
 

New research agreement focuses on harnessing the
immune system to treat cancer and other diseases

Before the discovery of the role of how a specific pair of proteins contributed to tumor growth in cancer, immunotherapy
was treated with skepticism, says Dr. Lieping Chen, Director of the Cancer Immunology Program at Yale Cancer Center.
But the discovery of the role of a protein pair called PD-1 and PD-L1 ("PD" is short for "programmed death"), in which
Chen played a major role, changed the story. What Chen uncovered more than a decade ago was that PD-1, which binds
to its molecular partner PD-L1, was acting as a shield-preventing the body's immune system from attacking tumors. Drugs
that block PD-1 binding to PD-L1 led to significant tumor shrinkage across a range of cancers including melanoma, lung
cancer, renal cancer and many others.
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Now Boehringer Ingelheim has entered into a three year research collaboration and license agreement with Yale focused
on immune-modulation, the harnessing of a patient's immune system to fight disease. The collaboration will utilize Chen's
expertise to discover therapeutics that target novel molecular pathways that could improve patient outcomes in cancer and
autoimmune diseases and improve organ transplant tolerance.

"We are very much looking forward to working closely with Dr. Chen and other scientific leaders in this innovative and
emerging field as part of this joint research program," says Michel Pairet, M.D., Senior Corporate Vice President of
Research and Non-clinical Development at Boehringer Ingelheim. "This research collaboration affirms our commitment to
the area of immune-modulation for both inflammatory diseases and oncology. In oncology, this will ideally complement our
ongoing efforts in the fields of targeted therapy and cancer vaccines.

"This collaboration will help us to identify important pathways, and what the biological application of modulating those
pathways will be," Dr. Chen says. "We will investigate whether these new pathways could become future drug targets."
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Chen says immunotherapy has a leading role to play in treating cancer and other diseases. And because these pathway-
blocking drugs selectively work on the tumor site, they can launch a durable attack without the devastating side effects of
chemotherapy. In fact, Chen believes these inhibitors will replace chemotherapy in large extent. "I think chemotherapy will
slowly fade away and people will use these inhibitor drugs in combination with other therapeutics," he says. "It is a lot more
effective and a lot less toxic."
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