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No ivory tower
academics, our Pitt
Public Health faculty
and students have a
strong tradition of
meeting head on the
challenges posed by
real-world epidemics.

threat. Cura Zika is designed to
bring together our best minds—
including our colleagues in Brazil,
the epicenter of the present
outbreak—on all aspects of the
disease: vaccines, epidemiology,
pathogenesis, and computational
modeling. Funded by a $1 million

Dean's Message

Between responding to crises
and making headlines, our
research underlies steady progress
toward a healthier world. This
issue of our alumni magazine
features both Cura Zika and the
Tobago cancer research, along
with research

briefs and a Want to know more
glimpse at how  about the work of Cura Zika?

our students

Zika poses such a challenge.
Years ago, as a new dean, |
realized we would need world-

grant from an anonymous donor,
we have jump- started six critical

new research projects on Zika. Explore the resources at

class capabilities in vector-borne On another global health front, are making a www.publichealth.pitt.edu/curazika.

disease to have a fighting chance
in a world where new diseases
frequently emerge in tropical
areas. So over the past several
years, Pitt Public Health has built a
strong partnership with Associate
Professor Ernesto Marques and
the outstanding research unit at
Fundagdo Oswaldo Cruz—Latin
America’s premier health research
institution—in Recife, Brazil.
When Zika struck, we already had
the vital partnerships and tools
in place to respond as well as any
research group in the world.
While Congress was debating
whether to authorize the $1.9
billion proposed to fight the virus,
we here at Pitt Public Health were
taking action: We immediately
launched our own response to the

Associate Professor Clareann
Bunker has created a valuable
body of work on the correlations
between prostate cancer and other
diseases. Focused intensely on a
very small population in Tobago,
her longitudinal studies have
generated a wealth of data on
comorbidities that affect people of
African descent.

difference in
the field during summer experi-
ences. Discover the impact they're
having through their local and
international partnerships.

Global health is public health.

Prratel S22

Donald S. Burke, dean e
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Once Upon
this Island

by Christine H. O’Toole

Clareann Bunker’s three decades of work on
the Caribbean island of Tobago have helped
health professionals diagnose and treat some
of the world’s highest rates of prostate cancer.

For a dedicated scientific researcher, the news
that she has acquired a life-threatening allergy
to lab mice might spell the end of a career. For
Clareann Bunker, associate professor of epide-
miology, the allergy diverted her professional
trajectory to a dot in the Caribbean that became
an ideal laboratory.

Since receiving her PhD from Pitt Public Health
in 1984, Bunker has been an advisor, mentor, and
colleague to dozens of scholars. She has forged
a lasting partnership between Pitt Public Health
faculty and health officials in Tobago, the smaller
and poorer island politically twinned to Trinidad.
For the past 20 years, she has studied the relation-
ship of Tobagonian men’s high rates of prostate
cancer to other medical characteristics. She has
followed a cohort of the highly homogenous popu-
lation—more than 95 percent of whom are of
African descent—through adulthood into old age.
The trove of data on this uniquely isolated group
has allowed other Pitt Public Health researchers
to examine the incidence of diabetes and cardio-
vascular disease among Tobagonian men, as well
as gain insights into how bone density and bone
health affect them as they age.

In research among Nigerians in Benin City
in the early 1990s, Bunker noted high rates of
prostate cancer in Africans. Tobago, she realized,
could provide an ideal laboratory. In 1997, Bunker
enlisted some 3,300 men—40 percent of the
island’s population—for baseline screenings for

prostate cancer. “The amazing thing was that the
cohort was recruited simply by word of mouth,”
explained Bunker. Despite a lack of health care
services on the island, Bunker found a community
in Scarborough, Tobago, intensely interested in
addressing prostate cancer.

“In Tobago in the mid-90s, there was a lot of
prostate cancer. In the U.S. at that time, it really
wasn't being talked about. But there, everyone
was worried,” said Bunker.

