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Potter is the first to say there are no guarantees. He has studied 
the disease for decades and watched many a promising experimental 
therapy flop. But this one may be different. 

The new study involves daily injections of a drug called Leukine. 
It’s a growth-factor protein that stimulates the production of white 
blood cells, the immune system’s foot soldiers in the war against 
microscopic invaders. Leukine is not new: the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration approved it for post-bone marrow transplant and 
select other cancer patients in 1995. How it became a potential 
Alzheimer’s therapy is an example of scientific inquiry leading to 
unexpected places.  

The RA connection. Tim Boyd, PhD, now a CU research associate, 
was a grad student in Potter’s University of South Florida laboratory 
whose research project involved the study of rheumatoid arthritis 
(RA). Why study RA in a leading Alzheimer’s disease lab? Because 
those with RA seem immune to Alzheimer’s disease. Boyd looked 
into what RA patients might be producing that might stop Alzheimer’s. 
He came up with a long list of growth factors and proteins, including 
cytokines, which are produced by white blood cells and regulate 
immunologic response.

The lab winnowed these down to three factors that stimulated 
macrophages – white blood cells – known to remove the plaques 
that cause Alzheimer’s disease. Leukine was one of the three 
factors. And so the lab had a scientific basis for a cancer drug’s 
possible effectiveness on a neurodegenerative disease, courtesy of 
an orthopedic-centered autoimmune disorder. 

Boyd tried Leukine on mice preprogrammed with Alzheimer’s  
disease. About half the beta-amyloid load disappeared within a 
week, and the mice returned to normal cognition. The drug also 

Alzheimer’s disease, in the minds of its 5.5 million U.S. patients 
and on the minds of countless family members and caregivers, 
finds its way into the mainstream press only rarely. But interest 
spiked with the recent news that the disease had rendered Denver 
Broncos owner Pat Bowlen unable to continue working. With that, 
Huntington Potter, PhD, knew the phone would be ringing. 

Potter, a University of Colorado neuroscientist and director of 
Alzheimer’s disease research for both the CU School of Medicine 
and the Linda Crnic Institute for Down Syndrome, is a national 
leader in Alzheimer’s disease research. He came to the University 
of Colorado two years ago with the goal of growing a nationally 
prominent Alzheimer’s and neurodegenerative disease clinical and 
research program (see accompanying story, this issue). 

There is no cure for Alzheimer’s disease, a degenerative condition 
in which beta-amyloid plaques clump in the brain and gradually rob 
their hosts of memory and, ultimately, self. A clinical trial Potter 
and his colleagues are now launching at University of Colorado 
Hospital could change that.

Leukine trial kicks off
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helped stimulate the development of new blood vessels and neuronal 
growth to fill in the voids the plaque left behind, Potter said.

Your turn, people. The human Leukine study is now recruiting 
patients, primarily from the UCH Memory and Dementia Clinic led 
by Jonathan Woodcock, MD.  At UCH, it will involve 20 subjects 
aged 55 to 85 years old with mild-to-moderate Alzheimer’s disease; 
another 20 will participate at the University of South Florida. Half 
the cohort will receive Leukine doses five days a week for three 
weeks; the other half will get placebos. 

The study’s nominal purpose is to assess tolerability and safety 
of Leukine in these patients. But given its long clinical history, 
Leukine’s effectiveness is a major focus. Researchers will track not 
only changes in patient cognition, but also the flux of biomarkers 
associated with Alzheimer’s disease and the impact of the drug 
on the volume and location of beta-amyloid plaques in patients’ 
brains. Phillip Koo, MD, a CU Denver School of Medicine radiologist, 
will track this with PET imaging using homemade Pittsburgh  
compound B – the standard for measuring amyloid in a living 
patient – created in the UCH cyclotron, Potter said.

If the study bears fruit – they’ll know in nine months or sooner,  
Potter said – the team will apply to the National Institutes of 
Health to fund a larger trial. Potter’s phone will be ringing again, 
but this time for an all-too-rare dose of good news on the Alzheimer’s 
disease front.
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