
Respiratory disease patients could
in the future receive text messages
alerting them to periods of poor air
quality, such as during a haze or
other extreme weather conditions
that could trigger allergic reac-
tions or respiratory attacks.
Coming as climate change con-

tributes to more extreme weather
patterns, these text messages
would be part of a nationwide fore-
casting tool for asthma and chron-
ic obstructive pulmonary disease
(COPD), based on weather chang-
es that could trigger reactions in
such patients.
“With the tool and alert system,

patients and their caregivers can
take necessary proactivemeasures
to reduce exposure, thereby reduc-
ing unnecessary hospital utilisa-
tion,” said principal investigator
John Abisheganaden, a senior con-
sultant in respiratory and critical
care medicine at Tan Tock Seng
Hospital.
Such a system is one of five areas

being studied in a new research
programme on respiratory health
here, led by a research centre at
Nanyang Technological Universi-
ty’s Lee Kong Chian School of
Medicine (LKCMedicine).
The programme – spearheaded

by The Academic Respiratory Ini-
tiative for Pulmonary Health (Ta-

riph) Centre under LKCMedicine –
will bring together researchers
from nine organisations to con-
duct lung health research, focus-
ing on factors unique to Asia.
The aim is to develop personal-

ised treatments for Asian patients
with chronic lungdisease, andaug-
ment the development of national
and regional strategies to improve
lung health, particularly for those
with chronic conditions such as
COPD and asthma.
In May 2024, the five-year pro-

grammewas awarded a $10million
Open Fund-Large Collaborative
Grant by the National Research

Foundation. This is Singapore’s
first national research grant for re-
spiratory health.
LKCMedicine vice-dean of re-

search Sanjay Chotirmall said
there is a “significant knowledge
gap” in understanding respiratory
disease in Asia, with few clinical
studies focused on Asian patients.
“This leaves us with many unan-

swered questions: Is the disease
the same in Asians? Do Asians re-
spond the same way to medica-
tions? What are the effects of eth-
nicity, diet and climate?” said As-
sociate Professor Chotirmall, who
is also the grant’s corresponding

principal investigator.
Researchers involved in the re-

search programme include those
from the National University of
Singapore (NUS), Singapore Gen-
eral Hospital and National Univer-
sity Hospital.
They will also examine the role

of environmental and climate
change on respiratory diseases.
Drawing on three established lo-

cal cohort studies and databases, a
team will study how climate and
environmental factors can influen-
ce the development of respiratory
allergies and diseases in people
here throughout their lives, even

before birth.
“We aim to assess the role of

gene-environment interactions
with a focus on environmental ex-
posures such as allergens and the
microbiome, as well as dietary and
lifestyle factors that determine
sensitisation, disease develop-
ment and exacerbation,” said As-
sociate Professor Chew Fook Tim
from the biological sciences de-
partment at the NUS Faculty of
Science.
Also being studied is the devel-

opment of a repository of “mini-
lung” cell models that can be used
for lung disease research and the

testing of new treatments.
This would see the creation of

organoids – artificially grown
masses of cells or tissue resem-
bling organs which are derived
from stem cells – which would
mimic how natural lungs function,
as well as precision-cut lung slices,
thin pieces of human lung tissue,
kept alive in a laboratory.
Thesemodelswill bemade avail-

able internationally, and can be
quickly deployed to test against
new diseases in the event of a po-
tential pandemic.
Another focus area is the early

detection and management of re-
spiratory diseases, with one study
focused on patients in the early
stages of COPD.
Incorporating the main ethnici-

ties in Singapore – Chinese, Malay
and Indian – the study aims to as-
sess how the disease starts and de-
velops inAsians, and thedifferenc-
es between these ethnic groups.
To better understand their

needs, the programme is taking
the unique approach of including
patients as partners, and not just
participants, in the studies, with
their views taken into account and
incorporated in the design, execu-
tion and reporting of research.
Among those currently involved

in the programme is Venerable You
Guang, abbot of the Samantabha-
dra Vihara monastery in Novena,
who has been living with severe
asthma for over two decades.
The 44-year-old will be part of a

group that will help to design a
study on the impact of a stay in an
intensive care unit on lung disease
patients. They will also give their
input on how best to engage pa-
tients and caregivers for the study.
Participating in the research

programme will allow researchers
to draw on his lived experience,
said Ven You Guang.
“My motivation, like many pa-

tient advocates – whether patients
or the caregivers for patients – is to
pay it forward,” he said.
It is important to include the per-

spective of patients, said Prof Cho-
tirmall. “Their voice matters, their
opinionmatters. After all it should,
because, ultimately, research ex-
ists for patients, right?”
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Venerable
You Guang,
abbot of the
Samantabhadra
Vihara
monastery in
Novena, is a
patient partner
in the research
programme led
by the Tariph
Centre at NTU’s
Lee Kong Chian
School of
Medicine. He has
been living with
severe asthma
for over two
decades, and will
be part of a
group that will
help to design a
study on the
impact of a stay
in an intensive
care unit on lung
disease patients.
ST PHOTO:
NG SOR LUAN

The Straits Times, page A14, Saturday 25 Jan 2025


