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Research commencing January 2026 
 
Associate Professor Vilija Jokubaitis, Monash University, working with Co-applicants Dr Jingni 
He Monash University, Professor Simon Broadley Griffith University,  Professor Michael 
Barnett University of Sydney, Professor Jeannette Lechner-Scott University of Newcastle, has 
been awarded a 3-year Translational MS Research Project Grant commencing January 2026, 
titled, “Extending STOP-MS: Biomarker-Driven Insights into Anti-EBV Therapies for Progressive 
Multiple Sclerosis”. 
 
Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a chronic condition that affects the brain and spinal cord. Most people 
are initially diagnosed with relapsing-remitting MS, but many go on to develop progressive MS, 
where disability steadily worsens. Unfortunately, treatment options for progressive MS are 
limited and usually do not stop or reverse disability.  
 
Scientists believe a virus called Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) plays a major role in causing MS. In 
fact, nearly everyone with MS has been infected with EBV. Two existing medications, 
spironolactone and famciclovir, may help reduce the activity of this virus in the body. They are 
currently being tested in a large clinical trial called STOP-MS to see if they can slow down the 
progression of MS. Blood samples are being collected from trial participants, but funding is not 
available to analyse these samples.  
 
This project will study those blood samples to look for early biological signs of whether the 
treatments are having an effect. A/Prof Jokubaitis and her Co-applicants will measure two blood 
proteins, called sNfL and sGFAP, which are released when there is damage to the brain or spinal 
cord. They will also study each person’s genetic information to understand how genetic factors 
are related to changes in these proteins and EBV activity in people with progressive MS.  
 
By combining this information, A/Prof Jokubaitis and her Co-applicants hope to better 
understand how EBV-targeted therapies work at the biological level. This may help doctors 
identify which patients could benefit most and lead to better, more personalised treatments for 
progressive MS in the future. 
 
Also commencing January 2026, Dr William Reay and Co-applicant Professor Kaylene Young, 
Menzies Institute for Medical Research, University of Tasmania, have been awarded a 3-year 
Translational MS Research Project Grant.   
 
Dr Reay and Professor Young’s Translational MS Research Project is titled, “Using genetic data 
to identify drugs to combat progressive multiple sclerosis”. 
 
Dr Reay and Professor Young are working with Associate Investigators Professor Bruce Taylor, 
Dr Anna Ritchie, Dr Jessica Fletcher, A/Prof Anthony Cook, Dr Nicholas Blackburn and 
Professor Leonid Churilov.  
 
Medications used to treat multiple sclerosis (MS) aim to reduce the frequency of immune 
system attacks on the brain and spinal cord. However, these treatments cannot prevent, slow 
down, or reverse the damage caused by these attacks. This damage is directly linked to the level  
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of disability experienced by people with MS (“progression"). Slowing or reversing this 
progression would significantly enhance the quality of life for those living with MS. 
 
In this project, Dr Reay, Professor Young and their team are exploring a new strategy to 
accelerate bringing potential treatments that may slow or reverse MS progression into clinical 
trials. Specifically, they will investigate whether existing drugs, already approved for other 
conditions, could be repurposed for MS. This approach is much faster and more cost-effective 
than developing entirely new drugs from scratch. 
 
To narrow down which of the thousands of existing drugs might be worth testing, Dr Reay, 
Professor Young and their team will use genetic data. Our genes not only influence who is more 
likely to develop MS, but also how MS progresses over time. They have developed a new method 
that leverages genetic insights to identify promising drug candidates. 
 
Next, they will test these candidates using blood cells from people with MS, which they can 
convert into brain cells like neurons in the lab. This will help them further refine their list of 
potential treatments before moving into clinical trials. 
 
By harnessing the power of genetics, this project aims to more quickly identify existing drugs 
that could help reduce or repair the damage caused by the immune system in MS. 


