New York Times

NERVE CELLS TIED TO IMMUNE SYSTEM 
Scientists have found the first evidence of an anatomical connection between the nervous system and the immune system. 

Nerve cell endings in the skin and white blood cells of the immune system are in intimate contact, and chemicals secreted by the nerves can shut down immune system cells nearby. 

Dermatologists said that the finding, by Dr. Richard D. Granstein of the Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston and Dr. George F. Murphy of the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, could help explain anecdotal reports that diseases like psoriasis are exacerbated by stress. They say it might also help explain the mechanism of skin cancer. "This may be the connection between the nervous system and the immune system that we've all been looking for," said Dr. Craig Elmets, a dermatologist and cancer specialist at Case Western Reserve University. Finding Called Extraordinary 

"I think it's just extraordinary," said Dr. Paul R. Bergstressor, the chairman of the department of dermatology at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical School in Dallas. 

The finding is published today in Nature, a British science journal. 

Dr. Granstein, Dr. Murphy and their colleagues found the connection between the nervous system and the immune system by looking at a group of sentinel white blood cells of the immune system, known as Langerhans cells. These white blood cells form a network in the epidermis, the skin's delicate outer layer, which is about the thickness of a sheet of plastic wrap. Whenever a foreign substance touches the skin, the Langerhans cells take it up and deliver it to other white blood cells, setting off an attack by the immune system. 

The researchers found the nerves extend into the epidermis with filament-like nerve endings, which are encircled by the Langerhans cells. The nerve cells secrete a chemical known as calcitonin gene-related peptide, or CGRP, which is normally used to transmit messages between nerves. But some Langerhans cells may become coated with CGRP and, as a result, the investigators report, the Langerhans cells are less able to do their normal job of initiating an immune system attack on foreign substances. 

Dr. Granstein said that as many as 10 percent of the Langerhans cells in the epidermis were coated with CGRP at any one time. The Langerhans cells become coated when a nerve cell fires, depositing the chemical on the cells that abut it. There are also some possible links to generalized stress 

But, Dr. Granstein added, it is unclear when or why nerve cells release CGRP. One possibility is that it may be released in response to stress. Nor do researchers know how this newly discovered connection between nerve cells and immune cells is related to diseases. 

For years, researchers have theorized that there is a mind-body connection in which the nervous system alters the immune system's functions. But lacking solid evidence, some scientists remained skeptical. 

"People have reported for a long time that diseases are worse or better depending on their psychological state, but I never believed it," Dr. Granstein said. "They say their eczema gets worse under stress or their psoriasis gets worse under stress." But he said it was hard to define what was meant by stress. "Everybody's under stress," he said. 

Dr. Brian Nickoloff, a dermatologist at the University of Michigan, said hints that some skin diseases were exacerbated by psychological factors had been so persistent that he found them hard to dismiss. "There is no question that some diseases, even very common ones like psoriasis, are exacerbated by stress: financial losses, a death in the family," Dr. Nickoloff said. The new finding, he added, could "give you an anatomical and ultimately a molecular basis for this phenomenon." 

Dr. Bergstressor agreed. Psoriasis is particularly intriguing, he said, in light of the new discovery, because Langerhans cells are thought to play a role in causing the scaly, itchy, flaking skin that characterizes the condition. Task for Researchers 

A second disease that should now be examined in light of the new findings is skin cancer, Dr. Bergstressor said. He said he and others had found evidence that Langerhans cells might be critically important in recognizing skin cells that have been transformed into tumor cells as well as in helping the immune system get rid of them. 
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So far, he said, the findings apply to basal cell carcinomas and squamous cell carcinomas, the skin cancers that are less deadly than malignant melanomas. But, he added, "no one has asked the question," about whether Langerhans cells play a role in melanomas. 

With the new finding, Dr. Bergstressor said, "we have to ask whether nerve cell endings operate properly or improperly in those people who are genetically susceptible to skin cancer." 
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This is the most current information on this topic. Please make good use of it in your health development. Pass it on to those you care about so they can benefit too!
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