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From the Directorate

Welcome to the winter edition of the NRCGD
newsletter.

These are interesting times to say the least,

with Peter Gluckman about to step down as

Director of the CoRE and a reshuffle of the

Directorate also under way. Clearly the

creation of the role of Chief Science Advisor to
the Prime Minister is an important development for all of us in
scientific research, and Peter’s invitation to become the
inaugural holder of the position is a fitting reflection of his status
and contribution to science in New Zealand.

There is perhaps no ideal time for a change in leadership, but
with our Major Projects underway and the recent review of the
CoRE by our Science Advisory Board giving strong endorsement
to our current direction, now is probably as good a time as any.

Much of the burden for ensuring a smooth transition falls to
Deborah, who as Acting Director from July 1 is approaching the
challenge ahead with characteristic zeal. She and | are greatly
encouraged by the current healthy position of the CoRE —
thanks to the efforts of all our members — and with a strong
basis for further growth (and development?) we look forward to
a continuation of the Centre’s success through to the end of the
year and beyond.

Best wishes

Roger

Recent Events

Key government role for Peter Gluckman

NRCGD Director Prof Peter Gluckman has been appointed as the inaugural Prime Minister’s Chief Science Advisor. This newly-created
part-time role will enable Peter to provide direct input to the Prime Minister and Cabinet members on science and research policy, whilst
continuing his research at the Liggins Institute. Peter will be taking up the position on 1 July, and will simultaneously be stepping down as
Director of the NRCGD and Liggins Institute. He will continue to be actively involved in NRCGD research, but will not be an applicant for
new funds. The appointment of a new NRGCD Director is currently underway.

Press releases from The University of Auckland and the NZ Government are available online.

Management changes at the NRCGD

The past month has seen a number of changes to the management
structure of the NRCGD. Dr Deborah Sloboda has been appointed
Deputy Director, and will be Acting Director from 1%t July. Six Associate
Directors have also been appointed to the Directorate to represent the
major areas of NRCGD activity: Jacquie Bay (Outreach programmes),
Prof Hugh Blair (Animal sciences), Prof Wayne Cutfield (Clinical
sciences), Dr Peter Dearden (Molecular sciences), Dr Susan Morton
(Public policy) and Dr Deborah Sloboda (Experimental physiology).
Together with Dr Roger Lins (Chief Operating Officer), this group
comprises the executive body of the NRCGD, replacing the Executive
Management Group.

2009 Scientific review

In the last week of March, the Science Advisory Board
conducted an extensive scientific review of the
NRCGD. The SAB's report to the Board of Governance
was very positive, giving the highest commendation
to the Centre's scientific direction and leadership, its
impact to date on science education and the public
awareness of science, and to our current positioning
with respect to the Centre's overall strategy and goals.
A summary of the findings of the review will be
released in early July.


http://www.auckland.ac.nz/uoa/home/about/news-events-and-notices/news/template/news_item.jsp?cid=129349�
http://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/pm+appoints+chief+science+advisor�

The NRCGD sponsored the attendance of two secondary school science
teachers at BioEd2009, one of multiple internationally coordinated
conferences celebrating 200 years since the birth of Charles Darwin, in
Christchurch. A focus of BioEd2009 included promoting the understanding of
evolutionary biology through research and education. As part of this theme,
Jacquie Bay (Liggins; pictured left) spoke on The Evolution of Secondary School
Biology Education in New Zealand. Her presentation can be viewed online.

Prof Graeme Wake (Massey) led a team of NZ scientists at an international
symposium on mathematical modelling in Shanghai, China. The symposium,
titled Mathematical Models of Dynamics and Control of Environmental
Change: Scaling from Genomes to Ecosystems, was a government-
sponsored event to further scientific cooperation between New Zealand
and China. Prof Wake (pictured left, with several meeting delegates) spoke
on A model for phenotype change in a stochastic framework, and Prof
Hamish Spencer (Otago; pictured top right) gave a presentation on The
maintenance of genetic variation in natural populations.

