
The Weakest Link 

The PDS Tissue Bank at Imperial aims to help understand what causes Parkinson's and assist in the development of better drug 
treatments by providing high quality brain tissue to researchers working in the field of Parkinson's and related neurological 

disorders. The Tissue Bank also aims to enhance the public's awareness of Parkinson's, promote the work of the Tissue Bank 
and increase the numbers of volunteers who are willing to sign up to the donor scheme. The Tissue Bank also aims to collect 

the tissue so that it is suitable for all research needs and that it is collected in the most ethical manner. 

The challenge for Parkinson’s researchers 
lies in unravelling the complex mecha-
nisms that bring about nerve cell death in 
people with Parkinson’s. The ultimate 
aim is to understand Parkinson’s and de-
sign effective treatments and ultimately 
find a cure for the disease. The Parkin-
son’s Disease Society Tissue Bank plays 
an important role in achieving these re-
search goals but many people do not re-
alise how important the research on hu-
man tissue is. Parkinson’s only affects hu-
mans and hence the brain tissue donated 
via the Tissue Bank is one of the only 
ways that researchers can investigate 
what is causing the nerve cells in Parkin-
son’s to die! These vital clues from the 
brain tissue will lead to the development 
of new drugs to treat Parkinson’s and 
hopefully a cure. 

The Parkinson’s Disease Society Tissue 
Bank at Imperial College is trying to re-
cruit as many Parkinson’s and healthy vol-
unteers onto its prospective donor 
scheme as possible. The more tissue we 
have the faster researchers can carry out 
their investigations. However, the vast 
majority of potential donors signed up to 
the donor scheme have late onset Park-
inson’s but as you know, Parkinson’s also  
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Parkinson’s Awareness Week 2004 
Parkinson’s Awareness Week (PAW) takes place between 18th April and the 25th 
April 2004.  This year the overall theme is ’care and support’. There is also particular 
focus on Parkinson’s Disease Nurse Specialists (PDNS). If any branches or PDNS’s 
are organising an event for the week and would like to display some information 
about the Tissue Bank please contact us (see back page). 

Our Next Newsletter 

If anyone has ideas on what we could call our regular Newsletter please contact us. 
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UK PDS Tissue Bank at  
Imperial College Newsletter 

Issue 2 
Spring 2004 

affects younger people to. Indeed, 1 in 7 
people diagnosed with Parkinson’s are 
aged under 40. Hence, if scientists are to 
examine what is causing the brain cells in 
younger Parkinson’s to die and to see 
whether this is the same as in people 
who develop the disease later on in life, 
we need people with young onset Park-
inson’s to sign up to the Tissue Bank do-
nor scheme as well. At the moment the 
“weakest link” in the Tissue Bank’s pro-
gram is that we have very little tissue 
from younger onset Parkinson’s cases to 
give out to researchers. In addition we 
have very few people with younger onset 
Parkinson’s signed up to our donor 
scheme. Hence, if you are a person who 
was affected by Parkinson’s at a younger 
age and require some further informa-
tion about our donor scheme please do 
not hesitate to contact the Tissue Bank. 
Your tissue could be vital to our work. 
Also if you have any younger onset 
members in your PDS branch or an as-
sociated YAPP&Rs group please do for-
ward this newsletter on                       
to them. 

Dr David Dexter, 

Scientific Director 



 

The death of a loved one is obviously a very emotional 
time for anyone, the following article describes a per-
sonal view of donation of a loved one’s tissue to the 
Tissue Bank at this difficult time. Molly Davies very 
kindly agreed to talk to us about how she felt about 
her husband’s donation to the Tissue Bank. 

Molly, whose husband Ian died last year, felt that al-
though Parkinson’s can be very difficult to live with, 
registering to become a donor to the Tissue Bank is 
one way people can make a positive move in the face 
of the condition. Ian Davies had Parkinson’s, but Molly 
says this was by no means the sum of him. Parkinson’s 
came at the end of a very full life, which included a 
long career as a judge, a keen interest in sports and 
even some parachute jumping! Before he died, Ian was 
unwell and it was a very difficult time for them both. 
However, they decided Ian should register with the 
Tissue Bank. Then when he died, Molly found a sense 
of comfort in the valuable gift of tissue donation. 

