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Director’s Message

The BREAST-PREDICT team is led by the top breast cancer 
experts in Ireland, currently comprising of 10 Principal 
Investigators and 9 Funded Investigators. The centre also 
directly supports 12 PhD students, 11 Postdoctoral/Research 
Fellows, 3 Research Assistants, an MSc Student, a Molecular 
Imaging Specialist, a Research Nurse, a Clinical Research 
Associate, a Data Architect, a Centre Co-ordinator, a Project 
Officer and a Lecturer.  

New additions to the team  include Dr. Claire Kilty, who has 
recently joined the BREAST-PREDICT management team as 
Project Officer; Claire will be involved in managing the centres 
activities for year three of the research programme; Dr. 
Antoinette Perry (whom works on the epigenetic regulation of 
hormone-dependent cancers), who will take up Dr. Darran 
O’Connor’s previous position in UCD as a funded Lecturer in 
Cancer Biology; and Siobhán Purcell, a research assistant in 
Professor Leonie Young’s laboratory in RCSI, who will be 
involved in establishing PDX models.
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BREAST-PREDICT researchers host 
a successful bake sale in aid of Paint 

it Pink. 

BREAST-PREDICT took part in a number of fundraising activities to 
support breast cancer awareness month in October as part of the Irish 
Cancer Society’s Paint it Pink campaign.

The BREAST-PREDICT team in TCD were busy baking for their Paint it 
Pink Cake Sale, held in the Trinity Biomedical Sciences Institute in TCD on 
October 19th. This event raised over €500 to support Action Breast Cancer. 

Professor Rosemary O’Connor spoke at the 8th annual Girls Just Wanna 
Have Fun Weekend held on 2nd October. Every year, women from all over 
Ireland get involved in a weekend of pampering and relaxation, while raising 
vital funds to support breast cancer awareness and research in Ireland. This 
year’s highly successful event was held at the Celtic Ross Hotel in 
Rosscarbery, Co Cork and raised €12,500.

BREAST-PREDICT researchers Paint it Pink
for October  

Professor Rosemary O’Connor 
pictured with event organiser Helen 

Wycherley.

Dr. Antoinette Perry 
Lecturer

Siobhán Purcell
Research Assistant

I would like to take this opportunity to thank 
Dr. Fiona Lanigan for all her hard work over the 
last 2 years. I am sure you will agree that she 
has been instrumental in providing a solid 
reporting and communications framework for 
the Centre. While she is on maternity leave, 
centre co-ordination is left in the very capable 
hands of Dr. Claire Kilty, whom overlapped with 
Fiona in October. Welcome also to our new 
staff members, including Dr. Antoinette Perry, 
whom has taken up the BREAST-PREDICT 
funded Lectureship in Cancer Biology at UCD. 
Antoinette has a very exciting programme in the 
area of epigenetics in hormone-dependent 
cancers (in particular, prostate).

We have a busy schedule of workshops and 
other events lined up over the coming months. 
This includes a workshop on clinical 
decision-making systems in breast and prostate 
cancer, along with a roundtable 
discussion/show and tell event examining 
indigenous innovations within the cancer 
research field. 

So, we are now 2 years into our 5 year plan. I 
feel strongly that BREAST-PREDICT has 
achieved much during this initial phase.

On 17th October 2015, we had our first 
physical meeting with the Oversight Committee, 
which is appointed by the Irish Cancer Society 
to monitor progress of this and subsequent 
Collaborative Cancer Research Centres. I was 
particularly proud of the BREAST-PREDICT 
team performance at this review meeting, and 
certainly pleased with the very positive feedback 
that we received relating to our efforts to date. 

The sage input of our ever-helpful Scientific 
Advisory Board (whom we met in September 
2015) was instrumental in us honing our 
message. However, we cannot afford to rest on 
our laurels after this highly successful mid-term 
review, as now the pressure is really on to  
deliver significant scientific outputs and impact 
to patients. Moreover, I am keen to explore 
efforts to build a sustainable model for the 
Centre into the future beyond our current 3 year 
vision. The work for this starts now!

We also are keen to ramp up our cross-cutting 
training supports for our graduate students 
and post-doctoral fellow community, with a 
joint career development event planned with 
the IACR Junior Council just prior to the next 
annual meeting in Cork (on same day as our 
regular 6 month meeting). We also plan to 
organise another bout of media training in 
DCU, following the previously successful 
workshop. Interested candidates please 
contact Claire; we also take a bottom-up 
approach to suggesting useful soft skills 
training, so pass on your suggestions to this 
effect.

