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New ETC chief, a pharma veteran, plans research efforts on seeking treatments for less known, incurable conditions

PATIENTS with rare, incurable diseases traditionally ignored by researchers and drug-makers will be getting some help from Singapore's Experimental Therapeutics Centre (ETC).

Its new chief executive, Dr Alex Matter, wants to find treatments for such diseases, which include various blood, bone, stomach and skin cancers as well as conditions such as the pigment disorder albinism.

The 69-year-old pharmaceutical veteran takes over from British cancer scientist Professor David Lane today at the Agency for Science, Technology and Research (A*Star) institute.

The centre at the research park Biopolis in Buona Vista has a $100 million budget over five years.

Such conditions - which hit 10,000 or fewer people worldwide every year - often have no treatments. This is not because it is exceptionally hard to come up with medicines, but because it makes no business sense for drug companies, which can spend up to US$1 billion (S$1.5 billion) developing a drug, to do so.

Studying Gaucher disease, which can cause liver malfunction and bone lesions, for example, would be a poor bet, since it has only around 10,000 sufferers worldwide.

In contrast, new goitre medication for thyroid problems would be much more lucrative, since there are 200 million patients worldwide.

Rare diseases, however, are a niche that the Swiss cancer expert is eyeing for the two-year-old centre - which has so far recruited 50 scientists and built up a library of chemical compounds it can screen as potential drugs.

'We don't want to be in areas that other people are working in, especially if they are the big guys,' he said.

Dr Matter led eight drugs to market when he was working at Swiss drug giant Novartis, and it is his expertise in sniffing out what works and what does not that led A*Star to appoint him to the new post, said its chairman Lim Chuan Poh.

Rare diseases were easier to get approved because even a small improvement would be better than nothing, explained Dr Matter.

'For diseases with many treatments already, you will have to spend a lot of time recruiting thousands of patients in clinical trials to show that the new treatment is superior to current ones,' he said.

It does not matter if the initial market is a small one, said the son of a chemist and housewife, because he is banking on a wider market eventually.

'Once you publish these results, other scientists and doctors will sit up and take notice, and they will soon find that the drug can treat other diseases as well.'

He saw that happen with Glivec, a Novartis drug he helped develop initially for a rare blood cancer, for which there are 40,000 cases a year.

Approved in 2001, the drug is now called a 'magic bullet' as it has been able to treat 10 cancers, including types of leukaemia and a rare form of stomach cancer which did not respond well to chemotherapy.

There is ongoing research to improve the drug and to see if it will treat even more diseases.

Blood cancer specialist Associate Professor Chng Wee Joo of the National University Cancer Institute, Singapore, said that ETC's focus would give hope to patients of rare diseases.

'With the appropriate people championing rare diseases, there will be a greater chance of success,' he said.

'Clinical trials will hopefully be available to patients who will then have access to new drugs for diseases where often the treatment is limited.'

An avid trekker, former mountain-climber and father of four, Dr Matter is eager for his team to move quickly.

'Success will breed success. Once they have the confidence to do it, the door opens up,' he said.
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A LONG HARD FIGHT

'For diseases with many treatments already, you will have to spend a lot of time recruiting thousands of patients in clinical trials to show that the new treatment is superior to current ones.'

Dr Alex Matter
About rare illnesses

RARE diseases hit fewer than five out of 10,000 people in general.

In Singapore, this translates to about 2,000 patients. In comparison, there are one million people here with the four common diseases - stroke, diabetes, hypertension and high cholesterol.

In the United States, diseases which affect fewer than 200,000 people are considered rare.

There are up to 8,000 rare diseases.
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