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Saint Louis University researchers are studying whether 
ReoPro(abciximab), a drug currently given to heart patients undergo-
ing angioplasties to open blocked arteries, could also help children and 
young adults who have severe pain from sickle cell disease.

“Sickle cell crises, which are acute episodes that can land patients 
in the hospital, can be excruciatingly painful,” said William Ferguson, 
M.D., director of the division of pediatric hematology and oncology at 
Saint Louis University and a SLUCare pediatrician at SSM Cardinal 
Glennon Children’s Medical Center. He is chair of the study.

“The typical vaso-occlusive crisis puts patients in the hospital for 
three to five days on intravenous medications. All we can do is give 
supportive care, such as pain killers, and wait for the crisis to run its 
course. Our research will tell us if using a medicine like ReoPro could 
be a valuable strategy in treating a sickle cell crisis.”

Sickle cell crises occur when clots form in the small blood vessels, 
preventing blood from flowing freely to organs. Red blood cells in 
patients who have sickle cell disease are misshaped, crescent-like cells 
with sharp edges that get caught inside blood vessel walls and pile up 
to create blockages.

Sickle cell crises cause a 
second blood vessel blockage 
when red blood cells and plate-
lets (small blood cells that stop 
bleeding) stick to the lining of 
the blood vessel walls.

“Right now, we don’t have 
anything that directly targets 
that secondary blockage,” 
Ferguson said. “These traffic 
pile ups can decrease blood 
flow and can damage the organ 

on the other side, such as the spleen, eyes or lungs.”
The study will examine whether or not ReoPro could reduce the 

length of time patients who are having a sickle cell pain crisis spend in 
the hospital.

Scientists from SLU’s Center for World Health and Medicine 
reviewed medical literature that identified the mechanism of action 
used by ReoPro as potentially promising in treating sickle cell cri-
ses because it attacks blockages in blood flow on two fronts. They 
then approached Ferguson about conducting the research, said Peter 
Ruminski, executive director of the center.

“ReoPro hits both of those proteins that affect the stickiness of 
platelets and the flow of red blood cells through the walls of the 
blood vessels. Our research will help us find out if medications that 
have similar properties can be effective against sickle cell disease,” 
Ruminski said.

“Sickle cell disease is a neglected disease that dramatically affects 
members of the St. Louis community who are African American. It is 
devastating for those who have it in terms of diminished quality of life 
and shortened lifespan.”

SLU is recruiting 100 patients who are between ages 5 and 25 for 
the double-blind randomized trial. Within 16 hours of being hospital-
ized for a sickle cell pain crisis, half will receive the investigational 
medicine and half a placebo. All will receive the standard of care, 
which includes pain medication, while they are in the hospital and 
released.

Researchers will track how long the volunteers remain in the hos-
pital. Those in the study will be discharged from the hospital once 
their pain can be controlled by oral medications, provided they have 
no other medical problems. They will have a follow up visit with their 
hematologist a week to 10 days after leaving the hospital, which is 
routine care for those who have suffered a sickle cell crisis.

For more information, call (314) 577-5638.

SLU researchers 
investigate therapy to 
reduce sickle cell pain

A clinical trial for patients with critical limb ischemia due to peripheral arterial disease 
is now enrolling at Mercy Hospital St. Louis. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, approximately 8 million 
people in the United States have peripheral arterial disease (PAD). In advanced stages of 
PAD, blood flow to one or both legs can become severely limited causing a serious condi-
tion known as critical limb ischemia, which in severe cases can lead to amputation. 

“Patients with critical limb ischemia can have pain in their feet and legs even when 
resting; small cuts that don’t heal can result in sores or ulcers,” said Dr. Richard Pennell, 
Mercy Clinic vascular surgeon and principal investigator for the trial. “The therapy being 
tested will potentially improve circulation to heal those ulcers and prevent limb amputa-
tion, significantly improving the quality of life for these patients.”

The clinical trial will evaluate the safety and effectiveness of an investigational stem 
cell therapy designed to generate new blood vessels in the lower leg extremities in patients 
with critical limb ischemia due to PAD. Using Bone Marrow Aspirate Concentrate System 
(BMAC) from Harvest Technologies, Corp., stem cells from the patient’s own bone mar-
row are harvested, concentrated and then injected under local anesthesia into the same 
patient’s affected leg and foot. The main goal of the investigational treatment is to prevent 
or delay amputation.

The treatment is performed as an outpatient procedure in an operating room using local 
anesthesia and sedation. This trial is randomized, meaning that not all patients in the trial 
get the active treatment – one in three patients enrolled will have a placebo injection made 
from their own peripheral blood. 

Overall, the trial will enroll 210 subjects at up to 50 investigational sites across the U.S. 
Subjects over the age of 18 with a confirmed diagnosis of critical limb ischemia will be 
randomized to one of two treatment groups at a ratio of two treated with BMAC to one 
control.

Only those patients meeting the predefined approved inclusion/exclusion criteria are eli-
gible for this clinical trial. To learn more about the clinical trial and see the qualifications 
for participation, call toll-free at 877-547-8839 or visit www.clinicaltrialspotlight.com/
harvest.

Mercy St. Louis tests stem cell 
therapy to grow new blood vessels

The clinical trial will evaluate the safety and effectiveness of an investiga-
tional stem cell therapy designed to generate new blood vessels in the lower 
leg extremities in patients with critical limb ischemia due to PAD.


