and families of

Sept. 11, leaving
other charities in
a struggle to
meet their finan-
cial goals.

So it was nice to
hear last week
that one of
Richmond’s best
causes continues to win battles in
its long war against a debilitating
childhood disease.

Andrew’s Buddies, started
nearly a dozen years ago by
Richmonders Joe and Martha
Slay, awarded more than $1.3 mil-
lion last year to support research
aimed at finding a treatment for
spinal muscular atrophy.

That's their best year of giving,
ever.

Researchers have made great
progress understanding the causes
of SMA, Joe Slay said, so it’s cru-
cial right now to pump as much
money as possible into the search
for ways to treat the illness.

SMA, which affects more
20,000 American children, is actu-
ally a group of diseases that wreak
havoc with the motor neurons of
the spinal cord and brain stem.

These neurons supply electrical
and chemical messages to muscle
cells. Without proper input from
the neurons, muscle cells function
improperly, grow smaller and
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on gene therapy approaches.

Andrew’s Buddies, named for
the Slays’ oldest son, a high-
school junior with SMA, has pro-
vided much of the stimulus for
the scientific progress over the
past decade.

The organization relies on a
potent mix of passion, imagina-
tion, skillful promotion and grass-
roots dedication to draw atten-
tion — and resources - to fighting
the disease.

Howie Long, the football Hall
of Famer and NFL commentator
for Fox Sports, helped raise the

group’s visibility last year, his first
as national honorary chairman.
But Andrew’s Buddies has
always excelled at getting its mes-
sage out, thanks in no small part
to Joe Slay’s experience as a pub-
lic relations executive and Martha
Slay’s fierce determination.
Concerts, benefit auctions, a
comprehensive Web page
(www.fightsma.com

blip.

Recently, the group has turned
more attention to winning greater
federal funding to study the dis-
ease.

“SMA affects so many people —
about 20,000 — and it holds so
much promise for a cure soon,”
said Martha Slay. “It deserves to
join the ranks of diseases which
affect similar numbers of people
but receive significantly
higher levels of federal funding.”

Federal spending on SMA
research was less than $5 million
last year, Joe Slay said.

“Other diseases affecting simi-
lar populations got $25 million,
$30 million or higher. That’s
where we should be.”

He believes SMA research has
reached a critical point.
“Relatively tiny increases in fund-
ing could bring huge increases in
the science.”

Washington will be hearing
from the Slays. And from all of
Andrew’s buddies.

* Contact Bob Rayner at (804) 649-6073 or
brayner@timesdispatch.com




