
YLS 2012 proposal: Developing Therapeutics 
for Neurodegenerative Diseases 

Organising committee 

 Kat Bowles (PhD, Jones Group, MRC Centre for Neuropsychiatric Genetics and Genomics, 

Cardiff) 

 Ed Green (PostDoc, Giorgini Group, University of Leicester) 

 Rob Mason (PostDoc, Giorgini Group, University of Leicester) 

 Ulrike Träger (PhD, Tabrizi Group, UCL, London) 

 Position left open for Alzheimer’s or Parkinson’s disease researcher 

In addition to the scientific committee, Matt Ellison (Huntington’s Disease Youth Organisation, 

HDBuzz, EHDN) will provide advice from the perspective of patients’ groups. 

Location 

Kat Bowles has suggested that the YLS 2012 be held in Cardiff.  Cardiff has great transport 

connections, being easily accessible by road on the M4, by air at its own airport (as well as nearby 

Bristol, a gateway for cheap European carriers), and by rail, having direct links to Birmingham, 

London, Manchester, Edinburgh and Glasgow.  

Proposal 

As human lifespan is enhanced by modern medicine, late-onset neurodegenerative disorders 

represented by Huntington’s (HD), Alzheimer’s (AD), and Parkinson’s (PD) diseases become a major 

burden for western society. In the UK, the common neurodegenerative disorders are suffered by 

700,000 people and this will double in the next 25 years, costing the economy a staggering £50bn. 

Worldwide ~40 million people are affected by these disorders (http://www.wellcome.ac.uk), 

underscoring the importance of attracting emerging scientific talent into these fields. 

 Until recently these disorders were largely treated by attempting the alleviate the symptoms 

of neurodegeneration - typically ranging from mild memory loss in early stage cases through to 

severe cognitive dysfunction and late stage locomotor impairment - by increasing the activity of 

surviving neurons through biochemical dopamine agonists and selective serotonin inhibitors.  The 

first efforts to treat these disorders attempted to prevent the accumulation of the various misfolded 

protein complexes that are a common factor in these disorders, however the failure of such 

approaches and the more recent understanding that these structures may represent a cellular 

defence mechanism has reinforced the importance of further research towards novel therapies for 

neurodegenerative disorders. 

Our meeting will be structured around the process of translating basic research into novel 

therapies, a process which draws on research from many fields: physiology to identify pathways 

http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/


compromised in disease, biochemistry to determine the enzymatic cause of such disruption, and 

pharmacology in the development of therapeutic agents to ameliorate the condition.  Not only will 

this format therefore be of interest to researchers from a diversity of fields (which is also reflected in 

the diverse backgrounds of the organising committee), but also offer young scientists the 

opportunity to make contacts with representative from industry who will also be invited to the YLS 

2012 meeting. 

A YLS meeting focussed on therapeutic development in neurodegenerative disease would be 

particularly timely in 2012 given the recent advances in HD therapeutics.  Of the common 

neurodegenerative diseases, HD is particularly amenable to therapeutic research due to its clear 

genetic pattern of inheritance, which has led to rapid advances in the scientific understanding of 

neurodegeneration.  This basic research is now beginning to bear fruit, with a number of promising 

drugs now entering stage II and III clinical trials.  Given the pathophysiological similarities between 

the different neurodegenerative disorders, there is some hope that new therapies initially targeting 

one disease might also have efficacy in other neurodegenerative diseases.   

One example illustrating how many fields contribute to the development of therapeutic 

agents is the Kynurenine pathway of tryptophan degradation, which was found by physiologists to 

be perturbed in both HD and AD.  In the diseased state the pathway is shifted so as to produce 

increased neurotoxic 3-Hydroxykynurenine (3-HK) at the expense of Kynurenine acid – the body’s 

only natural anatagonist of excitotoxicity.  Later work by geneticists and biochemists revealed that 

the 3-HK synthesising enzyme KMO might be a strong therapeutic target, and pharmacological 

research lead to the development of the prodrug JM6, a KMO inhibiting compound that reduces the 

synthesis of neurotoxic 3-Hydroxykynurenine.  JM6 is now entering clinical trials in the context of 

HD, but shows clear potential as a therapeutic agent for AD.  

 Given such potential therapeutic synergies between neurodegenerative diseases, it is more 

important than ever to build networks between young scientists from across the spectrum of 

neurodegenerative research.  We feel that organising a YLS around this topic would give such 

researchers the chance to meet and share ideas and results, as well as learn about the process of 

translating research in an industrial context. 

