Singapore to lead three
new liver-cancer trials

By Dawn~ Tay
INGAPORE'S push into
clinical trials will give

S hope to hundreds of liver-

cancer sufterers around the re-
gion, with three new trials to be
launched by a research group
this year.

The trials will cover the “en-
tire spectrum” of those afflicted
by liver cancer, from those with
localised small tumours to pa-
tients whose tumours have
spread bevond the liver, said the
group's clinieal coordinator, As-
sociate Professor Pierce Chow of
Singaporc General 1ospital.

The group, the Asia-Pacific
Hepatocellular Carcinoma Tri-
als Group, was scl up in 1997
and involves institutes from 11
countries. Singapore’s National
Cancer Centre ( NCC) is its svere-
tariat, and the database of trial
results will be managed by the
Singapore Clinical Research In-
stitute (SCRI;,

Several of the group's past tri-
als, including one concluded
last year, have extended pa-
tients’ lives significantly, or un-
proved the quality of their lives
in their final months.

That latest trial treated 35 liv-
er-cancer sufferers — who were
unsuitable for surgery - with a
novel therapy of radioactive mi-
crospheres that target the tu-
mours, and the liver-cancer
drug sorafenib.

It received around $3 million
in pharmaceutical backing for
that trial, and the results were “ex-
tremely pleasing”, said Prof
Chow. He was unable to reveal
more details, as the group is dis-
cussing the results in a major con-
ference here tomorrow and aims
to submit them for publication in
academic journals.

[t is looking into whether the
trcatment can be used as a
standard-of-care in future.

Securing funding for initial
trials was challenging, said Prof
Chow. But, in recent years, phar-
maceutical companies such as
Bayer Schering Pharma, Norva-
tis and Sirtex Medical have be-
come increasingly interested in

the group’s efforts, and provided
funding and drugs.
Liver cancer - the

[ourth-most-common cancer in
the world - claims more than a
million lives annually, with 80
per cent occurring in the
Asia-Pacific region. About 400
people here die of it each year.

While not all clinical trials re-
sult in positive outcomes, pa-
tients do benefit from the better
monitoring and care given, said
SCRI chief executive John Rush.

Professor Soo Khee Chee, the
NCC'’s chief executive officer
and the group’s chair, said that
such trals have both economic
and social spin-offs.

Such research activities are
attracting forcign investments,
such as Swiss pharmaceutical gi-
ant Roche’s $134 million invest-
ment in a translational research
hub here, he said:

Through the trials, patients
here and in the region can gel ac-
cess to expensive treatments
which they would otherwise not
be able to afford, he added.
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