[image: image1.png]




U of L receives largest donation in its history

Laura Ungar • and Nancy C. Rodriguez

November 18, 2008
The University of Louisville has received the largest gift in its history -- a $20 million donation that will be used to further the school's cancer research in a state with the nation's highest cancer death rate.

The grant by the James Graham Brown Foundation Inc. will be announced at 1 p.m. today at a ceremony at the James Graham Brown Cancer Center on South Jackson Street.

The money -- $4 million a year for five years -- will be used mainly to recruit and keep new research faculty and staff, said Dr. Donald Miller, the cancer center's director.

Cancer research is a highly competitive field, and he said that recruiting top researchers often means not only paying competitive salaries but providing the equipment, staff, laboratory space and other resources they need.

The donation is believed to be the largest ever received by a Kentucky public university, and is $8 million more than the foundation gave to establish the cancer center in 1980.

"We're very thankful and excited," U of L President James Ramsey said yesterday. "It's a gift, particularly at this time with the uncertainty in the financial markets, that is hugely significant."

Mason Rummel, the Brown Foundation's executive director, said the $20 million is the single largest gift awarded by the philanthropy, which has nearly $400 million and makes about 40 or 50 grants a year.

Rummel said that the foundation hadn't given to the center for several years but that under Miller's leadership it had become "re-energized."

She said the foundation chose to help the institution reach its goal of becoming a comprehensive cancer center, the highest of three designations from the National Cancer Institute.

"The cancer center has improved so much," Rummel said. "We're just really pleased. It's really becoming what it originally set out to become."

Researchers at the center are already working on promising treatments with global implications, Miller said.

These include a low-cost cervical cancer vaccine manufactured using Kentucky tobacco, and a new drug based on short pieces of synthetic DNA that interfere with tumor growth, while producing fewer side effects than other available treatments.

Nancy Alvey, 56, of Louisville, who was diagnosed with lung cancer in November 2005 after smoking for 40 years, said research is crucial, especially in a place like Kentucky hit so hard by cancer.

Alvey said her daughter also developed the disease.

"As far as cancer goes, you can't ever stop doing research," said Alvey, who had surgery to remove the upper third of her right lung, followed by chemotherapy, at the Brown Cancer Center. "The money is important to be able to do the research."

Immediate local need

Cancer takes a startling toll in Kentucky, striking nearly 24,000 people and killing more than 9,300 in 2006.

The state's cancer death rate was 218.7 per 100,000 people, the nation's highest rate in 2005, the latest year for which comparable statistics are available.

Miller said the Brown Foundation funds will mostly be used to add 10 to 12 faculty members.

As much as possible, he said, he'd like to find researchers who also are experts in clinical care -- professionals who are even more difficult to find and recruit.

Miller said that the money will also help the faculty bring their teams with them to Louisville and provide the necessary support, infrastructure and equipment for their research.

The university is building a Clinical and Translational Research Building to provide laboratory space for research, particularly cancer research.

The center wants to bring in researchers to build on five existing programs: researching molecular targets, or identifying new therapies based on the metabolism of tumor cells; researching the structure of molecules involved with cancer treatment; researching how the immune system affects tumors and how tumors affect the immune system; cancer prevention and control; and non-embryonic stem-cell biology.

Miller said that while large, nationally known cancer centers get much larger donations than what his center received, "for a small, evolving cancer center to have this sort of support is rare in this country."

He said it's especially important in the troubled economy, when grants from the National Institutes of Health are becoming more difficult to obtain and fundraising is difficult.

Ground-breaking donation

The foundation's gift surpasses the top donations at other Kentucky public universities, including $14 million to the University of Kentucky and $15 million to Northern Kentucky University.

While it doesn't rank among the nation's top donations, "that's not to say that $20 million isn't a significant gift," said Rae Goldsmith, vice president for communications and marketing at the Council for Advancement and Support of Education, a Washington, D.C., organization focused on education fundraising.

"Gifts of that size and nature, particularly in the face of challenging economic times, can be transformative," said Goldsmith, a former U of L spokeswoman.

Cancer survivor Jenifer Fee, Alvey's daughter, said she hopes the U of L money translates into hope for patients.

"Everybody was really accommodating. I always felt at ease and calm. I felt definitely I was in the best place," said Fee, a 31-year-old nursing student who was diagnosed with thyroid cancer in May. "I have every hope that everything's going to be all right."
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