‘Something good came out of it,’ says Molly. Her view 
was reinforced by her visit to the Tissue Bank. Molly 
says she found it inspiring and uplifting to see the 
amount of work that was going on with the tissue. ‘I 
particularly enjoyed going around the laboratories and 
was intrigued by the lectures and the microscope 
slides. Visiting the Tissue Bank gave me a great boost  
and I was reassured as to what had happened to the  
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A Personal View of Tissue Donation. 

Molly at last years Open Day  

28th March 2003 

The number of people signing up to the Tissue Bank has 
continued to increase over the past few months and the 
production of the last newsletter led to an influx of re-
quests for information and people registering with the Tis-
sue bank. Graph 1 shows the number of people requesting 
information from the Tissue Bank and also the number of 
people that then went on to register with the Tissue Bank 
(up to the end of February 2004).                                            
Graph 1 

Comparison of prospective donors registering compared 
to forms sent out 

 

The Story so far... 
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  Red: Total number of information packs requested 

  Blue: Total number of people registered with the Tissue Bank 

Graph 2 shows the age range of those registered 
with the Tissue Bank. The majority of those signed 
up are in the 60-70 age group. See article by Dr Dex-
ter on the front cover. 

Graph 2  

Distribution of Registered Donors – Age range 

tissue Ian had donated. I decided having helped ar-
range the donation for Ian, I must do so myself a  
also signed up to become a donor.’ 

If you have missed this year’s event (16th April 2004) 
then there will be another opportunity next year. 

Dr Yasmin Hadi and Dr Kirstin Goldring 

  Purple: PD and related donors 

  Blue: Control Donors 
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Every cell in the body carries a copy of the entire ge-
nome, but only uses those portions of it that it needs. 
Each gene is like a recipe for a corresponding protein, 
(which are molecular machines) each with a specialised 
function within the cell such as transport within the 
cell. The study of gene expression alone is insufficient 
for understanding a disease.  The proteins that result 
from gene expression are just as important and often 
pose a more complex problem for scientists looking to 
unravel what is going wrong in Parkinson’s. 

Some rare forms of PD can be considered truly 
‘genetic’.  They can be inherited from a parent and 
caused by a mutation in a gene that either makes a par-
ticular protein incorrectly or just in much higher quan-
tities than the cell actually needs.  Some proteins re-
sponsible for inducing genetic PD are known.  Most 
cases of PD are not genetic in this sense, this is re-
ferred to as ‘idiopathic’ Parkinson’s, but that does not 
mean that genetics are not involved in the disease, but  
they may increase our susceptibility to PD. 

 

 

 

The invention of 
microarrays, or ‘gene chips’, allows us to observe the 
gene expression levels of the entire genome at once.  
Using these gene chips and tissue from the PDS Tissue 
Bank, we have been comparing the gene expression 
profiles of brains affected by Parkinson’s disease with 
healthy brains.  We have already isolated many genes 
that are expressed more in PD brains than in controls.   

Now we are using the gene chip data to study proteins  

A projection from one 
brain cell to another 

that is blocked up with 
deposits of  

alpha– synuclein. 
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Research Progress: Understanding Alpha-Synuclein 

that appear to behave abnormally in PD brains.  Alpha-
synuclein is one protein that we are particularly inter-
ested in.  In brains affected by PD, proteins that are not 
broken down properly clump together inside brain cells.  
Some of these clumps, called inclusions, can grow so 
large that they fill the cell body and cause it to burst.  
Other inclusions occur in the thin processes by which 
brain cells communicate with each other, preventing 
messages from being transmitted from one brain region 
to another.  It is known that alpha-synuclein is a major 
component of these inclusions, but no one knows what 
this protein’s function is in the cell or what might cause 
it to dysfunction and accumulate in this manner.  There 
are many possibilities.  The protein-regulated mecha-
nisms that are responsible for making or breaking down 
alpha-synuclein might be at fault, or there might be a 
problem with proteins that are supposed to work with 
alpha-synuclein in accomplishing its job in the cell.  Of 
course, finding out just what that job is in the first place 
is a high priority for us and many other researchers 
around the world.  We are trying to learn more about 
alpha-synuclein and how it interacts with other proteins 
by using a technique called immunohistochemistry, in 
which a coloured probe is attached to the protein of in-
terest, allowing us to observe its location and make in-
ferences into its function.  Another technique, in situ hy-
bridisation, will allow us to visualise which cells are ac-
tively making these proteins from their genetic code.  
Again we are relying on tissue from the PDS Tissue Bank 
to carry out all these experiments.  We hope to gain an 
understanding of how and why these proteins begin to 
malfunction so that we can develop new approaches to 
treat PD. 

