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Understanding the chemical "kiss" that activates puberty and fertility 
Scientists are working to navigate the brain signal pathways that activate puberty in ground-breaking research that may help thousands of couples striving for parenthood.

The research is based on growing knowledge about a protein called kisspeptin-GPR54 that triggers a range of biochemical changes in the body propelling young people towards sexual maturity.

However, according to eminent neurophysiologist, Professor Allan Herbison, some people have genetic mutations in kisspeptin-GPR54 that prevents the protein from activating puberty and the onset of fertility.

Professor Herbison, a keynote speaker at the ComBio 2006 biological science conference in Brisbane, said scientists had known for years that puberty begins when a child's brain orders the release of hormones that cascade through the body leading to the maturity of testes in boys and ovaries in girls.

New research has unravelled the process involving kisspeptin-GPR54 fitting into a receptor on the surface of cells in one part of the brain that signals the pituitary gland to release so-called sex hormones.

"Although at times puberty can be embarrassing and uncomfortable, it represents an important transitional period in our lives during which we develop adult bodies and gain the capacity to reproduce," Professor Herbison said.

"Unfortunately, some people do not achieve puberty and the genetic mutation discovered to be responsible has set in train a major international research focus that is making phenomenal headway.

"We are striving to advance our understanding of how the brain controls fertility and find ways to trigger the release of sex hormones in people who have not achieved puberty.
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"Ultimately, it may help thousands of people to gain normal fertility and to have children."

Professor Herbison said an initial trial in London involving six men who were administered kisspeptin-GPR54 resulted in a "massive stimulation of their reproductive systems."

"We have struck research gold in terms of understanding the importance of kisspeptin-GPR54," he said.

"It is the biggest breakthrough for 20 years in research on neural control of fertility.  But there is still a great deal of research to be carried out as kisspeptin-GPR54 is also implicated in neural signalling pathways that control memory and cancer growth in cells.

"Kisspeptin-GPR54 is also involved in stimulating ovulation in healthy, adult women, so we have a long way to go to understand its full influence."

Professor Herbison told the ComBio 2006 conference at the Brisbane Convention Centre that apart from the potential to help some people achieve puberty and fertility, researchers might also be able to develop chemicals to block the role of kisspeptin-GPR54.

"This could be vital to address precocious sexual development in which the onset of puberty has appeared in girls as young as six or eight years old," he explained.
The ComBio conference is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the New Zealand Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australian Physiological Society, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology, the Australian Society of Plant Scientists and the New Zealand Society of Plant Physiologists.

FOR INTERVIEW:
Professor Allan Herbison is available for interview.  To arrange, please contact Trevor Gill, Conference Media Relations, on 0418 821948 