Americans of African descent die of prostate
cancer at much higher rates than Whites. In
Bunker’s calculations for Tobagonians in the
research cohort, the rate was even higher: 468 per
100,000, compared to U.S. Blacks, (309/100,000),
and U.S. Whites, (118/100,000).

Among the members of the cohort, those
referred for biopsies for high levels of PSA
(prostate-specific antigen) or abnormal rectal
exam results underwent biopsies. The reports
were faxed back to Pittsburgh. Of 681 men
biopsied, 259 (38 percent, or 10 percent of the
total 2,484 screened) were diagnosed with
prostate cancer.

“The extent of the disease was
shocking,” Bunker recalled. “We were
stunned at the proportion of posi-
tive results.”

Before the advent
of the study, which
received 12 years of
National Institutes
of Health (NIH)
funding, the island
had no prostate cancer
screening program. “People were
diagnosed near morbidity, with urinary
blockage or other severe symptoms,” said Bunker.



Instituting an annual public awareness workshop

on the disease brought Pittsburgh experts to the

island. “We had lots of media exposure: TV and

radio and local and national newspapers,” she

recalls. “In fact, there’s one television program on

the problem that’s still running, 15 years later.”
Awareness alone couldn’t solve the bigger

problem of scare resources. “We made a huge

dent in early diagnosis. However, we couldn’t

make a dent in how early treatment was

provided, because there wasn't any. In

fact, there was basically no treatment

for prostate cancer in the

southern Carib-

bean,” Bunker

explained.

Scarborough

After
an urgent meeting in
Pittsburgh in 2001, Pitt urolo-
gists joined the effort. Joel Nelson, the Frederic
N. Schwentker Professor and chairman of the

Department of Urology at the School of Medicine,

brought chief residents, surgical nurses, and
staff to the island for the public workshop. The
group performed free radical prostatectomies
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during each stay. Over nine years, the specialists
donated their services for 90 procedures and
offered training for local urologists.

Another valued partner was a local expert. “We
have a tremendous, committed partner there in
Alan Patrick, who did his thesis on prostate cancer.
He is beloved on Tobago—despite being Trinida-
dian. Everyone knows him—he’s been working
there since the late 70s. He’s had a weekly practice,
flying in every Wednesday for the past 40 years,”
said Bunker, who has made more than 100 trips to
the island herself. “The joke is, you only get sick
on Wednesdays, when he’s on the island.”

Slowly, local health services improved. A
consulting urologist has joined the staff at the
hospital, which has also opened an oncology
clinic. Anti-androgen medications are available,
along with screening tests. Surgery and focused
radiation are available on Trinidad, and a urology
residency is now offered at the country’s medical
school. And Pitt research continues to find corol-
laries to the island’s unusual disease risks.

As data from the prostate study accumulated,
Pitt researchers applied it to understand addi-
tional health questions. People with African
ancestry have the highest bone density in the
world. One research project compared hip bone
mineral density (BMD) measurements between
Tobagonians with prostate cancer and those
without. Results showed a clear association of
higher BMDs among older cancer patients. In
men aged 60-79, prostate cancer risk was two-
fold higher in the highest BMD quartile, compared
to the lowest.

Joseph Zmuda, associate professor of human
genetics and epidemiology, characterizes the



genetics of osteoporosis in different ethnic and
racial groups. “The Tobago results were surprising
and interesting,” said Zmuda. “Why were these
men protected from osteoporosis?” As he and

his colleagues

pursue findings

to diabetes. She has found that Tobogonian men,
like other Afro-Caribbeans, are relatively lean
and physically active. However, a high level of fat
in their skeletal muscles distinguishes them. The
stored fat provides
bursts of energy in

among the original “The extent of prostate cancer high-exertion activi-

cohort, he said, the
evolving data “is
becoming more of
a study of aging.”
Zmuda’s NIH-
funded research
provided Scarborough Hospital with its first CT
scanner, and colleague Jane Cauley, distinguished
professor of epidemiology and associate dean for
research, helped the researchers procure DXA
(dual x-ray absorptiometry) equipment to study
body composition. Both Cauley and Professor
Emeritus Lewis Kuller have coauthored papers
with Bunker on aspects of cardiovascular disease
and bone density.

