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Biotech firm
begins study
for blood test
which detects

cancers early

Test is first to use unique
combination of indicators to
screen for multiple cancers

ClaraChong

A home-grown biotech company
has begun a large-scale clinical
study for a blood test that can offer
early screening of up to nine differ-
ent cancers that have high mortal-
ity rates.

The test by Mirxes uses a combi-
nation of biomarkers to screen for
lung, breast, colorectal, liver, stom-
ach (gastric), oesophageal, ovarian,
pancreaticand prostate cancers.

Biomarkers are molecules or
characteristics present in the body
which can indicate diseases such
as cancer. These include nucleic
acids such as DNA or various types
of RNA, proteins or chemical
changes to these molecules such
asmethylation.

The test is the first in the world
to use this unique combination of
blood-borne circulating mi-
croRNA (miRNA) and DNA methy-
lation biomarkers to detect multi-
ple cancers.

Early detection of cancer is criti-
cal for patient survival. For exam-
ple, a patient diagnosed with early
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stage lung cancer has a more than
80 per cent chance of survival
compared with just 10 per cent for
patients diagnosed with late-stage
lung cancer.

Dr Zhou Lihan, co-founder and
chief executive of Mirxes, said:
“The goal is simple: To move the
stage of cancer diagnosis from
stages 3 and 4 — which is often the
case now - to stages 1and 2, based
on a single blood test. This will im-
prove survival rates easily by 50
per cent and possibly cut down the
actual treatment costs.”

Called Project Cadence, the
study will receive an investment of
at least $50 million over a three-
year period, and is expected to re-
cruit more than 12,000 individuals
in Singapore, Mirxes said in a me-
dia statement yesterday.

There are also plans to expandre-
cruitment overseas from countries
such as the United States, China
and]Japan.

The study will also create more
than 80 new positions here in re-
search, manufacturing and data sci-
ence over the next three years.

Singapore has seenareductionin
some types of cancer, such as lung
cancer as smoking incidence falls.

But other cancers continue to
creep upwards in tandem with
changes in lifestyle and the ageing
population, said Health Minister
Ong Ye Kung, who was the guest of
honour at the announcement cere-

mony yesterday.

“Despite this, the Singapore popu-
lation is under-screening for can-
cer...Wewilltry to correct this with
Project Cadence,” Mr Ong said.

“Hence, Project Cadence is
well-aligned with Healthier SG.
When we embarked on Healthier
SG, we positioned it as shifting
from acute care to preventive
care. This can really happen in a
big way because of technological
advancements,” he added.

Healthier SGrepresents a nation-
wide shift away from the tradi-
tional emphasis on illness-based
hospital care towards a focus on
preventive care. It keepsalid onris-
ing healthcare costs by tackling
the problem at its roots, keeping
people healthy for longer so they
require less medical care.

“You can imagine that, in the fu-
ture, genome sequencing will al-
low us to identify segments of soci-
ety who may be slightly more sus-
ceptible to certain diseases, and
very early interventions can take
place. Simple interventions — exer-
cise, diet — can be done because we
can identify early who is more sus-
ceptible to certain chronic ill-
nesses,” Mr Ong said.

Yesterday, he witnessed the sign-
ing of a memorandum of under-
standing (MOU) between Mirxes
and the National Cancer Centre
Singapore, Nanyang Technologi-
cal University, National University

Hospital, Singapore General Hospi-
tal, Singapore Translational Can-
cer Consortium, Tan Tock Seng
Hospital and the Yong Loo Lin
School of Medicine.

The MOU creates a new public-
private partnership to address the
risingincidence of cancer here and
the cost savings that would arise
from early cancer detection.

The research is expected to re-
cruit more than 12,000 individu-
als, including healthy average-risk
individuals, high-risk individuals,
patients with benign conditions
and newly diagnosed patients who
have not received cancer treat-
ment before. It also expects to pro-
duce a significant number of intel-
lectual property rights created on
single- and multi-cancer biomark-
ersand testkits.

The intellectual property rights
will be shared by Mirxes, the insti-
tutes of higher learning and public
healthcare institutions, and the re-
sulting blood test kits will be proto-
typed, manufactured and commer-
cialised by Mirxes.

Professor Yeoh Khay Guan, lead
principal investigator for the
project, said: “Success in this ven-
ture would produce a game
changer and a major break-
through, a first of its kind blood
test that can accurately detect
early cancers and save many lives.”
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