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Spinal Cord
Breakthrough

Discovery of Spinal
Cord Sensation Provides
New Hope

• Dementia and ageing well insights
• Bowling for better balance
• Schizophrenia team head to USA
• Parkinson’s research into
early detection

NeuRAtalks launches
new series on Pain.
Watch our new seminar
series online now!
www.neuratalks.org

Neuroscience Research Australia • www.neura.edu.au

About Neura

Message from our

Executive Director

NeuRA Event

Professor Peter Schofield
It has been a busy and exciting start
to the year at NeuRA with the arrival
of Professor Kaarin Anstey and her team
from ANU. Prof Anstey is a global leader in
dementia and ageing research who leads
the NHMRC Centre of Research Excellence
Prof Peter Schofield
in Cognitive Health. She is also a director
of the NHMRC Dementia Centre for Research Collaboration
and co-deputy director of the ARC Centre of Excellence in
Population Ageing Research. Her research programs focus on
the causes, consequences and prevention of cognitive ageing,
dementia, and common mental disorders in adulthood. She is
the Chair of the International Research Network on Dementia
Prevention and a member of the Governance Committee
of the Global Council on Brain Health. I hope you will get
to know a little more about Prof Anstey by reading
“In Conversation” on page 8.
I would like to pay tribute to
the tremendous work and
dedication of the late Don
McDonald, AM and extend
our sincere condolences to
his family. Don was a larger
than life character who was
passionate about the causes
he believed in. Through his role
Don McDonald AM
in the union movement he was
responsible for introducing
key initiatives to improve worker safety on building sites.
Through his close experience with schizophrenia he was
instrumental in establishing the Schizophrenia Research
Institute, raising community awareness and reducing stigma
about schizophrenia, and raising much needed funding for
schizophrenia research. He conceived and arranged “Lifting
the Lid on Mental Illness”, a series of community and school
events in the Port Stephens area attracting over 1,500
attendees. Don was a true comrade in every sense; we will
miss him and plan on celebrating his achievements over
the coming years.
Over the next few months NeuRA will be stepping up
its focus on Parkinson’s research, and we look forward
to sharing more insights into this work.

Prof Peter R Schofield FAHMS PhD DSc
Executive Director and CEO
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The Interplay of
Art and Science
Scientia Professor George Paxinos AO, the author
of the world-renowned brain atlas series, visited
local artist Lada Dedic in her studio as she was
preparing for a major exhibition on the beauty
of neuroscience. Lada, who is an avid admirer
of the brain, used MRI scans and other brain
images as the inspiration for her pieces in
an upcoming exhibition in Sydney.
Using needlepoint and tapestry, she has
recreated these pictures of the brain artistically.
Professor Paxinos was impressed with not only
the beauty of the images but with their accuracy.
“Lada, you have made the brain even more
beautiful,” Prof Paxinos said.

Artist Lada Dedic and Professor George Paxinos AO

Video Story Online
Look out for this video icon
at the end of some articles
for further information online:

neura.edu.au/magazine/
neura-magazine-24

Cover photo: Dr Sylvia Gustin with James Stanley,
a participant in her spinal cord research program.

News In Brief

International Audience
brings Falls Prevention
Lab to Life

Research Excellence Awards
for Driver Safety

In a recent issue of
the prestigious New
Scientist magazine,
Professor Stephen
Lord, Dr Yoshiro
Okubo and the Falls
Professor Stephen Lord
Prevention Lab were
featured, presenting their innovative slip and
trip walkway to the international community.
Prof Lord’s lab aims to train people to avoid
falls by having them directly experience trips
and slips, in the safety of a harness, making
them quicker and better able to deal with trip
and slip hazards. Falls are a major problem for
older people. One-third of people over the age
of 65 fall every year, often because of poor
eyesight, weak muscles or poor balance. When
older people fall, they are more likely to break
bones, setting off a train of health problems.
Initial studies have shown it is feasible for older
people to undertake training on the “boobytrapped” obstacle course, and studies are
underway examining whether older people,
as well as people with Parkinson’s disease
and Multiple Sclerosis, can benefit from this
new form of trip and slip training.