New pilot projects underway

» Maternal nutrition effects on fetal brain gene expression * Effects of dietary restriction on lifespan: a meta-analysis

Dr Kristin Connor & Dr Deborah Sloboda (Liggins) Dr Shinichi Nakagawa & Prof Hamish Spencer (Otago)

« Mechanisms underpinning genetic assimilation « Early embryonic changes in placentation: a proteomics study
Dr Peter Dearden (Otago) Prof Tim Parkinson & Prof Hugh Blair (Massey)
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;“I@] Investigators at Massey University have overseen the start of a new
trial in March—April to study the effects of dam nutrition during
pregnancy. Close to 1,200 ewes were artificially inseminated over
two days.
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http://awcmee.massey.ac.nz/IUBS_BioEd_2009/index.htm�
http://www.allanwilsoncentre.ac.nz/teachingResources/presentations/Jacqui Bay/SupportingFiles/ViewerWM7.html�

Special feature

Dr Tatjana Buklijas recently joined the Liggins Institute as a Research Fellow. She was previously based at the University of
Cambridge, where her research covered topics in the history of anatomy, comparative anatomy and embryology. Here, she gives a
brief historical perspective on embryo imagery.

Images of embryos are everywhere today: in newspapers
and on the internet; in clinics, pregnancy advice books and
family albums that today often start with ultrasound scans;
classrooms and laboratories. They are used routinely, to
teach human development and inform expectant mothers.
They are also controversially employed in public debates
around evolution, abortion and use of ‘surplus’ embryos
produced by IVF and related technologies in research.

In spite of the controversy, we tend to take them for
granted. Yet their history is short and dynamic. Many of our
grandparents would have imagined the ‘life inside the
womb’ in very different ways. The idea of development —
as a set of well defined and timed morphological changes —
was only formed around 1800 and did not reach wider
popularity until much later. Through the 19 and 20t
century, scientists and physicians exploited technical
innovations to produce two- and three-dimensional images
that communicated ever more detailed and accurate views,
as well as new and often contested attitudes to childbirth,

One of the most controversial images of embryos
is the grid by the German scientists and ‘prophet

evolution and reproduction. The biggest problem that
scientists faced was the access to human embryos. It is little
known that much of our knowledge — and textbook images
— of the earliest stages of development comes from
embryos collected in the 1930s and 1940s in Boston, from

of Darwinism’ Ernst Haeckel (from Anthropogenie
oder Entwickelungsgeschichte des Menschen,
1874). These images were meant to illustrate the
doctrine of recapitulation (‘ontogeny repeats
phylogeny’), which argued that individuals in the

women who were advised to have sex with their husbands
before undergoing scheduled hysterectomies. Such work
would be impossible to repeat today.

course of their embryonic development repeat the
most important changes through which their adult
ancestors passed during evolution. Right after the
publication, Haeckel was accused of making
embryos look more alike than that they actually
did, to which he replied that the images were
meant to be schematic rather than realistic.
Although the charges of forgery never went away,
the visually appealing images continued to be
printed in textbooks into the 1990s, as the
standard illustration of the embryological evidence
of evolution. In recent years, revived interest in
evolution and development combined with the
rise of creationism and concern over fraud in
science made these images highly controversial
again.

While these images may seem of historical interest only,
many of the issues they raise remain prominent today, as
the three selected images aim to demonstrate.
Understanding their history should help us take a position
and participate in debates.

The 1960s photographs of embryos and feti by the Swedish photographer
Lennart Nilsson, first published in the Life magazine and then in numerous and
widely translated books, are probably the most reproduced and best known
images of human development. They are widely used by anti-abortion
campaigners, especially in the U.S., to demonstrate the similarity of embryos
with babies. Yet what these campaigners did not know or chose to ignore was
the fact that Nilsson photographed embryos aborted under the liberal
Swedish law. This allowed him to experiment with lighting and positions, such

o o T B ) i as placing the thumb into the fetus’ mouth, and so artificially produce the

baby-like features.




This image from a 15t century manuscript (Jean Mansel, Vie
de Nostre Seigneur Jésus Christ) shows conception and the
acquisition of the immortal soul taking place at the same
time. This belief was contrary to Aristotelian and popular lay
ideas, according to which the conceptus became ensouled,
and thus human, 40 days after conception, or even a few
months later, when first movements were felt by the
expectant mother. Although framed differently, the
question of ‘humanity’ and ‘individuality’ of the developing
being remains hotly debated today.

For further information:
Visit the online exhibition Making Visible Embryos (www.hps.cam.ac.uk/visibleembryos), about the changing views of life inside

the womb, co-produced by Tatjana while at the University of Cambridge.

