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Cell focus
offers
new hope

New approach: Dr Graham Kelly says NOX66
blocks cancer cells’ ability to repair themselves
after they’ve been hit by chemotherapy and
radiotherapy. PHOTO: KIMBAL BAKER

An Australian biotech company hopes its
new approach to knocking out cancer
cells will make a dent in a $100 billion
global market.

‘At a couple of seconds to
midnight I had to pull
something out of the hat
and luckily I did.’
Dr Graham Kelly

Aggressive enemy: A cervical cancer cell
on the point of dividing. PHOTO: AAP/AP/
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AnAustralianbiotechnologycompanysaysithas
comeupwithaninnovativedrugthathasthe
potentialtotransformthetreatmentofpeople
withcancer–andmakeasignificantdentina
$100 billionglobalmarket.

ThecompanyisNoxopharm,basedinSydney.Its
CEO,DrGrahamKelly,seeshugepotentialforits
anti-cancerdrug,NOX66.

‘‘WebelieveNOX66isgoingtochangethefaceof
cancertherapy,’’hesays.‘‘It’stheonlyanti-cancer
drugweknowofthatmakescancercellsmore
sensitivetoradiotherapyandchemotherapyso
thatthosetherapiesbecomedramaticallymore
effective,butwithoutmakingthemanymore
unsafe.’’

AccordingtotheAustralianCancerResearch
Foundation,oneinthreeAustralianmenandonein
fourAustralianwomenwilldevelopalife-
threateningcancerbeforetheageof75.

DrKellysaysconventionalchemotherapyand
radiotherapyarepoisonsthatworkbydamaging
thecancercells.

‘‘Theproblemisthatcancercellsfightbackby
increasingtheirabilitytorepairthedamage,
whereasnormalcellsdon’t.Intheend,sometimesit
isjustnotpossibletoinflictenoughdamagetokill
thecancercells,andthatiswhypeoplesuccumbto
thecancer.’’

DrKellysaysNOX66worksbyblockingtheability
ofcancercellstorepairdamage,withtheresult
thateventhemostresistantcancercellsarekilled
bychemotherapyorradiotherapy.

‘‘Manycompanieshavetriedtodevelopadrug
likeNOX66,buthavefailedbecausetheirdrugends
upnotdistinguishingbetweenrepairmechanisms
incancercellsandnormalcells,’’hesays.‘‘Those
drugshaveprovedtobetoounsafe.

‘‘NOX66avoidsthisproblembyblockingrepair
mechanismsonlyincancercells.’’

TheactivedruginNOX66isacompoundcalled
idronoxil.DrKellyandateamofmedical
researchersdevelopedidronoxilatSydney
UniversityMedicalSchoolmorethan20yearsago,
‘‘asawayoftryingtomakechemotherapywork
better’’,hesays.

‘‘Idronoxilwentontobeusedinover400cancer
patientsaroundtheworld,butunfortunatelydidn’t
workinenoughpatientstomakeitworthwhile
goingonwith,soitwasthenputbackontheshelf.’’

DrKellywentfrombeingcancer-drugresearcher
toguineapigafterhewasdiagnosedin2008witha
highlyaggressiveformofprostatecancer.He
underwenttheusualtreatment,butsaysthatby

2012thecancerhadspreadaroundhisbody,and
doctorsindicatedhedidnothavelongtolive.

DrKellyhadsufficientfaithinidronoxiltobelieve
itcouldsavehislife.Hesaysitthenbecamearace
againsttimetounderstandwhyithadn’tworkedon
humansasithaddoneduringanimaltestingbackin
theuniversitylab.

‘‘Thelightbulbfinallywentoninearly2012.Ata
coupleofsecondstomidnightIhadtopull
somethingoutofthehatandluckilyIdid.The
answerturnedouttolieinthewaywehadbeen
givingidronoxiltopatients.Onceitwasgiveninthe
formofNOX66,itworked.

‘‘FiveyearslaterIamwithoutanysignofcancer

andaminwhatthedoctorsrefertoas‘complete
remission’.

‘‘That’swhat’smademeconfidentthatwe’ve
crackedhowtomakethisdrugwork.’’

DrKellysaysidronoxilworksinthelaboratory
againstallformsofcancersofartested.

HeaddsthatbythisOctober,Noxopharm
intendstohavesevenclinicalstudiesofNOX66
runninginEurope,Australia,NewZealandand
HongKong,withamajorfocusbeingtheuseof
NOX66incombinationwithradiotherapy.

Bytheendofthisyear,DrKellyexpects
Noxopharmwillhaveaclearread-outonthedrug’s

effectivenessand‘‘whetheritworksonother
peopleinthewayithasworkedonme’’.

Headds:‘‘Drugdevelopmentisblackandwhite.
Inourcase,successwouldmeanwewouldhavea
potentialblockbusterdrugonourhandsthatmight
changeinaverymeaningfulwayhowwemanage
cancer’’.

NoxopharmlistedontheASXlastAugustandhas
acurrentmarketcapitalisationof$43 million.Dr
Kellysaysthatthecompanyhasenoughmoneyto
takeNOX66throughitsinitialtestingphases.

‘‘Butdrugdevelopmentisanexpensivebusiness,
withsuccessdrivingtheneedformorefunding.If
weareassuccessfulaswebelievewearegoingto
be,thenofcoursewewillneedadditional
investmenttobringNOX66intothe$100 billion
oncology-drugmarket.’’

Fornow,investorsarewaitingandwatching.Dr
KellyanticipatesthatNoxopharm’ssharepricewill
soonreflecttheviabilityofNOX66.

‘‘Wearetalkingaboutpotentiallyoneofthe
biggest-sellingdrugsintheoncologyfield,andwe
expecttoknowbytheendofthisyearwhether
NOX66hasthatpotential.’’

Noxopharmisholdingshareholderbriefingsin
MelbourneonMay30,SydneyonJune2andthe
GoldCoastonJune6.
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