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Jon Levine
Work flows from “the best of reasons,” says
new director of primate research center.
Administering a big research center at the forefront of biomedical
science is challenge enough. Running one with 1,500 monkeys is the
test of a lifetime. But that is exactly the matchup for Jon Levine, the
Northwestern University neuroscientist recruited to UW-Madison in late
2010 to run the Wisconsin National Primate Research Center (WNPRC).
For Levine, leading one of the nation’s eight national primate centers
is an opportunity to promote the kind of science that led to human
embryonic stem cells and remains our best hope for beating diseases
such as Parkinson’s and AIDS. At the same time, the center is a magnet
for controversy, as the use of monkeys in biomedical research is
contentious.
Q: Many people hear about the Primate Center only when there
is an issue — or a perceived issue. If there is one thing people
should know about the center, what would that be?
A: That researchers and staff are passionate about their work, and that
they are wonderful, caring people committed to advancing the cause
of human and animal health. The average person knows very well the
suffering a family member or friend may endure in disease or injury;
unfortunately, few are aware of the importance of biomedical research
with non-human primates in developing therapies and strategies for
preventing these conditions. I want everyone to know why we do what
we do — because we are deeply committed to bringing about a future
in which HIV can be prevented, the ravages of Parkinson’s disease can
be stalled or reversed, and infertility, complications of pregnancy, and
metabolic diseases such as diabetes can be successfully treated.
Q: What do you tell someone — a child, for example — who
asks you about the use of monkeys for biomedical research?
A: That we are the good guys. We play by the strictest of rules,
intended to ensure the humane and careful utilization of a precious
resource. And we have the best of reasons for the work we do. I do
not hesitate to give children an explanation in terms they can appreciate. For example, many kids know someone who has been diagnosed
with some form of leukemia. We are developing methods to take blood
cells from cancer patients and reprogram them into “induced pluripotent stem cells” — make them younger versions of themselves, before
they became cancerous. Those induced cells can lead us to an understanding of how blood cells become cancer cells and how we might
better treat leukemia.
Q: What do you think we can look forward to in the way of
scientific advances from the center in the next few years?
A: I could fill pages with advances I hope will be realized. I’ll mention
one that I think could enable progress in many others: transgenesis.
The ability to induce, block, or alter the expression of specific genes in
the mouse is now routine and has made it the standard for most studies
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of the genetic mechanisms underlying human disease. However, there
are many aspects of human physiology and disease that can only be
faithfully reproduced in non-human primates. We are undertaking new
approaches to manipulate gene expression in non-human primates. We
hope to target genes involved in neurodegenerative diseases such as
Parkinson’s, metabolic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, and developmental disorders such as autism.
Q: What will be the greatest challenge for the Wisconsin
National Primate Research Center over the next decade?
A: The major challenge for federally funded research institutions is
to sustain funding from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and
other sources, especially through times of austerity, flat budgets, and
increasing costs. I’m confident, however, that the talented researchers
and staff at the WNPRC will keep us positioned to renew our base
grant funding from the NIH. I am also certain that researchers who use
non-human primates on campus will continue to successfully compete
for individual research funding. Nevertheless, given the special costs
of research with monkeys, and the preciousness of the resource, we
will be looking at new sources of support. Over the longer term, the
center’s biggest challenge will be to replace and/or renovate portions of
our infrastructure. My vision for a new WNPRC building complex may
have to wait until the economy recovers over the next few years — but
it is a goal that I hope we can realize.
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