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PATENTING IL-6

LONDON—Interleukin-6 (IL-6) looks like the battleground
for the next major patent dispute in biotechnology. While
Ares-Serono (A-S, Geneva, Switzerland) appears to have a
dominant position in Europe, the picture in the U.S. is less
clear. There, Genetics Institute (GI, Cambridge, MA) may
have at least a blocking position, possibly something stronger.
Ajinomoto (Tokyo) may also enter the fray.

I1-6, also known as beta interferon, has major potential
indications as a plateletgrowth stimulator in cancer-ther-
apy-related thrombocytopenia, as an antiproliferative in
breast cancer, colon cancer, and melanoma, and as a vaccine
adjuvant worth, in total, an estimated $24 billion a year. Yet
with IL-6 still in the preclinical phase (A-S’s human studies
are scheduled to start in the second quarter of 1992), talk of
markets is premature—especially since ownership issues
are undecided.

A-S’s work on IL-6 started when the Weizmann Institute
{Rehovot, Israel) isolated two antiviral compounds which
they named beta - and beta ;interferon. They filed patents,
for which A-S is now the exclusive worldwide licensee, in
1979. The claims on beta | have now been disallowed
because of prior disclosure by a Japanese inventor but,
according to Mario Vannini, head of A-S innovative re-
search, the company has heard unofficially that the claims of
the 1979 patent relating to beta, have been allowed.

In 1985, following the cloning of the IL-6 (beta -inter-
feron) gene, A-S filed further patents with broad claims for
DNA sequences, vectors, host cells, formulations, and prod-
uct by process. With “technical completion” in Europe and
a “notice of allowance” in the U.S. Vannini anticipates
that the patentswillissue in the next three months. “This
dominates any other company’s position,” he says. “IL-6 is
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If the earlier Ares-Serono patent is brought into question,
that might open doors for Ajinomoto. Their 1984 filing
describes 116 activities in the stimulation of immunoglob-
ulin production. Much may depend, therefore, on which of
I1-6’s many activities prove the most useful clinically.

—]John Hodgson
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