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                Thus far, Cormorant has pursued HuMax-IL8 as a monotherapy. The four-year-old Swedish biotech started a 44-person phase 1 trial in patients with advanced solid tumors last year at the US National Cancer Institute in Bethesda, Maryland. But the antibody's new owner intends to deploy the agent as an add-on to other immunotherapies and only for those patients whose tumors express abnormally high levels of IL-8, says Nils Lonberg, senior vice president, head of biologics discovery at New Yorkâ€“based BMS.
â€œThere's good scientific evidence that the presence or absence of cells with receptors for IL-8, and the trafficking behavior of those cells, has an effect on the immune status of the tumor,â€� Lonberg explains. In the tumor microenvironment, IL-8-receptor-expressing cells mostly belong to a heterologous group of immune cells known as myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSCs). When present, these MDSCs can restrain the activity of T cells, potentially stifling any therapeutic benefits from deploying checkpoint inhibitorsâ€”agents that turn off cancer cells' brakes on T-cell responses and have reignited enthusiasm for immunotherapies. BMS already has two such drugs approved, the monoclonal antibodies Yervoy (ipilimumab) and Opdivo (nivolumab) (Nat. Biotechnol. 32, 297â€“299, 2014).
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