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Cheating sudden death in the young 
 

Royal Prince Alfred Hospital is home to some of the world's 

leading experts in genetic heart conditions causing sudden 

death. 

 

This weekend, some of our best and brightest will travel to the 

world’s largest cardiology sub-specialty conference – Heart 

Rhythm 2015 – in Boston, to present their latest work in the field.  

 

We know their research saves lives - just ask Lucy Hastings. 

 

Her brother Edward died suddenly at the age of 17 while playing rugby in 2005.  

 

The cause of his death remained a mystery for the next four years until Lucy experienced ventricular 

tachycardia while playing netball in Dubbo. 

 

“It was a terrifying time because clearly it was a potentially lethal condition and I was not just 

concerned for me, but for my two older brothers as well,” she says.  

 

After reviewing her family history, Professor Semsarian initiated genetic testing and discovered a 

mutation responsible for arrhythmogenic right ventricular cardiomyopathy.  

 

Lucy was given an implantable cardioverter defibrillator and her family was screened for the 

mutation.  

 

Now a paediatric registrar at the Sydney Children’s Hospital, she is giving back by helping Professor 

Semsarian screen children in rural Cambodia for rheumatic heart disease (see photo). 

 

“Lucy’s case is a perfect example of how much we have improved in diagnosis, understanding of 

these diseases, clinical evaluation and genetic analysis over the past 10 years, and RPA has really 

led that field,” Professor Semsarian says.  

 

“If Lucy’s brother had died today, we would have immediately activated screening of her family and 

implanted devices or initiated medical therapy to prevent sudden death.”  

 

In 2003, Professor Semsarian and Dr Jodie Ingles established Australia’s first genetic heart disease 

registry and clinic, which has led national initiatives regarding sudden death and genetic 

investigation of young people.  

 

RPA has also been at the forefront of genetic sequencing and interpreting in Australia.  

“Five years ago, we could analyse one gene a year and we can now look at 22,000 in six weeks,” 

Professor Semsarian says. 

 

For more information on genetic heart disease, please go to www.heartregistry.org.au  
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