
While a definitive biomarker of
Alzheimer’s disease remains an
elusive dream, researchers have

found some early factors that could be a
bellwether of the disease.  At the same
time, those intent on finding a clinical
treatment may have found a possible vac-
cine for these conditions. Here’s what’s
happening at the cutting  edge of
Alzheimer’s research:

• Perhaps the most significant recent
study came from the National Science
Foundation, Nanoscale Science and
Engineer Center for Nanopatterning and
Detection Technologies at Northwestern
University. The group announced in the
Jan. 31 online edition of the Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences that
they have developed a method of testing
for AD by analyzing a fluid around the
brain and spinal cord with bio-barcode
amplification technology. 

This extremely sensitive test is said
to be remarkably sensitive to the minis-
cule amounts of amyloid B-derived dif-
fusible ligands commonly associated with
the disease.  If the very earliest stages of
AD memory loss begin when ADDLs
attack key synapses in the brain, as is

commonly theorized, this test could con-
ceivably detect their presence early. 

• Another study hints that the
strength of a patient’s skeleton may yield
clues. Researchers from Beth Israel
Deaconess Medical Center in Boston
examined 1,000 elderly patients by meas-
uring their bone density at various points
and found of those with the lowest bone
density mass were at the greatest risk for
developing Alzheimer’s and dementia.
The group concluded that women with
low BMDs may benefit from estrogen
replacement therapy despite the risks
(Arch Neurol. 2005;62:18-19).

• Although an early detection sys-

tem for Alzheimer’s would be a huge step
forward, it would leave both patients and
physicians wishing for a treatment. For-
tunately, a vaccination with beta-amy-
loid-42 appears to create a positive anti-
body response for patients that could
slow the disease process. The results from
this phase I trial, which were published
in Neurology 2005;64:10-12,94-101,
129-131, found that patients who
received the treatment showed a signifi-
cantly smaller decline in the active treat-
ment group at the end of the study  as
measured by the Disability Assessment
for Dementia (-12.64 compared to
–34.13 in the control group). PN
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n Continental Divide. Now that the
Canadian government is thinking about
shutting down the mail-order pharmacies
that sell to Americans, bargain seekers are
setting their sites east—to Europe. I-
SaveRX, the program used by Illinois,
Wisconsin, Missouri and Kansas, an-
nounced it will maintain its program by
importing drugs from the United Kingdom
and Ireland. Spokespersons for PhRMA
still say there are safety issues from drugs
made by foreign manufacturers.

n Pain and Platelets. Determining
whether or not someone is inclined to suf-
fer migraine could be come down to taking
a blood test, if the findings at the Children’s
Hospital Medical Center in Cincinnati are
repeated. This study found that 22 migraine
patients expressed higher levels of immedi-
ate early genes that produce platelets,
including c-fos and COX-2, compared to 56
persons in the control group. While this is
a small sample, future studies may be able
to define this relationship and the possible

reason for migraines. (Headache 2004:4
4;994)

n Pain, and Price, Relief. Patients who
respond well to the Duragesic (fentanyl
transdermal system) skin patch will soon
have a cheaper alternative. In January the
FDA approved a generic rival to the patch
manufactured Mylan Laboratories. The
product, which will be available in various
doses, will be launched immediately
according to an announcement from
Mylan.

n Jump-Starting Rehab. Patients recover-
ing from their first acute stroke may signif-
icantly benefit from having functional elec-
trical stimulation added to their rehabilita-
tion if they lost some walking ability. A ran-
domized, controlled study reported in
Stroke 2005;36:80-85 followed the out-
comes of 46 patients who received stan-
dardized rehabilitation, rehabilitation with
FES, or with placebo. All of the patients in
the FES group were able to walk and 84.6
percent returned home, contrasted to 50
percent of those in the other groups.

