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After spending three years and about $27 million so far to develop a facility for cutting-edge heart research, officials at the University of Louisville and Jewish Hospital & St. Mary's HealthCare Inc. are ready to open the doors and go to work. 

The Cardiovascular Innovation Institute will be used to conduct early-stage research, animal studies, clinical trials and other studies aimed at advancing medical care for heart-related conditions. And it is expected to help draw millions of dollars worth of public and private research grants for University of Louisville scientists, according to Dr. Laman Gray, clinical director of the Cardiovascular Innovation Institute. 

The nonprofit institute, at 302 E. Muhammed Ali Blvd., will be used by about 15 to 20 scientists for research such as developing sensors that measure the pressure in the heart and working with stem cells to find ways to regenerate heart tissue. 

"The idea is to take the latest research that is being done in the lab and bring that to bedside," Gray said. "We could not do this without the physical structure." 

Officials also are working to earn a designation as one of only three large animal laboratories approved by the U.S. Department of Defense to conduct medical research. That designation could result in additional funding to test devices before conducting human trials, Gray said. 

"But this is more than just devices," he said. "We are working with companies on developing new techniques to do valve surgery (and) working with them on trying to develop minimally invasive techniques that can change the way we do heart surgeries." 

The promise of developing better treatments for heart care is what prompted the Jewish Hospital organization to commit $15 million for construction of the facility and promise to continue to support it, according to Robert L. Shircliff, president and CEO of JHSMH. 

He called the formation of the institute with U of L "a natural evolution," given that cardiovascular care is a key area of focus for both organizations and that cardiovascular disease is among the leading causes of death in Kentucky. 

He added that Jewish Hospital will benefit from supporting the institute because it would be among the first facilities to use technology and techniques developed at the institute. 

Center to open Jan. 13 

Construction of the five-story facility, which was created by adding four stories atop an existing U of L laboratory, is nearly completed. It will open officially on Jan. 13, according Ron Greenberg, executive director of the institute and a senior vice president of JHSMH. 

The second and third floors of the facility have not been finished inside but will be completed as additional funding comes into the institute, Greenberg said, adding that he is not sure how quickly that will happen. 

When complete, the total cost of the institute, including construction costs and equipment, likely will rise to about $35 million, he said. 

The 85,000-square-foot facility will have research labs, operating and recovery rooms, state-of-the-art diagnostic and imaging equipment and training facilities. 

Building to showcase research efforts 

Several events are being planned to show off the facility to executives from national health-sciences companies as well as political leaders who can help direct additional federal funding for university research, Greenberg said. 

The first event will be on Jan. 13 for about 275 guests, including state and federal legislators and representatives of national companies. 

"The facility itself is being used for marketing," Greenberg said, adding that partnerships with health-sciences companies will be an important part of making the center successful and profitable. 

He mentioned companies such as St. Paul, Minn.-based Guidant Corp. and Minneapolis-based Medtronic Inc. as among those that might work with the facility. 

Early losses expected 

The center is expected to operate initially at a loss until enough funding is found from public and private sources to support its operations. So far, development of the facility has come from contributions by JHSMH and state and federal agencies. 

According to a third-quarter financial report for the institute, the estimated operating loss will be $1.6 million in 2007 based on revenue of $2.6 million in its first year of operations. 

Most of that revenue will come from contracts to conduct research for companies or organizations and from grants awarded to U of L researchers. 

The institute also could generate revenue from the sale or licensing of intellectual property and from additional fund-raising. 

Officials with U of L and JHSMH have pledged to support the institute until it is self-sufficient, which should be within five years, Greenberg said. 

U of L will cover the cost of heating and lighting the building, and JHSMH will pay the remaining operating expenses, said Shircliff, who will become chairman of the institute's board at its January meeting. 

Scientific director has been picked 

Additional funding for the institute might come from grants and awards held by a new scientific director, Greenberg said. 

Officials have selected a candidate, who is a leader in "translational research," Greenberg said, adding that he won't comment on the new director until a contract with that person is completed early next year. 

But during a recent board of directors meeting for the institute, officials identified the new scientific director as Dr. Stuart Williams, a surgeon and professor who is chairman of the Biomedical Engineering Graduate Program at the University of Arizona in Tucson. 

Williams also serves as director of the Division of Biomedical Engineering at Arizona Research Laboratories, a university-owned institution that promotes work among various programs at the school. 

Williams also declined to comment until a contract is finalized. 

The scientific director will work with Gray and Greenberg to direct the research strategy of the institute. He also will serve on the faculty at the University of Louisville. 

AbioCor, other research ongoing 

Gray, who was one of the leading researchers for Abiomed Inc.'s AbioCor artificial heart, said he and his team will work at the facility to lead development of the second generation of the first totally implantable heart. 

Louisville will be the only research site for Abiomed's project, which is expected to yield an artificial heart that is 30 percent smaller than the original AbioCor so it can be implanted in both men and women. 

The AbioCor 2 also will include improvements based on information gathered through more than a dozen surgeries that have been conducted since the first-generation heart was approved for clinical trials in 2001. 

Gray expects human trials on the next-generation heart to begin in about two years. 

He and his team also are working with Pittsburgh-based Ension Inc. to develop a heart-assist device for children -- work they will continue at the new institute. 

Randy Coe, executive director of Kosair Charities, said that type of research is what his organization wanted to support when it committed $5 million to the center last year. 

The money is being used to create a pediatric heart research center at the institute that will study ways to diagnose, prevent and treat pediatric heart conditions -- both before and after birth. 

"We hope the money will lead to scientific breakthroughs so no child will be born (with) or have to live with a broken heart," Coe said. 



Cardiovascular Innovation Institute 

Description: Research institute being developed to study cardiovascular diseases as well as products and techniques used to treat those diseases 

Address: 302 E. Muhammed Ali Blvd. 

Estimated total cost: $35 million 

Partners: University of Louisville, Jewish Hospital & St. Mary's HealthCare Inc. 

Top officials: Ronald Greenberg, executive director; Dr. Laman Gray, medical director 

Web site: www.heartinnovation.org


Funding sources 

· Jewish Hospital & St. Mary's HealthCare Inc., $15 million for construction 

· U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, $6 million 

· Kentucky Office of Commercialization and Innovation, $6.8 million 

· Kosair Charities, $5 million grant to create Pediatric Heart Research Center 

· Gheens Foundation Inc., $1.5 million to create the Gheens Foundation Biosensor Research Center 

