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providing key platform support in respect to 
in vivo molecular imaging, particularly in the 
context of our drive to build capacity in 
respect to patient-derived xenograft 
models.

We also say goodbye (and congratulations!) 
to Dr. Robert O’Connor (former Funded 
Investigator within BREAST-PREDICT), 
whom took up the mantle of Head of 
Research at the Irish Cancer Society in 
February 2015. We wish Dr. O’Connor the 
best of luck in this important role, as the 
Irish Cancer Society endeavours to 
strengthen and consolidate cancer research 
activity within the country.

We are also looking forward to our second 
Scientific Advisory Board meeting in 
September 2015, as well as our first 
face-to-face meeting with the Oversight 

Indeed, we now have a total of 56 students 
and staff directly funded under this national 
collaborative effort, working alongside a 
host of other related researchers in a truly  
inter-disciplinary capacity. 

Our rapid progress and integrative nature 
has already been recognised via a 
‘Collaborative Achievement Award’, as part 
of the annual Laboratory Awards; an award 
which was accepted on our behalf by our 
tireless Centre Manager, Dr. Fiona Lanigan. 

We have some recent additions to the 
BREAST-PREDICT team, including Dr. 
Stephen Madden (Research Fellow), whom 
will be providing core support in relation to 
bioinformatics and biostatistical analyses, 
along with oversight of the National Breast 
Cancer Database, and Ms. Emer Conroy 
(Molecular Imaging Specialist), whom is 

Committee in October 2015, the latter 
recently appointed by Irish Cancer Society 
to provide independent judgement as to our 
progress to date and future plans.

Alongside the excellent research work that 
is taking place as part of the 
BREAST-PREDICT, I would like to pay 
tribute to also those staff and students 
whom are highly active in both public 
engagement and fundraising activities. I was 
particularly inspired by the words of 
BREAST-PREDICT PhD student, Lisa 
Dwane, at the recent Relay for Life event 
held in UCD, in which she spoke frankly 
about her mother’s battle with breast 
cancer.

Professor William Gallagher
Director, BREAST-PREDICT

Director’s Message

The BREAST-PREDICT research team is led by 19 of 
the top Principal Investigators in Ireland in the breast 
cancer field, and now comprises 14 PhD researchers, 
10 Postdoctoral researchers, 2 Research Fellows, 3 
Research Assistants, a Data Architect, a Research 
Nurse, a Clinical Research Associate, a Clinical Trials 
Assistant, a Translational Research Manager, a 
Molecular Imaging Specialist, a Senior Lecturer and a 
Centre Co-ordinator. Recent additions to this talented 
team include Dr. Stephen Madden, an experienced 
bioinformatician who will provide bioinformatics and 
statistical support to the group; Emer Conroy, an 
expert in molecular imaging, who will provide support 
for preclinical studies; and Luis Martinez, who will 
carry out a PhD in the area of computational 
modelling, working in Systems Biology Ireland under 
Prof. Walter Kolch.

New team members

We are now 18 months into the BREAST-PREDICT mission and our 
research programme has now entered full swing, with tremendous 
activity across all five of our core workpackages. 
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Dr. Stephen Madden
Research Fellow

Emer Conroy
Molecular Imaging Specialist

Luis Martinez
PhD student

BREAST-PREDICT researchers 
Dr. Roisin Dwyer and Killian 
O’Brien at the Daffodil Day 
launch in Galway in Feb 2015

Members of BREAST-PREDICT host a ‘Paint it Pink’ bake sale in the 
Conway Institute to mark breast cancer awareness month in October 2014

BREAST-PREDICT researchers regularly take part in outreach activities and public 
speaking engagements, from school visits and laboratory tours to Daffodil Day 
launches and Pink Ribbon meetings. Over the past 6 months, BREAST-PREDICT 
has been publicised in the print media, including an article in Irish Tatler magazine 
entitled ‘Pioneers of Breast Cancer Research, which profiled BREAST-PREDICT 
Principal Investigator Prof. Leonie Young, and postdoctoral researcher Dr. Laura 
Currie-Murphy. We also took part in a radio interview for Today FM as part of their 
Shave or Dye campaign for the Irish Cancer Society, when Juliette Gash interviewed 
the Centre Co-ordinator Dr. Fiona Lanigan, and PhD student Louise Walsh about 
the research ongoing within BREAST-PREDICT.