 

Biosketches of organising committee (CVs attached separately) 

The committee is drawn from a number of groups based in institutions with strong track 

records of neurodegenerative research.  As an ensemble, the committee has expertise spanning the 

whole gamut of neurodegenerative models from cell culture to mice, and also some experience of 

clinical work through involvements in projects tracking the progression of neurodegeneration.   In 

addition, we have also left open a position for a further member who should currently specialise in 

either AD or PD research to help evaluate the very latest work in those fields.  We also value the 

input of patients and clinicians, and as such have included a representative from patient groups to 

advise the committee. 

 



Dr Rob Mason is the most experienced member of the organising committee, having being active in 

neurodegenerative disease for the best part of a decade, and working with many different 

neurodegenerative disease models.  Rob has been active in all the phases of therapy development; 

his gene screening experiments in yeast models of HD have led to the identification of over 100 new 

targets for HD therapy, a number of which have now been patented by the Giorgini group and are 

the focus of drug development efforts.   

Rob has taken part in dozens of conferences around the world, and has won a number of prizes for 

ability to communicate his science to both scientific and lay audiences.  Rob’s experience will play a 

key role in selecting abstracts, and his extensive network of contacts in science and industry will 

allow us to attract a prestigious keynote speaker.    

 

Dr Ed Green comes from a background of neurophysiological research in Drosophila models, and has 

worked in the fields of circadian biology, HD and AD.  Most recently Ed worked as part of the team 

which showed that pharmacologically opposing the perturbation of the Kynurenine pathway (a 

physiological feature common the HD and AD) using the prodrug JM6 has potent neuroprotective 

effects in an Drosophila model of HD; results which now form the basis of phase I clinical trials. 

Ed is well known for his scientific enthusiasm and communication skills, and is the designated chair 

of the Gordon Research Seminar in CAG Triplet Repeat Disorders meeting in 2013.  Ed’s 

responsibilities will include helping to present the meeting, and working with Rob’s contacts in 

industry to secure additional sponsors for the conference.  Ed will also be responsible for publicising 

the meeting using his contacts in Cambridge. 

 

Ulrike Träger is relatively new to the field of neurodegenerative research, having previously worked 

in cancer and arthritis research.  Ulrike is part of Professor Tabrizi’s group at UCL attempting to 

identify early changes in the pathophysiology of HD, and has already been invited to present a 

research talk at the prestigious Gordon Research Seminar.  Ulrike has experience of working not only 

in model systems, but also with patient samples as part of her research examining the role innate 

immune dysfunction plays in such neurodegenerative disease. 

Ulrike is rightly known a great organiser and timekeeper, and her role on the committee will be to 

set and oversee the deadlines in the preparations for the meeting.  She will also play a key role in 

publicising the meeting amongst young life scientists working in and around London.   

 

Kat Bowles is working towards her PhD after winning a competitive studentship from the Wellcome 

Trust, and is based at the prestigious MRC Centre for Neuropsychiatric Genetics and Genomics.  The 

MRC centre is aimed towards translational research focussing on animal and cell models of 

neurodegenerative disease, and consequently involves integration of many schools across the whole 

University, creating a dynamic and well-connected network of young scientists. This network will be 

particularly useful in raising the awareness of the meeting across different disciplines, including as it 

does many scientists who already integrate their research around the common theme.  



In addition to publicising the meeting through the MRC network, Kat will be responsible for 

organising the venue, food and drink and the post meeting social.  As the meeting is planned to be 

held in Cardiff, Kat will also select an additional committee member (not from HD) to help with ‘on 

the ground’ preparations and publicising the meeting to the widest possible audience. 

 

Matt Ellison is a member of a family affected by Huntington’s disease. He has volunteered a huge 

amount of his time to helping HD organisations, including the HDA, HD Buzz and the Euro HD 

Network’s Young Adults Working Group.  Matt’s main passion is improving support and providing 

more information for young people from families affected by Huntington’s disease, and as part of 

this has organised several fundraising events, including running and incredible 15 marathons in a 

year to raise awareness of HD.  

As a committee we feel that science should always be accountable to the public, but especially those 

members from families affected by the diseases we study.  Matt will be our principal liaison with the 

HDA and EHDN, and will put forward a speaker who will examine an issue from a patient led 

perspective (particularly in the context of novel therapies and the ethics of clinical trials).  We shall 

also be able to draw on Matt’s extensive experience in organising meetings and fundraising events. 

 

Timeline 

We have submitted an example 5 month timeline for the YLS 2012 symposium below.  We 

envisage that the meeting might take place in late August, following the main summer meetings on 

neurodegeneration which are generally held in early August (e.g. EHDN and HDF meetings).   

