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in brief

A corporate venture group and a student-led 
network pulled off a daring business plan 
competition that saw the winners walk away 
with a £100,000 ($157,000) cash prize and 
free laboratory space to develop their idea. 
GlaxoSmithKline’s venture arm, SR One, 
launched the OneStart competition with the 
Oxbridge Biotech Roundtable (OBR), a two-
year-old network of 10,000 life sciences and 
business students, that grew out of Oxford and 
Cambridge and now spans Europe and the US. 
The prize money is exceptional for a startup 
competition. In the US, MassChallenge, for 
instance, awards a $100,000 or $50,000 
cash prize. Also notable about OneStart is that 
entrepreneurs have to be young—under 36. 
Organizers promoted the competition through 
the OBR network (http://www.oxbridgebiotech.
com/), and participants were encouraged to 
send in ideas in drug discovery, medical devices, 
diagnostics and health IT. The competition 
received 100 entries from eight countries and 
took place in stages, over five months. Thirty-five 
semifinalist teams joined a Business Bootcamp 
in London, where they received mentorship 
from industry, venture capitalists, healthcare 
entrepreneurs, and intellectual property and 
tech transfer advisors to help them shape their 
ideas into a feasible business plan. On May 16, 
ten finalists pitched their ideas to a panel of 
investors and academics, who selected Puridify, 
a spinout from the Department of Biochemical 
Engineering, at University College London, as 
the winner. Their product, FibroSelect, a new 
chromatography reagent, slashes manufacturing 
costs for biotherapeutics by 40–90%. SR One 
President, Jens Eckstein, was so impressed with 
the runner-up, LipoPep from the University of 
Manchester, that he awarded them £10,000 
($15,700) to help kickstart their business 
developing a nanocarrier to target drugs to 
the placenta. Hagan Bayley, professor of 
chemical biology at the University of Oxford 
and a member of OBR’s scientific advisory 
board says, “OBR came out of nowhere in 
2011 and since then has provided a colossal 
stimulus for university entrepreneurship at 
all levels from undergraduates to academic 
staff.” As a grassroots initiative that ushers 
in fresh entrepreneurial blood, OneStart 
seems an experiment worth replicating. It 
gives a chance to young entrepreneurs early 
in their careers, and fosters a culture of risk 
taking, which is unusual outside the US. 
Sarah Holland, head of strategic partnering 
at Roche, added, “It is very encouraging to 
see a student-led initiative to foster the next 
generation of biotech entrepreneurs. Who 
knows—one of the competitors may start the 
next Genentech!” Lisa Melton

5 (Lgr5), an adult stem cell marker, in a subset 
of supporting cells in the organ of Corti, the 
region of the cochlea that also contains audi-
tory hair cells (J. Neurosci. 32, 9639–9648, 
2012). Edge and colleagues demonstrated that 
these cells formed neurospheres (clusters of 
neural progenitor cells) in vitro, from which, 
after activation with Wnt signaling proteins, 
new inner hair cells developed. Subsequently, 
Edge and colleagues showed that inhibiting 
Notch signaling, with a γ-secretase inhibitor, 
led to the growth of new inner hair cells, which 
reversed hearing loss in a mouse model. We see 
a small improvement. It’s by no means complete  
recovery,” Edge says. 

It will still take some time before drug 
development efforts based on these findings 
are ready to enter the clinic. When they do, 
they will have to deal with the complex fluid 
dynamics of the inner ear, an issue, says Carl 
LeBel, CSO at San Diego–based Otonomy, that 
has received insufficient focus so far. “You can 
get some drug in. The question is, can you get 
enough into the regions of the cochlea to get 
the effect you want?” A major diffusion gradi-
ent within the cochlea can result in 10,000-fold 
differences in the concentration of a given sub-
stance in different locations. “You’ve got to find 
a way to begin to overcome that gradient,” LeBel 
says. Otonomy employs a thermosensitive gel, 
which exists in solution at room temperature 
but which solidifies at body temperature. So far, 
it has managed to maintain a depot-like dose 
of drug that persists for an extended period of 
time. The rest of the field faces the same chal-
lenge. “It’s going to have to face this issue. There 
are not a lot of ways around that”.

Cormac Sheridan Dublin

(Nature 490, 278–282, 2012) and gene therapy 
(Curr. Opin. Neurol. 25, 57–60, 2012). “If you’d 
asked me even ten years ago, I’d have said the 
field was too immature to do something rea-
sonable,” says Mueller. Now, he is in talks with 
venture capital and big pharma investors about 
forming a startup. One important strand of 
recent research that has contributed to the cur-
rent interest in hearing loss has been the finding 
that congenital forms of deafness are highly con-
vergent. “Roughly 90% of the genetic forms of 
hearing loss directly affect the hair cells,” Mueller 
says. “It was not necessarily assumed ten years 
ago that this would be the case.” Moreover, many 
people with a genetic predisposition to develop 
age- or noise-related hearing loss exhibit poly-
morphisms in the same genes. So far, about 50 
genes associated with nonsyndromic forms of 
deafness (i.e., not associated with other  signs 
and symptoms) have been identified, and 
Mueller reckons a similar number remains to be 
discovered. Mouse models of hearing loss offer 
a ready platform for phenotypic screening for 
drug leads and, potentially, new mechanisms, 
because hearing is highly conserved among all 
mammals.

One firm that has already embraced a 
phenotypic screening approach is Audion 
Therapeutics, a startup based in Amsterdam, 
which has licensed screening technology from 
scientific founder Albert Edge, of Massachusetts 
Eye and Ear Infirmary and Harvard Medical 
School in Boston. This work remains at an early 
stage, but Edge has already demonstrated the 
feasibility of hair cell regeneration by modulat-
ing key developmental pathways. His group has 
identified the presence in mice of leucine-rich, 
repeat-containing, G protein–coupled receptor 

Table 1  Selected drugs in development for hearing loss indications
Developer Drug Description indication Clinical status

Auris Medical AMI-101 NMDA receptor antagonist Tinnitus Phase 3

Auris Medical AM-111 Dextrorotatory peptide that 
blocks c-Jun N-terminal 
kinase signaling

Acute hearing loss Phase 2/3

Autifony 
Therapeutics

AUT00063 Kv3 potassium channel 
modulator

Age-related hearing loss 
Tinnitus

Phase 1

Merz, Kyorin 
Pharmaceuticals

Neramexane Dual antagonist of α9α10 
cholinergic nicotinic receptor 
and NMDA receptor 

Tinnitus Phase 3

Nordmark 
Arzneimittel 
(Uetersen, 
Germany)

Ancrod Fibrinogenase isolated from 
venom of Malaysian pit viper 
(Calloselasma rhodostoma)

Sudden hearing loss Phase 1/2

Otonomy OTO-104 Sustained-release formula-
tion of dexamethasone

Ménière’s disease Phase 2

Sound 
Pharmaceuticals

(Seattle)

SPI-1005 Glutathione peroxidase mimic Sound-associated damage
Chemotherapy-induced 
hearing loss

Phase 2

Southern Illinois 
Universitya 
(Carbondale, 
Illinois)

d-methio-
nine

Micronutrient with direct and 
indirect antioxidant effects

Noise-induced hearing 
loss

Phase 3

aInvestigator-initiated study in collaboration with the US Department of Defense.

OneStart winners Puridify.
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