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The clinical and scientific team members 
at the new Imperial College Brain 
Tumour Research Centre of Excellence
Clinical

Mr Kevin O’Neill is 
Head of Neurosurgery 
and Honorary Senior 
Lecturer in the Division of 
Brain Sciences, Department of Medicine, 
Imperial College London and now directs 
the new Brain Tumour Research Centre of 
Excellence at Imperial College London. 

Kevin is a Consultant Neurosurgeon, 
Head of Neurosurgery and Trust lead 
for Neuro-oncology at Imperial College 
Healthcare NHS Trust specialising in 
neurosurgical oncology and complex 
neurovascular surgery. He also leads 
the Neuro-oncology research group 
at Imperial College and its various 
collaborations internally, nationally 
and internationally. Over and above his 
medical practice, he chairs the Board of 
Trustees for the Brain Tumour Research 
Campaign a founder member of the 
charity Brain Tumour Research. More 
generally he is the National Institute of 
Healthcare Research (NIHR) Specialty Lead 
for Cancer in The North West London 
Clinical Research Network and sits on the 
Clinical Pathway Group for Brain and CNS 
cancer for the London Cancer Alliance 
(LCA) integrated cancer network. 

During his early career in neurosurgery 
Kevin also experienced the value of a 
working brain tumour research lab by 
spending time in Prof. Geoff Pilkington’s 
laboratories at King’s College London 
where he was engaged in work on the 
cell adhesion molecule receptor, CD44 in 
glioma. This appreciation of lab science 
has led to the development of a team of 
world-class researchers to investigate the 
biology of tumour metabolisms to further 
understand the behaviour of this disease. 
Moreover, the clinical team will also be 
able to extend their use of innovative 
3D real time surgical imaging. Earlier this 
year and along with Mr Babar Vaqas, he 
used Raman Spectroscopy to diagnose 
abnormal tissue during an operation to 
remove a brain tumour; the first time such 
technology had been used in Europe.

Dr Matt Williams is 
Consultant Clinical 
Oncologist and Honorary 
Clinical Senior Lecturer 
at Imperial. Matt has 
a clinical and research 
interest in brain 
and central nervous system tumours. 
Clinically, he delivers radiotherapy and 
chemotherapy to patients with brain 
and spinal tumours, including Intensity 
Modulated Radiation Therapy and 
stereotactic radiotherapy.

His clinical research focuses on patterns 
of care and outcomes in patients with a 
wide range of tumours, and developing 
better ways of assessing patient outcomes. 
From a scientific perspective, he is 
interested in the application of novel 
scientific and computational techniques 
to clinical problems. These include 
novel techniques for systemic reviews 
and evidence aggregation as well as 
mathematical modelling of prognosis in 
patients receiving palliative chemotherapy.

Matt works mainly at Charing Cross 
Hospital, with an excellent multi-
disciplinary team of surgeons, radiologists, 
nurses, oncologists and others who 
provide diagnostic and treatment 
services across, and beyond, north-west 
London. The most recent National Cancer 
Intelligence Network data shows that the 
team have the best brain tumour survival 
in the country.

Scientific Research

The primary aim of the research team is to 
use genetic, epigenetic and metabolomic 
approaches to identify the key molecular 
events underpinning development of 
Glioblastoma Multiforme (GBM); the 

most aggressive and lethal primary brain 
tumour. Cancer is increasingly recognised 
as a disease underpinned by profound 
changes in cellular metabolism. This 
altered metabolism represents cancer’s 
achilles’ heel and our key questions are 
based around identifying and testing these 
metabolic changes to determine if they 
would be novel therapeutic strategies for 
GBM. Moreover, since tumour hypoxia 
(low 02 levels) constitutes a major 
challenge to current cancer therapies, 
they are investigating gene regulation and 
expression under such physiologically 
relevant conditions. 

They envisage that their comprehensive 
approach will reveal cancer specific 
altered pathways and identify new 
therapeutic strategies for brain tumours.