“I always wanted her to write a book on third
world epidemiology,” said Cauley. Bunker has
set up well-designed epidemiologic studies on a
shoestring budget in Benin, Nigeria, Tobago, and
in Hyderabad, India. Each of the studies had one
initial focus: hypertension in Nigeria, prostate
cancer in Tobago, and a birth cohort study in
India. Through her tireless efforts, all studies were
expanded to include other outcomes.

Expanding the work

Several of Bunker’s former students have
further extended the work of the Prostate Survey
to understand other health risks for Tobagonians.
Iva Miljkovic-Gacic, assistant professor of epide-
miology, examines body composition for clues

was shocking. We were
stunned at the proportion of

ties like sprinting.
Their unique body
composition allows

positive results.” them to excel in

track and field

competitions, where
they are often world champions. In fact, two
Tobagonians recently competed for their coun-
try’s 2016 Olympics team. “We see lots of fat in
muscle, but little intra-abdominal or liver fat. The
men have favorable lipoproteins. So, what are
the protective factors in that composition?” asks
Miljkovic-Gacic. She is focusing on 1,000 men
recruited from the prostate cohort.

Allison L. Kuipers, visiting assistant professor of
epidemiology, looks at markers for cardiovascular
disease on the island. She has followed the men’s
cohort for insights into their heart health. “In the
group, we see lower rates of heart attacks than in
Whites, but higher rates of stroke and hyperten-
sion,” said Kuipers. “Participants are aware that
heart disease is common, that it’s a big problem.
They're eager to get the heart scans” offered in
Kuipers’ study.

Bunker retired from the Pitt Public Health
faculty in August. Her post-retirement plans
include yet more travel. Supported by an NIH
Fogarty grant, she will continue a project to
train clinicians in a rural medical school outside
Hyderabad in public health population-based
implementation and intervention studies. ®
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by Kelly Sjol

Surgery
Success
In the
first three
years after
undergoing
bariatric surgery,
most severely
obese patients
experience less
pain and better
physical function.
This according
to the results of a
Pitt Public Health
study led by Wendy
King, funded by the
National Institutes of
Health, and reported in
the Journal of the American
Medical Association that
followed 2,221 patient
participants in the
Longitudinal Assessment
of Bariatric Surgery-2. After
one year, 58 percent reported
less pain and 77 percent better
physical function. These percent-
ages decreased three years post
surgery to 49 and 70 percent,
respectively; however, over the
course of the three years, around
60 percent of patients said their
usual walking speed increased
and, among those with severe
knee and hip pain or disability,
approximately three-quarters
experienced less pain and better

mobility around these joints.

The study also revealed that
such characteristics as younger
age, male sex, higher income, less
obesity, greater weight loss, and
fewer depressive symptoms led
to a higher likelihood of improve-
ment in pain and mobility in the
three years after surgery. All of
these findings suggest that while
improvement in pain and physical
function is common following
bariatric surgery, says King, “some
patients continue to have signifi-
cant pain and disability. This data
can help patients and clinicians
develop realistic expectations
regarding the impact of bariatric
surgery on pain and disability.” @

Joint MHA/MBA
Launched

Developing future leaders in
health management and adminis-
tration, the newly launched
joint MHA/MBA combines
the strengths of Pitt Public
Health and the Joseph M.
Katz Graduate School of
Business. Over three years,
students gain key business
skills and specialized knowl-
edge through a blend of courses in
management, finance, health care
quality improvement, outcomes
measurement, and analytics. They
also complete a management
residency in health care services

or health-related practice. Learn
more at www.publichealth.pitt.
edu/mha-mba. @

Predictive Protein

A joint study conducted by
Pitt Public Health and the Pitt
School of Medicine has found
that middle-aged Black women,
regardless of weight, have
higher levels of a certain protein
associated with a predictor of
heart disease in their blood than
their White counterparts. This
suggests routine blood testing of
Black menopausal women may
determine whether they are at
increased risk of heart disease
and should begin
preventive
therapies.
Results
were



published in the journal Menopause.

