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A successhd
multitiored

approach to
stom ceol
discoveries
includes
wciontistswho
understand
biokogy and
clinicianswho
understand the
diseases says
Dr. Duncan
Stowart,
prosident of
OIRM.

Triathlete reaps the benefit of
cross-disciplinary setting and

sharing of ideas

BY MARY GOODERHAM

raining foc a Half Irooman competi-
tica in 2005, Tina Cerani started
experiencing muscle stiffness and
spasms — early signs of a rare
autcimmune disease called “stiff
persan syndrome” that, within six
years, sent her to hospital coa
weekly basis, suffering from
life-threatening respiratary distress.

Fortunately, in dealing with
this challenge, she reaped the
benefits of Canada’s leadership in
stemn cell therapies

“I was in a deep downward
spiral. My future was bleak,”
recalls Ms. Ceroni, 38, a kinesiok-
gist and persomal trainer in
Toranto, But then, an experimen-
tal procedure at The Ottawa
Hospital Research [nstitute —
where chemotherapy was used to
eliminate her immune system and
purifiad stem cells were trans-
planted into her to grow a new one
— “restored my old life,” she says.
“lam in complete remission.”

Such breakthroughs date back
to the discovery of stem cells in
1961 by doctors James Till and

Ernest McCulloch at the Universi-
ty of Toronto.

“We'we had Jeaders in this beld
doing outstanding ploneering
work for decades now. But you
can't do anything in isolation,”
says Dr. Duncan Stewart, peesi-
dent and scientific director of the
Ontario Institute for Regenerative
Medicine (OIRM), which trans-
lates stem <ell and other regenera-
tive medicine research into clinical
applications. “Science is compli-
cated, it's multidisciplinary, and it
increasingly needs a group effoct.”

Dr. Stewart, who is also
executive vice-president of
research at The Ottawa Hospital,
explains that this “multitiered
approach™ to stem cell discoveries
includes scientists who understand
the bickogy and clinicians who
understand the diseases.

“In Toronto and Ontario,
we've got many of these things
covered,” Dr. Stewart points out,
noting that the collabarative
activity is particularly centred
around MaRS. “MaRS brings us
all together. [t's enormously
helpful,” be says.

A cornerstone of this cross-dis-
ciplinary setting at MaRS will be
the CCRM, a leader in commer-
cializing therapeutic technologies
In January the federal government
announced a $20-millica grant to
set up a new Centre for Advanced
Therapeutic Cell Technologies at
MaRS, matched by GE Healthcare
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with another $20-million.

The facility, which CCRM will
operate with the University
Health Network, will grow stem
cells uniformly and in the
numbers and quality needed for
clinical trials and eventually for
approved medical procedures,
says Michael May, president and
CEO of CCRM.

“We are creating a unique
cluster in regenerative medicine
activities,” says May. “MaRS is
not just a building. MaRSisa
collection of minds and compa-
nies and facilities that are in close
proximity, creating a critical mass
of innovation and interaction and
connection. There really will be
nothing like it in the world.”

According to Mr. May, this
“ecosystem” of academia,

manufacturers and investors
makes for successful technologies
that are tested clinically, devel-
oped and made in Ontario. It will
lead to robust, sustainable
companies that are “sticky,” he
says, and thus will remain here,
positioning the province as a
global cell-therapy hub.
Commercialization and
funding are critical to bring
groundbreaking research into
practice, notes Jon Rogers, chief
operating officer of XOR Labs
Toronto, which improves viability
of organs destined for transplant
using gene or stem cell therapy.
And although “we have

brilliant scientists and clinicians,”

Mr. Rogers says it’s equally
important to have engineers and
designers who convert the science
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into a product, as well as business
and commercial expertise to
bring it to market.

These are still early days for
regenerative medicine, Dr.
Stewart cautions. “The potential
is huge, but there’s a long learning
curve to go through.”

Five years after her stem cell
transplant, Tina Ceroni sees
first-hand the potential for stem
cell science to transform lives.

“When you live with a debili-
tating disease and you have no
idea where your future is going,
any glimmer of hope is import-
ant,” she says. “It takes time, it
takes research, it takes doctors
and scientists coming together to
put best practices into medicine.
But it’s remarkable what they're
accomplishing.” m



