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New institute to focus on heart
Laura Ungar

January 1, 2007
Heart disease is endemic in Wayne Gunnell's family, so he welcomes the new Cardiovascular Innovation Institute, which will research and develop treatments for heart disease -- including cutting-edge devices such as artificial hearts. 

"It's going to save a lot of lives," said Gunnell, 59, of Eminence, Ky. 

The institute, a partnership between the University of Louisville and Jewish Hospital & St. Mary's HealthCare, will officially open on Jan. 13 at 302 E. Muhammad Ali Blvd. 

The medical director will be the physician who performed Gunnell's triple bypass a decade ago: Dr. Laman Gray, who with Dr. Rob Dowling also implanted the AbioCor artificial hearts, which were pioneered in Louisville and approved for sale by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration in September. 

The institute builds on Gray and Dowling's work, and will focus on heart-assist devices as well as gene therapies and other technologies. 

For instance, researchers will continue work on an artificial heart for children, Gray said. They also will study using implanted sensors to detect increases in pulmonary artery pressure, so that heart problems can be treated early. And they will look at helping the heart recover using adult stem cells. 

"I think it's going to be one of the predominant research facilities in the world," said Gray, professor of surgery and director of the division of thoracic and cardiovascular surgery at U of L. "It's going to make a huge impact." 

Ronald Greenberg, the institute's executive director, said one thing that makes the institute unique is that "we are combining the medical research and the engineering research." 

"By having everybody work together, we're setting the platform for significant medical breakthroughs," he said. 

Building the institute, which Gray said has five floors above ground and one underground, has taken about three years and $27.8 million, which came from several sources, including the state, charitable foundations, U of L and Jewish Hospital. 

Gray said about $55 million has been raised altogether, which also will help pay for other resources, such as endowed chairs. 

Greenberg said the institute will open with about half a dozen doctors and about 20 Ph.D.-level researchers, including engineers and medical experts -- a number he expects to double within the year. Graduate students in health sciences and engineering will aid in the research. 

While the innovation institute won't offer patient care, Gray said it will offer research designed to move quickly from the laboratory to the bedside. 

Heart disease is the leading cause of death in Kentucky and the United States. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, it accounted for 11,808 deaths in Kentucky in 2001 -- about 30 percent of the state's toll. 

DeAnne Downey, Gunnell's 39-year-old daughter, said she was happy to hear about the institute. Like her father, Downey also had a triple-bypass. And her grandfather died after a heart attack. 

"There are so many people that die of heart disease," said Downey, of Eminence. "It's great to know they're putting more money and resources into research." 

[image: image2.png]


_1017043953.bin