Researchers studied blood levels
of five biomarkers for inflamma-
tion—all associated with coronary
artery calcification, a predictor of
heart disease—in 372 Black and
White women participating in the
Study of Women’s Health Across
the Nation. High body mass index
(BMI) was a key factor linking the
elevated inflammation biomarkers
with coronary artery calcification;
however, researchers found no
link between BMI and coronary
artery calcification in Black
women who had higher levels of
one particular biomarker in their
blood: C-reactive protein. These
women were more likely to have
coronary artery calcification than
their White counterparts—in fact,
those with coronary artery calci-
fication had an average level of

C-reactive protein in their blood
that was almost double that
of Whites.
Samar El
Khoudary, senior
author said, “Future
research should
build on our findings
regarding Black women
and C-reactive protein by
testing similar associations
over time, which could poten-
tially yield interventions that
can help these women avoid
developing heart disease.” ®

Drop Test

A million to one. It could
describe the odds of diagnosing
a condition without a known
microbial cause, such as a new
epidemic, certain type of cancer,
or autoimmune disease. But to
Dean Donald S. Burke and
his team of Pitt Public Health
researchers, it represents the

possible future of diagnostic
testing for these conditions.
Rather than focus on the
antigens, which may or may not
be known, researchers examined
the antibodies—specifically, the
unique shapes they form when
they attach themselves like puzzle
pieces to invading cells. Using a
technique pioneered by coauthor
Thomas Kodadek, they synthe-
sized millions of molecular shapes
hooked onto microscopic plastic
beads, called peptoids. Peptoids
aren't organic, but if one happens

to match the corresponding shape
on an antibody, that antibody will
connect to it, and the researcher
can study the resulting shape.
After chemically generating
a massive library of random
molecular shapes, Burke’s team
took blood samples from HIV-
infected and non-infected patients
and screened a million of the

shapes to find only the ones that
bound to the antibodies present
in the HIV-infected patients. They
then resynthesized the HIV-anti-
body-targeting peptoids en masse
and tested them by screening
hundreds of additional samples.
The test was able to distinguish
between samples of HIV-positive
and HIV-negative blood with a
high degree of accuracy.

“This means that we may be able
to take a single drop of blood from
a patient and detect antibodies to
all manner of infections, cancers,
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or other conditions,” said Burke.
Results of the study, funded by the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
were published in the Journal of
Immunological Methods. ®

Bachelor+Master
in Five

Intense interest from Pitt
undergraduates in global and
public health inspired an expan-
sion of the school’s accelerated
3+2 early admission program
for outstanding undergraduates.
Qualified undergraduates may
apply in their junior year to begin
graduate coursework as seniors.
Students complete both their
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
just five years (www.publichealth.

pitt.edu/3-2). @

Seniors
Shape
Up
For many older adults,
losing weight is a losing
battle. But participants in
the Pitt Public Health Center

for Aging and Population Health
(CAPH)’s Mobility and Vitality
Lifestyle Program (MOVE UP) are
winning by combining counting
calories and watching portion sizes
with exercising. They're learning
that by living a healthy lifestyle,
they can eat the foods they love
and still lose weight.
“The goal is for people to
lose weight in as healthy a
way as possible. So it’s not
simply about not eating—It’s
about a healthy lifestyle,”
Anne Newman, CAPH director
and principal investigator for
the study, told the Pittsburgh
Post-Gazette.
MOVE UP is an evidence-based
weight manage-
ment inter-
vention

program for men and

women ages 60-75

with a body mass index

(BMI) of between 27

and 45 (30 or above is

considered obese). As of July 2016,
11 groups are meeting at sites
throughout Allegheny County with
14 more to be added to total about
250 participants. The program
lasts 13 months. Group sessions
meet weekly during the first five
months, bimonthly for the next
four months, and monthly for the
final four months.