Finally, I wish everybody the best of luck in 
their research endeavours over the coming 
year. We are now entering the ‘ripe’ phase of 
BREAST-PREDICT, so let’s push on with 
momentum!

Professor William Gallagher
Director, BREAST-PREDICT

“Coming together is a beginning; keeping together is progress; working 
together is success” Henry Ford.

Dr. Claire Kilty 
Project Officer

Check out 
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Research

BREAST-PREDICT scientists develop test to assess risk of breast cancer recurrence

Identi�cation of a potential new biomarker and 
therapeutic for triple negative breast cancer

Conferences 
A number of BREAST-PREDICT team members 
attended the British Association for Cancer 
Research (BACR) special meeting on Breast 
Cancer entitled ‘Bridging gaps in our knowledge 
to improve patient outcome’. This was held in 
October at the SAGE Newcastle/Gateshead.  Dr. 
Sandra Roche and Neil Conlon both presented 
posters at the event, while Professor William 
Gallagher gave a very interesting talk on CDK7 
and its potential role in triple negative breast 
cancer.

A new study by BREAST-PREDICT researchers 
Prof. Lorraine O’ Driscoll and Michelle Lowry in 
collaboration with Dr. Keith O’Brien was recently 
published in Oncotarget. This research involved 
examining the differences in the microRNA profile 
contained within extracellular vesicles (EVs) in triple 
negative breast cancer (TNBC)-derived cells 
compared to control cells. 
In cancer, EVs are small vesicles containing protein and nucleic acids released 
by tumours into biological fluid, where they can transfer their contents to 
new cells and thereby facilitate tumour progression. Interestingly, the 
contents of EVs can be extremely distinct and thus they may represent 
important tools as cancer biomarkers. More recently, the use of EVs to 
deliver novel cancer therapeutics has also been explored, further highlighting 
the important role these vesicles may play in cancer research. 
The group in TCD identified a group of microRNAs whose levels were 
reduced in cells and EVs from a TNBC-derived cell line. Notably, it was 
found that the microRNA profile of EVs were extremely similar to their cells 
of origin – supplying further evidence for the use of EVs as potential breast 
cancer biomarkers. Remarkably, the authors also found that the levels of 
microRNA-134, the most significantly down-regulated microRNA in 
TNBC-derived cells and EVs, were also reduced in tissue samples from 
breast cancer patients. Further studies elucidated that the delivery of 
microRNA-134 to TNBC-derived cells reduced the aggressiveness of the 
cancer cells. While further research is required, this novel study supports a 
potential role for microRNA-134 as a potential biomarker and novel 
treatment for TNBC.
O'Brien, K. et al. miR-134 in extracellular vesicles reduces triple-negative breast cancer aggression and increases drug 
sensitivity. Oncotarget (2015).

In recent years, more and more women are being diagnosed with breast cancer at an early stage, due to 
increased awareness and improved uptake of breast cancer screening programmes. While this is great news 
for patients it can create a dilemma for doctors in deciding how best to treat these patients. The majority of 
early-stage patients, up to 70%, have a very low risk of their cancer coming back after surgery and 
radiotherapy and/or hormone therapy alone. However, some patients with inherently more aggressive 
tumours have a higher risk of recurrence, and should be treated with chemotherapy to reduce this risk. The 
difficulty for doctors lies in accurately identifying these aggressive tumours at diagnosis, so that these 
patients can be treated accordingly, and the remaining majority can avoid unnecessary chemotherapy 
treatment.

BREAST-PREDICT scientists Prof. William Gallagher (UCD) and Dr. Adrian Bracken (TCD) are developing a 
test entitled ‘OncoMasTR’ that will distinguish between low risk and high risk early-stage breast cancer 
patients, better than current approaches. To do this, they examine the tumour tissue and measure the levels of some factors that promote tumour 
growth, and some that prevent it. By looking at the balance of these factors in the tumour, this approach can assess how likely it is that an 
individual patient’s tumour will recur following standard treatment. While existing tests address this question, preliminary analysis suggests that 
this new approach will allow a greater number of patients to be categorised as low risk, more than 65%, compared to approximately 30-35% for 
existing tests, thus allowing greater numbers of early-stage breast cancer patients to safely forego chemotherapy.