Emilie Croiser,  
Research Technician 
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Contact Information 

UK Parkinson’s Disease Society 

Tissue Bank at Imperial College 

Division of Neuroscience and

              Mental Health



  Imperial College London

         Charing Cross Campus

      Fulham Palace Road 

London W6 8RF 

Phone: +44 (0)20 8383 4917 

Fax: +44 (0)20 8383 4918  

 Emergency Bleep no: 07659 104537

Website: 
www.parkinsonstissuebank.imperial.ac.uk 

The Parkinson’s Disease Society 

215 Vauxhall Bridge Road 

London 

SW1V 1EJ 

United Kingdom 

Phone: +44 (0)20 7931 8080 

Fax: +44 (0)20 7233 9908 
Registered Charity No. 258197. A Company Limited 

By Guarantee. Registered No. 948776 (London)  

Branch Talks 

• 5th May 2004, Kensington & 
Chelsea Support Group, 2.00 -
3.15pm 

• 26th May 2004, YAPP&Rs, 
Northern Home Counties, 
7.30pm 

• 3rd June 2004, Harrow, 2.00-
400pm 

• 12th June 2004, NW Branches 
Annual Meeting, Lancs, 2.00pm 

• 15th June 2004, YAPP&Rs South 
Anglia, evening 

• 13th July 2004, Plymouth &  

     District 2.00pm 

• 13th July 2004, Southampton 

• 27th July 2004, Dundee, 2.00-
4.00pm 

• 25th August 2004, Peterbor-
ough & District, 7.30pm 

• 3rd September 2004, Barking, 
2.00-4.00pm 

• 6th September 2004, Harlow, 
7.00pm 

Comments/ Suggestions/ Questions: 

Please detach slip and return to us in an envelope free of charge using the enclosed label. 

Please tear this section off and return to us free of charge with your comments or change of address. 

   Left to right: 

   Dr David Dexter: Scientific Director 

   Professor Manuel Graeber: Neuropathologist 

   Professor Richard Reynolds: Technical Advisor 

   Dr Ronald Pearce: Consultant Neurologist 

If you have any comments or suggestions please 
do not hesitate to contact us. 

   Left to right: 

   Laura McKay: Tissue Bank Secretary 

   Dr Kirsin Goldring: Tissue Bank Manager 

   Helen Cairns: Research Assistant 

   Dr David Dexter: Scientific Director 

   Lousia Djerbib: Research Technician 

OUR TEAM Drafted by Laura McKay. 

Thank- you to everybody 
who contributed to the 

Newsletter. 

• 23rd September 2004, Lewi-
sham, 7.15pm 

• 6th October 2004, Oxford, 
evening 

• 18th October 2004, Hitchin, 
2.30pm 

• 20th October 2004, YAPP&Rs 
Hampshire 7.30-9.30pm 

• 14th/15th October 2004, 
Northern Ireland 

• 2nd November 2004, Basing-
stoke, 2.00pm 

• 11th November 2004, Halt-
whistle, 2.00pm 

• 19th January 2005, Welwyn 
and Halfield 

• 25th January 2005, Guildford 
& South Surrey, 1.00-2.00pm 

• 12th March 2005, NW Somer-
set 

• 26th April 2005, Hillingdon, 
2.00-4.00pm 

• 5th May 2005, Lincoln, 2.30pm 


