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CENTRE RENAMED AS THE 
PATRICK G JOHNSTON CENTRE 
FOR CANCER RESEARCH

We are delighted to announce that the 
Centre was renamed as the Patrick G 
Johnston Centre for Cancer Research 
on Tuesday 21st January 2020. The 
rededication ceremony was carried out 
by his wife, Dr Iseult Wilson and the Vice 
Chancellor Professor Ian Greer following 
speeches by Professor Greer, Professor 
Chris Scott (Acting Centre Director) and 
Professor James Johnston. The event was 
attended by the Johnston family circle 
and friends as well as many guests who 
had worked with Paddy Johnston over the 
years. A video made to mark the event 
highlighted reflections from Professor 
Roy Spence, Professor Paul Harkin, 

Professor Bert Rima, Mrs Catherine 
McKeown, Ms Kirsty McLaughlin and 
Professor Scott on their memories of 
Paddy including entertaining anecdotes 
about the first time they met him. Their 
comments highlighted Paddy’s drive, 
enthusiasm, vision and commitment to 
cancer research, as well as his desire to 
create a comprehensive cancer service 
to improve treatments and the lives of 
cancer patients.

The words on the plaque unveiled on the 
evening are very appropriate and the 
plaque now resides in the foyer beneath  
a portrait of Paddy.

Pictured above are Professor Chris Scott (Acting Centre Director), Dr Iseult Wilson and Professor Ian Greer
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Dr Iseult Wilson unveiling the plaque under Paddy’s portrait, accompanied by the Vice 
Chancellor, Professor Ian Greer

Pictured outside the newly named Centre are Paddy’s four sons (l-r): Niall, Eoghan, 
Seamus and Ruairi with their mother

Pictured above are Paddy’s siblings (l-r): Niall, James, Eleanor, Brian, Fionnuala and Michael

CENTRE RENAMED AS THE 
PATRICK G JOHNSTON CENTRE 
FOR CANCER RESEARCH
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CANCER RESEARCHERS GET IN GEAR  
FOR CANCER RESEARCH UK’S CYCLE 300
Queen’s University scientists urged the 
public to get into gear in September and 
raise funds for Cancer Research UK as they 
clock up 300 miles by bike. 

Cancer researchers Ciaran Fairmichael, 
Aoife McCooey, Richard Turkington, Paul 
Mullan and Gaurang Patel urged men and 
women to sign up to Cancer Research UK’s 
Cycle 300 – and choose how, when and 
where to clock up 300 miles on a bike in 
September to raise funds for life-saving 
research. 

Cancer Research UK funds life-saving 
research carried out by Dr Turkington and 
his colleagues at the Centre for Cancer 
Research and Cell Biology at Queen’s 
University.

Dr Turkington carries out research 
into oesophageal and stomach cancer. 
Northern Ireland has one of the highest 
rates of oesophageal cancer in the world 
and symptoms include difficulty swallowing 

and heartburn for more than three weeks. 
Catching the disease early is especially 
important and Dr Turkington’s research 
focuses on new ways to diagnose and treat 
oesophageal cancer.

Dr Turkington, who often cycles the 20-
mile return journey from his home to work 
at Queen’s, is keen to show pedal power 

can make a crucial difference to people 
diagnosed with the disease. 

Andrea Kennedy, Cancer Research UK’s 
spokesperson in Northern Ireland, said: 
“We are very grateful to Dr Turkington 
and colleagues for their support and hope 
it will start a chain reaction, sparking the 
interest of cyclists of all ages and abilities. 

A new survey conducted by the Central and 
Eastern European Cancer Action Group 
(CEECAG) has found severe shortcomings 
in managing cancer incidence and control 
in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), whose 
“young brains” are increasingly moving to  
the west.

According to the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), about one in six deaths is due to 
cancer worldwide, and the disease is the 
second leading cause of death globally. WHO 
data shows that cancer was responsible for an 
estimated 9.6 million deaths in 2018.

A new survey conducted by CEECAG suggests 
that cancer cases are expected to almost 
double by 2035. In the case of Europe, the 
report says the bloc has 1/8 of the world’s 
population but at the same time ¼ of global 
cancer deaths. In its report, CEECAG pointed 
out a number of challenges that the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe are faced with 
compared to Western Europe.

Lead author of the report, Professor Mark 
Lawler from the Centre for Cancer Research 
and Cell Biology at Queen’s University 
Belfast, said there are “cancer inequalities” 
in Europe as well as differences in relation to 
outcomes. The gaps range from the existence 
or implementation of National Cancer Control 
Plans (NCCP) to cancer registries and research.

REPORT LED BY QUEEN’S PROFESSOR 
FINDS SERIOUS EAST-WEST DIVIDE IN 
CANCER CONTROL AND CARE IN EUROPE

For example, according to Prof Lawler, 90% 
of Europe’s west has a NCCP compared to 
only 54% in Central and Eastern Europe. 
“That’s really important because you need 
to have some sort of a framework that 
allows you to look and see what your current 
situation is in relation to cancer incidence 
and mortality. You need to use that data or 
cancer intelligence to both construct and 
implement a National Cancer Control Plan,” 
he said.

“Cancer intelligence is an incredibly important 
part of how we can plan going forward. So 
in a number of CEE countries, we don’t have 
data on how many cancers there are in that 
particular country, what the mortality is, what 
the survival rates are and then other significant 
factors,” he added.

For the full interview with Prof Lawler, please go 
to: https://www.euractiv.com/section/diabetes-
cancer-hepatitis/news/report-finds-serious-
east-west-divide-in-cancer-handling-in-europe/ 



January 2020   Issue 45

014

QUEEN’S PLAYING A LEADING ROLE IN NEW 
HEALTH DATA RESEARCH HUB THAT CAN 
HELP SAVE THE LIVES OF 30,000 NHS CANCER 
PATIENTS ACROSS THE UK

A new collaboration has been selected to 
deliver DATA-CAN, the National Health Data 
Research Hub for Cancer, which will transform 
the accessibility of high-quality cancer data 
across the UK. The collaboration has been set 
up to protect patient privacy and will improve 
clinical outcomes for the 500,000 people 
every year in the UK who are diagnosed with 
cancer. Improving outcomes will directly 
impact half of the UK population who will 
face a cancer diagnosis at some point in their 
lifetime and could save up to 30,000 lives.