Participants learn about calorie
control, nutrition, physical activity
and exercise, and safety, main-
taining a log that they hand in at
each meeting. They have a phys-
ical activity goal of 50 minutes per
week to start, and are encouraged
to gradually, safely increase that to
175 minutes per week.

CAPH is one of 26 prevention
research centers nationwide
funded by the federal Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention
to combat chronic disease. For
more information about MOVE
UP or any CAPH programs, visit
www.caph.pitt.edu. ®

Heavy Traffic(king)
Cited by CBS News, the Huff-
ington Post, and NPR among
others, a Pitt Public Health study
has found that although drug-



overdose mortality rates in the
United States have increased
an average of 6.7 percent
per year between 1979
and 2014, death rates have
held relatively steady in some
border counties in the Midwest,
California, and Texas.

What do these areas have in
common? They are known to have
high levels of drug trafficking.

What does this mean? Drugs
are passing through these areas

without affecting the death rates of
residents. This a problem because
these counties have been identified

as high drug-trafficking areas, and
so receive coordinated federal law
enforcement resources as part of
the High Intensity Drug Trafficking
Areas program. However, other
counties, primarily in Michigan,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, New Jersey,
New York, and New England, that
saw the largest increases in over-
dose death rates during the study
period—70-fold in some cases—
are not high drug trafficking areas
and therefore don't receive the
needed resources.

“While resources are justifi-
ably being targeted to the High
Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas,
they must also be allocated to
counties outside those areas
with rapidly increasing and
currently high drug overdose
rates,” said the study’s lead author

Drug overdose is the leading cause of accidental death in the
United States, and Pennsylvania ranks in the top 20 states for over-
dose mortality. More alarmingly, overdose is the number one cause
of premature mortality in Pennsylvania (as measured by years
of life lost at age 65). Our researchers have completed the first-
ever analysis of accidental poisoning death rates in Pennsylvania,
1979 to 2014, relying on the Mortality Information and Research
Analytics (MOIRA) system, a repository and retrieval system for
detailed death data from the National Center for Health Statistics
developed at the school and named for the Fates of Greek mythol-
ogy. Results were published in the online journal PLOS ONE.

“Pitt Public Health has the most comprehensive mortality data-
base in the nation, which can be easily cross-referenced with U.S.
Census data to shed light on myriad public health issues,” said
coauthor, Dean Donald S. Burke. “Our latest analysis reveals that
drug overdoses are the biggest problem facing our nation in terms
of years of life lost—more than car crashes, or cancer, or HIV—and
we as a society need to work together to solve it.”

This analysis, as well as another led by Jeanine Buchanich
that looked at nationwide mortality rates, produced the follow-
ing insights that could be used to guide prevention and drug
intervention efforts:
® Drug-overdose deaths in Pennsylvania increased 14-fold since

1979, with rates climbing especially fast in relatively young

White women.
® Since 1979, death rates nationwide increased for all age groups,

with the smallest rate of growth in those older than 65 and the

largest in 45- to 54-year-olds.

® The 35- to 44-year-old age group had the greatest increase in
rate of overdose deaths in Pennsylvania, growing almost 22-fold
since 1979, but 25- to 34-year-olds seem to be overtaking them,

with the highest overdose death rate in 2014.
® Nationwide in 1979, overdose deaths occurred most frequently

among 25- to 34-year-olds and Blacks; in 2014, rates were highest

among 45- to 54-year-olds and Whites.
® |n Pennsylvania, the overdose death rate for White men peaks
between ages 25 and 44; for Black men, it peaks between ages

45 and 65, indicating different racial patterns in drug use.
® |n Pennsylvania, accidental overdose rates are higher in men than

in women; however, women saw a more dramatic increase, par-

ticularly from 2010 to 2014. High overdose death rates for women
also spanned a longer age range of 25 to 54 for White women
and 35 to 64 for Black women, compared to the U.S. average

peak between ages 45 to 54.
® Nationwide, deaths due to overdose in women began increasing

in the Mid-1990s and increased dramatically in 2002; for men, the

rates began climbing in the mid-1980s with a more rapid increase

also beginning in 2002.
® Nationwide, mortality rates were slightly higher in urban counties

than rural counties.
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Jeanine Buchanich, who
plans to continue this research
with funding from the Pitt Public
Health opioid pilot grant program.
The study relied on data from the
Mortality and Population Data
System, a unique repository and
retrieval system for detailed death
data from the National Center for
Health Statistics, housed at Pitt
Public Health, and results were
published in the April 13 issue of
Preventative Medicine.

