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NEWS

“When meeting a company for 
the first time, identify the CEO in 

advance. Don’t make the mistake of shaking 
hands with the male investor relations 
person before greeting the female CEO.” 
Forbes contributor David Sable provides 
biotech etiquette tips in an article entitled 
“Don’t be a jerk.” (Forbes, 12 August 2015)

“I have no idea what he’s talking about, 
but ‘DNA schedule’ has real potential as 
a name for a band, an app or maybe an 
erectile dysfunction drug.” Duke University’s 
Misha Angrist’s attempt to make sense of 
Republican presidential candidate Mike 
Huckabee’s assertion that life begins at 
conception with a “new DNA schedule.”  
(Fusion, 6 August 2015) 

“Researchers have no say in whether a fetus 
is aborted or develops into a human baby; 
those decisions are made by women and 
shaped by politicians. Yet their science, 
performed on discarded tissue, has the 
ability to save lives. It already has.” Nathalia 
Holt, microbiologist and writer, weighs in on 
the “debate” over fetal tissue research. (The 
New York Times, 30 July 2015)

“We exist at the will of the public and if 
there are politicians who just hate our guts 
it’s going to be a lot harder.” Jeanne Loring, 
The Scripps Research Institute in La Jolla, 
California, speaking of the aftermath of the 
release of videotapes purporting to show 
that Planned Parenthood sells fetal tissue 
for profit.  Researchers who work with fetal 
tissue and their universities have been 
measuring their responses. (BuzzFeed 
News, 9 August 2015)

Revamp biotech rules, says 
White House 
After almost three decades, the White House 
is looking to update the way its agencies 
evaluate biotech products. US Government 
officials in July directed three federal agencies 
to review and, where necessary, update their 
systems, which are based on a government-
wide framework dating to 1986. Specifically, 
the White House told the Environmental 
Protection Agency, the US Food and Drug 
Administration, and the Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) to develop a strategy that 
ensures the system is prepared for reviewing 
future biotech products and builds public 
confidence in that review process. The White 
House says it will commission the National 
Academy of Sciences (NAS) to conduct an 
outside analysis, one that seems to coincide 
with a somewhat narrower NAS review effort 
focused on genetically modified (GM) crops that 
began in 2014. In a separate development last 
February, when officials of the Animal and Plant 
Health Inspection Service at USDA withdrew 
a proposed rule from 2008 to change how it 
regulates GM plants, the agency then called 
for a renewed consideration of these regulatory 
issues.

high risk of depression and suicide, “and it’s 
possible that the law of small numbers simply 
broke against Amgen,” says Eric Schmidt, an 
analyst at the New York–based brokerage firm 
Cowen. “Most of us don’t believe there’s a bio-
logical rationale for the finding; it could have 
just been a case of bad luck.” 

Still, Amgen’s experience raises concerns that 
targeting the IL-17 receptor could have danger-
ous psychiatric consequences. Craig Leonardi, a 
clinical professor of dermatology at Saint Louis 
University School of Medicine, says that other 
drugs targeting IL-17 haven’t shown suicidal 
effects, “but the signal with brodalumab is real, 
and it speaks to a phenomenon that we are 
unable to explain.” 

That signal materialized against a pervasive 
background of depression and suicidal tenden-
cies in psoriasis patients that was quantified in 
a large population-based cohort study reported 
in 2010. The study, published in Archives of 
Dermatology (146, 891–895, 2010), compared 
data from over 150,000 patients, most of them 
with mild psoriasis, and nearly 767,000 con-
trols in the UK’s National Health System and 
found that the psoriasis patients had a roughly 
40% greater incidence of suicide, in addition to 
higher rates of depression and anxiety. The lead 
author, Joel Gelfand, an associate professor of 
dermatology at the University of Pennsylvania’s 

In May, Thousand Oaks, California–based 
Amgen announced it was pulling out of its 
participation in a high-profile program with 
the psoriasis drug brodalumab and hand-
ing back rights to its collaborator, London-
based AstraZeneca. The anti-interleuken-17A 
(IL-17A) receptor monoclonal antibody had 
been tipped as a blockbuster contender after 
racking up promising results in three late-stage 
studies and beating Johnson & Johnson’s rival 
drug, Stelara (ustekinumab)—which targets 
IL-12 and IL-23—in a head-to-head trial. But 
after assessing reports of suicidal thoughts 
in some study patients, Amgen decided that 
a potentially restrictive label would dent its 
commercial prospects and terminated its long-
term collaboration. AstraZeneca is not giving 
up on brodalumab and on 31 July said it would 
continue working towards a regulatory filing. 
Industry observers note, however, that the links 
to suicide have cast a pall over brodalumab and, 
potentially, the entire IL-17 inhibitor class.

Amgen’s spokesperson, Kristen Davis, says 
the number of suicides and suicide attempts 
across the entire brodalumab program, involv-
ing more than 5,000 patients, adds up to single 
digits. “We are unaware of any mechanism that 
would explain a relationship between IL-17 
inhibition and suicidal ideation,” she says. 
Psoriasis patients are already known to be at 

Suicidal thoughts end Amgen’s blockbuster 
aspirations for psoriasis drug 

IL-17 cytokines signal into keratinocytes contributing to epidermal hyperproliferation and inflammation, 
the hallmark of psoriatic disease.
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