This project extends ongoing collaborations with the Icelandic company deCODE Genetics, which uses its uniquely comprehensive population data to uncover the genetic factors underlying common diseases. Based on preliminary data from both Emory and deCODE showing that relatives of individuals with either AD or PD have significantly increased risks of developing either disease, the researchers will look for shared genes that may be associated with both diseases.

The third research project examines the proteomics of neurodegenerative diseases, such as AD and PD, to determine the common molecular mechanisms and proteins in these diseases. Junmin Peng, PhD, assistant professor in the Department of Human Genetics at Emory, will lead this project. He will investigate the significant overlap of these disorders using mass spectrometry-based technology (high-speed molecular analysis). This work should help researchers identify therapeutic targets and biomarkers for studying disease progression.

The ADC involves numerous faculty members from many units of Emory University, as well as Wesley Woods Geriatric Center and Grady Memorial Hospital.  Faculty in the School of Medicine (Departments of Neurology, Pathology, Psychiatry, Genetics), the Rollins School of Public Health, the Nell Hodgson Woodruff School of Nursing and Yerkes National Primate Research Center participate in the ADC. 

“The NIA award is a clear example of how collaborating across the university – from basic science research, to testing therapies in animals, to clinical trial in humans – truly makes a difference,” says Dr. Zola. “Every specialty area brings information and knowledge to the table to combine efforts and resources. In the end, this collaboration will be of great benefit to patients and their loved ones. ”

“The entire community can be proud of and benefit from the new Emory ADC,” says Dr. Levey. “There are more than 150,000 Georgians with Alzheimer’s disease, and our region has one of the fasting growing numbers of elderly in the country. As the only federally designated ADC in Georgia, and one of the only ones in the entire Southeast, we have a tremendous responsibility and opportunity to bring the best possible health care, research and education to our community at large. Partnership and participation with the community will be the key to making this the most successful ADC anywhere.”
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