Find out more at www.publi-
chealth.pitt.edu/opioid. @

Women
Representing Women

In May, Pitt Public Health PhD
candidate Chelsea Pallatino
(BCHS), along with Pitt graduate
students in political science,
sociology, and public administra-
tion, participated in an interna-
tional working group with the
United Nations Development

Programme (UNDP) Global Initia-
tive on Gender Equality in Public
Administration (GEPA). The group
presented on how countries are
tracking women'’s representation
in public administration and civil
service, gender-related policies
such as those focusing on mater-
nity leave, and gender quotas in
other areas of government.
Pallatino continued her work
over the summer, connecting with
current and former working group
participants in Bangkok, Thailand;
Amman, Jordan; and Istanbul,
Turkey. Their goal was to explore
links between women'’s leader-
ship and decision-making roles
in public institutions and young
women’s participation and engage-
ment in political processes.

“It was very rewarding to
represent the University of Pitts-
burgh at the United Nations this
summer,” Pallatino said. “I hope
to help UNDP to build on this
critical research on global gender
equality in public administration,
and to use the findings to develop
evidence-based programs and
policies to ensure women are
represented in leadership and
decision-making roles and their
needs are met across the lifespan.”

GSPIA’s Ford Center and the
Center for Global Health provided
support for Pallatino over
the summer. @

Hot Flashes

Most women will get hot flashes
or night sweats at some point in
their lives. However, when these
symptoms occur and how long
they last can vary dramatically
among women. New findings
published in the journal Menopause
show that women fit into four
distinct groups when it comes
to getting hot flashes and night
sweats, with potential ramifica-
tions for therapy and prevention of
future health conditions

Pitt psychiatry professor and
epidemiologist at Pitt Public
Health, Rebecca Thurston,
and her colleagues followed
1,455 participants enrolled in
the Study of Women'’s Health
Across the Nation (SWAN)
for an average of 15 years
and identified characteristics
that predisposed them to
certain trajectories for getting
hot flashes and night sweats—
including consistently high (or
low) chances of having symptoms
and either early (or late) symptom
onset. Said Thurston “We now
know that these symptoms persist
for far longer—typically seven to
10 years—and occur at different
times for different women.”

“It’s fascinating that
we can distin-
guish



these unique patterns and then
pinpoint specific characteristics
associated with each,” said Pitt
co-author Maria M. Brooks,
principal investigator of the
coordinating center for SWAN. “It
indicates that there’s something
going on beyond hot flashes and
night sweats being a passing
nuisance. Depending on which
category a woman falls into, there
may be important implications
regarding her health.” @

Somoan Obesity
As recently published in
Nature Genetics, Ryan Minster,
Daniel Weeks, and their team
found that almost half of Samoans
carry a particular variant of
a gene called CREBRF, which
increases obesity risk while
decreasing diabetes risk-making
it the strongest genetic predictor
of body weight discovered in
humans so far. The otherwise rare
variant was identified through
genomic analysis of more than
3,000 people in Samoa and
may have evolved during their
history of colonizing the South
Pacific. “They had to endure
voyages between islands
and subsequently survive
on those islands,” says
Minster. Collaborators
including molecular
geneticist Zsolt Urban and
endocrinologist Erin Kershaw
used mouse fat cells in labora-
tory models to determine
that this "thrifty" gene variant
works through promoting more
efficient storage of fat. ®

