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Is it me, or is time speeding up? Already 
the year is drawing to a close and it seems 
the CHI team have barely had time to draw 
breath.  
The essential work carried out by our research nurses, forges the  
link between science and clinical practice. Without them, we would 
have no research participants in our studies, or tests to analyse.  
In this newsletter you hear from one of our study volunteers about 
his experience in the INSPIRE study. We are very grateful to all those 
who take part in our studies, both healthy volunteers and patients, 
without whom, we would have nothing to research.

Congratulations to Professor Vicky Cameron who has taken on the  
role of Deputy Dean of the medical school. She continues as head  
of our genetics team who are making strides in the finer details of 
genetic links to heart disease.

The translational bio-discovery lab has continued to steer us in pursuit 
of new markers in the blood to help diagnose heart problems more 
quickly. The Emergency Department is particularly interested in this,  
to speed up assessment and ease congestion of patient numbers.

Clinicians and scientists working well together is the key to the strength 
of the CHI. The mutually supportive approach is quite unusual in the 
medical world. I am proud of each member of the CHI team and the 
achievements being made. I hope you enjoy this issue of Heart 2 Heart 
which showcases a little about the teams activities in recent months.

Wishing you a happy Christmas

Professor Mark Richards

Orange, carrot, honey and pumpkin seed 
muffins 

•   free-range eggs 3
•   oil (e.g. grapeseed or canola oil) ¾ cup
•   liquid honey ¾ cup
•   very ripe banana 1, mashed
•   vanilla essence 1 teaspoon
•   carrot 2, medium sized
•   baking soda 1 teaspoon, mixed with 1 tablespoon warm milk  
    (cows or non-dairy)
•   oranges 2, finely zested
•   self-raising flour 2 cups  
    (use self-raising gluten-free if you need to)
•   mixed spice 1 ½ teaspoons
•   desiccated coconut ½ cup
•   salt ¼ teaspoon
•   pumpkin seeds ½ cup
•   sunflower seeds ½ cup

    Preheat oven to 180degC.

    In a large mixing bowl, whisk eggs, oil, honey, mashed banana       
    and vanilla together.

    Grate carrots directly onto a clean tea towel, then wring tea   
    towels to squeeze out excess moisture form carrots. Stir in 2  
    loosely packed cups of carrot, baking soda mixture and orange  
    zest into egg mixture.

    Sift flour and mixed spice into wet ingredients, and add  
    coconut, salt and seeds. Stir into wet mixture, being careful  
    not to over-mix  (to avoid tough muffins).

    Line a large 12-pan muffin tin with paper cases and spoon  
    batter into cases, dividing equally. Bake for 25-30 minutes or    
    until the tops of the muffins spring back when gently pressed.

Sweet Hearts

There has been plenty in the news recently 
on sugar and heart disease. The average New 
Zealander eats approximately 22 teaspoons of 
sugar per day.  

Some of this is naturally occurring sugar in fruit, milk and 
vegetables.  However, much of the sugar we eat is from  
processed foods and drinks such as sweetened drinks  
and treat foods.  Eating a lot of added sugar is not good for  
our health. Regularly eating foods and drinking fluids with  
added sugar can lead to increased blood triglycerides and  
cholesterol and can increase blood pressure as well as  
increase our waistlines and decay our teeth.  

While the debate on sugar versus fat in heart disease  
continues, both are bad in excess, and health  
professionals and researchers agree on the basics:

   Choose to eat less processed foods and drinks

   Fresh whole fruit is good for us. 

   Every day eat 5 + a day: two servings of fruit and at least 

   three servings of vegetables

   Water is the best drink
   

Catherine Wall is a NZ registered dietitian. She works 
closely with the CHI clinical team to provide dietary 
education to patients and volunteers enrolled in CHI 
research studies. 

Recipe option

Nadia Lim, who is also a dietitian, has a great 
range of healthy recipes. Nadia’s recipes tend 
to include more vegetables and fruit than 
regular recipes which means they are higher 
in fibre and lower in added sugar.  

Try Nadia’s Orange, carrot, honey and pumpkin seed 
muffins https://nadialim.com/recipe/orange-carrot-hon-
ey-pumpkin-seed-muffins/ 

Tip: Muffins freeze well.  Add a frozen muffin to an adult  
or child’s lunch box for a quick, easy and healthy snack.