DATA-CAN is supported by patients, clinicians, 
academia as well as life sciences researchers 
and innovators, and will include cancer centres 
across the UK. The collaboration will help 
empower the NHS to benefit from existing 
data to improve care for cancer patients, while 
supporting universities and companies who 
work with DATA-CAN to discover and develop 
new diagnostics and treatments. 

DATA-CAN will deliver benefits to the NHS, 
its patients and healthcare professionals, 
improve the UK’s cancer health outcomes, 
enhance innovation and attract new global 
investment into UK life sciences. HDR UK’s 
Health Data Research Hub programme is part 
of the Government’s Life Sciences Industrial 
Strategy to make the UK a global leader in 
health data science.

DATA-CAN will have three areas of primary 
focus:

1.	 Enable and expand UK-wide cancer datasets
2.	Provide high-quality real-world data to 

support health and care transformation
3.	Use real-world data to support clinical trial 

design and delivery

The principal founding partners of DATA-
CAN, involving a collaboration of NHS bodies, 
research organisations, patient advocacy 
groups and industry include: 

•	 UCL Partners, representing One London
•	 Queen’s University, Belfast, representing 

Northern Ireland and Wales 
•	 University of Leeds and Leeds Teaching 

Hospitals, representing the North of 
England 

•	 Genomics England
•	 Cancer Research UK, MacMillan Cancer 

Support, Cancer 52 representing cancer 
charities and patient advocacy groups

•	 IQVIA, representing industry

DATA-CAN is supported by the following 
organisations:

The Christie NHS Foundation Trust; The 
Royal Marsden Hospital; Royal Brompton and 
Harefield NHS Foundation Trust; Guy’s and St 
Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust; NHS England 
(London); One London LHCRE; Yorkshire and 
Humber LHCRE; Y&H AHSN; HDR-Scotland; 
HDR-London; HDR-NI & Wales; MedCity; 
HIRANI; Medicines Discovery Catapult; 
Swansea University; Children’s Cancer and 
Leukaemia Group (a cancer charity); ACT 
for Cancer; Bowel Cancer UK; Data Saves 
Lives; European Alliance for Personalised 
Medicine; University of Edinburgh; University 
of Glasgow; University of Exeter; Alan Turing 
Institute

Data security will be central to the 
collaboration’s operations and patients will 
be centrally involved in decisions about 
how their information might be used. Data 
will be made available for appropriate use 
by approved researchers and innovators, 
and the collaboration will support them by 
providing expert advice from specialists who 
understand cancer and health data.

DATA-CAN Hub Director, Charlie Davie said:

“This collaboration will transform how cancer 
clinical data is used to improve patient care. 

“Working across all four nations of the United 
Kingdom, DATA-CAN is a unique partnership 
of NHS organisations, patients, academia and 
industry working together to improve cancer 
care by harnessing anonymous clinical and 
genomics data to provide cancer patients 
with an earlier diagnosis, faster access 
to clinical trials, and access to innovative 
new medicines specifically tailored to an 
individual’s genomic profile.” 

DATA-CAN Scientific Director, Prof Mark 
Lawler said:

“DATA-CAN has been designed “with 
the patient, around the patient and for 
the patient” and represents a significant 
opportunity to improve patients’ lives. 
We are incredibly excited about this 
unique partnership of patients, healthcare 
professionals, scientists and industry from 
all four nations of the United Kingdom. Our 
research shows that if we get this right, we 
can help save nearly 30,000 lives across the 
UK. This National Health Data Research Hub 

for Cancer allows us to compete, not against 
each other, but against our common enemy... 
cancer. Data is a precious gift from patients 
and citizens and if we use it responsibly 
and effectively, it will be the gift that keeps 
on giving. We are delighted to have won 
the support of HDR-UK in our bid and will 
now commence the vital work of delivering 
improved cancer outcomes across the UK.

Margaret Grayson, Chair, Northern Ireland 
Consumer Forum for Cancer said:

“This is a very exciting opportunity to use 
data responsibly and effectively, with patients 
at its heart, in order to deliver real innovation 
for citizens and society. Data has the 
potential to save lives and improve quality of 
life. We look forward to working with DATA-
CAN to make this vision a reality.” 

Tim Sheppard, Senior Vice President and 
General Manager, Northern Europe, IQVIA 
added:

“This is an unprecedented opportunity to 
combine information on cancer and its 
treatment, with genomic data from across 
the UK. It will provide opportunities for 
world-leading research into new treatments, 
and a data-enabled approach to preventing, 
diagnosing and treating cancer. 

“Connecting these datasets through the 
IQVIA Oncology Data Network will enable 
rapid identification of patients suitable for a 
cancer trial and frontline cancer care quality 
analytics, including real-time insights on how 
treatments are performing in the real-world. 
IQVIA believes the UK has the potential to 
become the global leader in health data 
science and this announcement confirms our 
commitment to the UK’s vibrant life science 
sector.”

https://uclpartners.com/what-we-do/data-
can-health-data-research-hub-cancer/ 

New collaboration hails historic opportunity to allow UK health data to 
transform cancer patient outcomes and clinical research effectiveness.



January 2020   Issue 45

015

Queen’s University Belfast has been selected as 
one of six UK Universities to develop a health 
data science Master’s programme to address 
the significant skills shortage in data science that 
currently exists in the UK.

Funded through Health Data Research UK, 
the UK’s health data science institute, the new 
programme will involve collaboration between 
Queen’s University Belfast and Swansea 
University, together with partners in industry and 
health and social care. 

