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Advancing Cutting-Edge Cancer Research

We believe that research holds the key to 
curing cancer. That’s why at AFCR, we place 
the highest priority on advancing leading-
edge cancer research that can lead to better 
preventative methods, advanced diagnostic 
tools, more effective treatment approaches 
and, ultimately, cures for all cancers. 

Building an International Network 

We work with an international network 
of leading cancer scientists, cancer 
research hospitals and institutions and 
biopharmaceutical companies. As a result, 
AFCR is uniquely positioned to gather top 
research minds across the globe to investigate 
the distinct causes of cancer in Asian 
populations and to help implement in the 
region the newest disease research discoveries 
and technologies available.  

Creating Collaborative Platforms

AFCR is working to establish a number of 
collaborative platforms for our and other 
leading researchers and institutions. By 
fostering frequent interactions throughout 
Asia, resources can be most effectively 
leveraged and discoveries can be more 
quickly translated into new clinical practices 
that benefit cancer patients.

Promoting Public Education of Cancer

AFCR provides the public with a wide variety 
of in-depth, up-to-date cancer prevention 
information and healthy lifestyle tips. We 
help the community understand the latest 
scientific achievements and their potential 
significance to improve the prevention, 
diagnosis and treatment of cancer. Armed 
with this knowledge, people can better 
protect themselves against the disease.  

our unique approaCh

While other cancer charities focus on other worthwhile initiatives, such as provision of patient care, 
AFCR focuses its efforts toward advancing cutting-edge cancer research, building an international 

network, creating collaborative platforms and promoting public awareness of cancer.
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Drug Resistance and Developing New Treatments for a 
Main Cancer Pathway 
Jiancheng Hu, Ph.D.

Prof. Hu and his team from National 
Cancer Centre Singapore are developing 
the next-generation of inhibitors of the 
major cell growth pathway RAS /RAF /
MEK/ ERK, which causes over 40% 
of human cancers when abnormally 
activated. The scientists published their 

discovery in the prestigious journal, Science Signaling, 
that interactions of specific pathway proteins play a 
critical role in cancer development and in resistance 
of the currently available inhibitors. Moreover, they 
identified and are optimizing compounds that disrupt 
these interactionsm and block abnormal pathway 
signaling. Development of a new treatment to target this 
main cancer-causing pathway may significantly impact 
many cancer patients.

New Models for Cancer Development 
Nancy Ip, Ph.D.

To better understand the early stages 
of cancer and other human maladies, 
such as Alzheimer’s disease, Prof. Nancy 
Ip and her team at The Hong Kong 
University of Science and Technology 
are developing a new model from a type 
of stem cell produced in the laboratory. 

Amyloid precursor protein (APP) is a key factor in 
Alzheimer's disease and in cancer’s abnormal growth. 

Prof. Ip’s team has now developed a 3D-printed version 
of the stem cell cultures— that allows nutrients to better 
reach the cells. This optimized system is a significantly 
better platform, with reduced cost and increased 
reproducibility, to study the mechanism of APP in early 
stages of cancer and Alzheimer’s disease.

Reducing the Mortality in China from Breast Cancer 
Ava Kwong, M.D., Ph.D.

In 2025, 370,000 Asian women are 
predicted to lose their lives to breast 
cancer, an increase of 19% as compared 
to 2018. Prof. Kwong and her team 
at The University of Hong Kong 
are conducting a clinical study to 
establish the risk in Hong Kong and in 
mainland China of hereditary breast and ovarian cancer 
(HBOC). Next-generation sequencing on the DNA in 
blood samples from high-risk breast cancer patients is 
identifying mutations in BRCA and other pre-disposition 
genes. In the ongoing study, BRCA mutations are present 
in the greatest number: 9.34% of 1,388 Hong Kong 
patients and 7.25% of 138 Shenzhen patients. ATM, 
RAD51D and PALB2 genes had the next most frequent 
mutations. Estimation of life-time risk of breast cancer 
in mutation carriers will guide crucial public policy 
for genetic testing to enable screening tests for early 
diagnosis, management and best treatments for high     
risk patients.

2019 researCh progress suMMary
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Esophageal Cancer - Accurate Early Stage Diagnosis 
Jian-Jun Li, M.D., Ph.D.