This research was funded by BREAST-PREDICT and Enterprise Ireland, and published in the FEBS Journal in June 2015. The researchers have 
licensed this technology to an Irish molecular diagnostics company, OncoMark LTD, which recently received funding from the Horizon 2020 SME 
Instrument programme for further development of this assay. This new test, once fully developed, will help doctors and patients to make 
decisions about the best treatment options for each patient based on their particular tumour.
Lanigan, F. et al. Delineating transcriptional networks of prognostic gene signatures refines treatment recommendations for lymph node-negative breast cancer patients. The FEBS journal 282, 3455-3473, doi:10.1111/febs.13354 

BREAST-PREDICT researchers Dr. Sandra Roche 
and Neil Conlon present their posters at the BACR 

special meeting in October 2015. 

BREAST-PREDICT were recently involved in supporting the European 
Society of Oncology Conference on Breast Screening, which took place in 
Dublin from the 18th-20th June 2015. The Centre Co-ordinator, Dr. 
Fiona Lanigan, was in attendance to update clinicians, breast screening 
nurses, patient advocates and specialists about the research ongoing 
within BREAST-PREDICT.

To PhD student Bo Li & Dr. Damir Vareslija 
who were awarded American Association for 
Cancer Research Scholar-in-Training travel 
awards. Bo won $2,000 to attend the 
Advances in Breast Cancer Research 
conference in Seattle in October 2015. 
Damir was awarded $1000 to attend the 
San Antonio Breast Cancer Symposium in 
December 2015. 
PhD student Neil Conlon was awarded a 
scholarship of €2000 from the European 
Association of Cancer Research, to support 
his 10 week research visit to Professor 
Dennis Slamon’s group in UCLA, where Neil 
tested inhibitors of PP2A in an extensive 
panel of breast cancer cell lines. 

 Congratulations 

Dr. Róisín Dwyer’s team at NUIG have 
identified a microRNA that may play a novel 
role in breast cancer. MicroRNAs are short 
sequences of genetic information that are 
important in controlling gene expression; 
they have been implicated in breast cancer, 
with some supporting cancer growth, and 
others suppressing it. This research, led by 

Dr. Sonja Khan and published in BMC Cancer  in May 2015, 
focused on microRNA-10a, examining the level of this 
microRNA in breast cancer, and identifying factors that 
control its expression. 

Notably, this study, showed that microRNA-10a was present 
at much lower levels in patients with breast cancer compared 
to healthy individuals, suggesting that microRNA-10a may 
suppress the growth of tumours, and so is lost when breast 
cancer develops. The relationship of microRNA-10a with 
other well-established tumour suppressors was examined, 
and it was found that it was in fact regulated by some, 
including retinoic acid. This exciting data suggests that 
microRNA-10a may play an important role in prevention of 
breast cancer and may be a suitable candidate for therapy. 
Replacement of “lost” microRNA-10a expression may 
suppress breast cancer growth and progression.                        
Khan, S. et al. MicroRNA-10a is reduced in breast cancer and regulated in part through retinoic 
acid. BMC cancer 15, 345, doi:10.1186/s12885-015-1374-y (2015).

Since October 2013, the BREAST-PREDICT team have published 26 primary 
research articles with an average impact factor of 5.8, 20 review articles with an 
average impact factor of 9.7, and 3 book chapters. 

New study reveals novel factor involved 
in prevention of breast cancer

Bo Li

Dr. Damir Vareslija

Neil Conlon



Funding News

OncoMark, a spin-out co-founded by Prof. 
Gallagher, was awarded €2.75 million for a 
project entitled ‘Clinical Validation of a Novel 
Prognostic Assay for Early Stage Breast Cancer’ 
from the Horizon 2020 SME Instrument 
programme. This project will involve the further 
development, validation and clinical 
implementation of a prognostic biomarker panel 
for early-stage breast cancer, entitled 
‘OncoMasTR’. This was developed by Prof. Gallagher and Dr. Adrian 
Bracken in TCD and is based on measuring the expression of several 
Master Transcriptional Regulators of early-stage breast cancer, together 
with the senescence regulator p16INK4A. The project also involves 
collaborations with investigators from UCD, RCSI and ICORG (analysis 
will be performed on clinical data from the ICORG 12-30 trial).

Congratulations to BREAST-PREDICT investigators Prof. William 
Gallagher and Prof. Walter Kolch who were successful in gaining 
EU Horizon 2020 funding within the last six months.

A key objective for the success and sustainability of BREAST-PREDICT is the 
ability to secure additional support beyond the original investment from the Irish 
Cancer Society. Since October 2013, the BREAST-PREDICT team have leveraged 
over €10.4 million in research funding from grant agencies, and over €4 million via 
industry collaborations. 