The team get involved in fundraising activities around events such as breast cancer 
awareness month in October and Daffodil Day in March. A ‘Paint it Pink’ Coffee 
Morning and Bake Sale in UCD raised a total of €860 for the Irish Cancer Society’s 
Action Breast Cancer, while the group have also put together a team for the annual 
Irish Cancer Society ‘Colour Dash’, a 5km fun run which will be held in the Phoenix 
Park on the 11th of July!

Outreach and fundraising activities



To date, the BREAST-PREDICT team have published 18 primary research 
articles, 14 review articles, and 3 book chapters, with additional research articles 
currently under review. 

Research

New treatment for advanced Her2+ breast cancer

Developing new therapies for Triple Negative Breast Cancer 

Further understanding the effects of aspirin 
on breast cancerA research study led by Prof. 

Bryan Hennessy was published 
in the journal Breast Cancer 
Research and Treatment in 
December 2014. His group 
tested a novel PI3-Kinase 
inhibitor from Bayer, called 

copanlisib, and found that, when it was combined with 
Her2-targeted therapies such as trastuzumab or lapatinib, copanlisib 
inhibited cancer cell growth more effectively than either of these 
drugs used alone. Furthermore, in cancer cells which had acquired 
resistance to the Her2-targeted therapies, treatment with copanlisib 
restored their sensitivity to the previously ineffective treatment. 
These results suggest that this new PI3-Kinase inhibitor, when 
given in conjunction with Her2-targeted therapy, could represent an 
improved treatment strategy for patients with advanced 
Her2-positive breast cancer that is resistant to current treatments. 
This work will now proceed to a Phase I/Ib clinical trial in breast 
cancer patients, supported by the pharmaceutical company Bayer.

The epidemiology team based in TCD, led by 
Prof. Kathleen Bennett and Dr. Ian Barron, 
also recently published a study in the journal 
Cancer Epidemiology, Biomarkers and 
Prevention, in March 2015, which examined 
the effect of aspirin taken post-diagnosis in 
breast cancer. This complements  their 
previous work, which focused on the 

protective effect of aspirin taken pre-diagnosis. The current study 
was carried out using information from over 4,500 women from 
the National Cancer Registry, over 750 of whom had taken 
low-dose aspirin prior to a breast cancer diagnosis. This study 
found no association between aspirin taken post-diagnosis and 
breast cancer outcome. Although this is a negative finding, it is an 
important step in understanding how aspirin mediates its known 
anti-cancer effects.

Prof. Joe Duffy’s group,  based in St. Vincent’s University Hospital and UCD, published the results of a study in triple 
negative breast cancer (TNBC) in the British Journal of Cancer in May 2015. This was a collaborative study between 
investigators at SVUH/UCD and the University of Cambridge.  

TNBC is negative for the estrogen receptor (ER), progesterone receptor (PR) and Her2 receptor, and is thus not 
suitable for the ER or Her2-targeted therapies commonly used to treat breast cancer. TNBC tends to be more 
aggressive than other breast cancer types, and finding new ways to treat this disease is currently one of the most 
urgent problems facing breast cancer researchers, clinicians and patients. 

The aim of this study was to identify and test a targeted therapy for TNBC, specifically a monoclonal antibody 
against ADAM17, which can stimulate the Her2 pathway. Treatment of TNBC cell lines using this antibody resulted 

in decreased signalling through the Her2 pathway, and reduced cell growth, invasion and migration. This is one of the few studies that has 
targeted ADAM17 with a monoclonal antibody, which would be expected to be more specific than the low molecular weight inhibitors used in 
the past. The authors concluded that this monoclonal antibody had anti-cancer activity in TNBC cells, and thus could provide a potential novel 
therapy for this type of breast cancer.

IACR 2015 The 
BREAST-PREDICT 

team held their 18-month update 
meeting prior to the Irish Association of 
Cancer Research (IACR) Annual 
Conference in Limerick in February, with 
over 55 attendees from sites around 
Ireland, updating the group on their 
progress since the end of Year 1. The 
majority of members then stayed on for 
the IACR conference, where 9 PhD 
students and 8 postdoctoral fellows 
presented posters and/or gave oral 
presentations on their work. 
BREAST-PREDICT Director Prof. 
William Gallagher also spoke at the 
conference about the concept of the 
Collaborative Cancer Research Centre, 
and the work of BREAST-PREDICT.