To Esophageal squamous cell carcinoma  
(ESCC), the fourth deadliest cancer 
in China, requires accurate pre-
surgical staging so patients receive the 
appropriate level of surgery. Prof. Li at 
Sun Yat-sen University Cancer Center is 
leading a clinical study to test if a saline 

injection in the tissue will increase resolution during 
the standard Endoscopic ultrasound (EUS) test. With 
poor resolution, endoscopists tend to diagnose patients 
with Stage Ib ESCC, which requires more aggressive 
surgery such as esopohageal removal, than a Stage 1a 
ESCC diagnosis. Preliminary data indicates the saline 
injection may improve accuracy of a Stage 1b diagnosis. 
This method could become a new, low cost standard 
way to accurately diagnose early stage ESCC and may 
save numerous patients from unnecessary surgery with 
potential  lifetime  consequences. 

Bold New Approach to Treat Liver Cancer 
Daniel Tenen, M.D.

Prof. Tenen and his team at the 
National Cancer Institute in Singapore 
are developing aptamers or tiny DNA 
and RNA molecules to inhibit liver 
cancer epigenetic proteins, DNMT1 
and SALL4. Epigentic factors are 
heritable changes in expression of 

genes that do not involve changes to the DNA sequence 

and are emerging as important contributors to cancer 
development. Three aptamers inhibit DNMTI activity 
in cell lines and in complex liver models, reducing liver 
cancer cell viability. Other lead aptamer candidates are 
undergoing tests to inhibit a complex of proteins with 
SALL4. Aptamer targeting of DNMTl and SALL4 
can reprogram cancer cells, changing the fate of these 
cells away from cancer. If successful, aptamers can be 
a cost-effective approach to a new therapy for liver           
cancer patients.                                                                                               

Understanding Cell Polarity in Cancer Development: 
Basis for New Therapy 
Mingjie Zhang, Ph.D.

Many cancers occur in the body's 
most common cells, the epithelial cells 
which line vital organs. These cells 
have different structures and functions 
that depend on the side of the cell. 
This side-dependency is or polarity is 
lost when cancer occurs. Prof. Zhang 
and his team at The Hong Kong University of  Science 
and Technology have conducted important research 
on the genes and proteins involved in cell structure, 
growth and polarity.  Recently, they discovered a 
mechanism that may explain how cancer may begin in 
epithelial cells when mutations in these genes occur. 
This advancement can ultimately guide development of                
therapeutics approaches.



OVERVIEW: 

The Ras/Raf/MEK/ERK pathway is a cascade of proteins 
that turn on gene regulators, playing a central role in cell 
growth, specialization and survival. Tightly and precisely 
controlled in normal cells, hyper-activation of the pathway 
caused by DNA mutations are found in more than 40% 
of human cancers, including melanoma, papillary thyroid 
tumors, serous ovarian tumors and colorectal tumors. Cells 
over-proliferate and escape from the normal route of cell 
death, yielding tumors.

Unfortunately, currently available therapies—Raf and MEK 
inhibitors—have not been very successful due to common 
and rapid drug resistance. Patients’ lives are extended 
usually by only six months.

In order to obtain a better understanding of why cancer 
cells with genetic alterations in the Raf/MEK pathway are 
resistant to inhibitors, AFCR is supporting the research of 
an expert, Dr. Jiancheng Hu. With a fuller understanding 
of how the various components in this chain of proteins 
interact with each other, in both normal and cancerous 
states, drug targets can be tested and new treatments which 
disrupt the pathway can be explored.

APPROACH: 

Tumors with mutations activating Ras protein form a super 
complex of Raf and MEK proteins and other components, 
reducing affinities of the inhibitors and causing intrinsic 
drug resistance. Dr. Hu’s team is using the cutting-edge 
gene editing method, CRISPR, to manipulate this super 
complex, identify its components and explore effects. Once 

established, the role of each component in drug resistance 
will be analyzed in tumor models and cancer cell lines.

Using a structure-based drug design method from computer 
modeling, Dr. Hu is developing small molecule inhibitors 
to disrupt the Raf/MEK super complex. The most potent 
inhibitors are being tested in models derived from cancer 
patients’ cells which best mimic the human disease. The 
most promising of these will be further researched for 
their potential as viable candidates able to counteract the 
acquired resistance common to patients treated with current 
generation Raf and MEK inhibitors.