Dr Nelofer Syed is 
Principle Investigator 
of the John Fulcher 
Molecular Neuro-
oncology Laboratory at 
Imperial College.

Dr Syed obtained 
her PhD in Molecular Immunology from 
Imperial College under the direction of 
Professor Margaret Dallman. After her 
PhD training she pursued her interests in 
translational cancer epigenetics at the 
Ludwig Institute of Cancer Research, 
London. Her main focus here centred 
on identifying cancer specific epigenetic 
changes that could be targets for therapy. 
She continued her research at the Institute 
of Cancer Research, London, where she 
played a key role in identifying a gene 
(Tip60) having a critical involvement in 
breast cancer development.

In 2009 she returned to Imperial College 
to set up the John Fulcher Molecular 
Neuro-oncology Laboratory funded by the 
Brain Tumour Research Campaign (BTRC). 
Her programme of research investigates 
various aspects of brain tumour biology, 
genetics and epigenetics with a particular 
emphasis on identifying altered metabolic 
pathways to devise novel therapeutic 
strategies. Her lab has already generated 
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novel data on deranged amino acid metabolism that she believes 
will form the basis of a phase 2 clinical trial of arginine depletion 
as a novel therapeutic strategy for brain tumours.

Mr Babar Vaqas is a Neurosurgeon and 
Research Fellow at the Imperial College 
Healthcare NHS Trust.

Mr Vaqas is carrying out two cutting edge 
studies looking at new ways of diagnosing 
tumour tissue during surgery. Together with 
Mr O’Neill he is leading the first application of the iKnife system 
during Neurosurgery in the world. Earlier this year he used a laser 
probe to diagnose abnormal tissue during an operation to remove 
a brain tumour. This was the first time the technology had been 
used in Europe. 

His post as a neurosurgeon is supported by the Pickard 
Foundation and the project is supported by Brain Tumour 
Research Campaign (BTRC) and Brain Tumour Research (BTR). Mr 
Vaqas obtained his medical degree from the University of Oxford 
and completed basic surgical training in Cambridge. 

Dr Matthew Grech-Sollars is a Research 
Associate in MRI physics working in the field of 
Neuro-Oncology Neuroimaging with Dr Adam 
Waldman. His key interest is in developing 
novel imaging techniques, with a particular 
focus on MRI, to improve clinical outcomes for 
patients with brain tumours, and a vision of having these methods 
integrated into clinical practice.

Matthew joined Imperial College London in 2014, after receiving 
his PhD from University College London, titled “Diffusion MRI 
for characterising childhood brain tumours” and supervised by 
Prof Chris A Clark. Previously, he obtained his MSc in Biomedical 
Engineering with Medical Physics from Imperial College London 
in 2010, after having worked in industry as an Engineer for three 
years.

Dr Fernando Abaitua has been a Postdoctoral 
Research Associate since 2013 in Dr Syed’s 
group at the molecular neuro-oncology John 
Fulcher Molecular laboratory, funded by BTRC, 
and is involved in multiple projects tackling 
epigenetic differences in cancer metabolism 
of the most aggressive form of brain tumours, 
glioblastoma multiforme. His projects are focused on the cellular 
and molecular mechanisms behind arginine deprivation and the 
role of collagen-prolyl hydroxylases in glioma biology, in the 
context of primary cell lines and isolated tumour stem cells under 
physiological oxygen conditions.

Dr Combiz Khozoie, a Postdoctoral Fellow and Alexander 
Renziehausen, a PhD student are currently funded by the Barrow 
Neurological Foundation UK, a UK charity based in London that 
acts as the international fund-raising and education arm of the 
world-renowned Barrow Neurological Institute (BNI) in Phoenix, 
Arizona. Julia Langer is supported by a Grassini PhD studentship 
through BTRC, she is currently in the process of writing up her 
thesis. John DeFelice joined BTRC in 2011 as lab manager. The 
newest recruits include Richard Perryman, an MRC funded PhD 
student and Dr Tzouliana Stylianou, a BTRC funded postdoctoral 
fellow.