 Breast Health Day 2015

Several BREAST-PREDICT researchers, 
including Michelle Lowry, Melissa Daly and 
Amelia Smith, participated in the Discover 
Research Dublin festival in Trinity College 
Dublin which was held on 25th September 
2015 as part of The European Researchers 
Night. This annual event gives members of 
the public an opportunity to communicate 
with scientists and learn about the 
different research areas being undertaken 
in Ireland. As part of a meet the 
researchers event, the BREAST-PREDICT 
team were encouraged to use props to 
explain their breast cancer research 
activities to the lay audience. 

Prof. Walter Kolch successfully obtained funding from the Marie Sklodowska-Curie COFUND Action/EU H2020 
programme to support an exciting new postdoctoral fellowship programme “TOPMed10” to be based in Systems Biology 
Ireland, UCD Charles Institute of Dermatology, UCD Conway Institute of Biomolecular and Biomedical Research and the 
UCD Clinical Research Centre. These prestigious fellowships of two to three years in duration will be awarded across two 
calls to ten exceptional experienced researchers undertaking transnational “incoming” mobility to Ireland.  TOPMed10 will 
support the career development and interdisciplinary training of these researchers in Omics-driven Personalised Medicine. 
The COFUND programme will provide €885,000 of funding initially to support this programme, with equivalent matched 
funding to come from other sources, including academic and industry grants. 

Prof. Kathleen Bennett has successfully 
obtained €1.4 million for the project 
‘Statistical epidemiology: Quality and safe 
medication use’. This five year award, will be 
funded by the Irish Health Research Board 
(HRB) as part of their Research Leader 
Awards in conjunction with the Royal 
College of Surgeons. The research is 

expected to provide valuable information on the frequency and 
costs of drug related problems and treatment failures, and 
their impact on important health outcomes. The additional 
value of the research will be in providing information on the 
risk prediction of adverse drug events, and ways of reducing 
future events amongst the more than a million people taking 
medicines every day. This information will lead to great 
benefits for the public, healthcare professionals and policy 
makers.

 Clinical Trial News  
The collaborative RATHER project, a 
€6 million consortium funded by the 
European Commission through the 
Seventh Framework Programme (FP7), recently announced progress of 
a large pan-European clinical trial (POSEIDON), which has completed a 
dose escalation study using a novel drug Taselisib (Genentech Inc.) for 
difficult to treat cancers.
According to BREAST-PREDICT Director and RATHER Co-ordinator 
Professor William Gallagher, a randomised phase II clinical trial involving 
nearly 300 patients will initiate later this year to assess efficacy of this 
drug in hormone receptor-positive (HER2-negative) patients.

This study, which will involve clinical centres from around Europe, 
including the Netherlands, UK, Spain and France is being led by 
Professor Sabine Linn (Netherlands Cancer Institute) and Dr Richard 
Baird (University of Cambridge, UK) and is expected to be complete by 
the end of 2017. 

 Discover Research Dublin 

On 15th October 2015, to mark Breast Health 
Day, BREAST-PREDICT, along with the UCD 
Conway Institute, Systems Biology Ireland and the 
patient advocacy group Europa Donna, held a 
number of breast health awareness events in UCD. 
Throughout the day, a number of highly successful 
events were held around campus, in conjunction 
with One Health and PHARMTOX student 

societies to promote the importance of healthy eating and exercise 
on breast health to the student community. 

Patient Advocacy group Europa Donna with members of the student societies PHARMTOX 
and One Health, promote breast health to the student community at UCD.  

At the UCD Cancer Research Open House 2015, patients, families and friends had an 
opportunity to meet with scientists, learn about the research and tour the laboratories.

This was followed in the evening, by a ‘Cancer Research Open House’ 
whereby breast cancer patients, family and friends attended a number 
of talks focused on how to reduce breast cancer risk through diet & 
exercise, the progress the Irish research community is making in 
improving breast cancer diagnosis and treatment, and making the 
relevant research more accessible to patients. The event also gave 
patients an opportunity to attend a number of laboratory tours, take 
part in an exercise class and eat some healthy snacks. Importantly, it 
represented a unique opportunity for patients and researchers to 
interact and learn from each other.

Melissa Daly, Michelle Lowry 
and Amelia Smith.

 Amelia Smith used props to 
explain her research on Statin 
exposure and breast cancer.



