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NEWS

Shire divests mRNA platform 
to RaNa
RNA activation specialist RaNa Therapeutics 
has acquired Shire’s messenger RNA drug 
discovery platform, along with the scientists 
who have worked to develop it over the last 
eight years. Dublin-based Shire receives an 
equity stake in RaNa and is eligible for future 
milestones and royalties on products developed 
with the technology. Shire developed the 
mRNA Replacement Therapy (MRT) technology 
for both monogenic disease target validation 
and drug development. MRT enables the 
in vivo production of both intracellular and 
secreted proteins; the platform allows scalable 
manufacturing and can be applied to cell-free 
production and to the development of delivery 
vehicles. Cambridge, Massachusetts–based 
RaNa has been working on mRNA therapeutics 
since its founding in 2011, based on technology 
licensed from Massachusetts General Hospital 
around the discovery of long noncoding regions 
of RNA that interact with polycomb repressor 
complex 2 (PRC2). Blocking the interaction of 
this so-called ‘junk RNA’ with PRC2 activates 
the expression of single genes. RaNa has yet to 
advance a compound into the clinic using the 
technology; the Shire deal includes preclinical 
drug programs in cystic fibrosis and urea 
cycle disorders to augment RaNa’s pipeline. 
In 2015, RaNa raised $55 million in venture 
capital to continue development of epigenetic 
gene upregulation and mRNA stabilization 
technologies and support the company’s 
programs in spinal muscular dystrophy and 
Friedreich’s ataxia. RaNa is also advancing 
a preclinical candidate to treat ornithine 
transcarbamylase deficiency, a rare X-linked 
genetic disorder. 

On 5 January, Shenzhen-based iCarbonX held 
a one-day summit to announce its much-antic-
ipated plans for an artificial intelligence (AI)-
based health care platform. The big news was 
an alliance uniting iCarbonX with seven other 
companies, stitched together with over $400 
million of investment and with iCarbonX’s 
visionary founder bioinformatician Jun Wang 
as the linchpin. 

Wang is known for his blazing record of pub-
lication when he was the CEO of Shenzhen-
based BGI Genomics, a post he left last July. 
Of his new endeavor, Wang says it will be the 
fastest-moving of all the big data personal 
health companies 

The alliance’s goal is, first, to pool results 
from genomics, proteomics, metabolomics, 
transcriptomics and immune response, along 
with analyses of gut bacteria and lifestyle fac-
tors; and then to analyze the resulting unwieldy 
data sets with algorithms produced by iCar-
bonX. Users will access their results through 
a mobile phone application. At the summit, 
Wang demonstrated how the application, 
Meum—meaning ‘my’ in Latin—dispenses 
advice on nutritional, exercise and sleep needs. 
Eventually, the aim is to mine an individual’s 
data to provide information on the person’s sus-
ceptibility to disease linked to actionable advice.

Five US companies form the alliance 
along with Robustnique, a cosmetics com-

pany based in Tianjin, and Tel Aviv–based 
Imuga Vision Technologies, acquired by 
iCarbonX in September. US-based partners 
include SomaLogic, General Automation 
Lab Technologies, HealthTell, AOBiome and 
PatientsLikeMe. Overall the alliance mem-
bers account for 1,000 staff, 200 of them are 
at iCarbonX.

“We’ve thought about AI forever, but Jun 
crystallized it,” says Larry Gold, founder and 
chairman of alliance member SomaLogic, of 
Boulder, Colorado. “People here have a real 
interest in making democratically priced omics 
data a reality as soon as possible,” said Gold 
during the summit. 

Many big players, including IBM and 
Google, are already pursuing similar AI-driven 
approaches to healthcare, but iCarbonX, by 
bringing in expertise from all alliance mem-
bers, expects to develop faster and cheaper 
tools for data production, says Wang. 

SomaLogic, for instance, will contribute 
the proteomic platform SOMAscan, which, 
the company claims, can quantify some 4,200 
proteins in a sample; San Ramon, California–
based HealthTell uses silicon-wafer-based 
microarrays that hold 330,000 peptides to 
rapidly detect antibodies and give insight into 
a person’s disease state as well as drug or vac-
cine responses. Wang says monitoring of indi-
viduals with the iCarbonX platform will be 

Jun Wang’s iCarbonX heads consortium 
using AI in health and wellness 

“I didn’t agree with the decision to 
approve that drug. I didn’t think that 
they met the statutory standard for 

approval. If anyone thinks it set a precedent 
for how to develop a drug then they’re being 
pretty irresponsible in how they’re managing 
their company. If a CEO is thinking, Let’s 
go down the Sarepta pathway and we’ll 
get our drug approved, that’s pretty risky.” 
John Jenkins, director of the Office of New 
Drugs at the Center for Drug Evaluation and 
Research, who stepped down on 5 January, 
gives his opinion on Sarepta’s Exondys 51. 
(BioCentury, 2 January 2017) 

“I think the image of the sector has 
been hijacked by some bad actors, and 
we have to do a better job of telling our 
story.” Stephen Ubl, president and CEO 
of the Pharmaceutical Research and 
Manufacturers of America (PhRMA), 
retains his optimism despite the industry 
experiencing unprecedented opposition over 
drug prices. (BuzzFeed, 10 January 
2017) 

PatientsLikeMe co-founder and chairman Jamie Heywood, left, with iCarbonX founder Jun Wang are 
partnering to accelerate a deeper understanding of human health and disease.
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