Professor Mark Lawler, Associate Pro-Vice-
Chancellor and Professor of Digital Health, 
Faculty of Medicine, Health and Life Sciences 
at Queen’s and Overall Lead on the programme 
commented: “This is an incredibly exciting 
opportunity to develop the digital scientists of 
the future.

“Data is now at the heart of 21st century research 
and innovation – but we need to grow the talent 
so that we can lead this digital revolution.”

Queen’s was selected following an open 
competition that involved universities across the 
UK. President and Vice-Chancellor of Queen’s 
University Belfast, Professor Ian Greer said: “Big 
data has the potential to transform local services 
and address key health and industry issues in 
Northern Ireland and further afield.

“This Master’s programme aligns with our ‘One 
Health Strategy’ at Queen’s and highlights our 
ability to be leaders in date science to deliver 
high quality research and teaching with real 
patient impact.” 

QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY SELECTED TO ADDRESS 
DATA SCIENCE SKILLS SHORTAGE IN THE UK

Queen’s is partnering with Swansea University in 
this initiative, bringing together complementary 
skills that will deliver a premier training 
experience that harnesses the talent of our 
young people and provides them with significant 
opportunities, in research, in healthcare and in 
industry.

Professor Stuart Elborn, Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
for the Faculty of Medicine, Health and Life 
Sciences at Queen’s University Belfast, said: 
“This exciting programme is a first step in 
equipping teams to use health data analysis to 
improve outcomes for patients. The programme 
is in line with the recent Topol report which 
highlighted the need to upskill healthcare teams 
and allow patients to appreciate the outstanding 
opportunity data science provides.”

Professor Sinead Brophy, Professor of Data 
Science at Swansea University said: “We are very 
excited to work in partnership with Queen’s to 
offer students our joint breadth of knowledge, 
skills, and research programmes and to build real 
expertise for our future Health Data Scientists.”

Queen’s will be funded to deliver a three-year 
student intake between 2020 and 2023. 
Professor Peter Diggle, Director of Training 
at Health Data Research UK, said: “We are 
delighted to support these six universities to 
develop these vital programmes, which will bring 
us one step closer to building a community to 
lead the health data science revolution.” 

The six universities selected to lead the master’s 
programmes are: 

•	 Queen’s University Belfast (in collaboration 
with Swansea University)

•	 University of Cambridge
•	 The London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine
•	 University of Bristol
•	 University of Exeter
•	 University of Leeds

Each of the successful institutions 
demonstrated scientific excellence, a track 
record in postgraduate training, innovative 
approaches to further education and strong 
institutional commitment.

Queen’s University Belfast, as part of a Health 
Data Research UK - Alan Turing Institute 
partnership, has been selected to host a new 
Doctoral Training Programme in Health Data 
Science funded by the Wellcome Trust.

This award builds on the partnership between 
Health Data Research UK (HDRUK) and the 
Alan Turing Institute (Turing) and will ensure that 
the next generation of health data scientists are 
trained and supported by experts in the health 
data domain.

The four-year programme will have a UK-wide 
reach. With HDRUK and Turing leading the 
application, other partners include NHS Digital, 
Eisai, Astra-Zeneca, Intel, GSK, the Institution of 
Engineering and Technology, IQVIA, Microsoft 
and seven leading universities: Queen’s 
University Belfast; University of Birmingham; 
University of Cambridge; University of 
Edinburgh; University College London; University 
of Manchester and University of Oxford.

The new programme will support scientific 
excellence while also committing to improving 

QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY BELFAST SUCCESSFUL IN INNOVATIVE NEW WELLCOME 
TRUST DOCTORAL TRAINING PROGRAMME IN HEALTH DATA SCIENCE

research culture across the UK. It aims to 
promote positive research environments and 
to actively address issues like student mental 
health good research practice, supervision and 
mentorship relationships, career transitions 
and increasing diversity in research. HDRUK 
and Turing are looking forward to being part 
of this drive towards creating a new research 
culture and training the health data scientists 
of the future.

Professor Peter Diggle, Director of Training at 
HDRUK, said: “This PhD programme is a big 
step forward in our ambition to meet the UK’s 
need for trained health data scientists at every 
career stage, from school leavers to senior 
leaders. Working with The Alan Turing Institute, 
and with our academic and industry partners 
throughout the UK, we aim to attract the UK’s 
best statistics and computer science graduates 
into the data-rich world of twenty-first century 
health research.”

Dr Chris Yao, Turing Fellow and co-
director of the programme, said: “This is an 
unprecedented opportunity to develop our 

future digital health leaders. Ensuring that our 
PhD students are part of an extensive cross-
sector, multi-disciplinary collaborative network 
involving Health Data Research UK, The 
Alan Turing Institute and many other partner 
organisations will enable them to address 
significant challenges in implementing health 
data science at scale. “

Prof Mark Lawler, QUB Lead of the 
programme, said: “This is a highly innovative 
programme that will embed Queen’s 
students within a culture of excellence and 
transformation, providing the opportunity to 
apply the latest methodologies and approaches 
to underpin new discoveries that will advance 
human health and wellbeing. I am very excited 
to be part of an initiative that will promote a 
new more nuanced student-focussed research 
culture and provide the combination of data 
science expertise, leadership skills and desire to 
innovate that will enable our cadre of students 
to be competitive and successful in a rapidly 
evolving domain.” 
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CANCER FOCUS NORTHERN IRELAND 
INVESTING £300,000 INTO RESEARCH

The UK and Ireland have the highest rates 
of oesophageal adenocarcinoma in the 
world and the number of cases in men has 
risen by 50% in the last 25 years. The rates 
of pancreatic cancer are also increasing 
with it expected to become the second 
leading cause of cancer-related death by 
2030, overtaking breast and colon cancer. 
Faced with these rapidly emerging cancers, 
it was announced on World Cancer Day 
that Cancer Focus Northern Ireland were 
investing £300,000 into research on 
oesophageal and pancreatic cancer at 
Queen’s University Belfast.
 
