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Next Breakfast  
Our next breakfast will be at Damon’s in New 
Castle at 9 AM on Saturday, April 9 and we’ll 
ride afterwards, weather permitting.  See 
below for a description of the ride.  �
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What is Parkinson’s? 
It’s a chronic, progressive disorder of the central 
nervous system belonging to a group of conditions 
called motor system disorders.  Parkinson's is the direct 
result of the loss of cells in a section of the brain called 
the substantia nigra.  Those cells produce dopamine, a chemical messenger responsible for 
transmitting signals within the brain.  Loss of dopamine causes critical nerve cells in the brain, or 
neurons, to fire out of control, leaving patients unable to direct or control their movement in a 
normal manner. 
 
What are the symptoms? 
Symptoms of Parkinson's, which often appear gradually yet with increasing severity, may 
include tremors or trembling; difficulty maintaining balance and gait; rigidity or stiffness of the 
limbs and trunk; and general slowness of movement (also called bradykinesia).  Patients may 
also eventually have difficulty walking, talking or completing other simple tasks.  Because 
Parkinson's has a wide range of early symptoms that are similar to other neurological conditions, 
diagnosis is often difficult unless the clinician has experience in the field. 
 
The course of Parkinson's varies substantially.  Some patients have relatively few troublesome 
symptoms for many years, while others have especially severe cases that leave them with little or 
no mobility in just a few years. 
 
What causes Parkinson’s? 
It is currently impossible to predict who will get Parkinson's disease or to prevent it from 
occurring.  In general, both men and women are affected equally and symptoms first appear, on 
average, when a patient is older than 50.  At least one million people in the United States are 
estimated to have Parkinson's; many of them, perhaps half, are thought to be undiagnosed. 
 
A subset of Parkinson's called young-onset Parkinson's affects those under age 40.  Although the 
condition is clinically the same, treatment options may differ. 
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The exact role of heredity in Parkinson's disease is not clear.  There are relatively few families in 
which known genetic mutations cause the disease.  There are many more where the disease 
somehow "runs in the family."  Most cases of Parkinson's are believed to result from a 
combination of genetic and environmental factors. 
 
What is the status of research into a cure? 
Scientists' understanding of how the brain works has greatly increased in recent years, leading 
many observers to believe that a cure for Parkinson's and similar neurodegenerative diseases may 
be imminent.  Others are more cautious; pointing out that even the most promising therapies will 
require several years of clinical trials and other studies to ensure safety and effectiveness.  There 
is little doubt, however, that increased research (which can only be achieved through increased 
funding, both public and private) will hasten the discovery of a cure or therapies that can halt the 
diseases' progression.  It is impossible to estimate when that will happen. 
 
The most controversial research avenue currently being explored is based on so-called 
embryonic stem cells, which are undifferentiated cells derived from days-old embryos.  Most of 
these embryos are the product of in vitro fertilization efforts.  Researchers believe that they may 
be able to prompt these cells, which can theoretically be manipulated into a building block of any 
of the body's tissues, to replace those lost during the diseases' progression. 
 
Similarly, there is hope that so-called adult stem cells, which are harvested from bone marrow, 
may be manipulated to work the same way.  Fewer ethical questions surround this sort of 
research, but some scientists believe that adult stem cells may be more difficult to work with 
than those from embryos.  Either way, the scientific community is nearly unanimous in arguing 
that their research efforts would be severely hampered if they were not allowed to work on all 
forms of stem cells. 
 
Human studies of so-called neurotrophic factors are also now under way.  In animal studies, this 
family of proteins revived dormant brain cells, causing them to produce dopamine and prompting 
dramatic improvement of symptoms. 
 
Some scientists are analyzing the potential role of genetic and environmental factors in causing 
Parkinson's.  Significant progress in discovering what causes Parkinson's disease will open an 
entirely new vein of intensive research into curing the condition. 
 
What can you do to help? 

·  Donate to Parkinson’s research. 
o Michael J Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s Research, 1-800-708-7644 
o American Parkinson’s Disease Association at 
www.apdaparkinson.org/user/joinapda.htm 
 

·  Write to your local members of Congress and the Senate asking them to support 
Parkinson’s Research initiatives. 

 
·  Participate in a Parkinson’s Walk-a-Thon or donate to a team. 
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o www.unitywalk.org 
o http://puw.kintera.org/faf/r.asp?t=12&i=64467&g=889195  
 

·  Purchase products from companies that give a portion of your purchase to research. 
o www.cafepress.com/parkinsons 
o www.kintera.org/htmlcontent.asp?cid=34522 
o www.georgiasjewels.com/Believe.html�
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