Dr James T Willerson

To begin, what brought you to this position, and to what extent do Accounting for over a quarter of all deaths in the US each year,

your own research interests inform your role? cardiovascular disease is a major health concern; however mortality
from coronary heart disease (CHD) has substantially decreased in
recent decades. What might account for this trend?

Can you offer a short summary of the organisation’s mandate?

THI is recognised nationally and internationally for important
contributions in the battle against cardiovascular disease. Could you
outline some of the successes?

It has been 50 years since the Institute was first established. What
have been its greatest moments, and what challenges has it had
to overcome?



More women than men die of heart disease. Why is this so, and how is
THI addressing this issue?

Cardiovascular disease costs the US $449 billion each year in
healthcare services, medications and lost productivity. What measures
could be taken to reduce this outlay in the long term?

An ageing population, increasing levels of obesity, lack of physical
activity and rising numbers of Americans living with diabetes, are
all contributing factors to cardiovascular disease. To what extent do
lifestyle factors limit the impact of research?

The heart of THI's achievements
THI, based at St Luke’s Episcopal Hospital, is credited with:
« The first successful heart transplant in the US in the late 1960s

« The first use of a total artificial heart in the late 1960s

« Creating LVADs; every major LVAD in use today worldwide has been either
developed or instigated through the work of THI

« Demonstrating that vulnerable atherosclerotic plaques, leading to an
acute myocardial infarction or cerebrovascular action, have temperature
heterogeneity

+ Being the first to use patients’ own stem cells to treat coronary heart disease
and severe heart failure

+ Being the first Food and Drug Administration (FDA)-approved clinical trial of
adult stem cell therapy for severe congestive heart failure and coronary heart
disease in the US

« Showing the importance of platelet-derived mediators, including
thromboxane A2, serotonin, thrombin,
adenosine diphosphate, platelet-activating
factor, oxygen-derived free radicals ‘
and endothelin, in mediating thrombosis .
and dynamic vasoconstriction at sites of .
atherosclerotic plaque rupture or endothelial
injury. This has led to treatments that individually

or collectively help resolve and prevent thrombosis in
patients with acute coronary syndromes

+ Identifying nine genes that play a role in the development of
heart attacks in families

In addition, following a national competition, the National Institutes of
Health National, Heart, Lung and Blood Institute (NHLBI) has selected THI
to be an adult stem cell centre for treating patients with cardiovascular
disease. The Insitute has also been chosen as the biorepository for all of
the stem cells in cardiovascular treatment and research by the NHLBI
consortium in the US.