Associate Professor Julie Brown

Associate Professor Julie Brown was honoured for her dedicated
research and outstanding contributions to injury policies and
solutions. Injury continues to be a leading cause of death and
disability worldwide, affecting people of all ages. A/Prof Brown
has a strong research interest in injury mechanisms and policy
development, focusing on the occurrence of injuries in vehicles.
In 2017 A/Prof Brown was honoured with two prestigious awards
for her outstanding contributions to injury prevention and safety;
an NHMRC Research Excellence Award and the Pam Albany
Memorial Award of the Australian Injury Prevention Network.
Her innovative research on vehicle safety and injury prevention
was also awarded a 2017 Ramaciotti Health Investment Grant
to support a world first investigation into the use of seat
modifications to reduce the number of older Australians being
injured and killed due to car accidents.

L-R: Professor Stephen Lord, student
volunteer and Dr Yoshiro Okubo

Healthy Ageing for Aboriginals
and Torres Strait Islander People
Drives NeuRA
Professor Tony Broe AM has recently been appointed to an NHMRC
Expert Advisory Committee to develop a Targeted Call for
Research aimed at Healthy Ageing in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities, as well as being a consultant to the NSW
Government on the Aboriginal Aged Care Action Plan proposal.
These appointments demonstrate the clear recognition of Prof
Broe’s great work in helping to achieve Healthy Ageing for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.
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Feature Story

Dr Sylvia Gustin

Spinal Cord
Breakthrough
Dr Sylvia Gustin

Dr Sylvia Gustin and participant, James Stanley

Researchers from NeuRA,
The University of Sydney,
and HammondCare made a
breakthrough discovery – they
found surviving sensory spinal
nerve connections in 50% of
people living with complete
thoracic spinal cord injuries.
The results of the study, which was
part of a decade-long collaboration,
used cutting-edge functional MRI
(fMRI) technology to record neural
response to touch.
It was NeuRA’s Dr Sylvia Gustin who
analysed the fMRI images to identify
the moment the patient’s brain
registered the touch. “Seeing the
brain light up to touch shows, despite
the complete injury to the thoracic
spine, somatosensory pathways have
been preserved,” explained Dr Gustin.
“What is fascinating is although the
patients did not ‘feel’ the big toe
stimulation in the experiment, we
were able to detect a significant
signal in response to the touch
in the primary and secondary
somatosensory cortices, the
thalamus, and the cerebellum.”
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For those living with a complete
spinal cord injury this is incredible
news as it means despite previously
believing the communication to the
brain had been severed by the injury,
the brain is still receiving messages.
Dr Gustin describes this new category
of spinal cord injury as discomplete.
“The current classification system is
flawed. It only contains two types
of spinal cord injury – complete and
incomplete,” said Dr Gustin.
“It is important that we acknowledge
that there is a third category – the
discomplete injury, only then we are
able to provide better treatment
regimens for the many sufferers
of a complete spinal cord injury.”
For those newly classified as
discomplete, this discovery opens
up new opportunities to identify
those people living with a spinal cord
injury that are more likely to benefit
from treatments aimed at improving
sensation and movement.
Because of this study, research
participant James Stanley now knows
he is part of this new category.

“It is exciting to know that there is
a connection there, that my toe is
trying to say hello to my brain,” said
James. “If medical professionals can
work to identify people like me with
a discomplete injury earlier, perhaps
they can find new treatments and
rehabilitation techniques.”

“The thought that one day
I might be able to feel the sand
between my toes again, or
the waves wash over my feet
gives me hope. It’s something
Dr Gustin’s discovery has
made possible.”
Dr Gustin’s spinal cord injury
research will continue at NeuRA.

