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Opportunities for Ireland in the 
Higher Education Sector

Michael Kelly 
Chairman, Higher Education Authority

The launch of the Strategy 
for Science, Technology & 
Innovation (SSTI) on 18 June 
2006, by the Taoiseach, Mr 
Bertie Ahern T.D., marked a 
further milestone in this time 
of opportunity and justiý ed 
optimism for the higher 
education sector. The SSTI 
provides a strong sense of 
direction and a signiý cant 
investment boost which, used effectively, will propel 
our national research and innovation agenda forward 
and should greatly improve our capacity to realise 
our knowledge society aspirations.

On its establishment in 1971, one of the objectives 
assigned to the HEA was ñproviding an appreciation 
of the value of higher education and researchò. It is 
a sign of our stage of maturity as a society and our 
awareness of our position in the world around us that 
this objective is now seen as everyoneôs business. 
The growth and development of the Irish economy 
since the late 1990ôs offers very tangible evidence 
of the importance of the capacity of the higher 
education sector to respond quickly and effectively 
to the need for the development and creation of new 
skills, so as to meet the economic and social needs 
of the country.

On research speciý cally, with key enablers now being 
put into place, we have collectively a big job to do.  
We start from a position where the Irish track record 
is already substantial and the self-coný dence gained 
from earlier programmes forms a solid foundation 
for future plans. The research landscape has been 
transformed through the PRTLI.

Such rapid and successful development has led to 
increasing self-coný dence in our national abilities and 
demonstrates that focused investment in initiatives 
such as the Dublin Molecular Medicine Centre can 
lead to a greater expansion in our stock of scientiý c 
knowledge. This new knowledge is widely recognised 
as the key driver of medical practice and education 
in the future. The joint approach to translational 
research, as undertaken by the DMMC, offers the 
opportunity for different institutions to come together 
in building on their existing individual strengths to 
develop Ireland as a world-class centre of excellence 
in molecular medicine. We now need to build on 
this solid foundation and push out the boundaries 
of new knowledge, leading to improved teaching 
and learning at all levels, better graduate education, 
enhanced beneý t from commercial exploitation and 
overall, much greater recognition of Ireland as a 
strong source of innovation.

Within higher education we will need to manage the 
balances that are struck between teaching, learning, 
and research, ensuring that these are mutually 
reinforcing. We will need to balance our effort and 
resources between the competing demands of 
greater access and participation at undergraduate 
level and the requirements for achieving excellence 
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The picturesque vista of a sparkling Galway bay 
provided a most appropriate backdrop to the 
exceptional standard of both local and international 
speakers at this yearôs 42nd Irish Association for 
Cancer Research (IACR) / Irish Society of Medical 
Oncology (ISMO) meeting on the 3rd and 4th of 
March 2006. This yearôs event was attended by 
over 300 registrants, with 120 posters and over 30 
speakers as well as the new addition of an oral poster 
session comprising of 11 different presentations. This 
year also saw the ofý cial launch of the IACR website 
(www.ia-cr.ie). Naturally with such a complete range 
and depth of content, it is difý cult to do justice 
to everyone within the limits of a review article! 
Therefore, I have highlighted just a sample of the 
excellent topics covered during the 2-day event.
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IACR/ISMO Meeting 2006
Ann Maria McCrohan, UCD 

in postgraduate training, research and innovation. 
Our plans will also need to provide for wider 
disciplinary collaboration and balance, ensuring that 
the arts, humanities and social sciences ý nd their 
place in our priority setting alongside the natural 
sciences, engineering and technology disciplines. 
As a relatively small education and research 
system we will also need to balance individual and 
institutional agendas against the requirement to 
achieve critical mass in particular areas as the basis 
on which we market our capabilities, nationally and 
internationally.

Health-related research seems to offer particular 
opportunities which cannot be ignored. We already 
have a well earned reputation for high-quality research 
and professional training in health-related disciplines. 
The pharmaceutical and medical devices industries 
already have a strong presence here. In addition to 
the SSTI, we are simultaneously embarking on a new 
round of investment to strengthen medical training at 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels, building on 
developments in education, training and research 
capability in nursing, pharmacy and therapy areas 
over recent years.

This stronger academic base throughout the health 
sciences, taken in consultation with the new round 
of research investment and growing interest from the 
enterprise sector, points to strong growth potential.  
With the right safeguards for health service users 
and for students and trainers, we should be able 
to derive solutions which serve all of the relevant 
interests fairly and equitably.

Dublin Medical Schools 
Collaborate to Secure Major 
Grant for Clinical Research

A bid to the Wellcome Trust / Health Research Board 
for a major Clinical Research Centre in Dublin, 
coordinated by the DMMC, has been successful. 
This will comprise two major components:

i) The build of a new Clinical Research Centre at St 
Jamesôs Hospital.

ii) A network of Clinical Research Facilities linking 
this new centre to existing ones at Beaumont 
Hospital, St Vincentôs University Hospital and the 
Mater Misericordiae University Hospital.

Trinity College Dublin, University College Dublin and 
the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland agreed 

early on in the process that there should be one 
unique bid from Dublin coordinated through the 
DMMC. ñThis is a landmark achievement for clinical 
research in Ireland and demonstrates that by working 
together, Irish Institutions can compete with the best 
in the UKò explains Dr Michael Kamarck, Chairman 
of the DMMC Board of Directors. ñThis exceptional 
result could not have been achieved if the building 
blocks had not been provided through investments 
in infrastructure by the Higher Education Authority 
(PRTLI) and research excellence through Science 
Foundation Irelandò.