1.

2.

3.

4.

We hear lots of potentially conflicting 
messages in the media about food and 
nutrition. The basics have not changed 
much though – eat your vegetables and 
have a little of this and a little of that.

Happy eating!
 

Catherine Wall
NZ Registered Dietitian 
 

We invite you to donate and/or bequeath to the Christchurch Heart Institute. If this is something 
you would like to do or find out more about, please contact Lorraine Skelton, Clinical Studies 
Co-ordinator on 03 364 1063, email: lorraine.skelton@cdhb.health.nz.

        The Nicholls Clinical Research Centre,  
        Otago University Christchurch Medical School,  
        PO Box 4345, Christchurch 8140

First Name:________________________________________ Last Name:______________________________________

        Yes, I want to help research into cardiovascular disease. 

         I am making a gift of           $20          $40         $60         or my choice 

        A cheque is enclosed payable to the Christchurch Heart Institute Trust

        I have paid by direct credit to your bank account Professor Mark Richards, Director,  
Christchurch Heart Institute.

One New Zealander dies every 90 minutes  
from coronary heart disease, according  
to Heart Foundation statistics, but The  
Christchurch Heart Institute (CHI), believes  
the tide could be turning.

For more than 30 years the team at the CHI, a University of 
Otago Research Centre, have worked tirelessly uncovering  
the intricacies of heart hormones and other heart regulators 
that affect circulation and overall heart health.  

“Findings improve the lives and health of people at risk of, or 
suffering from, cardiovascular disease,” said Professor Mark 
Richards, Director of the CHI, “If you take everything we have 
learnt from our clinical research that has been proven to work 
and applied it all over the world, you’d probably prevent 1.5 
million people dying each year from heart failure.”

Internationally renowned, the CHI is responsible for several 
world first discoveries and clinical applications. 
 
“Significantly, during the 1980s, Professor Gary Nicholls, led  
the team to be among the first to discover and understand 
heart hormones, which are released into the blood when  
the heart is under stress,” commented Professor Richards,  
“My clinical research, supported by the excellent biochemistry 
and endocrinology expertise from Associate Professor Tim 
Yandle and Professor Eric Espiner brought the heart hormone, 
NT-proBNP, into international prominence.”

A blood test was developed to determine whether a patient’s 
chest pain is due to heart issues or not and the extent of  
distress the heart is under. The test is now routinely used in 
New Zealand, the United Kingdom, Europe and America.

“Our research into cardiac peptides (heart hormones) is  
helping to reduce patient time spent in the Emergency  
Department of hospitals all around the world,” Professor  
Richards said,  

 “Testing for the presence of a hormone that illustrates  
heart muscle damage, differentiates between patients having  
a heart attack and those presenting with similar symptoms,  
so that appropriate treatment may be administered.”

The success of any medical research depends on long-term 
funding to pay for everything from laboratory equipment and 
the creation of assays (proof that a test works), to staffing. 

“The CHI has had programme status with us for some 27 
years,” said Professor Kathryn McPherson, Chief Executive  
of the Health Research Council of New Zealand (HRC), which  
manages the Government’s investment in health research,  
“The length of support to the CHI is extremely unusual, but  
we feel the research performed by them has significant  
benefits for New Zealanders and contributes to improvements 
in heart diagnosis and treatment globally.”

For Professor Richards, the CHI’s involvement in influencing 
international clinical behaviour would not be possible without 
the funding from the HRC and other supporters such as the 
Heart Foundation NZ.

“We are seen as leaders. We are influencing behaviour  
through introducing the heart hormone tests for diagnosis,  
for projecting risk and for monitoring and adjusting therapy. 
Millions of these tests are run each year, anywhere in the  
world that can afford to do so.”

In New Zealand, plans are being made to expand into  
community care, for people with cardiovascular disease and 
those at risk of it. While working collaboratively with related 
disciplines such as diabetes, kidney health and cardiology  
specialists, may lead to the formation of a larger central  
medical research group.

“I envisage that rather than just being the Christchurch Heart 
Institute, eventually we may have the Heart Institute of NZ or 
the NZ Heart Group.” Professor Richards said, “It’s a big team 
approach.”

It would seem that present and future heart research in  
New Zealand is in good health.