 

Proposed program structure 

Given the committee’s breadth of experience in neurodegenerative research and therapy 

development, we are confident that we can put together a program that reflects all the stages of 



therapy development, from basic research through to candidate drug evaluation and industry 

collaboration.  The focus on therapeutic development therefore will involve researchers drawn from 

across the fields of physiology, biochemistry and pharmacology. 

We have built our proposed program around the structure of previous YLS symposia, 

retaining the successful afternoon parallel careers session that caters for both PhD students and 

PostDocs looking to write their own grants.  However, we have dropped the formal networking 

component as -in our experience – this is a natural part of any scientific meeting (indeed this is how 

the committee members themselves met).  Instead each committee member recognises the 

important role he or she will play in introducing symposium members to each other, and 

furthermore by holding the meeting on a Friday we intend to offer an informal social program to 

follow the meeting that all attendees will be warmly welcomed to.  The time freed up will be instead 

devoted to a speaker on the translational potential of research from an industry or IP law viewpoint. 

We have left the ‘Oral Communications’ relatively open; some of the slots may be filled by 

meeting reports from international conferences which Young Life Scientists may not have had the 

opportunity to visit. 

Time Planned event 

Thursday   

12.00 - 21.00  Committee on site all afternoon / informal meet and great early arriving delegates  

  

Friday   

8.30 – 9.00               Registration and refreshments (put posters up). 

9.00 – 9.15              Introduction  

9.15 - 9.40 Talk from a patient - general introduction & personal perspectives on disease 

9.40 - 10.30 
2 talks on basic research and how screening can be used to find candidates (e.g. 
Interactomics and Yeast 2 Hybrid screening) 

10.30 - 10.45 Refreshments 

10.45 - 12.00 2 talks on testing drugs (one cell model, one Drosophila/Mouse model) 

12.00 – 13.30           Lunch and poster judging 

13.30 – 14.15          Oral Communications 1 (4x10min + 5) 

14.45 – 16.00           Oral Communications 2 (4x10min + 5) 

16.00 – 16.30           Refreshments 

16.30 – 17.30           
Parallel sessions focussing on post-PhD careers for young researchers  or grant writing 
for more experienced researchers. 

17.30 – 18.30           Keynote talk on a clinical trial drug (speaker from Industry or IP fields) 

18.30 – 18.45           Prize giving  

18.45 – 19.30          Posters and Wine 

19.30 – 22.00           Optional dinner 

    

Saturday   

11.00-17.00 Delegates invited to a free, optional day trip (hiking suggested) 

 



Potential keynote speakers 

We have created a shortlist of speakers to approach to deliver talks or spearhead workshops 

at the conference. The speakers we have chosen are well established and respected members of the 

neurodegeneration research community, who have strong links to the validation and development 

of therapeutic targets. In addition they are extremely friendly and approachable, and would 

therefore fit in with the aim of allowing young scientists to interact with established scientists. 

Professor Gillian Bates (King’s College London, UK) 

Gillian Bates is a renowned member of the HD research community, having been one of the pioneers 

in the development of mouse models of HD. She is also involved in using these models to validate 

therapeutic compounds, notably the potential of histone deacetylase inhibitors for treating HD.  

Professor David Rubinsztein (Brain Repair Centre, School of Medicine, University of Cambridge, UK) 

David Rubinsztein’s research includes the dissection the parts autophagy plays in HD, and the 

identification of chemical modifiers of this process.   This has involved performing high throughput 

chemical screens to identify targets, which have been validated in a wide variety of model systems.  

David’s research touches upon all the key themes of the symposium. 

Dr Flaviano Giorgini (Department of Genetics, University of Leicester, UK) 

Flaviano Giorgini is an up and coming scientist in the HD community who has performed important 

work in the identification and validation of KMO as a therapeutic target for the treatment of HD. He 

has had a great deal of success since establishing his own group 5 years ago, and we feel he would 

be an ideal candidate to talk about career development.  Flav is an extremely friendly and 

approachable group leader who interacts easily with young scientists. 

Professor Sarah Tabrizi (UCL, London, UK) 

Sarah Tabrizi’s clinical background has led to her playing a key role in realising the translational 

potential of basic research in neurodegeneration. Her work leading the international TRACK-HD 

project has identified novel biomarkers that correlate with the very earliest stages of disease 

progression.  This work has generated massive industrial interest, as these early stages represent a 

therapeutic window in which cell dysfunction has not yet triggered irreversible neuronal death.  