Recently, the advent of immunotherapy 
has transformed the outlook for previously 
recalcitrant cancers, such as lung cancer 
and malignant melanoma. It is hoped 
that similar progress can be made for 
oesophageal and pancreatic cancer as Dr 
Richard Turkington, Senior Clinical Lecturer, 
explains: “This pioneering new project 
aims to determine how immunotherapy 
can successfully treat pancreatic and 
oesophageal cancers, two cancers which 
at present are hard to treat and have very 
low survival rates. Unfortunately, when we 
look at oesophageal and pancreatic cancer 

combined, they are the second highest 
cause of lives lost to cancer in Northern 
Ireland and are responsible for twice as 
many lives lost in a year as prostate cancer.

“There’s been little improvement in the 
last 40 years in terms of survival rates for 
oesophageal and pancreatic cancer. We 
hear a lot about other cancers, but not so 
much about these cancers, so we need to 
raise awareness and try to carry out more 
research.”

Dr Turkington’s research group has 
previously identified a subset of 
oesophageal cancers which contain 
large amounts of DNA damage and 
inflammation and are primed to respond 
to immunotherapy. A similar subtype exists 
in pancreatic cancer. However, the vast 
majority of patients with either cancer do 
not show any activation of the immune 
system and there is a pressing need to turn 
these tumours from being ‘immunologically 
cold’ to ‘hot’ so that they will respond to 
immunotherapy. 

Roisin Foster, Chief Executive of Cancer 
Focus NI, says immunotherapy has really 

changed things for other cancer patients 
and offers the potential to be effective 
against pancreatic and oesophageal 
cancers.

“This pioneering research offers hope for 
patients in an area where there has been 
little real progress for years,” she says. 
“We’re funding Dr Turkington’s research 
with legacy money that has come in over 
the last few years and we’re asking people 
if they would think about remembering 
Cancer Focus in their will or making a 
donation now, and we guarantee that any 
money raised will be used in Northern 
Ireland.”

The research project will continue over 
three years at the Patrick G Johnston 
Centre for Cancer Research and will 
support the work of Dr Leanne Stevenson 
and Dr Anita Lavery.

Upper Gastrointestinal Research Team: Cancer Focus NI will be supporting Dr Richard Turkington, Dr Anita Lavery and Dr Leanne Stevenson.



January 2020   Issue 45

017

Researchers from Queen’s University Belfast 
have discovered a new way to predict the 
aggressiveness and future behaviour of 
prostate cancers. 

The new method uses images from computed 
tomography (CT) scans that are routinely 
collected from all patients. The images are 
then analysed by a computer to extract 
hundreds of features, termed ‘radiomic 
features’, which have the potential to uncover 
disease characteristics that fail to be seen by 
the naked eye. 

This technique could complement traditional 
assessment methods and may help clinicians 
to make more informed personalised 
treatment decisions for men with prostate 
cancer. In the long run, it may reduce or 
even replace the need for traditional invasive 
biopsies.

The research has been published in the 
International Journal of Radiation Oncology, 
Biology, and Physics and was carried out 
in collaboration with the Northern Ireland 
Cancer Centre and Maastricht University.

Prostate cancer is one of the most common 
forms of cancer, but the behaviour of an 
individual cancer is extremely variable. While 
some tumours metastasize rapidly, others can 
remain harmlessly localised in the prostate 
gland for years.

Dr Suneil Jain, Principal Investigator from the 
Centre for Cancer Research & Cell Biology at 
Queen’s University Belfast, said: “To predict 
the risk represented by a given tumour, 
‘Gleason scores’ are typically assigned based 
on how a sample of the tumour appears 
under the microscope compared with normal 
prostate tissue. Patients are then classified 
as low, medium, or high risk depending on 
their Gleason score, level of prostate specific 
antigen (PSA) in the blood, and on size of the 
tumour and whether it has spread to other 
parts of the body.”

The research team used CT scans for 342 
prostate-cancer patients acquired as a 
routine care prior to radiotherapy treatment. 
Focussing on the prostate gland, the 
researchers then extracted and analysed 
over 500 radiomic features from each image. 
These features, along with the Gleason score 
and risk group classification for each patient, 
were used to ‘train’ a computer to be able 
to discriminate between patients in low- and 
high-risk groups, and between those with low 
and high Gleason score.

CT-based classification models proved able to 
discriminate between patients from different 
Gleason score and risk groups. The system 
was especially competent at distinguishing 

RESEARCHERS DISCOVER A NEW WAY TO 
IMPROVE THE ASSESSMENT OF PROSTATE 
CANCER AGGRESSIVENESS 

between patients in low- and high-risk 
groups, and between those with low and high 
Gleason score.

Dr Sarah Osman, Lead Investigator and 
Postdoctoral Research Fellow at Queen’s 
University Belfast and the Belfast Health 
and Social Care Trust, explained: “This is the 
first CT-based radiomics investigation for 
this treatment site and it is showing very 
promising results. Although the present 
study will not revolutionize prostate cancer 
treatment by itself, it shows what could 
be possible in the future. We are building 
on collaborations with other institutes to 
provide datasets to validate our exciting 
findings and take this discovery forward.”

Professor Philippe Lambin from the 
Maastricht University and one of the co-
inventors of Radiomics added: “Typically, 
there isn’t a huge amount of quantitative 
data in radiology reports. With the 
radiomics revolution, we need to look at 
medical images not just as pictures, but as 
quantitative data potentially useful for trials 
and routine care.” 

Professor Ian Young, Chief Scientific Advisor 
to the Department of Health in Northern 
Ireland and Director of HSC R&D said: 
“Cancer is a major cause of morbidity and 

mortality. By supporting research like this, we 
can ensure that patients have access to the 
most innovative cancer treatments, and the 
best preventive strategies can be put in place.”

Dr Matthew Hobbs, Deputy Director of 
Research at Prostate Cancer UK said: “We’re 
delighted to see more results coming out 
of the Prostate Cancer UK and Movember 
funded Centre of Excellence.