Research impacts international
heart health

Please post a cheque, or direct credit our bank  
account 02-0800-0877177-00 – please put your 
name as a reference. If you would like a receipt for 
either a cheque or direct credit, please return the 
slip, below including your address details.



Cardiologist and Researcher, Professor Richard 
Troughton, has been awarded the University of 
Otago Christchurch Medal for Research  
Excellence into heart failure.

“No-one does anything in isolation. I am proud to be part  
of the Christchurch Heart Institute (CHI) and the high level  
of research carried out by the group. This medal reflects  
that work,” said Professor Troughton who has published at 
least 180 publications which have been cited globally over 
3500 times in the last 10 years, marking the high level of  
international standing and recognition of the research.

What is a heart attack?
A heart attack occurs when blood stops flowing to part of  
your heart muscle due to a blood clot in a coronary artery.  
This causes injury to the heart muscle due to a lack of blood 
and oxygen flow.

What are the symptoms of a heart attack? 
Chest discomfort – this could feel like squeezing, pressure, 
heaviness or burning and last 10 minutes or longer. It may 
spread to the jaw, back or shoulders.

You may also experience:  Nausea, sweating, shortness  
of breath

What is heart disease?
Heart disease is a term used to cover all the diseases that  
effect the heart, including coronary artery disease, heart 
rhythm problems (arrhythmias); heart infections and heart 
defects from birth (congenital).  Any of these can interfere  
with the pumping of the heart, leading potentially to heart  
failure, a common end result of many forms of heart disease.

What are the symptoms of heart disease?
The main symptom is angina, a pain or tightness in the chest 
that may spread to the left shoulder, arm, neck or jaw. Angina 
pain can occur following exercise, in stressful situations, after  
a heavy meal and is common in cold weather.

An abnormal heart beat (palpitations) may be a sign of early 
heart disease.  However, there may not be any symptoms.  

This is one of the reasons Professor Cameron is excited 
about becoming the Deputy Dean of the University of Otago’s 
Christchurch campus.

Part of the role involves getting out into the community and 
sharing information about the world-class health research and 
teaching happening at the University of Otago, Christchurch, 
and promoting it as a cool and quirky destination for students 
to come for health sciences postgraduate study. 

Professor Cameron will continue her work as leader of the  
molecular biology and genetics section of the Christchurch 
Heart Institute. She also leads the cardiovascular theme of  
the Government-funded Healthier Lives National Science 
Challenge. 

Within the next decade, this Challenge aims to reduce the 
burden and inequities in the four main non-communicable 
diseases by a quarter.

Professor Cameron is a lead investigator on several studies 
including the Christchurch Family Heart Study, and is  
co-leader on the Hauora Manawa/ Community Heart Study 
investigating cardiovascular risk factors in Maori communities. 
She is an International Fellow of the American Heart  
Association.

Professor Cameron started in the role at the same time as 
the new Dean of the Christchurch campus, Professor David 
Murdoch.

Professor Murdoch says he is thrilled Professor Cameron  
will be his Deputy Dean.

“Vicky is perfect for the job. She has real mana in the research 
and academic world, combined with a genuine enthusiasm for 
attracting new postgraduate students and communicating with 
the public about the meaningful research we do.”

Just wondering …?....
What is heart failure?
Either the heart cannot fill with enough blood or it can’t pump 
the blood around the body effectively. Some people have both 
problems.

What are the symptoms of heart failure?
Symptoms typically include fatigue with inability to carry out 
ordinary physical activity such as climbing stairs or walking.   
A build-up of fluid in the body due to the lack of circulation  
can cause shortness of breath, and swelling of the legs, feet 
and abdomen.  

Other symptoms include a dry, hacking cough and loss of  
appetite or nausea. A rapid pulse rate may also be noticed.

Heart Foundation Research  
Grants Awarded

Dr Lynley Lewis of the Christchurch Heart  
Institute’s Translational Bio-discovery Laboratory, 
presented a poster at QueenstownResearch  
Week (this year held in Nelson!), detailing a new  
immunoassay to measure B-Type Natriuretic  
Peptide (BNP). BNP is secreted by the ventricles 
(bottom chambers) of the heart in response to 
changes in pressure within the heart when Heart 
Failure develops and worsens.

The new test is very specific, compared to current 
market tests and it is hoped that it could improve 
Heart Failure diagnosis and monitoring.

