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Discovery could open door to new COPD treatment 
 
Research led by the Centenary Institute, the University of Technology Sydney and Ghent 
University Hospital, Belgium has identified a new therapeutic approach for chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) – the targeting and inhibition of a protein called 
RIPK1. 
 
The third leading cause of death worldwide and with no effective treatments, COPD is a 
chronic lung disease also known as emphysema. It is characterised by a mix of airway 
inflammation and blockage, and lung damage which makes it difficult to breathe.  
 
Reported in the prestigious European Respiratory Journal, the researchers found 
increased levels of the protein RIPK1 in the lungs of people suffering from COPD as well 
as in experimental COPD mouse models. Inhibiting RIPK1 helped protect against COPD 
and may represent a new approach for treatment. 
 
Co-senior study author Professor Phil Hansbro, Director of the Centenary UTS Centre for 
Inflammation said that the primary risk factor for COPD is smoking tobacco but that the 
disease can also be caused by breathing in dust, fumes, chemicals and air pollution.  
 
“Cigarette smoke or exposure to other irritants triggers inflammation and can induce cell 
death in the lungs and airways, which directly contributes to the development of COPD,” 
Professor Hansbro said. 
 
“We investigated RIPK1 as it plays a key role in cell survival and death as well as 
inflammation. We found that there were far higher levels of RIPK1 in patients suffering 
from COPD as well as in our COPD mouse models.” 
 
Subsequent study by the researchers, with COPD mouse models, found that inhibiting 
RIPK1 provided a significant protective effect against COPD. 
 
“We saw reduced structural changes to the airways and decreased damage to the air sacs 
of the lungs. Our data indicates that inhibiting RIPK1 lessened both inflammation and the 
death of healthy lung and airway cells meaning less tissue damage overall,” said Professor 
Hansbro. 
 
The research team say that their findings provide an exciting new avenue of study for 
treating COPD, an incurable and often fatal lung disease. 
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For all media and interview enquiries, please contact 
Tony Crawshaw, Media and Communications Manager, Centenary Institute on 0402 770 
403 or email: t.crawshaw@centenary.org.au 
 
About the Centenary Institute 
The Centenary Institute is a world-leading independent medical research institute, closely 
affiliated to the University of Sydney and the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital. Our research 
focuses on three key areas: cancer, inflammation and cardiovascular disease. Our 
strength lies in uncovering disease mechanisms and applying this knowledge to improve 
diagnostics and treatments for patients. 
 
For more information about the Centenary Institute, visit centenary.org.au  
 


