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UK’s Proximagen secures huge funding

Happy About 
58 Million

Proximagen Neuroscience of London has managed the impossi-
ble. The neurodegenerative disease company completed one of 
the largest rounds of UK biotech funding in the last 10 years. Four 
investors bought into Proximagen, snapping up 36 million shares 

at a price of 1.60 
each, totalling 58 
million. This fund-
ing has transformed 
the small spin-off 
from King’s Col-
lege London with its 
hitherto 25 employ-
ees into a powerful 
company, holding a 
total cash balance of 

65 million. 
In 2008, Prox-

imagen had already 
succeeded in sealing 
several promising 

deals, such as a strategic partnership agreement with Boehring-
er Ingelheim (Germany) to develop novel central nervous system 
(CNS) drug candidates, and a 166 million licensing agreement 
signed with the US company Upsher-Smith to create a novel treat-
ment for Parkinson’s disease. The company, founded in Novem-

ber 2003 by pharmacology professor Peter Jenner, was described 
in Lab Times 2-2006. 

What is Proximagen’s leadership going to do with this year’s 
formidable windfall? According to a company press release in 
June, the proceeds will be used “to acquire and in-licence drug 
development programmes”, focussing on deals for central nerv-
ous system diseases such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s. The ac-
quisition of whole companies is also possible, Proximagen’s CEO, 
Kenneth Mulvany, indicated. Possible candidates? There are doz-
ens in the United Kingdom alone, such as Phytopharm (Godman-
chester), Minster Pharmaceuticals (Saffron Walden), Neuro-
pharm (Leatherhead) and Vectura (Chippenham). 

British-German gene silencing therapy under way

Infusional Premiere
Clear the way for Silence Therapeutics, a developer of RNAi thera-
peutics with a headquarters split between London and Berlin. The 
company has recently won regulatory approval from the German 
Bundesinstitut für Arzneimittel und Medizinprodukte (BfArM), 
to begin a phase I trial of its Atu027 drug (a siRNA molecule) for 
solid malignant tumors. Atu027 is Silence’s fourth experimental 
drug to enter clinical stages, and, at the same time, the company’s 
first drug to be advanced clinically without pharmaceutical part-
ners (Silence is already conducting three clinical trials for several 
indications in cooperation with Pfizer/Quark Pharma). 

Gene silencing via siRNA ideally turns off the genes that 
cause the disease. Silence’s Atu027 specifically targets PKN3, a 

Lucky Peter Jenner (left) has picked up ad-
ditional 58 million for Proximagen Neuro-
science. His colleague, Kenneth Mulvany, 
meanwhile is wondering what to do with it.

-wk-

Woof-Woof!

Canine cancer  therapy approved

-wk-

In the light of an alarming increase in pet cancer in Duckburg 
and elsewhere, it is reassuring that Pfizer has won approval for 
a new cancer drug for, well, dogs. No kidding! The new therapy, 

named Palladia, is to treat advanced mast cell tumors, a common 
form of cancer in dogs. It’s the first canine cancer drug ever to have 
been given the green light by the FDA. Palladia is a tyrosine kinase 
inhibitor, and as its human counterpart Sutent (also marketed by 
Pfizer), the dog drug was originally developed at Sugen, a biotech 
company that was founded by German biochemist Axel Ullrich in 
the early 1990s. 

Palladia was also tested in the same way as “real” human 
drugs. Researchers recruited 150 dogs for the pivotal study and 
found that it provoked a reduction in or disappearance of tumors 
in 43 percent of canine patients. The placebo arm of the study was 
successful only in 8 percent. By the way, this end result is far more 
convincing than in most human cancer therapy studies, even though 
the animals suffered from side effects, such as vomiting, diahorrea 
and bloody stools. In addition, the study didn’t determine whether 
the dogs’ lives were extended. 

Animal drugs are a growing business for pharmaceutical compa-
nies. Many pet owners in rich industrial nations are spending large 
sums on their cutie pies. Pfizer has launched several pet drugs onto 
the market in recent years that appear to be their human analogues’ 
twin brothers, such as drugs that reduce an animal’s weight (“Slen-
trol”) or ease motion sickness (“Cerenia”; both introduced in 2007). 
Nevertheless, compared to the pharmaceutical giant’s main busi-
ness of human drugs, pet therapies are still peanuts, yielding just 6 
percent of Pfizer’s estimated 32 billion sales in 2008.

(right) Anonymous dog patient during 
a phase III clinical cancer trial.
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protein kinase C-related molecule involved in cancer growth and 
metastasis formation. Silence’s siRNA molecules (“AtuRNAi”) 
are chemically modified to result in blunt-ended, stabilized mol-
ecules (see picture), achieving a higher stability against nuclease 
degradation, a longer half-life and lower manufacturing costs. 

According to Chief Executive Officer Iain Ross, the big chal-
lenge, however, is “to deliver the drug”. As a form of “medical 
premiere”, Silence Therapeutics intends to give Atu027 as an in-
fusion rather than place it directly onto the treatment area, Ross 
told Reuters. “Infusion is a major step forward”, he added.

Big Pharma shines in an unnecessary ranking

Punchy House Numbers
Absurd rankings are a surefire way to hit the headlines. 

The Climate Counts (CC) organisation from Manchester, New 
Hampshire, a “nonprofit effort to bring consumers and compa-
nies together in the fight against global climate change”, recent-
ly reached an interim victory in the “do-gooders fight for a better 
climate” category. CC used a 0-to-100 point scale and 22 criteria 
to determine “if companies have measured their climate footprint, 
supported progressive climate legislation, publicly disclosed their cli-
mate actions”, and worked within similar meaningless parameters. 

And the winner was… Big Pharma! The whole sector out-
paced every other industry (such as airlines, the media and ho-
tels) in sustainability, according to CC’s environmental “score-
card” (see below), demonstrating that – please forgive the sar-
casm – the pharmaceutical industry has at least the best market-
ing staff and the best spin-doctors. If the CC’s result is to be be-
lieved, AstraZeneca (score 76) behaves four times better when it 
comes to the Earth’s climate than Amgen (score 20). Sounds con-
clusive, doesn’t it?

CC’s concluding statement was the ultimate in ass kicking: 
“next, drugmakers need to focus on cutting their emissions.” Hugh, 
the climate experts from New Hampshire have spoken!

-wk-

Conventional (left) vs. Silence’s “AtuRNAi” technology. AtuRNAi mole-
cules are allegedly more stable and can be produced at a lower price. 

-wk-

http://www.hamiltonrobotics.com/education