NEW FINDING:
ALL SENSATION IS NOT LOST
IN THORACIC SPINAL CORD INJURIES
• 50% of people with
a complete spinal cord
injury tested still have
surviving sensory nerve
connections in areas
of no sensation
• New information tells us
messages are getting
through to the brain
• These nerves
may help improve
sensation OR in some
people, contribute
to pain

Message received
by the brain
In 50% of the cases,
a message is still
getting through
Complete Spinal
Cord Injury
Big toe was
stimulated

Video story online
neura.edu.au/
magazine/neuramagazine-24

neura.edu.au

The NeuRA Magazine | Issue 24 | Autumn 2018 5

NeuRA Team

Video story online

neura.edu.au/magazine/neura-magazine-24

L-R: Marj, Leonie, Gill

A Day in
the Life of
the NeuRA
Bequest
Manager
NeuRA’s Bequest Manager, Leonie
Harle, loves being on the road,
travelling the countryside to visit
important NeuRA bequest givers.
We joined Leonie on her recent trip
to the exquisite Southern Highlands
to ask her about this important role
she has played for the last ten years.

How often do you travel to meet
with a Bequest giver?
I often travel to see these beautiful
people, who have decided so
graciously to leave a bequest. In
these travels, I have gone all over
the country; Berry, Canberra, the Blue
Mountains, Perth, Adelaide, Orange,
I could go on. And no matter where
I am, or who I am with, I am always
warmly welcomed, almost like family.

In a way, we are family though,
a part of the greater NeuRA family.

Tell us about your trip to Bowral.
In my most recent trip, I met with
three lovely ladies. All have most
generously decided to leave a
bequest, and over tea, walks through
the vineyards, and within their own
homes, they always share with
me their passion for neuroscience
research. They always want to know
how our research is going and if
I have some hope to deliver.

What research project did you
talk about on your last trip?
In my most recent trip, I informed
the ladies about NeuRA’s focus on
Parkinson’s research, and the arrival
of the new dementia research group
at NeuRA led by Prof Kaarin Anstey,
whose research focuses on dementia
risks and their prevention. These
fields of research are particularly
important to our supporters as
they have been affected by these
diseases, either directly or as a carer,
and they hope that our research
will lead to better treatments and
eventually cures.
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Sadly, after ten years of dedicated
service, this was Leonie’s last field
trip as bequest manager, as she has
recently taken on a new challenge.
However, our many confirmed
bequesters will be delighted to
know that Stephanie Grove has
been appointed as Bequest Manager
and will be on the road as you are
reading this story.
NeuRA would like to acknowledge
Leonie’s tireless work over the last
ten years and wish her all the very
best in her future adventures. “I am
truly humbled by the generosity of
such wonderful people. They are as
passionate about finding a cure as
I am, and for me, to be able to sit
with them to hear their stories of
why they want to support NeuRA
has been a real honour,” Leonie said.

Stephanie Grove, new Bequest Manager

International Gathering
for Schizophrenia Team
Professor Cyndi Shannon Weickert
The Society for Neuroscience
annual conference attracts over
30,000 attendees and is the
biggest gathering of neuroscience
researchers in the world each year.
Professor Cyndi Shannon Weickert
and Associate Professor Tom
Weickert led a group of 14 from
the Schizophrenia Research
Laboratory at NeuRA to the
Conference in Washington DC.
“It is important for our PhD students
to gain an international perspective
of research in schizophrenia, and to
meet with leading researchers who
share our quest to understand and

develop treatments for schizophrenia,”
said Prof Shannon Weickert.
It was an incredible opportunity
for the NeuRA students to present
their posters, interact with global
researchers and hear presentations
on groundbreaking neuroscience
research from across the world, and
meet leaders who could one day
become their global collaborators.
On the trip, students were given a
wonderful opportunity to visit the
National Institute of Health (NIH),
the largest research institution
in the world, in Washington DC,

where they were shown different
perspectives and techniques the NIH
labs are using to approach the field
of mental health research.
When visiting the NIH, one PhD
student, Juan Olaya, organised to
meet with Dr Andres Buonanno.
This was an opportunity for him
to discuss his specific research into
a long-standing gene connected
to schizophrenia, Neuregulin 1.
“We spoke about new and exciting
findings in the field, and the
implications of these novel findings
on biology and disease,” Mr Olaya said.
“It is important and exciting to know
that despite the unique nature of
your particular research project, there
are other researchers overseas who
are incredibly passionate about it
and share the same goals as you.”
At the NIH the students also met
with Dr Barbara Lipska, the Director
of the Human Brain Collection
Core, who gave the group a tour
of her laboratories and explained
the molecular techniques that drive
her research.

