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Experimental drug found to slow
disease: NUH

down Alzheimer’s

Caregivers hope
lecanemab will give
them more quality
time with loved ones

Ang Qing

Patients with Alzheimer’s disease
- the most common cause of de-
mentia - may soon get a new drug
that can slow progression of the
disease, a recent study has found.

Speaking to media on Tuesday,
visiting consultant in the Depart-
ment of Psychological Medicine at
the National University Hospital
(NUH) Christopher Chen said dis-
ease progression for patients who
were given the drug known as leca-
nemab was found to be at least six
months behind those who received
a placebo after 18 months of treat-
ment.

The Phase 3 trial of the antibody
drug involved nearly 1,800 partici-
pants aged 50 to 90 with early
stages of Alzheimer’s disease. They
included13 patients from NUH, the
only centre in South-east Asia to
participate in the study. Associate
Professor Chen, who is also direc-
tor of the Memory, Ageing and
Cognition Centre atNational Uni-
versity Health System, co-wrote
the study.

One in 10 people here above 60
are affected by Alzheimer’s dis-
ease, which has no effective treat-
ment.

In the trial, lecanemab was found
to be capable of interfering with
the formation of amyloid plaques
that collect between neurons and
disrupt cell function. Amyloid is a
naturally occurring protein in the
brain that can clump together to
form plaques.

Patients who took the experi-

From left: Visiting consultant in the Department of Psychological Medicine at NUH Christopher Chen, Mr Puar Teck Kiang, 79, caregiver and husband of an Alzheimer's
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patient, trial patient Mr Jaffar, 67, and his caregiver and wife Madam Norhaini, 70, and Dr Richelle Santiano, co-investigator of the lecanemab study at NUH. Prof Chen
said patients who took the experimental drug had a slower level of cognitive and functional decline than those who did not. ST PHOTO: FELINE LIM

mental drug had a slower level of
cognitive and functional decline
and experienced a greater reduc-
tion in amyloid formation than
people who did not, said Prof
Chen, who noted it was the first
study of an anti-amyloid treatment
to show convincing results.

In the study , 14 per cent of pa-
tients who took the drug experi-
enced microbleeding in the brain
compared with 7.7 per cent of pa-
tients who did not.

Mild swelling in the brain was al-
so seen in 12.6 per cent of patients
who took lecanemab, compared
with 1.7 per cent of those who did
not.

However, Prof Chen said these
imaging abnormalities disap-
peared as treatment continued.

He added: “Many of these imag-
ing abnormalities were also
asymptomatic and very mild.”

On Nov 29, findings from the
study were published in The New
England Journal of Medicine and
presented at the15th Clinical Trials
On Alzheimer’s Disease confer-
ence in San Francisco.

Caregivers of dementia patients
who participated in the study said
they were hopeful that the drug
could help prolong the lucidity of
their loved ones.

Madam Norhaini, a 70-year-old

retiree who worked in sales and
declined to give her full name,
noted that her husband has be-
come less moody and more social
after the trial.

The couple first noticed his con-
dition when Mr Jaffar, 67, a former
delivery driver with mild cognitive
impairment who declined to give
his full name, started forgetting
conversations after half an hour
and would re-arrange the contents
of his drawer every day.

Said Madam Norhaini, who
noted that her husband is more jo-
vial and even irons his clothes him-
self now: “Apart from fever on one
night after the first infusion, I can

see so much change.”

Meanwhile, Mr Puar Teck Kiang,
79, hoped an effective drug would
become available for his 72-year-
old wife, who has stopped taking
part in her favourite hobby of line-
dancing and no longer leaves her
home since the first signs of de-
mentia emerged in 2019.

Said the retired business depart-
ment head, who used to travel fre-
quently with his wife: “As a care-
giver, I feel depressed and frustrat-
ed for her. I love my wife more now
because I know she’s facing a death
sentence, so 'm trying very hard to
persuade the hospital to give her
medication because she has no
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POSITIVE CHANGE

Apart from fever on one night
after the first infusion, I can see
so much change.
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MADAM NORHAINI, on noting that
her 67-year-old husband is more
jovial after receiving lecanemab.

NO OTHER HOPE

I love my wife more now because
I know she’s facing a death
sentence, so I'm trying very hard
to persuade the hospital to give
her medication because she has
no other hope.
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MR PUAR TECK KIANG, on his hope
that an effective drug would become
available for his 72-year-old wife.

other hope”

The drug is currently awaiting
approval from the FDA, with the
United Kingdom and Europe to fol-
low, said Prof Chen.

An editorial in The Lancet med-
ical journal on Dec 3 said that
while lecanemab was shown to re-
duce cognitive decline by 27 per
cent, its effect may not be clinical-
ly meaningful, and it remained to
be seen if the drug would be a
game changer. It also noted there
may be concerns about its safety in
patients taking blood-thinning
drugs.
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