“This new work suggests that we may be able 
to use a CT scan to assess how aggressive 
a cancer will be. The next step will be to 
compare this to other imaging techniques, and 
to assess how well it performs when biopsies 
are informed by multiparametric MRI scans, 
which is now standard practice. It will also 
be important to understand how well this 
technique predicts outcomes in the longer 
term for men with localised disease.”

The research was supported by the Belfast-
Manchester Movember Centre of Excellence, 
Prostate Cancer UK, and the Health and Social 
Care Research and Development Division of 
the Public Health Agency.
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Features extracted from routinely acquired 
CT images can be used to classify risk 
among prostate-cancer patients. Using 
a machine-learning method, researchers 
in the UK and Netherlands trained 
prediction models to identify textural and 
intensity-based features imperceptible 
to human observers, and to associate 
them with commonly used measures 
of disease progression. The technique 
could complement conventionally used 
methods and in the long-run could lead 
to a non-invasive alternative to tissue 
biopsies for guiding treatment decisions 
(Int. J. Radiat. Oncol. Biol. Phys. 10.1016/j.
ijrobp.2019.06.2504).

Prostate cancer is one of the most common 
forms of cancer, but the post-diagnosis 
development of the disease is extremely 
variable. While some tumours metastasize 
rapidly, others can remain inert for years. 
To predict the risk represented by a given 
tumour, oncologists typically assign a 
Gleason score (GS) based on how a sample 
of the tumour appears compared with 
normal prostate tissue.

The problem, says Sarah Osman of Queen’s 
University Belfast (QUB) and Northern 
Ireland Cancer Centre (NICC), is that 
“prostate cancer is highly heterogeneous 
in nature and a limited number of biopsies 
may not give the full picture.” As a 
complementary method to current biopsy 
methodologies, Osman – with collaborators 
at QUB, NICC and D-lab at Maastricht 
University Medical Centre – has turned to 
the growing discipline of “radiomics”.

CT-BASED RADIOMICS REVEALS 
PROSTATE CANCER RISK 

“Radiomics is the high-throughput extraction 
of quantitative imaging features with the 
intent of creating mineable databases from 
routine medical scans,” explains Osman. 
“The central hypothesis is that mining of 
such imaging features will reveal predictive 
or prognostic associations between images 
and medical outcomes – i.e., radiomics 
features can act as surrogates of biological 
characteristics.”

Although the principle is rooted in image-
classification techniques that are decades old, 
advances in computer hardware and software 
have prompted an explosion in the field over 
the last few years. Approaches based on MR 
images have already shown promise, but 
as imaging protocols vary between clinics, 
and MRI scans only recently became part of 
routine practice for cancer management, it 
has been difficult to obtain the large data sets 
needed to test the technique thoroughly.

Instead, Osman and colleagues used X-ray 
CT scans acquired for 342 prostate-cancer 
patients prior to radiotherapy. Because 
such images are already a routine part of 
radiotherapy treatment planning, they are 
widely available and highly standardized. 
At the time of treatment, each patient had 
been assigned a GS according to the results 
of between six and 21 biopsies, and had 
been classified as low, medium or high risk 
depending upon the size of the tumour and 
whether the cancer had spread.

Focusing only on the prostate itself, the 
researchers extracted 1618 candidate radiomic 
features from each image. These were based 

on the statistics and distribution of voxel 
intensity, and measured different aspects 
of texture heterogeneity. Of this total, 522 
features passed reliability tests and were taken 
forward for analysis. These features, along with 
the GS and risk classification for each patient, 
were used as training data for a machine-
learning algorithm.

Image analysis technique may reduce 
unnecessary breast biopsies

After training, the classification models 
proved able to discriminate between patients 
in low- and high-risk groups, and between 
those with low and high GS. The system 
was especially competent at distinguishing 
between separate patients with the same 
high GS, but whose biopsies showed subtle 
morphological differences. This distinction, 
which is based on the prevalence within the 
prostate of the most abnormal-looking tissue, 
has been shown previously to indicate likely 
disease outcome.

Although the present study will not 
revolutionize prostate cancer treatment 
by itself, Osman says, as the first CT-based 
radiomics investigation for this treatment site, 
it shows what could be possible in the future. 
“The idea is that the information gained by 
radiomics analysis will complement what we 
get from biopsies, helping us determine risk 
groups more accurately, and subsequently 
leading to more personalized treatment 
decisions.”

QUB GENOMICS CORE 

TECHNOLOGY UNIT

Come and hear where we think 2020 will take us

Friday 24th April, Lanyon Building

Registration Free via Eventbrite
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In June 2019 Julie and Graham Loughery, with 
the help and support of their family and friends, 
held a fundraising charity BBQ, auction and 
stock judging night on their farm. This event, 
along with numerous donations, raised £60,200 
to support breast cancer research at the Centre 
for Cancer Research and Cell Biology (CCRCB) 
at Queen’s University Belfast. 

Donations were received from friends, family 
and the farming community – especially farmers 
at the Ballymena Livestock Market where 
Graham works as an auctioneer. Generous 
support was also shown from different societies 
with which Graham and Julie have connections.

In May 2018 Julie found a small lump. The 
doctor ‘red flagged’ her and Julie was seen 
at the breast clinic within a fortnight where 
she was diagnosed with breast cancer. Aged 
43, Julie was 7 years away from her first NHS 
mammogram. Now, following chemotherapy 
and a mastectomy she is ‘loving life again’. Julie 
is hoping her story will raise awareness of the 
importance of self-checking for both men and 
woman, and ultimately, save lives.

Julie said: “Thanks to the staff and surgeons at 
Altnagelvin Area Hospital I am feeling fit, healthy 
and able to live life as I did before. The kindness, 
care and attentiveness I have received has been 
second to none. 

“The fun and hard work organising the BBQ has 
been so fulfilling. And to know that I am helping 
others battling this disease by supporting 
research into new treatments – which will 
hopefully do away with surgery and chemo in 
the future – is most rewarding.