L-R: Professor Cyndi Shannon Weickert and PhD students,
Hayley North, Christin Weissleder, Tasnim Rahman

Following the conference, the team
travelled to New York to meet with
leading mental health researchers
at Mount Sinai Hospital, a place
where Prof Shannon Weickert once
studied. The tour ended with a
moment of silence at John Lennon’s
memorial; each student placed
a rose for those suffering from
schizophrenia and “imagined”
a world where schizophrenia could
be cured, and the suffering ended.
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In Conversation

In conversation with

Global Leader
in Dementia,
Professor
Kaarin Anstey

Senior Principal Research Scientist and global
leader in dementia and ageing research, Professor
Kaarin Anstey, leads the NHMRC Centre of Research
Excellence in Cognitive Health. She is a director
of the NHMRC Dementia Centre for Research
Collaboration and co-deputy director of the ARC
Centre of Excellence in Population Ageing Research.
Prof Anstey is a member of the WHO Guideline
Development Group on Dementia Risk Reduction and joined
NeuRA this year to lead an innovative multi-disciplinary
team addressing ageing research and dementia prevention.
In this issue, we ask some questions about her research
and how to live and age well.

Why is ageing well important?
“There are so many reasons, the first one, is that we are all
living longer. By 2050, 50% of the world will be over the
age of 65; this is an unprecedented demographic change.
But living longer doesn’t necessarily mean living better or
without a disability. On an individual level, we should be
taking steps to ensure that we have a good quality of life,
not just a long one. With the concomitant rise of chronic
disease with ageing and the associated health costs, we
also need to think how as a society we can optimise how
we age and stay well for as long as possible.”

How does one age well?
“There is not a single answer. To age well requires a
combination of many factors, but I can say that the big
three are: Remaining (or becoming) physically active,
socially engaged and to stop smoking. But for more
information on what individuals can do, I would encourage
them to watch my talk on dementia risk factors.”

Watch NeuRAtalks online
www.neuratalks.org
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What is your current research?
“My current big project is actually reviewing the quality
of evidence available to researchers on dementia risk
reduction, to ensure we are all moving forward with the
same and most accurate data. I am also investigating the
evidence from a global perspective, and this is important
because we know there are different rates of dementia
in different parts of the world, but most of the research
on lifestyle comes from high-income countries. And I must
mention that I am continuing my work with the WHO on
the evidence base for dementia risk reduction, and my
older driver interventions research, ensuring that we stay
independent well into older age.”

Where is the future of dementia research going?
“We are definitely moving towards big data studies that
are more collaborative, international and interdisciplinary.
We are also moving toward research that investigates
the environment and its role in ageing well and taking
a life-course to understanding the brain in old-age
and why it can fail us.”

The First Generation to Grow Old
with HIV are Ageing Faster
– HIV is no longer a death sentence it is a chronic disease.
The generation of people who were the first
to get HIV treatment, decades ago, are now growing
old. An increasing proportion of the HIV population
has reached their 60’s because of the success
of modern antiretroviral treatment which sees
those infected live almost as long as the general
population. However, the ageing HIV population
lives with a greater comorbidity burden than
people of the same age, and their ageing
syndromes are accelerated.
Dr Lucette Cysique leads NeuRA’s NeuroHIV research
group and has identified that there is a high mental
health burden in the HIV+ population in Australia,
which is principally characterised by a greater rate
of depression compared to the general population.
Moreover, her research shows that 30-50% of HIV+
persons aged in their mid 50’s experience some form
of mild neurocognitive dysfunction despite treatment,
while HIV-associated dementia a rate of 2-4%.
High mental burden, the persistence of mild
neurocognitive deficits and accelerated age syndrome
are risk factors for dementia. Dr Cysique and her
colleagues are worried that some HIV+ persons with
this level of a risk factor will progress into elderly
dementia faster and steeper than non-HIV persons
when they reach their 60’s.
“The impact of a high mental health burden, chronic
HIV, and ageing (including cognitive ageing), is not
known,” Dr Cysique said. “This demands further
resource allocations, both clinically, and research-wise,
to plan ahead and inform policymakers as well as
determine optimal management and treatment plans.”
The health care system in Australia is not geared
towards the elderly with HIV, and the HIV community
is becoming increasingly worried about this. “The sudden
closure in November of H2M at St Vincent’s Hospital,
the only dedicated mental health service in Sydney
for the mental health of HIV+ persons, is not going
in the right direction,” Dr Cysique said.