BREAST-PREDICT researchers present their posters at 
IACR 2015, clockwise from top left: Louise Walsh, PhD 
student; Elspeth Ward, PhD student; Dr. Ian Miller, 
Postdoctoral Fellow; Killian O’Brien, PhD student.

Congratulations
to BREAST-PREDICT PhD 
student Neil Conlon, who was 
awarded a prize for his poster 
presentation at the Evolve 
Biomed Conference, held in the 
RDS in April 2015. 

Conferences 

Dr. Lorraine O’Driscoll
Dr. Ian Barron of the 
BREAST-PREDICT Epidemiology 
team also presented his research as 
part of the Cancer Prevention 
Fellowship Program, a postdoctoral 
research training program at the 
National Cancer Institute, in May 
2015. Dr. Barron discussed the potential use of 
aspirin as an adjuvant treatment in breast cancer, 
and its proposed mechanism of action.

from TCD recently led a ‘Meet the 
Experts’ session on the use of 

Extracellular Vesicles and Exosomes as Diagnostics and Prognostics 
at the International Society for Extracellular Vesicles 2015 Annual 
Meeting in Washington DC. Dr. O’Driscoll chairs the recently 
founded European Network on Microvesicles and Exosomes in 
Health and Disease (ME-HAD), and she discussed the benefits of 
such an international network to her research, in additional to 
national collaborative research initiatives such as BREAST-PREDICT.

Naoise Synnott, a 
BREAST-PREDICT PhD student 
from St. Vincent’s Hospital/UCD, 
recently presented her work to 
the MRC Lab of Molecular 
Biology at the University of 
Cambridge. Naoise's talk was 

entitled "Targeting Mutant p53 in Triple-Negative 
Breast Cancer. She is pictured standing beside a 
model of the DNA double helix. 



Irish Laboratory Awards

Congratulations to BREAST-PREDICT Investigators Prof. Walter 
Kolch from UCD, and Prof. Jochen Prehn from RCSI, on their 
recent funding successes with Science Foundation Ireland.

One of the primary measures of success for the BREAST-PREDICT team is the 
ability to leverage additional funding from both academic and industry sources. 
Since launch, the BREAST-PREDICT team have leveraged over €11.3 million in 
funding from external sources, comprising €8.1 million through academic grants, 
and €3.25 million from industry sources.

Funding News

Prof. Kolch was awarded €2.3 million for a project 
entitled “Overcoming drug resistance in metastatic 
malignant melanoma by personalising treatment”, 
which will investigate the mechanisms of 
resistance to Raf inhibitors in the treatment of 
metastatic melanoma. Malignant melanoma is a 
skin cancer that is one of the deadliest cancers 

because of its tendency to spread rapidly and its resistance to 
conventional chemotherapy. The recent introduction of new drugs 
that inhibit Raf and MEK kinases has achieved remarkable 
treatment successes, which unfortunately are of limited duration. 
The aim of this newly-funded proposal is to investigate the 
mechanisms of resistance to these drugs and based on this 
understanding (i) design personalised drug combinations that can 
avoid or overcome this resistance; and (ii) derive diagnostic 
biomarkers that predict which drug combinations will be most 
effective for individual patients.
 

RCSI-based BREAST-PREDICT Investigator 
Prof. Bryan Hennessy is also forging strong ties 
with industry, particularly in terms of clinical 
trials of novel therapies in breast cancer 
patients. He has recently collaborated with 
Bayer to run a forthcoming phase 1b/2 clinical 
trial of the PI3K inhibitor copanlisib plus the 

Her2-targeted monoclonal antibody trastuzumab, in pretreated 
metastatic Her2-positive breast cancer patients, to which Bayer 
have committed €3 million in running costs. Copanlisib is a 
novel PI3K-alpha, delta-inhibitor with promising early clinical 
response rates in early trials in advanced cancer patients. This 
clinical trial will have a strong translational element, providing 
the BREAST-PREDICT research team with access to pre- and 
post-treatment biopsies from consenting patients, to allow 
analysis of the molecular and clonal evolution of breast cancer 
in response to this novel treatment regime. This study will 
promote further understanding of the mechanisms of action and 
modes of resistance to PI3 kinase inhibitors in breast cancer, 
and aims to provide additional treatment options to advanced 
breast cancer patients, many of whom have progressed on all 
standard therapies 

