
 

Gene linked to age-related degeneration of
intervertebral discs identified
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(Medical Xpress)—Researchers at King's College London have for the
first time identified a gene linked to age-related degeneration of the
intervertebral discs in the spine, a common cause of lower back pain.

Costing the UK an estimated £7billion a year due to sickness leave and
treatment costs, the causes of back pain are not yet fully understood.
Until now, the genetic cause of lower back pain associated with lumbar
disc degeneration (LDD) was unknown, but the largest study to date,
published this week in the journal Annals of Rheumatic Diseases, has
revealed an association with the PARK2 gene.
 
The researchers, funded by the Wellcome Trust and Arthritis Research
UK, say more research into this surprising association needs to be
carried out in order to fully understand how it is triggered, but this new
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finding could ultimately pave the way towards developing new
treatments in the future.
 
LDD is a common age-related trait, with over a third of middle-aged
women having at least one degenerate disc in the spine. Discs become
dehydrated, lose height and the vertebrae next to the discs develop bony
growths called osteophytes. These changes can cause or contribute to
lower back pain. LDD is inherited in between 65 – 80 per cent of people
with the condition, suggesting that genes play a key role.
 
Scientists compared MRI images of the spine in 4,600 individuals with
genome-wide association data, which mapped the genes of all the
volunteers. They identified that the gene PARK2 was implicated in
people with degenerate discs and could affect the speed at which they
deteriorate.
 
The researchers say the results show that the gene may be switched off
in people with LDD. Although it is still unclear how this might happen, it
is thought that environmental factors, such as lifestyle and diet, could
trigger this switch by making changes known as epigenetic modifications
to the gene.
 
Dr Frances Williams, Senior Lecturer from the Department of Twin
Research and Genetic Epidemiology at King's College London, said:
'Back pain can have a serious impact on people's lives and is one of the
most common causes of sickness leave, costing both the NHS and UK
economy billions each year.
 
'We have performed, using data collected from around the world, the
biggest genome-wide association analysis of lumbar disc degeneration
(LDD). We know that people whose discs wear out are at increased risk
of episodes of lower back pain, but normal human discs are hard to get
hold of to study so until now our knowledge of normal human biology
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was incomplete.
 
'We have identified a gene called PARK2 as associated with LDD. We
have shown that the gene may be switched off in people with the
condition.
'Further work by disc researchers to define the role of this gene will, we
hope, shed light on one of most important causes of lower back pain. It
is feasible that if we can build on this finding and improve our
knowledge of the condition, we may one day be able to develop new,
more effective treatments for back pain caused by this common
condition.'

  More information: ard.bmj.com/content/early/2012 …
2012-201551.full.pdf
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