IMPACT:

Nearly half of all cancers are triggered by hyperactive Ras/
Raf/MEK/ERK signaling. Cancer cells with mutations 
that activate Ras are resistant to the currently available 
inhibitors, causing patients to experience acquired and 
intrinsic resistance. The execution of this research by Dr. 
Hu and his team of researchers—scientists with very strong 
backgrounds in molecular biology, biochemistry, cell 
biology and cancer pathology—could propel development 
of next generation inhibitors which interrupt the resistance 
mechanisms to current cancer therapies. Approaches that 
halt this resistance could significantly improve treatment 
outcomes for many cancer patients whose tumors contain 
aberrations of this common signaling pathway.

ending drug resistanCe
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OVERVIEW: Development of appropriate models for 
ailments such as cancer is a critically useful component 
to understanding disease pathogenesis. While studies in 
complex animal models and cell lines provide important 
insights, these commonly do not translate into clinical 
success. Cancer therapies effective in animal models often 
fall short when used to treat human patients.

Models of cancer development and progression continue to 
be refined, a process which too can lead to more effective 
diagnostic, preventive and treatment tools. Despite 
progress, still lacking is a full understanding of the earliest 
stages of cancer growth and how tumorous cells respond to 
different signaling cues.

With AFCR’s continuing support, Dr. Nancy Ip, a widely 
respected expert in both the cancer and Alzheimer’s disease 
fields, is developing a new model from a particular type 
of stem cell: induced pluripotent stem cells (iPSCs). This 
research may enrich our knowledge about early stages of 
cancer pathology and provide new insights which impact 
cancer prevention, help identify biomarkers for early 
detection and aid in the revelation of targets susceptible to 
precision medicine for patients.

APPROACH: iPSCs are available from standard tissue 
banks and can also be developed in the laboratory. They 
have two essential properties: (1) iPSCs can grow and renew 
indefinitely in laboratory dishes or cultures; and (2) iPSCs 
retain the capacity to differentiate into specific cell types 
(the feature known as pluripotency).

Employing a standard cell line of human B lymphocytes 
or lymphoblastoid cells, Dr. Ip’s team uses advanced 
molecular biology techniques to first reprogram the cells 

into becoming iPSCs. By growing the iPSCs in specific 
differentiation media, efforts are then directed into growing 
them into different precursor cancer cells and cell types of 
the body—a demonstration of pluripotency.

Using iPSCs, Dr. Ip’s team is focusing on the role of 
amyloid precursor protein (APP) in early stages of cancer. 
APP is abnormally expressed in pancreatic, colon, breast, 
prostate, lung and other cancers, and recent reports 
show it correlates significantly with increased cancer cell 
proliferation and the migration and invasion of cancer cells 
into healthy tissue.

Using the cutting-edge genome editing technology, 
CRISPR, Dr. Ip and her colleagues can generate various 
isogenic iPSC lines containing different doses of APP. 
By regulating the abnormal expression of APP in these 
isogenic cell lines, the scientists aim to identify and study 
the functions of APP in cancer development. Moreover, 
the researchers are establishing two and three-dimensional 
cultures from the iPSCs for disease mechanism studies.

IMPACT: With iPSCs, Dr. Ip is exploring a new model 
that may yield insights into how cancer develops from cells 
abnormally expressing amyloid precursor protein. With this 
new type of model, it may be possible to discover how these 
cancer cells respond to environmental cues in early events 
in cancer development. With iPSCs, potential biomarkers 
to detect early-stage cancer can be identified and the 
contribution of gene candidates to cancer and in precision 
medicine can be assessed. Moreover, iPSCs, subsequently 
engineered, hold promise as a treatment paradigm, adding 
to the growing number of means by which individual 
cancer therapies are developed.

new Models for CanCer developMent
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reduCing the Mortality froM breast CanCer

OVERVIEW:

Among cancer types for women, breast cancer ranks first 
in both incidence and mortality rates—globally and too 
regionally. These figures are expected to continue increasing 
in the near future among developing countries, including 
within Asia, where incidence rates are expected to have 
increased by 18% from 2012 to 2020.

In the West, hereditary mutations in BRCA1 and BRCA2 
genes contribute from 5-15% of patients with hereditary 
breast and ovarian cancer syndrome (HBOC). These gene 
mutations are known to increase the risk of breast cancer 
and ovarian cancer by 50-87% and 10-40%, respectively, 
by the age of 70. In addition, there are other known gene 
mutations that contribute to a predisposition to HBOC.