“My surgeon, Mr Padraig Diggin, recommended 
the Queen’s Foundation, and in particular the 
breast cancer research that is carried out at the 
Centre for Cancer Research and Cell Biology at 
Queen’s, with 100% of the money raised going 
directly into research in Northern Ireland.” 

Julie continued: “I had hoped the BBQ would 
raise a substantial amount, and in return 
everyone would have a great night out. We have 
been absolutely blown away by the generosity 
towards our efforts to raise money for CCRCB. 

“Without the help and support of friends and 
family it would not have been possible. I had a 
team of helpers who worked tirelessly alongside 
me for the months running up to the BBQ, 
making our sheep shed ready, selling tickets, 
collecting auction prizes and much more. 

“On the night, friends and family cooked for 
a crowd of 700! All the food was donated by 
butchers and producers from near and far. 
Auctioneer William Blackburn conducted 
the auction which saw 80 lots go under the 

hammer, such as hotel vouchers, shepherds 
crooks, football/rugby shirts and weekends 
away to name but a few. 

“The auction raised a staggering £28,000. 
People came from all over the country, England 
and Scotland too. There was something for 
everyone – food, dancing, music and even a 
bouncy castle and rodeo sheep for the kids!”

Julie was speaking while on a visit to CCRCB 
with her husband and consultant surgeon. 
There she met researchers, enjoyed a tour of 
the labs and found out first-hand about the 
important work carried out at Queen’s. She 
plans to share with all those who supported her 
efforts not only what she learned, but also what 
a huge difference their donations were making.
Mr Stuart McIntosh, Consultant Breast Surgeon 
and Clinical Researcher at CCRCB said: “It 
is down to gifts from donors like Julie and 
Graham that we are able to carry out ground-
breaking research at Queen’s. The money 
raised will be used to support a three year 
PhD student who will carry out breast cancer 
research. I would like to express my personal 
thanks to everyone who supported them in 
raising this significant amount.” 

Housing over 300 international researchers, 
CCRCB brings together scientists, doctors 
and nurses who, by sharing knowledge and 
expertise, are developing lab-based discoveries 
into treatments that will benefit patients in 
Northern Ireland and beyond. The Centre, on 
the University’s Lisburn Road campus, was 
officially opened in November 2007 by Senator 
George Mitchell, then Queen’s Chancellor. 

“Thanks to research, more than 85% of women 
live beyond five years after their diagnosis, 
with new tests developed to help decide which 

LIMAVADY COUPLE JULIE AND GRAHAM 
LOUGHERY RAISE OVER £60,000 FOR 
QUEEN’S CENTRE FOR CANCER RESEARCH 
AND CELL BIOLOGY (CCRCB)

therapies will work for which patient, therefore 
helping to personalise breast cancer treatment. 
Supporters like Julie can help us develop new 
treatments faster and change the lives of 
women with breast cancer and their families.”

The Queen’s University of Belfast Foundation 
is the registered charity of the University. Since 
its establishment in 1999, the Foundation has 
engaged with graduates and friends of the 
University to change lives by funding medical 
research and by supporting students to realise 
their full potential through scholarships and 
prizes. 

Thanking Julie and Graham Loughery, the Head 
of Health Fundraising in the Development and 
Alumni Relations Office at Queen’s, Teresa 
Sloan, said: “On behalf of CCRCB and the 
Queen’s University Foundation, can I say just 
how delighted and grateful we are for the 
wonderful generosity of the Loughery family, 
their friends and the members of their local 
community. Staff at CCRCB are working 
tirelessly to understand the biology of cancer, 
to improve treatments and to train the next 
generation of clinicians and scientists. The 
£60,200 will support a three year PhD student 
who will carry out breast cancer research at the 
University. Ultimately, this research will improve 
outcomes and the quality of life for patients 
here in Northern Ireland and further afield.”

To support health-related research at Queen’s 
visit the Development and Alumni Relations 
Office website https://www.qub.ac.uk/alumni/
QueensUniversityofBelfastFoundation/ 
or contact Teresa Sloan, Head of Health 
Fundraising, (t.sloan@qub.ac.uk), telephone 
+44 (0)28 9097 5394. Medical queries arising 
out of this news story should be raised directly 
with a GP/consultant and not with DARO staff.

(L-R): Julie Loughery pictured during her visit to CCRCB with Teresa Sloan (Head of Health Fundraising at Queen’s), 
Dr Kienan Savage (CCRCB), Graham Loughery, Mr Stuart McIntosh and Mr Padraig Diggin.
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ACADEMIC SUCCESS

Will McDaid, Sophia Halliday, Kyle Thompson, Hisanori Fukunaga, Laura Feeney, Shannon 
Beattie, Michael Johnston and Charles Haughey (pictured above) receiving a pen from Prof 
Chris Scott on behalf of CCRCB to congratulate them on successfully achieving their PhD.

Christine Greene (pictured above) receiving 
a pen from Prof Chris Scott on behalf of 
CCRCB to congratulate her on successfully 
achieving her MPhil.
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CHARLES HAUGHEY IS OUR 
PGR STUDENT OF THE YEAR
Double congratulations were in order for 
Charles Haughey on 13 January as he was 
awarded the CCRCB Postgraduate Research 
Student of the Year Award. 

This award highlights the exceptional 
contribution Charles has made to our Centre 
during his time as a PhD student. In particular, 
the prize highlights those who go the extra 
mile in contributing to the life of the Centre 
and the wider University, to public engagement 
and in the provision of support for their lab 
group, peers and staff within the Centre.

Charles helped to fundraise through numerous 
activities such as the “Movember Spinathon” 
and volunteered at multiple CR-UK events 
including “Pretty Muddy” and “Race for Life”. 
During his PhD, he helped to raise awareness 

about the Centre by meeting with MLAs 
and cancer survivors in Stormont to discuss 
our research and participated in a high 
school outreach program which involved 
teaching children in various schools about 
our ongoing research. Charles played an 
active role in organising and taking part in 
lab tours for private funders and during our 
Centre’s Open Days. He was the PGR Lead 
Student Representative and helped voice 
student concerns and recommended areas 
for improvement as well as organising APR 
information workshops and various social 
events for his fellow students.