Graeme Bilbe (Global Head of Neuroscience Disease, Novartis Institute for BioMedical Research, 

Basel, Switzerland) 

Novartis is a global leader in drug development, and has invested very heavily in developing 

therapeutics for neurodegenerative diseases.  As head of this team, Graeme Bilbe is responsible for 

managing research into various neurodegenerative disorders, including Alzheimer's disease and 

psychiatric disorders such as anxiety and depression.  Given his extensive industrial experience, and 

friendly and approachable nature, he would be an ideal keynote speaker for our YLS 2012 

symposium. 



Letters of Support 

 

 

Dr Flaviano Giorgini 

Lecturer in Mammalian Genetics 
Postgraduate Tutor 

Department of Genetics 
University of Leicester 

University Road, 
Leicester, LE1 7RH, UK 

 

Dear ……….. 

 

I am writing to support the involvement of Dr Rob Mason and Dr Ed Green (Postgraduate 

Researchers in my group) in organising a Young Life Scientist’s Symposium in 2012. 

Rob has been a member of my laboratory for 5 years, in which time he has taken part in all 

the major scientific meetings in the field of CAG triplet disorders, winning numerous prizes for his 

clear poster presentations.  He has a very broad knowledge of the field, and will be more than 

capable of selecting abstracts for the conference.  He has also acted as my de facto lab manager, and 

as a consequence is on good terms with a large number of UK biotech suppliers who might wish to 

become support the YLS conference. 

Ed is perhaps the most enthusiastic member of my group, and I am confident that he can 

help deliver an exciting conference that will attract Young Researchers from throughout the UK and 

Europe.  Ed is a definite ‘team player’, having taken part in previous team events such as the 

Biotechnology YES competition, and has experience of team based decision making though his role 

as Postgraduate Representative in the Leicester University Students’ Union and on the Graduate 

School Board.  

Yours faithfully, 

 

Dr Flaviano Giorgini, PI 

fg36@le.ac.uk 



 

Date  / /  

 
Dear Sir/Madam,  
 
 
Subject: Young Life Scientists’ Symposium 2012 proposal– Supporting Statement  
 
 

Ulrike Träger is a UCL PhD student in my lab working on innate immune function in 

Huntington’s disease. Dysregulation in immune cell function is of growing interest and 

importance in the neurodegeneration field.  

In her free time she is involved in communicating science to the public by working as 

a translator for HDBuzz. Additionally she and a colleague recently raised over £2200 in 

support of the HDA by running a half marathon. 

Ulrike is an outstanding student, motivated and hardworking. She is reliable and very 

organised. These skills will enable Ulrike to contribute significantly to the organisation of 

this symposium. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

 

Prof. Sarah J Tabrizi FRCP PhD 

Professor of Clinical Neurology 
Honorary Consultant Neurologist 
Dept of Neurodegenerative Disease 
UCL Institute of Neurology and National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery 
Queen Square 
London WC1N 3BG 

 

 



Dear ……….. 

 

 

I am writing to support Miss Kathryn Bowles in her involvement with the application from 

this committee to organise and run a Young Life Scientist’s Symposium in 2012. Kathryn is in the 

third year of a Wellcome Trust (UK) funded studentship.  

 

As well as her intellectual abilities, Kathryn has demonstrated commitment to her chosen 

field of study in Huntington’s disease. Her work involves working with cellular and murine models of 

the disease to ascertain the role of protein phosphorylation on cellular transcription as a pathway to 

neurodegenerative disease. This work has been a result of strong collaborative ties between the 

schools of Medicine and Biosciences at Cardiff University, and includes involvement with the HD 

Brain Repair group based at Cardiff. This has allowed a broad approach to understanding disease 

mechanisms in a way that is able to be integrated into the development of therapeutics. 

 

Kathryn’s PhD project is ambitious, and involves many technical skills, which she has quickly 

learned. Kathryn is a reliable student who is also very organised, independent and able, and is adept 

at interacting with peers both within and outside of the lab. Kathryn will be able to contribute 

significantly to the organisation of this symposium with these skills, and her involvement will make 

her a valuable asset to the committee.  

 

Yours faithfully,  

 

 

 

Dr. Lesley Jones 
Reader in Neuropsychiatric Genetics 
Department of Psychological Medicine and Neurology 
Director of Postgraduate Research 

 

  



From: Matty Ellison (just1moreperson@yahoo.com) 

To: Ed Green (eg76@le.ac.uk) 

 

Good to hear from you again: I’ll be happy to help where I can Ed – just ask. 

 

Best,    

 

 Matt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CVs of organising committee 

 

mailto:just1moreperson@yahoo.com
mailto:eg76@le.ac.uk