Dr. Norma O’Donovan from DCU has also 
recently successfully obtained industry funding 
from Eisai Europe. Ltd., a Japanese 
pharmaceutical company. This collaboration will 
support a Research Assistant within her group 
for one year, who will focus on the preclinical 
testing of novel pharmaceutical drugs in breast 

cancer. This work links in with the research goals of 
BREAST-PREDICT, both in developing novel therapies, and in 
identifying biomarkers to allow accurate identification of 
patients whom will benefit from these therapies. Eisai will 
provide access to their novel therapy, the mechanistically unique 
microtubule inhibitor, eribulin, for research purposes. 

Prof. Prehn was awarded a total of €1.7 million, 
together with collaborators Dr. Markus Rehm 
(RCSI) and Dr. Daniel Longley (QUB), to carry out 
a research project entitled “Development of 
personalised medicine approaches for the clinical 
application of IAP antagonists in metastatic and 
high risk early stage colorectal cancer”. This research project will 
look at improving the treatment of colorectal cancer by using a new 
drug that selectively “kills” cancer cells. The team will maximise the 
clinical impact of these drugs by developing a way of identifying 
patients who will benefit most from this treatment. Experienced 
teams in Belfast and Dublin and commercial partners will work 
together to deliver these goals, and the project will be part-funded 
by the Department of Employment and Learning (DEL) in Northern 
Ireland.

The fourth annual UCD Relay for Life was held 
on the 14th and 15th of April 2015. This is a 
24-hour relay event, which begins with a 
‘Survivor’s Lap’, walked by cancer survivors. 
Later in the evening the ‘Candle of Hope’ 
ceremony is dedicated to those who are 
suffering from cancer or have passed away. 
This year, the BREAST-PREDICT Director, 
Prof. William Gallagher, spoke at the UCD 
event about how the BREAST-PREDICT team 
are working to improve the lives of breast 
cancer patients through research, and 
BREAST-PREDICT PhD student, Lisa Dwane, 
spoke of her experience both as a researcher 
and as the family member of a cancer patient. 
The 2015 Relay for Life UCD raised over 
€11,000 for the Irish Cancer Society.

The BREAST-PREDICT team were presented with the ‘Collaborative Achievement’ 
Award at this year’s Irish Laboratory Awards night, held in the Doubletree by Hilton 
hotel in Dublin on the 3rd December 2014. Comedian Neil Delamere was the host for 
the event, which aims to recognise and reward excellence and achievement in the 
laboratory environment. 

The BREAST-PREDICT team were recognised for their achievement in bringing 
together a large multidisciplinary group of top-class researchers from around Ireland, 
to work towards a common goal – developing a personalised approach to breast cancer 
care in Ireland. The award was accepted by the Centre Manager, Dr. Fiona Lanigan, on 
behalf of the BREAST-PREDICT team. Director of the Centre, Prof. William 
Gallagher, and Funded Investigator Dr. Darran O’Connor were also awarded the prize 
for ‘Best Laboratory Team of the Year’ for their research group, the Cancer Biology 
and Therapeutics Laboratory in UCD. This event was publicised by the Irish 
Independent, raising the profile of the Centre nationwide.

Relay for Life
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Seminar Series BREAST-PREDICT has invited some prestigious scientists and 
clinicians to present their research in its first year. So far, we have 

hosted 28 national and 18 international speakers in seminars and workshops, with some of these visits 
leading to productive collaborations. In recent months, we have held a number of educational workshops, 
aimed at educating young Irish researchers though a series of expert talks and panel discussions.

Over the next 6 months, we have invited a 
number of national and international 
speakers to present their research. These 
include Dr. Rachael Natrajan from the 
Institute of Cancer Research in London, who 
will visit Dublin on the 10th June 2015 to 
talk about her research in ‘Translating the 
Cancer Genome’. Dr. Natrajan’s research is 
focused on the heterogeneity of breast 
cancers, and has identified that different 
subgroups of breast cancer are characterised 
by distinct arrays of genomic alterations.  In 
this joint seminar, local researcher Dr. Alex 
von Kriegsheim will also discuss his research 
on the role of a protein called ISG15 in 
breast cancer invasion and metastasis. 

