
First human trials begin
into cure for paralysis
BRISBANE: A study into schizo-

phrenia has led to world-first trials
by Australian doctors to cure para-
lysis.

A Brisbane medical and surgical
team revealed this week it had be-
gun the first human trials to regen-
erate spinal cord damage by inject-
ing nasal cells into paraplegics.

But Professor Alan Mackay-Sim,
one of the masterminds behind the
technique which could give hope to
millions of paraplegics world-wide,
said yesterday he stumbled on the
idea by mistake.

Professor Mackay-Sim, Griffith
University’s director of the centre

 for molecular neurobiology, started
research in 1993 on nasal cells, try-
ing to gain an insight into schizo-
phrenia.

“We started investigating the
idea that we could look at the de-
velopment of nerve cells in the
nose of people with schizophrenia
as a way of finding out about the
development of their brains and

their nervous system,” he said.
It was through this research Pro-
fessor Mackay-Sim and spinal cord
regeneration project team member
Dr Francois Feron realised the re-
markable capabilities of the cells
found in the nose.

Nasal cells are unique in that
they continue to regenerate and re-
produce throughout life where
others cannot be replaced once de-
stroyed.

These cells help nerves grow
from the nose to the brain and are
the only cells that exist both within
and outside the nervous system.

With this knowledge, Professor
Mackay-Sim and Dr Feron pio-
neered- the method of cultivating
the cells which were then injected
into laboratory rats with amazing
results.

Rats with severed spinal cords
were found to be able to move their
legs after being transplanted with
nasal cells, which seemed to trigger
regeneration in the damaged areas.

The medical team, based at the
Princess Alexandra Hospital, re-
vealed it injected 14 million nasal
cells they had harvested earlier in-
to a patient with severe paralysis
as part of a three-year trial.

Eight anonymous patients, who
acquired spinal injury in the last
three years, were chosen for the
phase one trial.

Hospital spinal injury unit direc-
tor Dr Tim Geraghty said this trial
aimed to determine the safety of
the procedure. “We’ve got fairly
modest hopes for this particular
phase of the trial because we have
chosen those who have the most se-
vere kinds of spinal injury.”

The team hoped to see some re-
sults in a matter of months.

“Improvement could vary from
people-getting some feeling back in
their legs or it could be that they
get some return in bladder or bow-
el function,” he said.

All developments would be kept
secret until the end of the trials.