Seminar Series Over the past two years, BREAST-PREDICT have invited some
prestigious national and international speakers to present their research 

within the breast cancer field. In recent months, we have held a Media Training workshop, as well a number 
of talks and seminars from international scientists.  
In July 2015, we ran a highly regarded one day Media Training and 
Science Communications workshop, held in the School of 
Communications in DCU.  Ten researchers from the 
BREAST-PREDICT team attended and had the opportunity to 
prepare lay summaries of their work for press releases, participate in 
mock radio interviews in a studio, and present their work to a lay 
audience on camera. Due to popular demand, we plan on running a 
further workshop in 2016.  

BREAST-PREDICT hold second successful 
Scientific Advisory Board meeting 
The BREAST-PREDICT team held its second annual Scientific Advisory Board 
meeting on 11th September 2015 in UCD. Approximately 45 researchers met 
with four out of seven members of the Scientific Advisory Board to discuss key 
developments from year two of the Centre’s research programme and to gain 
advice on future plans. The Scientific Advisory Board members in attendance were 
Prof. Robert Clarke, Georgetown University, U.S.A.; Dr. Jason Carroll, Cambridge 
Research Institute, U.K; Prof. Richard Kennedy, Queen’s University Belfast, U.K; 
and Prof. Liam Murray, also from Queen’s University Belfast.

Ten researchers presented updates on the five different work packages, sixteen 
early-stage researchers displayed posters and five of these presented oral posters 
to the group. This was followed by a discussion session in which members of the 
Scientific Advisory Board provided feedback to the BREAST-PREDICT team. The 
feedback for year two was positive overall, with some constructive comments 
provided on potential areas for expansion and change, and technical feedback was 
provided on many aspects. Overall, this was a very enjoyable and productive 
meeting and we look forward to future discussions and feedback at the end of 
year three.

In August 2015, Prof. JoEllen Welsh, An Empire 
Innovations Professor at the University at Albany 
Cancer Research Centre visited UCD to present a 
seminar entitled: 'Genomic targets of vitamin D 
signalling in breast cancer'. Throughout the day, 
Professor Welsh met with a number of research 
groups, including Professor Joe Duffy’s team to 
discuss the work that BREAST-PREDICT are 

undertaking on Vitamin D Receptor signalling.

As part of the UCD Conway Festival of 
Research and Innovation in September 2015, 
BREAST-PREDICT invited Dr. Christoph 
Lengauer to give a keynote talk entitled ‘Taking 
Cancer Personally – Impacting patients’ lives 
through precision medicine’. Dr. Lengauer is 
Chief Scientific Officer of Blueprint Medicines, 
a Boston-based oncology company which is 
developing highly selective kinase inhibitors for genomically 
defined subsets of cancer patients. His plenary lecture covered an 
outstanding research career, and was highly informative and 
inspiring to the next generation of cancer researchers, in particular 
his involvement in the best-selling book, ‘The Immortal Life of 
Henrietta Lacks’.

BREAST-PREDICT team members at the Media Training & Science 
Communication workshop, July 2015. 

We have invited a number of international and national speakers to 
present their research as part of our seminar series, over the next six 
months. These include Professor Simak Ali, a Professor of Molecular 
Endocrine Oncology at Imperial College London, who will visit Dublin 
to give a seminar in RCSI on 17th November 2015. Professor Ali’s 
research is focused on the role of the estrogen receptor in breast 
cancer. As part of this joint seminar BREAST-PREDICT team member 
Dr. Damir Vareslija will also present his recent research on endocrine 
resistant metastatic tumours. 

BREAST-PREDICT have invited Professor Maja Oktay, an Associate 
Professor of Pathology at the Montefiore Medical Centre & Albert 
Einstein College of Medicine to speak at The 2nd Annual Meeting of 
Matrix Biology Ireland, to be held in UCD from 2nd-4th December, 
2015. As part of the Cancer and the Tumour Microenvironment 
session, Professor Oktay will talk about the molecular mechanisms 
behind the tumour microenvironment in metastasis. 

UCD, Sept 2015; BREAST-PREDICT meet with members of the Scientific 
Advisory Board.

On October 16th 2015, BREAST-PREDICT met with 
their Oversight Committee, a panel of international and 
national researchers with expertise in breast cancer, 
for their grant mid-term review, held in the Irish 
Cancer Society Offices. This was an opportunity for 
the team to update the committee on the progress they 
have made with each work package over the past two 
years. 

Overall this was a very productive day, with each 
member of the oversight committee happy with the 
research undertaken thus far and with the future 
directions of the BREAST-PREDICT programme. 

BREAST-PREDICT meet with 
the Oversight Committee for 
successful midterm review  

The BREAST-PREDICT team meet with their oversight committee 
to discuss the progression of the BREAST-PREDICT programme.
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