Christchurch Heart Institute researchers are celebrating their success in the latest Heart 
Foundation research grant allocation round.

Dr Allamanda Faatoese, for her research into heart disease risk in the Pacific community 
of Christchurch.

Dr Moritz Lassé is aiming to improve health outcomes in patients with heart failure  
through early detection of kidney injury.

Professor Vicky Cameron’s research into small variations in genes, that contribute to a  
greater risk of heart disease.

Dr Joanna Young is assessing strategies to improve the early ruling out of myocardial 
infarction (heart attack) in patients presenting with chest pain at the Emergency 
Department or GP. 

“We are all very grateful to the Heart Foundation for this important funding,” said Professor  
Cameron.

A second chance:  Frank Connor on the slopes  
at Mount Hutt

Did you know 
The Heart Foundation website is a  
great place to find answers to some  
of your heart health related questions  

www.heartfoundation.org.nz Being inspired took on a whole new meaning 
for Frank Connor when a chance discovery 
changed his life during his participation as a 
healthy volunteer in, Inspire, the study that 
looks into the link between diabetes and heart 
disease.

“I have always been active and fairly fit, although a little  
overweight for my height. There were no symptoms of  
anything being wrong, so it was a huge shock when the  
blood test came back as having very high levels of  
triglycerides,” Frank explained.

Triglycerides are fats formed from the food we eat and also 
produced by the liver.  The body usually handles the break-
down of these fats, but when this system malfunctions, it 
could be an indicator of pre-diabetes or, as in Frank’s case, 
pre-pancreatitis.

“That concerned me a lot. I have a family history of heart 
disease, so I anticipated heart issues. That is why I volunteer 
in some of the CHI research studies, but the potential  
pancreas problem came out of the blue. Pancreatitis is bad 
news, so I was determined to lose weight and get the  
triglycerides down,” he said.

At 57, Frank embarked on a lifestyle and diet change that 
radically influenced his health for the better. He lost 8kgs 
over eight months.

“I gave up all alcohol and halved my fruit intake, to one  
apple, banana and pear a day. I cut out all refined sugar and 
processed food. Although potato chips are my downfall,” he 
admitted, “I now walk to work most days and I am fitter and 
more physically able to cope with activities. I noticed that my 
snowboarding fitness is markedly better and I am able to 
do more runs in a day.” To help relieve the craving for sugar 
Frank drank plenty of water.

“I started my day with 2 pints of water 
and continued to drink water through-
out the day. I then drank another pint of 
water on getting home after work.”
The experience was a “wake-up call” according to Frank, his 
father had a similar event with heart problems around the 
same age, so he knew this was something that had to be 
dealt with immediately rather than let any real symptoms 
start.

“The CHI team saved my life. Pancreatitis is not an easy thing 
to get rid of. I was at the gate and pulled back. I’m determined 
not to go there again.”

Dr Samantha (Sam) Bailey said, “I’m so happy to hear that 
Frank has made the difficult lifestyle changes that we  
discussed (and more!). It is hard to hear bad news, but he  
has given himself a second chance to live a long and healthy 
life. Well done Frank.”

Unexpected Discovery

?

Christchurch Cardiologist  
receives Otago University  
Health Research Medal

His work into heart failure includes investigating novel ways 
to monitor the condition and guide treatment, based on the 
blood test BNP which was pioneered by the CHI in 1995 and  
is now in routine use around the world. 

Professor Troughton commented that a number of significant 
milestones have led to the award, “We invited heart research 
groups from the UK, Europe, the US and NZ to combine data 
on BNP guided treatment into one database. Access to this 
vast amount of information is invaluable for meta-analysis of 
data. There has also been the testing of a unique implantable 
sensor to monitor intra-cardiac pressure that allows us to  
adjust medication based on the findings.”

Professor Vicky Cameron, who leads the  
molecular biology and genetics section of the 
Christchurch Heart Institute, has recently been 
made Deputy Dean of the University of Otago’s 
Christchurch campus. 

Professor Vicky Cameron is a firm believer in scientists’  
responsibility to share findings with the community,  
particularly with their research participants.

“I believe we owe it to those that  
participate in our research to explain 
how they may ultimately benefit from it.”

New Deputy Dean  
for Christchurch