Scientific Highlights

Our research in the headlines

Are the social stigma and the legal prohibitions associated with
first-cousin marriage in some countries scientifically justified? Prof
Hamish Spencer (Otago) and collaborator Prof Diane Paul argue
otherwise in a paper published in PL0S Biology that has generated It,s Ok, we’re not
intense media interest worldwide. Opponents of cousin marriage =
commonly claim that the risk of birth defects in children born to cousins by bIOOd'
first-cousins is overly high. However, analysis of scientific data has
shown that the risk is typically lower than assumed, and is in fact
on par with that of women over the age of 40, for whom the right
to conceive would not be questioned. Given the misbeliefs
inherent in the scientific and social rationales used against cousin
marriage, upholding laws banning such unions can no longer be A mirror on societal taboos? From a Tui advertisement,
justified. published in the PLOS Biology paper
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Bl  Mixed cues confuse young brains

Professor Peter Gluckman considers evolution s
and biology in tackling adolescent problems

In an opinion piece published in the NZ Herald in March, Prof Peter Gluckman (Liggins) reflects
on the evolutionary and biological basis of the problems of adolescence. Over the past 200
years, the age at which puberty is completed has fallen from 17 to 12.5. Yet, neuroimaging
studies have revealed that the brain regions responsible for traits such as impulsivity, self-
monitoring and planning are only fully developed at about 20 years of age. Could this mismatch
between biological and psychosocial maturation, coupled with the increasing complexity of
modern society, contribute to the seeming ubiquity of the “moody teenager”?

New collaboration

n Dr Deborah Sloboda and Dr Mark Vickers (Liggins) have recently established a collaboration with Assoc Prof Ravi Kambadur at
the Singapore Institute for Clinical Sciences. This collaborative grant has been leveraged from NRCGD-funded studies as part of a
new HRC/A*STAR Singapore joint initiative.


http://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/visibleembryos�
http://www.plosbiology.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pbio.0060320�
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/opinion/news/article.cfm?c_id=466&objectid=10562544�

Notable papers

Investigations into the epigenetic basis of the receptivity of the uterus
towards embryo implantation, led by Prof Murray Mitchell (Liggins), have
been published in Endocrinology and featured in Endocrine News.

Two studies on the impact of ewe pregnancy nutrition on lamb
birthweight, led by Dr Paul Kenyon (Massey), have been published in the
New Zealand Journal of Agricultural Research.

PhD student Graham Howie (Liggins) has had his first paper as primary
author published in the Journal of Physiology. The paper shows that
obesity is induced in offspring exposed to a maternal high-fat diet in
utero, and that this phenotype is observed regardless of postnatal diet.

Congratulations to...

Alison Paterson (Chair, Board of Governance) who was awarded an Honorary
Doctorate of Commerce degree by Massey University in April, in recognition of
her long service, achievements and outstanding contribution to New Zealand
business

Dr Deborah Sloboda (Liggins) for being awarded a University of Auckland Early
Career Research Excellence Award

Assoc Prof Frank Bloomfield (Liggins) for the award of a new HRC programme
on Perinatal Care and its Long-Term Consequences; Prof Christine Winterbourn
(Otago) for being awarded a new HRC programme on Oxidative Stress in Health
and Disease; and Prof lan Morison (Otago) who has received an HRC project
grant to investigate the Epigenome of Myelodysplastic Syndrome.

Dr Kristin Connor (Liggins) for receipt of a 2009 Kelliher Trust grant, for which
she will be Determining the effects of maternal high fat diet on neonatal
hypothalamic pathways regulating appetite.

Dr Rene Corner (ex PhD student, pictured
right) graduated last November from Massey
University. Congratulations Rene!

cience %posium

30 Sept — 2 Oct 2009, Hamilton, New Zealand

Have you submitted your abstract yet?

Deadline 30 July 2009

Take this opportunity to meet with fellow NRCGD members to discuss science, potential
collaborations and to share research findings. Presentations, even of preliminary data, are strongly
encouraged. Send a one-page abstract to Trisha Hiestand (t.hiestand@auckland.ac.nz) today!

Questions, comments, suggestions or contributions?

Email us at info@nrcgd.org.nz


http://endo.endojournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/150/3/1466�
http://www.endo-society.org/endo_news/2008/upload/Endocrine-News-December-2008-part-I-of-IV.pdf�
http://www.royalsociety.org.nz/Site/publish/Journals/nzjar/2009/023.aspx�
http://www.royalsociety.org.nz/Site/publish/Journals/nzjar/2009/002.aspx�
http://jp.physoc.org/content/587/4/905.long�
http://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/about-us/news/article.cfm?mnarticle=businesswomans-55-year-career-recognised-with-honorary-doctorate-15-04-2009�
http://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/about-us/news/article.cfm?mnarticle=businesswomans-55-year-career-recognised-with-honorary-doctorate-15-04-2009�
mailto:t.hiestand@auckland.ac.nz?subject=Science%20Symposium�
mailto:info@nrcgd.org.nz?subject=Newsletter�

	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5