Charles is pictured receiving his trophy 
from Prof Chris Scott and Dr Lisa 
Crawford (Associate Deputy Director of 
Postgraduate Research).

A cheque for £500 was presented by 
Horticulture Forum NI to the Centre for 
Cancer Research and Cell Biology. Pictured 
(L-R) Lucile Gilpen, Professor Chris Scott 
(CCRCB), John Shannon, Hamilton Loney, 
Adrian McGowan and Barbara Erwin

DONATION FROM 
HORTICULTURE 
FORUM NI

POSTDOC AWARD
At the Postdoc showcase event in September, 
Xanthi Stachtea (pictured right) was awarded 
the postdoc citizenship prize. In her absence, 
Leanne Stevenson was awarded the postdoc 
prize for exceptional support.
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LEUKAEMIA & LYMPHOMA 
NI AWARD £50,000 GRANT 
TO PROF DAVID GONZALEZ 
DE CASTRO

LEUKAEMIA & LYMPHOMA 
NI CELEBRATE 55 YEARS 
OF RESEARCH 

LEUKAEMIA & LYMPHOMA 
NI LAUNCH MYELOID 
BLOOD CANCER INITIATIVE

LEUKAEMIA & LYMPHOMA 
NI AWARD £20,000 GRANT 
TO DR FIONA FURLONG 
AND DR JAINE BLAYNEY

Prof Gonzalez De Castro has been awarded a grant of £50,000 
from Leukaemia & Lymphoma NI which will be used to explore the 
validation of a comprehensive clinical genomic tool for the diagnosis 
of lymphoproliferative malignancies. 

The aim of the project is to validate a novel genomics approach in a 
cohort of acute lymphoblastic leukaemias, mature lymphoproliferative 
disorders and multiple myeloma from Belfast as well as the 
collaborating centres in Newcastle and Salisbury. The validation 
data will support the implementation of next generation sequencing 
routinely in the diagnosis of all haematology patients across Northern 
Ireland in the Belfast Health & Social Care Trust laboratories. 

Leukaemia & Lymphoma NI celebrated 55 years of research in Belfast 
at their Love Letters Ball in the Titanic Hotel on 27th September. The 
charity was established by the McDowell family in 1964 following the 
loss of their daughter, Carole, and the organisation has always had 
very strong links to Queen’s University. Throughout the last 55 years 
the charity and its dedicated supporters have raised over £13 million 
to fund laboratory research, clinical support and education. 

Despite advances in treating other cancers, the standard of care for 
patients with myeloid malignancies has not changed for decades.

It’s not for lack of effort, but myeloid malignancies such as AML, MDS 
and MPN are complex groups of different subtypes of blood cancer 
with the survival prognosis often being very poor.

The Myeloid Blood Cancer Initiative will use advanced genomic 
technology to understand the genetic mutations in myeloid 
malignancies at diagnosis and during disease; we can then identify 
targeted therapies to inhibit these mutations and more effectively 
treat the cancer.

It’s hoped that the results of the initiative will improve patient 
diagnosis, advance research capability and improve therapeutic 
options for patients with myeloid blood cancers. There is also 
potential for this to be rolled out to other blood cancer types.

Dr Kathryn Clarke will be working alongside Professor Ken Mills on 
delivering this project. 

Dr Furlong and Dr Blayney have been awarded a grant of £20,000 
from Leukaemia & Lymphoma NI which they will use to investigate 
long non–coding RNA (lncRNAs), and its function in diseases such as 
cancer, specifically Acute Myeloid Leukaemia. This research will enable 
the team to explore the mechanisms underlying AML differentiation 
as a new treatment strategy for AML.
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HELEN’S BAY LADIES 
SUPPORT OVARIAN 
CANCER RESEARCH

HOLSTEIN NI RAISES 
£22,500 FOR CANCER

WALKING FOR BRAIN 
CANCER RESEARCH

THANK YOU TO INTO

CORRECTION

UFU SUPPORTS 
CCRCB AT THE 
BALMORAL SHOW

MASONIC LODGES 
SUPPORTING CANCER

SISTERS HOST 
CHARITABLE VINTAGE 
FASHION SHOW

HAPPY RETIREMENT 
DIANE!

The Past Lady Captain of Helen’s Bay Golf 
Club, Linda Wilson, handed over a wonderful 
£6,076 to Dr Nuala McCabe and Dr Eileen 
Parkes to support ovarian cancer research. 
During her year as Lady Captain, Linda staged 
a Bridge Drive, a Charity Luncheon and 
an Afternoon Tea which were generously 
supported by hundreds of lady members and 
their guests.

Holstein NI’s 4th annual open day has raised 
£22,500 for charity, bringing the total over 
the last four years to a staggering £90,500. 
The money from the 4th annual open day 
has been divided equally between three 
nominated beneficiaries – CCRCB; Friends 
of the Cancer Centre; and Cancer Fund for 
Children. Teresa Sloan praised the success 
of the fun-filled event, which was generously 
hosted by the Mitchell family from Banbridge 
and their team of volunteers.

For the second year running Amy Elliott and 
her family walked from Portballintrae to the 
Causeway in memory of her father. This year, 
despite the weather, she proudly raised over 
£790 for brain cancer research in Northern 
Ireland.

Staff members of the Irish National Teachers’ 
Organisation, INTO, in St Colmcille’s High 
School Crossgar hosted a charity pub quiz 
night, with £400 raised in total. This was 
generously split for the second year running 
between BRCA research and Mourne 
Mountain Rescue Team.

In the July 2019 CCRCB Bulletin we reported 
that the Castlerock Charity Crafters also 
donated £1,000 to Margaret Oliver’s cause. 
They in fact donated £2,000!