It is not known if these values for risk of HBOC in the 
West are applicable to women in Asia. Without a risk 
assessment and management tool in place, many BRCA 
carriers in Asia and their family members will not receive 
the benefits of genetic screening as part of diagnosis 
and individualized therapy—increasingly standardized 
practice in the West. As such, AFCR supports the efforts 
of esteemed cancer researcher Dr. Ava Kwong to conduct 
clinical research to assess risks of HBOC in Asia.

APPROACH: 

Dr. Kwong has already conducted the first and largest 
cohort of BRCA1 and BRCA 2 gene mutation analysis in 
Hong Kong, wherein she identified 9.4% of the probands 
(persons serving as the starting point for a family’s genetic 
inheritance—or “patient zero”) with BRCA mutations.

To assess if the prevalence—and thus risk—of HBOC 
is similar in Mainland China and Hong Kong as it is 
in the West, Dr. Kwong’s team will use blood samples 
from patients in Hong Kong and from Peking University 
Shenzhen Hospital with a family history of breast or 
ovarian cancer.

The scientists will use next generation sequencing on the 
samples to identify mutations in BRCA1 and BRCA2, 
as well as 24 other genes that have been shown to confer 
increased risk for cancer. In addition, they will explore 
if hereditary epigenetics changes are present—these are 
alternations that would direct a cell to add small molecular 
additions to a gene that can turn its expression on or off.

IMPACT:

Understanding the risk of breast cancer in the Chinese 
population is very important, especially due to the 
exponential increase in incidence expected in the next 
few years. Knowing the hereditary profile for breast and 
ovarian cancer in China would help in the identification of 
high risk patients and their family members. Determining 
the prevalence of mutations in BRCA1 and BRCA2, 
and other predisposition genes to HBOC, in Mainland 
China and Hong Kong could help in the formulation 
of vastly impactful testing and treatment guidelines. 
Moreover, a future goal of Dr. Kwong’s research program 
is establishment of the first high-risk breast cancer clinic in 
China.



iMproving diagnosis of esophageal CanCer
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OVERVIEW: 

Esophageal squamous cell carcinoma (ESCC) is an all-too-
common disease in China, where it ranks fifth in cancer 
incidence and fourth in cancer mortality. Early detection, 
diagnosis and treatment of ESCC is of critically high 
importance in saving  
patients’ lives.

Pre-surgical determination of staging of early ESCC via an 
endoscopy ultrasound (EUS) exam is commonly employed 
to guide in the assessment of appropriate treatment options. 
Stage T1a, wherein cancer is detected in the mucosa layer of 
cells, requires a simple surgical resection, whereas stage T1b, 
with cancer evident in the deeper, submucosa, layer of cells, 
can involve invasive surgical removal of the esophagus and 
lymph nodes.

Due largely to the esophagus’s thick walls, EUS procedures 
can yield limited resolution findings. This is a major 
cause of inaccurate stage designation by doctors, with 
endoscopists tending to over-report T1a as T1b when they 
are not certain. As a result, T1a stage patients, imprecisely 
determined to be at the T1b stage, may incur unnecessary 
esophagostomy—a tragic consequence to overly 
conservative medical diagnoses.

To improve the accuracy and effectiveness of the EUS exam 
for early stage ESCC in the Chinese population, and to 
reduce unnecessarily severe invasive treatments for patients, 
AFCR is supporting a clinical study led by the highly-
experienced physician¬scientist Dr. Jian-Jun Li.

APPROACH: 

Dr. Li and his team have shown that a saline injection into 

the submucosal layer of a patient’s esophagus during the 
pre-surgical EUS exam improves the resolution needed for 
more accurate sub-staging of early ESCC. No significant 
damage to human tissue is caused by this technique. And in 
a small study of 15 patients with early ESCC, this approach 
resulted in an accuracy of diagnosis as high as 85%—a 
significant improvement over the norm.

Dr. Li and his team are conducting a clinical study to 
evaluate if such procedures are, indeed, as effective as 
initial results have shown. A large clinical study of 200 
early stage ESCC patients is ongoing, with patients divided 
into three treatment groups: EUS with saline injection, 
and two control groups—EUS without saline and or 
EUS with so-called narrow band imaging (NBI) system 
imaging enhancement. The EUS diagnosis of this study is 
subsequently being compared to the diagnosis from follow-
on pathology results.