Dr Lucette Cysique

At NeuRA, Dr Cysique is developing a project with
a cross-disciplinary team of psychiatrists, psychologists,
neuropsychologists, neurologists, neuroscientists and
social scientists in Australia and internationally to develop
research into HIV and aging and mental health. This
research project aims to inform on best clinical practices
and treatment/interventions to support healthy ageing
in people living with HIV.

30-50%
of HIV+ persons aged in their
mid 50’s experience some
form of mild neurocognitive
dysfunction despite
treatment

Video story online

neura.edu.au/magazine/neura-magazine-24
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Foundation Stories

Bowling for Better
Balance this April
In April, NeuRA and Bowls NSW launch BOWLING for
BETTER BALANCE, an annual event to bring lawn
bowling clubs together for a day to support research
into falls prevention. The aim is to raise funds to
support the Falls Prevention Centre at NeuRA and to
raise awareness of the loss to a healthy, rich life when
a fall prevents members not just from playing the game
they love but the healthy ageing benefits gained by the
social contacts, exercise and community involvement.
NeuRA is examining the complexities and consequences
of falls and trying to understand what causes falls in
older Australians and how the patterns change with
time, as well as looking at the relationship between
higher levels of falls with certain disease states. If you
belong to a lawn bowling club, ask to join a Bowling for
Better Balance day and don’t be ‘an April Fall.’

Congratulations to
our Kokoda Trekkers

Parkinson’s: “It’s not
a death sentence.
It’s a life sentence.”
After nearly 40 years single, Sophia met Doug.
They say those that know us best notice it first…
a subtle clue that often reveals something more sinister.
For Sophia, that was noticing Doug’s limp arm.
Parkinson’s disease is the second most common
neurological condition after dementia. By the time
a single symptom appears, up to 70% of vulnerable brain
cells have been destroyed. Nearly 80% of people living
with Parkinson’s disease experience Parasomnia REM
sleep disorder (which causes patients to physically act
out their dreams in dangerous ways) and approximately
70% of sufferers will fall breaking arms, legs or hips,
causing fear and increasing caregiver burden.
It is little wonder Sophia refers to Parkinson’s disease
as a ‘life sentence.’
From early identification studies using transcranial
ultrasound through to programs aimed at reducing
falls – with your help, NeuRA is committed to defeating
Parkinson’s disease.
To read Sophia’s story and learn more about NeuRA’s
Parkinson’s research, visit foundation.neura.edu.au/
sophiasstory, or watch her story at www.neura.edu.
au/magazine/neura-magazine-24

L-R: Amy, Jason and Michelle conquering Kokoda

A huge congratulation to our Kokoda Trekkers who
conquered the trek at the end of last year in support
of research at NeuRA. Taking on both the challenge
of fundraising for dementia research and the physical
challenge of preparing for what is considered one of the
most challenging walks, we thank and congratulate them
for their outstanding achievement and amazing support.
NeuRA will shortly be announcing our next overseas
challenge event to be held in May 2019. If you would
like to be the first to hear about this adventure,
please call Judy on 1300 888 019 to discuss.
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Video story online

neura.edu.au/magazine/
neura-magazine-24

DONATION & RESEARCH
VOLUNTEER FORM

Series 2

All gifts over $2 are tax deductible

Just released, please enjoy our second series
of online seminars at www.neuratalks.org,
where you will find a range of interesting
seminars covering the following topics:

Ms Sharon Wall
Living with Dementia in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities

A/Prof Kim Delbaere
How the Fear in Our Step Can Cause a Fall
Step 1: How I choose to give my gift:

Prof Kaarin Anstey
The Prevalence of Cognitive Impairment
and Dementia

Scientia Prof George Paxinos AO

I would like to invest in the future and become
a Discovery Partner with a regular donation of
monthly /
quarterly (please select)
$

Is the Brain the Right Size?

