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Spermatech, Evotec to Screen
Target for Male Contraceptive

By Cormac Sheridan
BioWorld International Correspondent

Spermatech AS, an early stage Norwegian firm devel-
oping a nonhormonal male contraceptive pill, has chosen
Evotec AG as its partner for a high-throughput screening
and lead discovery project against a novel target associ-
ated with regulating sperm motility.

Oslo-based Spermatech was established in 2001 to
commercialize independent discoveries on the regulation
of sperm motility made by Norwegian and American sci-
entists. An intellectual property licensing agreement the
company signed in 2005 with the Worcester-based
University of Massachusetts Medical School (UMMS)
united the European and U.S. patent estates on these dis-
coveries.

George B. Witman, professor of cell biology at UMMS,
and colleague Jovenal San Agustin identified a protein
expressed only in mammalian sperm cells which, when
activated, switched on the sperm’s molecular motor and
imparted motility to its tail.

The protein, designated C-alpha-S, is a catalytic sub-
unit of the holoenzyme Protein Kinase A (PKA). In its inac-
tive state, the enzyme exists as a tetramer consisting of
two regulatory subunits and two catalytic subunits. At
high concentrations, molecules of cyclic adenosine
monophosphate (cAMP) bind the regulatory subunits and
trigger a conformational change that releases the cat-
alytic subunits, which are then activated. (A different cat-
alytic subunit acts in all other cell types.)

Working at the University of Oslo and with G. Stanley
McKnight at the University of Washington in Seattle,
Spermatech co-founder Bjorn Steen Skalhegg independ-
ently developed a knockout mouse lacking the gene
encoding Cs, which was 100 percent infertile.

Spermatech now wants to find molecules that can
block the target and thereby offer a completely new cate-

gory of male contraceptive, which would be both
reversible and non-hormonal.

The screening program with Hamburg, Germany-
based Evotec will take about nine months to complete,
Spermatech director of development Ken Rosendal told
BioWorld International.

“We’re doing a high-throughput screen[ing] on whole
sperm cells,” he said. The company has developed a pro-
prietary assay based on an indirect marker of motility.
“We will hit a lot of false positives, but we know our assay
will uncover a lot of interesting leads,” Rosendal said.

Those could include molecules that have potential as
fertility treatments. “The assay will also, we think, pick up
compounds that will increase motility,” Rosendal said.

Spermatech is about three years from taking this pro-
gram into the clinic, Rosendal said.

The company, which has received seed financing
from private investors and grants from the Research
Council of Norway, aims to take a drug candidate through
early clinical development. It will seek further financing
later this year, Rosendal said, once it has some screening
datain hand. m

OTHER NEwS To NOTE

* Amgen Ltd. and Lab21, both of Cambridge, UK, said
they partnered to introduce a genetic therapy test for
advanced bowel cancer treatment in the UK. Terms of the
deal call for Lab21 to provide a screening test to indicate
which patients are likely to benefit from Amgen’s bowel
cancer drug, Vectibix (panitumumab), which was approved
in the European Union with the stipulation that a predictive
test be made available. Biomarker analyses from the
Vectibix pivotal trial showed that the drug doubled the
median progression-free survival in patients with non-
mutated KRAS (v-Ki-ras2 Kirsten rat sarcoma 2 viral onco-
gene homolog) compared with patients receiving best sup-
portive care alone.

Media LLC. (GST Registration Number R128870672)

BioWORLD® INTERNATIONAL (ISSN# 1541-0587) is published every Wednesday by AHC Media
LLC, 3525 Piedmont Road, Building Six, Suite 400, Atlanta, GA 30305 U.S.A. Opinions
expressed are not necessarily those of this publication. Mention of products or services does
not constitute endorsement. BioWoRLD and BIOWORLD INTERNATIONAL are trademarks of AHC
Media LLC, a Thompson Publishing group. Copyright © 2008 AHC Media LLC. All Rights
Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without the written consent of AHC

SUBSCRIBER INFORMATION

Please call (800) 688-2421 to subscribe or
if you have fax transmission problems.
Outside U.S. and Canada, call (404) 262-
5476. Our customer service hours are 8:30
a.m.to 6:00 p.m. EST.

EDITORIAL

ATLANTA NEwsrRoOM:  Managing Editor: Glen Harris.
BusiNEss OFFICE:
Marketing Coordinator: Sonia Blanco.
or email him at stephen.vance@ahcmedia.com.

REPRINTS:
at (404) 262-5479.

Senior Production Editor: Ann Duncan. Editorial Coordinator: Daria Theodora.
Senior Vice President/Group Publisher: Donald R. Johnston.
Senior Marketing Product Manager: Chris Walker.

Account Representatives: Bob Sobel, Chris Wiley.
DispLAY ADVERTISING: For ad rates and information, please call Stephen Vance at (404) 262-5511

For photocopy rights or reprints, please call our reprints department

Phone: (404) 262-5408

Senior Vice President/Group Publisher:
Donald R. Johnston
(404) 262-5439

Internet: http://www.bioworld.com

AH:C: Media v.c




