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Endeavour Research Payload from Durham VAMC,  

Milestone in VA-NASA Partnership 
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Durham VAMC’s Dr. Tim Hammond talks with staff while they examine the
 ground controls for a vaccine experiment about to be loaded on a recent 
space shuttle mission.  The specimens can be seen in what appear to be 
8 clear cans the fore ground of the photo. 

By VISN 6 Public Affairs

The May 16 launch of the space shuttle Endeavour, with a research payload for two new vaccines aboard, marked yet another milestone in VA’s longstanding collaboration with NASA.  The payload, which includes National Pathfinder Vaccine 10, is working toward vaccines for two common infections: salmonella, a common contaminant in the U.S. food chain, and an antibiotic resistant form of Staphylococcus aureus, also known as “golden staph” or MRSA, one of the most common bacterial agents found in combat infections and health care facilities.   

The Durham, North Carolina VA Medical Center (VAMC) houses a lead laboratory led by Dr. Tim Hammond for the International Space Station Pathfinder program. “We had an opportunity to use space to help Vets on the ground. For me, that’s what it’s all about,” Hammond said.  The program, which is also commercially funded, allows scientists in space to observe genetic properties in bacteria that are not so evident in isolated conditions on Earth.  Understanding their more pronounced reproduction and activity in space will help determine better control of those properties, and thereby the bacteria on the ground.
Findings of a recently released VA study in the New England Journal of Medicine (http://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=2079) showed significantly reduced MRSA as it identified practices facilities can take to cut occurrences of the infection in patients.  The Obama administration has also announced efforts to stop preventable health issues, including infections.  This research program addresses infection from a different direction in protecting Veterans and others who enter health care facilities.
The unique environment of microgravity helps researchers observe the cellular changes that determine bacterial strength, and changes in gene functioning.  By optimizing the conditions for bacterial reproduction of its proteins scientists have a better chance of understanding how to interrupt the process and prevent bacterial growth.  Hammond said NASA was also interested in stopping the bacteria, making the partnership attractive.

According to VA Chief Research and Development Officer, Joel Kupersmith, MD, “The knowledge gained from this outstanding collaboration has improved health care for our Nation’s Veterans and has demonstrated the vital role research partnerships play in VA’s mission to provide Veterans with the care and benefits they have earned.”

VA research has flown payloads related to a variety of vaccine targets on the last 10 space shuttles and is scheduled to fly another payload on the final journey of the Atlantis in June 2011. 

Patricia Allen administers the Durham based team, as it works with Bioserve Space Technologies of Boulder, CO in developing the apparatus to contain, transport and study the specimens, and a logistics team at Kennedy Space center.  She is currently preparing the next payload for transport to Canada, where a team at the University of Toronto will use robotics and yeast to isolate genes the VA team will study on the last shuttle flight in July.

The Pathfinder program established Durham VAMC as its home after the original location in New Orleans was devastated by a hurricane.  But Hammond said the move has been a good one, since the collegiality, support and community of interest in Durham’s research make it an “amazing” place to work.

Several VA investigators have accompanied the numerous VA research studies that have been sent into space. For more information on VA research, please see www.research.va.gov/. If you have questions about the National Pathfinder Vaccine 10 program call VISN 6 Public Affairs at (919)956-5541.
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