SHORTTAKES

CORRECTION: In the January news story
“Brace Yourself: Malpractice Rates May
Rise Sharply,” we incorrectly reported that
neurologists accounted for 60 percent of
malpractice claims and 65 percent of
monetary awards throughout the US. The
sample analyzed for this report was
derived from a pool of 300 paid cases
exclusively involving neurological diag-
noses, irrespective of the specialty of the
defendant. This study addressed the size
and severity of claims associated with
neurological diagnoses, but did not
specifically address neurology’s overall
representation amongst the total body of
malpractice claims filed nationally for neu-
rological diagnoses. We regret any confu-
sion this report may have engendered. 
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n To Your Health. A stroke prevention ther-
apy may come in a very agreeable form—
especially if your patients like red wine.
Researchers from Beth Israel Deaconess in
Boston evaluated the link between stroke
risk and alcohol consumption and found
that those who consumed three to four
drinks a week had their stroke risk reduced
by 32 percent compared to those who
abstain. Red wine, in particular, was benefi-
cial, with those who drank at least 10g a
day having a 39 percent decrease in stroke
risk. (Ann Intern Med 2005; 142:11-19)

n Herbal Headache Relief. Could a com-
mon plant hold the key to migraine preven-
tion? Richard Lipton and colleagues found
that 75mg of Petasites hybridus root (but-
terbur) taken twice daily seemed to reduce
headache frequency by 48 percent, while
50mg appeared to reduce the frequency by
36 percent and the placebo 26 percent.
However, the author warns against patients
getting this plant in any form other than
those specifically prepared commercially,
as butterbur has carcinogenic properties.
(Neurology 2004;2240-2244)

n Play It Again. “Musician’s cramp,” a
form of focal task-specific dystonia, may
not be a common site for movement disor-
ders specialist but it can end a professional
performer’s career. However, a well-placed
injection with botulinum toxin A (Botox)
could conceivably help musicians regain
control of their hands. Researchers sur-
veyed 84 German musicians who were
given Dysport and found that 69 percent of
them reported it helped them. (Neurology
2005;64:341-343)

n rtPA for the Lady. The gender of your
patient may be an indicator of much they
will benefit from the only FDA approved
treatment for acute stroke. According to a
study from Tufts-New England Medical
Center in Boston reported in Stroke
2005:36:62-65, women appear to benefit
more from treatment with recombinant tis-
sue plasminogen activator. For this retro-
spective review, David M. Kent, MD and
colleagues found women treated with
placebo fared worse than the men in this
group, although the outcomes were similar
among those who were treated with rtPA.

n COX Fight. The real number of people in
the US harmed by rofecoxib (Vioxx) may
never be known, but according to an article
in the online edition of the Lancet on
January 25 there were an estimated
88,000-140,000 cases. The researchers
arrived at this number by analyzing data
from 1.4 million people in California who
used COX-2 inhibitors and similar drugs
from 1999 to September 2004. However,
many questions still remain about the
integrity of the data and the criteria used to
evaluate it. 

n The Virtues of Vice. Many previous
studies that seemed to imply smoking
could have a protective effect against
Parkinson’s diseases were questioned
because they did not account for external
factors such as genetics. However, a recent
study of twins in Sweden confirmed that
those who smoked had a notably lower risk
of developing Parkinson’s than those who
did not. The multivariate models did not
show any noticeable benefit from alcohol or
coffee. (Arch Neurol 2005;57:27-33) 

Everyone who has studied MS has no
doubt heard a wide range of possible
factors, ranging from milk to dogs

to sunlight, responsible for this condi-
tion. While a definitive answer remains
uncertain, two recent studies may shed
some light on symptoms apparently asso-
ciated with the disease.  

Researchers at the Mayo Clinic in-
tent on finding out why this condition
afflicts twice as many women as men
enlisted the aid of collaborators in
Minnesota, Northern Ireland, Belgium
and Italy to compare the MS populations
in each region.  One common factor they
identified was the patients’ level of inter-

feron gamma; those who produced it in
abundance were more likely to have MS.
Interestingly, the men in the study had a
lower frequency of a gene variant related
to higher secretions of this protein. The
results appear in the Jan. 27 online edi-
tion of Genes & Immunity.

Another study from the UK found
that measuring several factors could con-
firm the presence of MS. In Arch Neurol
2005;62:33-36, Alan Ebringer, MD, and
colleagues from the Waterloo Campus of
King’s College in London proposed a
combination of elevated antibodies to
Acinetobacter, myelin basic protein and
neurofilament to diagnose the condition

In their review, they
cited evidence
that implicates
e n v i r o n -
mental and
mic ro -
bial fac-
tors relat-
ed to the
pathogenesis
of this dis-
e a s e .
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New Theories Speculate on the 
Source of Multiple Sclerosis

                                     


