
As we move into our second decade, we 
will continue to support our best and 
brightest to discover, connect and engage 
to improve the health of people at home 
and around the world.

Supporting Discovery

MSFHR funding helps BC researchers 
continue to address emerging health needs 
and develop a better understanding of 
disease. Our researchers are active across 
the province, examining everything from 
cells and genes to treatments and cures, 
health promotion and disease prevention, 
and health-care system improvements.  
A few highlights of these discoveries: 

Rapid response to infectious disease:

§§ In 2009, MSFHR co-funded research at the BC 
Centre for Disease Control to understand which 
age groups were most at risk of contracting 
and developing severe symptoms of pandemic 
H1N1 — a particularly virulent flu virus — and to 
assess changes in population immunity over the 
course of the pandemic. The discoveries of co-
principal investigator Dr. Danuta Skowronski’s 
team informed real-time risk analysis and the 
staged roll-out of BC’s pandemic immunization 
campaign. The team continues to examine the 
implications of immune response to seasonal 
and pandemic influenza viruses — work that will 
inform future responses. 

§§ In 2003, Drs. Brett Finlay and Robert Brunham 
led an inter-provincial team to fast-track a SARS 
vaccine. In under a year, they had discovered 
three vaccine candidates and new processes 
for accelerating emerging infectious disease 
vaccine development.

World firsts: MSFHR funding helps researchers 
break new ground. Among discoveries over the 
last decade: 

§§ Dr. Steven Miller identified factors that can 
impact brain development in newborns, such as 
infections in pre-term babies and heart defects 
in full-term babies. These discoveries have led 
to changes in these babies’ care to minimize the 
impact of these factors.

§§ The use of 3-D imaging by Dr. Suzanne Lewis 
detected physical differences in the faces of 
children with autism. These differences could 
indicate underlying brain structure and help 
identify autism earlier. 

§§ Dr. Max Donelan’s Biomechanical Energy 
Harvester is a wearable device that captures 
the energy generated when walking and 
converts it to electricity that could one day 
power prosthetic limbs, drug pumps, and other 
portable medical devices. 

First decade highlights 2001 – 2011
The Michael Smith Foundation for Health Research (MSFHR) was established by the BC government 

in 2001 to revitalize BC’s health research enterprise. Since our inception, we have funded 1,468 

people and 65 teams engaged in every aspect of health research.

Named for 
Nobel Laureate 
Dr. Michael Smith, 
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in BC’s health 
research potential, 
the Foundation 
has helped build 
a community of 
world-class scientists 
right here in BC.



§§ An investigation by Dr. Fabio Rossi shows how 
ibro/adipogenic progenitors, or “good” fat 
cells, interact with stem cells in the production 
of scar tissue in injured muscles. A better 
understanding of the interaction could help 
develop therapies to regenerate muscle tissue. 

§§ Dr. David Huntsman established a lab that 
has changed the way biomarker research is 
conducted in Canada, and the way in which 
several cancers are now diagnosed and treated.

Making Connections

MSFHR spearheads networks and platforms 
that encourage collaboration and data-
sharing to create a more streamlined 
research infrastructure. 

Linking data: MSFHR played a key role in 
establishing platforms to share health data 
across the province. For example, Population 
Data BC connects information from vital 
statistics registries, provincial health 
records, census data and more as a unique 
and valuable resource for health researchers 
in establishing patterns of health and 
disease in British Columbians.

Harmonizing ethics: MSFHR has taken the 
lead in BC to connect our 23 independent 
research ethics boards. We aim to improve the 
efficiency of the human ethics review process, 
providing BC with a significant competitive 
advantage in the field of clinical trials, which 
are essential for confirming the effectiveness 
and safety of innovative health technologies 
and therapies. 

Improving BC’s health system: We’ve 
connected the Ministry of Health, health 
authorities and researchers to develop a 
network for health system research and 
evaluation. The network has funded 45 
projects focused on system solutions, from 
helping family doctors teach patients with 
depression self-care skills to developing 
respiratory infection tests that improve care 
to children needing emergency treatment 

for viral infections.

Engaging Our Community

MSFHR is well positioned to engage 
researchers, health-care leaders, partners and 
the government in furthering the research 
enterprise in BC. A few examples include:

A thriving research environment: MSFHR 
awards have a multiplier effect, enabling 
researchers to engage teams and attract 
additional funding to advance knowledge on 
critical health issues. 

§§ One of MSFHR’s first scholars, Dr. Marco 
Marra, helped take the BC Cancer Agency 
Genome Sciences Centre (GSC) from a small 
lab to its current status as an international 
leader in genomics, informatics and 
technology development. More than 200 
people now work at the lab, which was 
instrumental in the rapid sequencing of the 
SARS genome in 2003 and the sequencing of 
the avian flu genome in 2004. 

§§ Since 2001, MSFHR has funded 65 research 
teams working on a range of solutions, 
from health promotion strategies for health 
inequities to improving islet transplantation as 
a treatment for people with Type 1 diabetes. 
With our investment, team leaders collectively 
engaged more than 700 researchers and 
attracted $73.6 million from Canadian funding 
agencies. 

Forging partnerships: We’ve partnered with 
organizations in BC, Canada and internationally 
to increase the number of MSFHR trainees 
establishing health research careers in and 
for BC. Since 2001, we have connected 125 
trainees with partners who co-fund their 
awards and boost activity in key health 
research areas.

MSFHR awards have 
a multiplier effect, 
enabling researchers 
to engage teams and 
attract additional 
funding to advance 
knowledge on critical 
health issues. 
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