A/Prof James McAuley

WATCH OUR

or

$50

$100

$250

Visa

Mastercard

American Express

Understanding the Brain–Pain Relationship

Diners

Video Stories Online
THIS MONTH

Follow these easy steps
to enjoy more of these
stories online.

STEP 1. Go to the NeuRA website

neura.edu.au

STEP 2. Click News and Events

• Mail this coupon in the reply paid envelope

STEP 3. Click Magazines

• Make a secure online donation at neura.edu.au/donate

You will be on our Magazine 24
page where you can view
all the video content from
this publication.

Hope you enjoy our online stories
with a cup of tea!

• Call us on 1300 888 019 to make a donation over the phone

A message from the NeuRA Foundation: The NeuRA Foundation may co-operate with
other like-minded reputable Australian charities to promote our work to our respective donors.
If you’d prefer that NeuRA does not share your information with other charities, please phone us on
1300 888 019, email us at foundation@neura.edu.au or write to us using the enclosed envelope.

Thank you for generously supporting our research into diseases
of the brain and nervous system.
Neuroscience Research Australia Foundation, PO Box 1165, Randwick NSW 2031 ABN 57 008 429 961
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NeuRA welcomes

Associate Professor
Tony Roscioli
Associate Professor Tony Roscioli
has joined NeuRA as a Senior
Research Scientist and Group Leader
in Neurogenomics. He is also a
Staff Specialist in Clinical Genetics
at Sydney Children’s Hospital and is
the leader of the SPHERE Genome
Connect clinical academic stream.
A/Prof Roscioli leads the NHMRC
Centre for Research Excellence in
Neurocognitive Disorders at NeuRA,
which endeavours to transform
the diagnosis and management
of severe intellectual disability
through genomics.
His other research at NeuRA includes
two NHMRC Partnership Grants
investigating the health economics
and outcomes of genomic testing in
intellectual disability and Mendelian
disorders and another project on the

development of diagnostic testing
for neurodegenerative disorders.
“There is a lot we don’t know about
brain function which can be revealed
through identifying gene pathways,”
said A/Prof Roscioli. “This work will
change the way families are managed
in the medical system.”
Neurocognitive disorders are one
of the largest unmet challenges in
Australian healthcare. Approximately
3,000 children are born annually with
a moderate to severe neurocognitive
disorder. These disorders have high
management costs and frequently
recur within families.
“Looking at the whole family, we’re
able to provide answers to multiple
people. This isn’t just providing
a diagnosis to a particular family
member; it is empowering families

3,000

For NeuRA, this is a new use of
technology to look at neurocognitive
disorders, and the addition of our
clinical skills in genomic testing
at NeuRA will benefit many other
research areas. With further funding,
Tony hopes to develop induced
pluripotent stem (iPS) cell technology
programs at NeuRA to benefit
future research.
In the long-term, A/Prof Roscioli’s work
provides the opportunity to develop
targeted therapies for developmental
neurocognitive disorders.

gene-by-gene tests
were used to diagnose
neurocognitive
disorders.

moderate to severe
intellectual disability.

Using

Genomic testing

can look at all
1,200 genes known
to be associated with
neurocognitive disorders.

Thank you for
your support
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“This is a fundamental change in
the way we practice genetics, and
genomics has started a revolution
in providing a diagnosis for families.”

In the past

Australian children
born annually with a

If you wish to update your preferred
communications from NeuRA, please
call 1300 888 019.

through genomic testing to know if
there is a chance for recurrence and
hope for future treatments.”

whole exome
sequencing
has already tripled
the current diagnostic rate.

NeuRA (Neuroscience Research Australia) Foundation
T 1300 888 019 F +61 2 9399 1082
ABN 57 008 429 961
Margarete Ainsworth Building
139 Barker Street, Randwick NSW 2031 Australia

www.neura.edu.au