IMPACT: 

Accurate progression diagnoses—stage T1a or stage T1b—
are vital to the development of suitable treatment options 
and accurate prognoses for esophageal cancer patients, 
while too critically impactful on these persons’ future 
quality of life. Dr. Li and his colleagues will within two 
years complete a study that may demonstrate that EUS, 
combined with saline injection into the submucosal tissue 
layer, can be an effective, inexpensive and preferred method 
of diagnosing early stage ESCC. During subsequent months 
of positive findings, the team will promote the procedure’s 
effectiveness, allowing more patients in China to benefit 
from improved staging of early ESCC—and significantly 
reducing rates of unnecessary invasive surgeries.



innovative liver CanCer treatMent initiative

OVERVIEW: Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC), the most 
typical form of liver cancer, is the second leading cause of 
cancer-related fatalities in Asia. Prognosis of patients with 
the disease has been and remains poor, with a 0.9 ratio 
of mortality to incidence. Current standard therapeutic 
options of surgery, liver transplantation, chemotherapy 
and radiotherapy provide only modest benefits for HCC 
patients. When a tumor is caught early and is small, surgery 
can be effective in extending life duration and quality; but 
this dual diagnostic and treatment scenario represents little 
more than 15% of patients. Molecularly-based therapeutics, 
such as those targeting blood vessels, have shown variable 
outcomes in treatment. Indeed, the 5-year survival for all 
stages of HCC is very low, at only 18%.

To identify innovative strategies that specifically target 
HCC and give patients hope that their lives may be 
saved, AFCR is supporting Dr. Daniel Tenen, a renowned 
epigenetic research pioneer. Epigenetic changes—those 
changes not involving DNA mutations which alter 
activities and abilities of a cell—are increasingly becoming 
understood as an important contributor to the development 
of multiple cancers, including HCC. Importantly, 
abnormal epigenetic changes most likely occur at an early 
stage of tumor development, when treatments tend to be 
most effective, and are reversible. Emerging therapies which 
prove able to exploit these tendencies and vulnerabilities 
hold promise.

APPROACH: To target epigenetic proteins in HCC, Dr. 
Tenen is developing aptamers—a new class of synthetic 
peptides (compounds similar to proteins) and nucleic 
acids (DNA or RNA) selected for high-affinity binding 
to specific targets. Aptamers have low toxicity, since they 
target a specific protein, and they are not immunogenic, a 

feature boding well for the purpose of a less complex set of 
biological responses. Dr. Tenen’s team is using the chemical 
and molecular biology strategy, SELEX, to isolate highly 
specific RNA aptamers that will target and inhibit specific 
epigenetic proteins in HCC.

Dr. Tenen and his colleagues, including those in Italy led 
by Dr. Vittorio de Franciscis, are developing aptamers 
to target two major epigenetic complexes which govern 
genetic landscapes in cancer cells: SALL4 and DNMT1. 
In an earlier landmark study, Dr. Tenen showed SALL4 
had strong expression in a subgroup of HCC patients 
in Hong Kong and Singapore, and that this correlated 
with poor prognosis. An epigenetic protein, SALL4 has 
been shown to represses tumor suppressor gene p53, 
contributing to cancer development. Epigenetic protein 
DNTM1 is also overexpressed in HCC, contributing to 
the cancer’s development and progression, and correlating 
with poor prognosis. Dr. Tenen and his team’s candidate 
RNA aptamers are being synthesized and identified to bind 
with high affinity to specific areas in SALL4 and DNTM1 
proteins in HCC cell lines. Laboratory demonstrations of 
the technique have yielded success in reversion of features 
of cancerous liver cells back to those of normal ones.

IMPACT: Effective treatments for HCC are still lacking, 
with current approaches offering only modest benefit. 
Patients are in need of therapeutic options which will 
prolong and improve their quality of their life. Dr. 
Tenen and his colleagues’ fields of expertise in epigenetic 
modification and aptamer technology are being applied to 
the development of a novel treatment platform for the liver 
cancer. Furthermore, these efforts may provide a blueprint 
for the application of the technology to a wide variety of 
other tumor types.
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Cell polarity in CanCer developMent

OVERVIEW: More than 80% of tumors originate in 
epithelial cells, the most common type of cells in the 
human body. They are found in a wide array of organs, 
forming the linings and surfaces of the skin, lung, kidney, 
liver, stomach, intestine, the reproductive system and more. 
Despite this variety, one thing that all epithelial cells have in 
common is “polarity,” meaning that one end of the cell has 
a different size, shape or function than does the other side. 
Polarity is what allows epithelial surfaces to carry out highly 
specialized functions, like digesting food or filtering blood.