We were delighted that the Ulster Farmers’ 
Union raised funds and awareness for CCRCB 
at their popular stand at the Balmoral Show 
this year. Every year UFU nominates a 
President’s charity, and so far they have hosted 
dinners, local talks and events – raising almost 
£6,000 for cancer research. Ivor Ferguson, 
UFU President, shared, “Cancer is an awful 
disease that I’m sure has touched every UFU 
member’s family. We are proud to be raising 
funds to help CCRCB’s battle against cancer.” 

Noel Drain marked his retirement as 
Provincial Grand Master of fifty Masonic 
Lodges in Londonderry and Donegal by 
raising an incredible £29,000 for cancer. He 
spent the summer personally presenting the 
donations to cancer charities and hospices 
across the island to highlight that the 
Masonic Lodges are a part of the community, 
not apart from it. We were delighted to 
receive £1,000 towards brain cancer 
research, inspired by Margaret Oliver.

At the recent World Cancer Research Day, 
Bridget Owens and her sister Marian Keenan 
surprised us with another donation of £500 to 
cancer research. Together they run an exciting 
venture called ‘Living Vintage’, a fashion show 
that donates all profits to local charities.

To mark her retirement from Danske Bank 
this year, Diane Donaldson asked for a charity 
donation instead of a gift. Her friends and 
family hosted a retirement gathering and she 
raised a wonderful £750 for breast cancer 
research at CCRCB.
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RECENT GRANTS AWARDED
Investigator(s) Sponsor Title Amount 

Lawler, Mark; Gavin, Anna; 
Salto-Tellez, Manuel; James, 
Jacqueline; McArt, Darragh

Health Data Research UK DATA-CAN: The Health Data Research Hub for 
Cancer

£4.6m

Lawler, Mark; Kee, Frank Health Data Research UK Interdisciplinary MSc in Health Data Science £300,000

Lawler, Mark Wellcome Trust Health Data Research UK – Alan Turing Institute 
Doctoral Training Programme in Health Data Science

£6m

Hounsell, Alan; Prise, Kevin Friends of the Cancer Centre Radiotherapy Physics research fellow position £157,894

Prise, Kevin; Hounsell, 
Alan; Jain, Suneil; McGarry, 
Conor;Grattan, Mark

EU Horizon 2020 – 
Research and Innovation 
Framework Programme 
(H2020-ICT-2019-2)

Optical Fibre Dose Imaging for Adaptive 
Brachytherapy

€4,819,920 
(€688,342 to QUB)

Turkington, Richard; Savage, 
Kienan, Blayney, Jaine

Cancer Focus NI Exploiting the Immune Landscape of Oesophageal 
and Pancreatic Cancer

£269,295

Branco, Cristina; Stitt, Alan; 
Medina, Reinhold

British Heart Foundation

Jain, Suneil; McArt, Darragh; 
Cole, Aidan; Mills, Ian; 
O’Sullivan, Joe; McDade, 
Simon; LaBonte Wilson, Melissa; 
Prise, Kevin; Parkes, Eileen

Prostate Cancer UK

Overton, Ian LifeArc

Van Schaeybroeck, Sandra EC-Framework Projects 
(Framework 7)

Small, Donna; Fitzgerald, 
Denise; Ingram, Rebecca; 
Longley, Dan; Kerr, Emma; 
Buckley, Niamh; Guzman de la 
Fuente, Alerie

Wellcome Trust

Prise, Kevin; McArt, Darragh Brainwaves NI Genomic interrogation of primary and recurrent GBM £57,393

Prise, Kevin; Butterworth, Karl Brainwaves NI Evaluating metal nanoparticle radiosensitisers with 
DNA repair inhibitors: a novel theranostic approach 
in primary glioblastoma

£45,954

Prise, Kevin; McArt, Darragh University of Glasgow PARADIGM data analytics for information discovery £69,985
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CELEBRATING WORLD CANCER RESEARCH DAY

On Tuesday 24 September we celebrated 
World Cancer Research Day in the CCRCB 
enabling us to highlight the amazing work of 
all our colleagues and collaborators. In the 
morning we were delighted to have Q Radio 
broadcasting live from the CCRCB, with host 
Yasmin Zemmoura sharing the incredible 
impact our research is having across Northern 
Ireland. In addition to a number of CCRCB 
staff and students, Yazz interviewed Mr John 
Creswell, who was generous enough to share 
his personal story of prostate cancer diagnosis 
and treatment, including his experience as a 
patient participating in the SPORT* study. 

Hearing John’s appreciation of CCRCB 
research was wonderful, “To get to the stage of 

clinical trial requires a lot of ground-breaking 
work being carried out in a laboratory and may 
involve many hours and years of painstaking 
work. To have this centre of excellence based 
here in Belfast is testimony to the skill and 
dedication of the staff at Queen’s University 
Belfast and the Belfast Cancer Centre.”

In addition to our live radio show, we opened 
our doors to over 100 cancer patients, carers 
and supporters of the Queen’s Foundation. In 
particular, Ruth Boyd from the NI Cancer Trials 
Network arranged for the members of the NI 
Cancer Research Consumer Forum to attend 
on the day. We showed our visitors the labs 
in the main CCRCB labs and the Genomics 
Core Technology Unit, alongside a visit to the 

HBS site to see the work ongoing within the 
NI Biobank and Precision Medicine Centre. 
Based on feedback from the day, it is fair to 
say that everyone felt truly inspired by what 
they saw and heard, which is testament to all 
the important work ongoing with the CCRCB. 

The CCRCB Public Engagement Committee, 
who organised the event, would like to 
thank everyone who visited and the staff 
who participated during their working day, 
especially everyone who spoke to Q Radio 
and hosted the tours. 

* A Study Evaluating Stereotactic Prostate 
Radiotherapy in High-Risk Localised Prostate 
Cancer

WEAR IT PINK 
COFFEE MORNING
We had a great turnout with a huge 
assortment of cakes and buns donated 
by CCRCB staff and students. Clements 
(Queen’s MBC) kindly provided tea and coffee 
in support of Wear It Pink Day. In total £320 
was raised for the Breast Cancer Now charity.


