Identification of oculomotor-restricted genes with motor
neuron protective properties for the development of ALS
therapeutics
Principal Investigator: Stefania Corti, Milan, Italy
Co-principal investigator: Eva Hedlund, Stockholm, Sweden
Grant: 128,000€
Project duration: three years
Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) is a disease characterized by the selective degeneration
(death) of motor neurons that innervate voluntary muscles in arms, legs, trunk and face, with
resulting muscle wasting. However, while many motor neurons degenerate in ALS, there are
populations of motor neurons that for unknown reasons appear resistant to degeneration and in
fact persist throughout the disease progression. Our research focuses on one such population,
the oculomotor motor neurons, which innervate the muscles around the eyes and enables us to
look up and down and to the sides. We want to understand why the oculomotor motor neurons
can resist degeneration in ALS. We believe that identifying mechanisms that render these motor
neurons resistant to disease could lead to future therapies to prevent the progressive loss of
vulnerable motor neuron in ALS.
Towards our goal we have identified a group of genes that are only active in oculomotor motor
neurons and that appear able to protect also sensitive spinal motor neurons when introduced to
these (Hedlund et al, 2010). We now propose to
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