The transformation of normal epithelial cells into cancer 
cells is most often accompanied by loss of polarity. The 
molecular process involved is highly complex, but because it 
is so fundamental to such a wide variety of different cancer 
types, understanding this process is critically important. 
So as to obtain a fuller understanding of the molecular 
mechanisms of cell polarity, the feature’s association with 
cancer, and whether and how maintenance of the former 
may ward off the latter, AFCR is supporting Dr. Mingjie 
Zhang, a renowned expert in cell polarity.

APPROACH: Dr. Mingjie Zhang’s research uses advanced 
biochemical, molecular biological and structural imaging 
technologies. He and his team aim to derive high resolution 
images and other evidence of polarity gene interaction so 
as to form an understanding of how proteins and other 
molecules maintain normal cell function versus their altered 
role when cancer-causing mutations occur.

One focus of Dr. Zhang’s is the elucidation of how 
proteins in the Hippo pathway, an important cell growth 
control mechanism, serve as a scaffolding in organizing 
and building tissue. His research on specific interactions 

between these proteins’ autonomous “WW domain 
tandems” and their respective targets is shining light on 
specific interactions that are critical for cell growth—both 
normal and cancerous. These efforts too are yielding new 
insight into interactions which could carry cancer therapy 
implications.

Other related research by Dr. Zhang and his colleagues 
focuses on how Eph receptors, one of the largest groups 
of multifaceted cellular signaling proteins, mediate cell 
growth, migration and invasion—and how these properties 
relate to polarity. Their investigation into Eph protein’s 
binding domain, known as SAM, has already revealed 
that many mutations occur therein within tumorous cells. 
Pinpointing the positions that affect Eph receptor binding 
could point the way to future cancer treatments.

Lastly, Dr. Zhang’s team is also better defining the structure 
and function of a key scaffold protein family for polarized 
epithelial cells, called DLG MAGUKs, that too are tumor 
suppressor genes. Research has yielded better understanding 
of action mechanisms of this important family of cell 
polarity regulators.

IMPACT: The deregulation of epithelial cell polarity is a 
major cause of many types of tumors in humans. In adults, 
tumor formation and metastasis is invariably associated 
with the loss of cell polarity. Therefore, understanding the 
molecular mechanisms underlying the establishment and 
maintenance of cell polarity represents an important area 
in cancer research. Dr. Zhang and his team’s research may 
provide scientific grounds for the development of new 
therapeutic methods for many types of cancer.
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gbM agile to defeat brain CanCer

Unlike other cancers, treatment options for patients with the rare, 
aggressive brain cancer—glioblastoma or GBM—have improved little 
in recent decades. Currently, the five-year average survival rate is only 
5% or less. We critically need an innovative clinical trial system in 
order to save patients, fast. 

GBM AGILE clinical trial—different from traditional clinical trials—
can evaluate multiple therapies simultaneously, ultimately creating 
an adaptable trial approach. This new approach allows researchers 
to identify drugs that are showing promising results and seamlessly 
transition them to a confirmatory stage designed to support fast drug 
approval. In this adaptive trial, researchers are able to pinpoint and cull 
the use of underperforming drugs with minimal time and resources 
being wasted. Simply put, GBM AGILE is patient-centric and provides 
a streamlined method for researchers to utilize data connectivity within 
the trial to answer many questions concurrently.

The Asian Fund for Cancer Research has been a pioneer and founding 
supporter of GBM AGILE from the very beginning! We are also a 
proud strategic partner of the Global Coalition for Adaptive Research 
(GCAR), the official sponsor of GBM AGILE. GCAR is a nonprofit 
organization uniting physicians, clinical researchers, advocacy and 
philanthropic organizations, biopharma, health authorities and 
other key stakeholders in healthcare to expedite the discovery and 
development of treatments for patients with rare and deadly diseases.

With your generous support, tremendous progress has been made for 
GBM AGILE. Eleven GBM AGILE trial sites opened in the US in 
2019 and is rapidly expanding to be available at nearly 40 sites in the 
US and Canada. Global expansion is underway to open this innovative 
trial in Europe, China and Australia.

We are very hopeful that the knowledge and trial design platform 
established by GBM AGILE will serve as a model that can be applied 
to other cancers—giving patients hope for treatments that are best 
suited for their care.