Vaccine Passions
The 2016 Porter Prize was
awarded to physician, educator,
virologist and author Paul
A. Offit, in recogni-
tion of his
contribu-

tions to health promotion and
disease prevention. View Offit’s
impassioned address “Unvac-
cinated: The Strange History
of Vaccine Exemptions” on the
school’s YouTube channel or

at www.publichealth.pitt.edu/
porterprize. ®

Dean’s Scholars

Pitt Public Health’s incoming
class will include seven Dean'’s
Public Health Scholars. This
recently established program
Supports
outstanding
incoming
master’s
students from
each depart-
ment who receive a 50 percent
tuition scholarship to support
up to two years of full-time
graduate studies:
Amanda Everman (HUGEN

'18) from Penn State University

Kelsea LaSorda (EPI '18) from
Vanderbilt University

Helen Ann Lawless

(BCHS ’18) from Pitt

Peter Lewellen (HPM '18) from
Duke University

Sarah Sanders (BCHS '18) from
Temple University

Joanna Shaw (IDM ’'18) from
New York University

Simon Yohannes (MMPH '17)
from Vanderbilt University @
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Cura Zika

by Christine H. O’Toole

On March 29, 2016, Allegheny County
announced its first confirmed case of the Zika
virus, thousands of miles from the tropical regions
where mosquito-born illnesses have long been
a scourge. As the virus migrated northward
from South America to the American South, a
drumbeat of ominous media reports thumped its
frighteningly swift progress. An overlooked and
seemingly innocuous cousin of the dengue virus
made a stealth attack, with consequences both
political and medical.

The onset of the Zika crisis, with its impact
on sexually active
adults, pregnant

women, and The onset of the Zika crisis,

neonates, marks a
confluence of emer-

with its impact on sexually

While Congress weighed President Obama’s
request for $1.9 billion in emergency federal

funding for the epidemic, the school moved ahead,

mobilizing work with the University’s Center

for Vaccine Research and its Center for Global
Health, virologists, epidemiologists, and scholars
in computational modeling.

The initiative has attracted $1 million pledged in
support since its announcement in May. “We have
a deep understanding of dengue, a closely related
virus,” Burke added, “and we’ve also launched
our own grant program to encourage Pittsburgh
biomedical
scientists to work
with our colleagues
at FIOCRUZ, the
Brazilian Ministry

gency and expertise active adults, pregnant of Health’s

that echoes Pitt’s
work on an effective
polio vaccine in the

a confluence of emergency and

women, and neonates, marks Oswaldo Cruz

Foundation.” The
century-old

1940s. As the world expertise echoing Pitt’s race for scientific institution

clamors once again
for a public health
response, the school 1940s and 50s.
has marshaled
researchers both at
the epicenter of the crisis in northeastern Brazil
and in Pittsburgh to lead the charge against a
disease that poses as big a challenge as AIDS/
HIV, West Nile virus, and rubella combined.
Cura Zika, an initiative that literally commands
“cure Zika” in Spanish and Portuguese, aims to
outrun the fast-moving epidemic through both
detection and prevention.

“We have the tools in place to respond,” said
Donald Burke, associate vice chancellor, dean,
and director of the Center for Global Health.

an effective polio vaccine in the

is Latin America’s
premier health
research institution.
Embodying this
alliance between
North and South America is a curly-haired
48-year-old Brazilian who has been a member
of the school’s faculty since 2009. Ernesto T. A.
Marques Jr., an associate professor in the Depart-
ment of Infectious Diseases and Microbiology
at Pitt Public Health, holds an appointment at
FIOCRUZ. He is also a native of the epicenter of
the current Zika epidemic: Recife, in the north-
eastern state of Pernambuco.
Marques, who received his medial degree in his
home country in 1993, had already embarked on
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his doctoral studies at Johns Hopkins University
when his mother in Recife was infected with
dengue fever. Then completing a dissertation
on schistosomiasis, a parasitic tropical disease
affecting the liver, he became intrigued by the
vector-borne disease. His focus shift