We have also invited Dr. Christoph Lengauer 
from Blueprint Medicines in Boston, who will 
give a keynote talk at the Conway Festival in 
September 2015 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. 
BREAST-PREDICT are also involved in the 
European Society of Oncology conference 
on breast screening taking place in Dublin 
from the 18th-20th June 2015, and will be 
attending to inform clinicians about our 
research. Further details on all upcoming 
events can be found on our website.

In January 2015, the 
BREAST-PREDICT 
team organised a 
well-attended 
symposium, which 
centred on ‘Leveraging 
the power of systems 
medicine in 

personalised oncology’. Several renowned 
local and international speakers discussed 
how the wealth of data generated in the 
next-generation sequencing era could be 
exploited by novel computational and 
mathematical techniques, in order to tailor 
cancer treatment regimes based on 
individual tumour characteristics. Prof. 
Lodewyk Wessels of the Netherlands 
Cancer Institute opened the symposium, 
discussing his research on the molecular 
landscape of cancers. This was followed by 
Dr. Nicholas Stransky of Blueprint 
Medicines in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
who described the landscape of kinase driver 

In May 2015, Dr. Mark 
Tangney from University 
College Cork visited UCD 
to present his intriguing 
research in the area of 
microbes in cancer. His 
talk, entitled ‘Bacteria and 
Cancer: Causers or 

Curers?’, outlined how bacteria have been 
found to be present at high levels in many 
tumour types, and discussed the effect that 
this may have on treatment response and 
patient outcome.  

Over the past six months, we have held 
several well-attended seminars and 
symposia, including a joint seminar by 
Medical Oncologists Dr. Roisin Connolly from 
Johns Hopkins University and the Sidney 
Kimmell Comprehensive Cancer Centre in 
Baltimore; and Dr. Michaela Higgins from 
Harvard University and Massachusetts 
General Hospital in Boston, to mark Breast 
Cancer Awareness Month in October 2014.

cancer, and talked about recent innovations in 
this field in terms of novel therapies. Local 
speakers Prof. Jochen Prehn, from RCSI, and 
Prof. Walter Kolch, from UCD, also 
presented their research on the use of 
computational modelling to predict patient 
outcome and stratify patients for therapy. 

Finally, the symposium 
was closed by Prof. 
Carlos Caldas from the 
Cancer Research UK 
Cambridge Institute, 
who discussed the future 
of breast cancer in 2015. 
Prof. Caldas, who 

recently led a study, published in Nature, 
identifying ten genomic driver-based 
subtypes of breast cancer, presented some 
fascinating new research on the molecular 
evolution of breast cancer during metastasis.

BREAST-PREDICT launched a video to mark World Cancer 
Day on the 4th February 2015, featuring leading Irish and 
International scientists discussing how cancer research and 
treatment has evolved in recent years, and what the future 
holds. World Cancer Day is an initiative of the Union for 
International Cancer Control (UICC), the leading international 
non-governmental organisation that unites the cancer 
community to reduce the global cancer burden, to promote 
greater equity, and to integrate cancer control into the world 
health and development agenda. World Cancer Day is a unique 
opportunity to encourage everyone affected by cancer to 
recognise the role they can play in reducing the burden of the 
disease and ultimately reduce premature deaths from cancer 
by 25% by 2025. UCD-based cancer researchers also gathered 
on World Cancer Day for a coffee morning and a break from 
all of their hard work!

World Cancer Day New appointment
Congratulations to Dr. Robert O’Connor on his 
recent appointment as the Head of Research at the 
Irish Cancer Society. Wexford native Dr. O’Connor 
previously worked as a lecturer and 
BREAST-PREDICT Investigator in DCU, where his 
research focused on understanding the mechanisms 
of resistance of cancer cells to therapies, and how 
to combat this. The team will miss his input and 

expertise, and we wish him the best of luck in his new position.

Scientists of the Future 
The BREAST-PREDICT team welcomed 
several Transition Year students into the 
lab in the past 6 months, where they 
were shown the ropes and discovered 
how cancer research is done. Students 
were shown how cancer cell lines are 
grown under controlled conditions in the 
lab, and learned the basics about how 
DNA, RNA and protein can be extracted 
from these cell lines and analysed. 

Transition Year students Katie 
Grogan and Ava Gallagher being 
put to work in the lab




