Found:
Molecule
that stops
heart from
self-healing

ShaynaToh

Scientists here have discovered a
chemical compound in mice that
prevents heart muscle cells fromre-
pairing themselves. If it can be
blocked, heart muscle cells can re-
generate, like skin cells, and the
heart maybe able to heal itself.
With cardiovascular disease ac-
counting for almost 20 per cent of
all deaths here, researchers from
the Agency for Science, Technol-
ogy and Research’s Genome Insti-
tute of Singapore (GIS) and the Na-
tional University Health System
(NUHS) are hopeful this holds the
key to combating heart disease,
which claims about 16 lives a day.
The study was led by Associate
Professor Roger Foo, principal in-
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vestigator at GIS and NUHS’ Cardio-
vascular Research Institute and se-
nior consultant at the National Uni-
versity Heart Centre, Singapore.

He said: “There has alwaysbeena
suspicion that the heart holds the
key to its own healing. If it can be
motivated to heallike the skin, con-
sequences of a heart attack would
be banished forever.”

The study was published on

Aug 9 in the Nature Communica-
tionsjournal.

Heart muscle cells are damaged
during a heart attack when oxygen
supply to the organ is cut. These
damaged cells can lead to perma-
nent scar tissues, which is why
heart attacks and heart failure tend
tobe severe and incurable.

Studying mice for three years, the
researchers found that heart cells
are blocked from regenerating and
self-healing by a ribonucleic acid
(RNA) molecule in the heart.

This is the first research project

in Singapore that studied heart re-
generation, and the first in the
world that tackled the role RNA
playsinheart failure.

They named the molecule
Singheart, after the researchers
from Singapore. The molecule has
the ability to control and regulate
other genes. It acts as a brake that
prevents heart cells from dividing,
regenerating and thus self-healing.

The researchers believe that pa-
tients with heart failure will have
more Singheart in their heart cells
than patients without heart failure.

With mice, the research found
that the quantity of Singheart in-
creases as mice get older.

The next step - similar experi-
ments with human heart cells and
testing of agents that could target
this molecule to block its function.

Research to confirm the suspi-
cion that human heart cells contain
an equivalent of Singheart is ongo-
ing, said Prof Foo.

Dr Calvin Chin, a consultant at
the National Heart Centre Singa-
pore’s department of cardiology,
said: “The study... has deepened
our understanding of how some
proteins interact in cell regenera-
tion. If the next step is proven suc-
cessful, it may hold important clini-
cal implications in targeted thera-
pies for heart failure.”
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