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‘Hea dinju ry (Ch.10)’
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He ad injur ies linked to brain diseases_________________________________
Some sports elevate risk of Alzhei mer’s , U.S. scie n tis t swarn

BY ANDRÉ PICA RD
PUBLIC HEALTH REPORTER

Boxe rs, soccer playe rs and hock ey playe rs
may be at hig her risk of dev elo ping Alzhei-
me r’s dis ease and othe r fo rms of dem e n tia
becaus eof the repeated blows to the head
they suf fer, U.S. scie n tis t sare war ning.

Re searche rs at the Unive rsity of Pennsyl-
vania con duct e d thei r re search on mic e.
One group of rodents was repeatedly bash-
ed on the head; a se con d group suf fered
on ebl ow to the head; andthe thi rd group
was not inj ure d.

The mic e are bre dspecific a l ly to dev elo p
Alzhei mer-like dis ease. But thos e in the
group that suf fered repeated hea d traum a
deve loped symptoms far more qui ckly than
the others.

"This is the first exper iment al ev idenc e
li nking hea dinju rie s to Alzhei mer’s dis ease
by showing how repetit ive con c u ssi ons can
speed up the progres sof the disease," said
Ku nihir o Ur yu of the unive rsity’s Cent e rfo r
Neur odege nerative Dis ease Res earch.

The mic e we re sedat e dand sub jected to
bl ows that were slig htly harde rthan a sla p to
the hea d. Dr. Uryu said that, in a person,
this wou ld be equ ivalent to a pun c hto the
hea d, hea ding a soccer ball, or hit t i ng a hel-
meted hea daga inst board or another helm et,

as occurs frequ ently in hockey and football.
Wr iting in the Jo urnal of Neu rosci ence,

the res earche rs said they were trying to test
the valid ity of studies that repor ted, ret ro-
spective ly, that people who suf fered hea d
traum awe re more likely to suf fer from Alz-
heim er’s and othe rfo rms of dem e n tia .

There is ane cdot al ev idenc ethat athlet es
who suf fer repeated blows to the head are at
greater risk. The box ing lege n dMuham -
ma dAli, who suf fers from Parkinson’s dis -
ease, is a case in poi nt. Just last week, the
fo rme r wo r ldboxi ng champi on Carl (Ho bo)
Ols on died of Alzhei mer’s dis ease at the
rela t ive ly young age of 73. And, last year,
fo rme r Euro pean box ing champi on Tiber io
Mit ri die d when he was str uck by train; he
suffered from bot h Alzhei mer’s and Parkin-
son’s, an unus u alco mbin ation.

A Nor wegia n study showe d that soccer
playe rs were twice as likely to suf fer from
dementia as members of the gen eral popu -
la t ion. Sports like hockey and football have
been studie d le ss sys tem ati c a l ly.

In the new study, res earche rs use dmic e
bred to car r y the hum an CDNR gen e,
which con trols produ ction of amy loi d beta
prot ein. They dev elo p gooey plaqu ein their
brains that is sim ilar to that fou nd in people
with Alzhei mer’s .

Scie n tis t sknow that this buildup of plaqu e

sl owly kil ls of f brain cel ls, robbing suf ferers
of their memo rie sand ability to fun ction, but
they do not know why the buildup begin s.

The Pennsylvania res earche rs kil led some
mic e two days after they suf fered con c u s-
si ons ,and othe rs after 16 weeks, and meas-
ure dthe amy loi d deposit s.

"A t each poi nt we saw a dramati c in cre ase
of indicato rs for Alzhei mer’s dis ease in the
mic e that receiv ed repeated hea d traum as,"
Dr. Uryu said.

An estim ated 364,000 Cana dians suf fer
fr om Alzhei mer’s dis ease and relat e ddemen -
tias, a number that is expected to more than
doub le by 2031.

Acco r ding to the Alzhei mer Socie ty, an es-
timated 83, 200 new cases of dem e n tia were
diag nos ed in 2001.

Ag e is an impor tant facto r: One in 13 peo -
ple ove r65 suf fer from Alzhei mer, as do one
in fou rpeople ove r85.

The dis ease cos t s the economy about
$5.5 -bil lio n annu ally.

While no tre atment can stop the progres s
of the disease, sev eral hel pwith some symp -
toms.

It is uncle ar what cau ses Alzhei mer’s dis -
ease, alt hou gh it is likely a combin ation of ge-
neti c predisposit ion and envir onment alfact ors.
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