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Plants used to produce insulin

Clinical trials now
taking place

Source could meet
diabetic demand

By Clive Cookson,

Sclence Editor

The world's first clinical
trial of human insulin pro-
duced in plants is under way
in the UK, ralsing the pros-
poct of a new source of insu-
lin to meel ropldly prowing
domamd from diabetics.

Tha trial will be an lmpor
tant milestone for the noas-
cant “hlopharming” Indus-
try, which aims 0 produce a
range of human molecules in
genetically engineored
planis. Although several
such pharmaceuticals are in
development, none has yet
reached the market - and
Insulin cowild be the Arst if
the experiment s successful.

A genetically modified
variely of safllower that
makes high conceniratlons
of human Insulin in (s seeds
has been  devoloped by
SomBioSys, n Canadinn bio-
technology company., Saf-
Mower, a thistle-like plant

with large yollow Mowors, ks
currently a minor source of
seed oll,

The trial will reveal
whelther safflower-derived
fnsulin has the same offocts
on blood sugar levels as
commenrclal Insulin, which is
now produced mainly by cul-
tures of goncetleally ongl:
nocrod backeria in huge fer
mentora. The traditional ani-
mal sources of insulin, tho
pancrons of plygs and cows
from simughterhoises, have
largaly boon phasod out.

A demonstration of “hio-
equivalence™ will be essen-
tinl o prove that the plant-

produced insulin Is
biologically ldentical to
human insulin before reguln-
tors such as the European
Medicines Agency and US
Food and Drug Administra-
tion approve sale, Thirty
healthy volunleers are tak.
ing part in the product’s
innugural trial.

Following the trial, from
which results will bo availa-
ble within six months, there
will he more extonsive test-
ing with diabetlc patients.
The product coulid be on sale
within four years, SemBio-
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It selected safflower

Ganotically modified safflowers are rich in insulin  Getty Images

because it needed a specles
with seeds rich In ofl, from
which insulin could easily be
extracted,

"We also chose safflower
because i iz a rolatively
ohecure crop, notl grown
widely in Burope or Morth
America, so we could sepa-
rate our insulin-producing
felds from othor safMlower
production,” says Mourlice
Moloney, the company'’s
chief scientist. The insulin
for clinjcal trials 15 grown in
ceptral Washington siate in
the US.

“The demand for Insulin s
increasing dromatically as
demographic fectors and die-
tary changes increase the
incidenee of diabetes™ says
Andrew Baum, SemBioSys
chiel executive. Indopendent
estimates suggest thal the
world market for insulin
could doublé to $15bn
(£10.3bn) o, vear by 3012

The capital and operating
costs of producing insalin in
saMower secds will be 70 to
B0 per cent less than in bae-
terial formeniers, Mr Baom
says. That would particu-
larly help doveloping coun:
trics facing an epldemic of
diabetes.
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