The bid, led by Prof Dermot Kelleher of TCD & St 
Jamesôs Hospital, brought together an exceptional 
team of scientists from the three Dublin Medical 
Schools and their associated teaching hospitals: 
Prof Shaun McCann (TCD & St Jamesôs Hospital), 
Prof William Powderly (UCD & Mater Misericordiae 
University Hospital), Prof Harald Hempel (Adelaide & 
Meath Incorporating the National Childrenôs Hospital), 
Prof Jochen Prehn (RCSI), Prof Michael Gill (TCD 
and St Jamesôs Hospital), Prof Noel G McElvaney 
(RCSI & Beaumont Hospital), Prof Kingston Mills 
(TCD), Prof Peter Humphries (TCD), Dr Seamas 
Donnelly (UCD & St Vincentôs University Hospital), 
Dr Joseph Keane (TCD & St Jamesôs Hospital), Prof 
Dermot Kenny (RCSI & Beaumont Hospital).

The funding will provide the necessary infrastructure 
to run clinical and translational research programmes 
in areas such as cancer, neuro-psychiatric diseases 
and infectious diseases across the citywide network.
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The Applied Neurotherapeutics Research Group 
(ANRG) is a Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) and 
Wyeth funded Investigator cluster that forms a unique, 
world-class team of scientists focused on building a 
research and development initiative to provide a new 
generation of drugs to be used in the treatment of 
brain illness. This most complex endeavour focuses 
on a largely untapped resource of drug targets ï the 
molecular and cellular events that relate gradual 
change of brain circuits to modiý ed behaviour. This 
is an increasingly important issue in modern drug 
development as most, if not all, drugs used to treat 
psychiatric and neurological illness take weeks, if not 
months, to elicit their beneý cial effect.

Selected from Trinity College Dublin, University 
College Dublin and Wyeth Discovery at Princeton, 
New Jersey and Cambridge, Massachusetts, this 
interdisciplinary group of scientists, established in 
early 2004, is co-ordinated by Prof Ciaran Regan 
whose task is to develop a dynamic, international 
research hub at UCD Conway Institute. Prof Regan 
along with Prof Peter Humphries, TCD; Dr William 
OôConnor, UCD; Dr Keith Murphy, UCD and Dr Mene 
Pangalos, Wyeth, lead the ý ve research teams that 
make up the ANRG.

In its ý rst year ANRG successfully used Affymetrix 
microarray technology to generate a dynamic, 
temporal map of gene activity necessary and common 
to the consolidation of two rodent behaviours, spatial 
learning and avoidance conditioning. In excess of 
1400 genes were found to modulate at different times 
in a manner that is speciý c to both tasks (Figure 1). 
Genes that change with behaviour were grouped into 

RESEARCH UPDATE: Applied 
Neurotherapeutics Research 
Group, A Year of Discovery

Keith Murphy & Ciaran Regan, UCD

A best oral poster 
prize went to 
Deirdre Toomey 
(TCD) for her 
work showing 
that transfer of 
p r e - s t i m u l a t e d 
dendritic cells (with 
a combination of 
an HSP70 tumour 
vaccine and a 
COX2 inhibitor) 
into tumour-bearing 
mice resulted in 
a signiý cantly 
increased survival 
and decreased 
tumour incidence. 
Another winner in this category was Rebecca 
Hourihan (Cork Cancer Research Centre) for her 
research on the role of Connexin 43 in oesophageal 
cancer. Prizes for best oral presentations went 
to Antoinette Perry (TCD Institute of Molecular 
Medicine) and Ashleigh Hill (Centre for Cancer 
Research & Cell Biology, Queens University Belfast) 
for their respective work into IGFBP3 gene promoter 
hypermethylation as an early event in prostate cancer 
and the role of CD44 as a signiý cant mediator of 
skeletal bone metastasis in breast cancer. A further 
six prizes were awarded for poster presentations.

Despite the different origins of various malignancies 
discussed at the meeting, I was particularly interested 
in common themes. One such theme was that of 
chemopreventative strategies using nutritional-based 
compounds. Research presented included studies 
into the possible use of chemoprotective agents in the 
area of prostate cancer, melanoma and colon cancer 
(posters by Orla Maguire and Declan Doherty of the 
Centre of Molecular Sciences, University of Ulster, 
Coleraine), and resveratrol - a constituent of grapes 
and wine (poster by Aoife Devery, National Institute 

The presentation following Dr 
Michael Karinôs Irish Cancer 
Society Lecture. From left to 
right: Prof Mark Lawler (St 
Jamesôs Hospital & TCD), John 
McCormack (Chief Executive, 
Irish Cancer Society), Dr 
Michael Karin, Dr Ralph De 
Vere White (Director, UC Davis 
Cancer Centre).

for Cellular Biology, DCU; and an oral by Catherine 
Gill, UCD Conway Institute). Invited speakers on this 
subject included Dr Ralph De Vere White (Director, 
UC Davis Cancer Centre), who spoke about his 
studies into a secondary chemoprevention strategy 
for prostate cancer based on a nutritional approach 
using Genistein, a phyto- (plant) derived non-
steroidal compound.

Ann Maria McCrohan is a PhD student in Dr Bill Watsonôs 
lab at the UCD Conway Institute, studying apoptosis in 
prostate cancer cells. A longer version of this article is 
available on the DMMC website.

The content of the special symposia encompassed 
topics such as genomic instability, targets and 
biomarkers, translational research and cell signalling. 
Irish and international speakers presented their 
latest research and the implications of their ý ndings 
for future targeted therapeutic strategies in various 
cancers such as leukaemia, breast, lung, colorectal 
and prostate. The Irish Cancer Society lecture this 
year was given by Dr Michael Karin (University of 
California), the foremost authority in the ý eld of NF-kB 
signalling, who spoke about the link of the IKK-NF-kB 
axis and inþ ammation in cancer development.