M A J O R  M I L E S T O N E S  A C H I E V E D

Patient screenings were 
accomplished at a much 
swifter pace than expected, 
with over 150 patients 
screened for the study.

Partnership with the first 
pharmaceutical partner, 
Bayer, was incredibly 
successful. Negotiations 
began with several other 
pharmaceutical partners 
to bring exciting new drugs 
into the study.

Plans to launch the study in 
Canada, Europe, China and 
Australia continued, with 
trial sites expected to open 
in at least five European 
countries in 2020.
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bringing international partners together

3rd International Innovative Oncology Companies Showcase in Suzhou

AFCR, working with our partner NFCR and the China 
Pharmaceutical Innovation and Research Development Association 
(PHIRDA), organized a delegation of oncology companies and 
conducted a full-day International Innovative Oncology Companies 
Showcase at the 4th annual China BioMed Innovation and Investment 
Conference in Suzhou, China, on 22 September 2019.  Fifteen (15) 
cancer technology companies from the U.S., Canada, U.K., Sweden, 
Italy and Korea presented to decision makers from hundreds of the 
country’s largest and most sophisticated life sciences investment, drug 
development, medical product distribution and healthcare service companies.  Our goal of this Showcase is to facilitate the 
dialogues of these oncology companies and help them establish partnerships and investment opportunities. 

In addition to the presentations by the 15 companies, the Showcase also featured speeches by AFCR CEO Dr. Sujuan Ba 
and two keynote speakers.  Harvard Medical School’s Dr. Raju Kucherlapati, co-founder of Millennium Pharmaceuticals 
(acquired by Takeda for U.S. $9 billion) and Abgenix (acquired by Amgen for U.S. $2 billion) discussed his experience as 
a scientist and as an entrepreneur.  Dorsey & Whitney Partner Catherine Pan discussed the opportunities and challenges 
of cross-border investment deals among Chinese and U.S. biotechnology and pharmaceutical corporations. Each of the 
oncology companies was able to have many one-on-one private meetings with potential partners and investors at the 
conference.  

AFCR-NFCR Joint Scientific Symposium of Research Programs

In October 2019, AFCR and NFCR co-held its bi-annual scientific symposium, 
The Scientific Symposium on State of Cancer Research and Global Collaboration. 
Scientists from the US and around the world attended this event in Bethesda, 
Maryland to showcase their new research discoveries. The three-day event was a 
wonderful opportunity for the presenting scientists to have an interactive dialogue 
and discussion with peers and supporters on the latest results and vital next 
steps in their research programs. Scientists presented new progresses on a broad 
spectrum of tumor types such as pancreatic, breast, ovarian, liver and skin cancer. Numerous advances were showcased 
including: immunotherapy, precision medicine, natural product cancer drugs, novel tools for image-guided surgery and 
therapeutic interventions among other leading-edge cancer themes. Several collaborations between scientists are being 
forged to explore new areas, resulting from the exchanging of ideas. The members of the Scientific Advisory Board were 
pleased to see many breakthroughs shared by our scientists which could dramatically improve patient outcomes. 
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award prograMs

BRACE Award Competition 

Bridging Research from Academia to Cancer Entrepreneurship (BRACE), 
AFCR’s efforts to expand its translational research support was inaugurated with 
the BRACE Award Competition in Singapore on 19 September 2019.  BRACE 
Award Competitions aim to identify and catalyze promising cancer discoveries in 
Asia to be commercialized into new technologies and innovative therapies. The 
first BRACE Award Competition featured 20 research projects from institutions 
including the National University of Singapore, the National Cancer Centre 
Singapore, three A*STAR research entities, the Hong Kong University of Science 
and Technology, and multiple early-stage cancer  
technology companies.

These 20 programs were presented in front of a panel of world-class cancer 
research professionals.  Its panel members were Harvard Medical School’s Raju 
Kucherlapati, Ph.D., Ludwig Institute for Cancer Research’s Webster Cavenee, 
Ph.D., MD Anderson Cancer Center’s W.K. Alfred Yung, M.D., Avera Cancer 
Institute’s Brian Leyland-Jones, M.D., Ph.D., National Cancer Centre Singapore’s 
Kanaga Sabapathy, Ph.D., University of Hong Kong’s George Tsao, Ph.D., 
NFCR’s Michael Wang, M.D., Ph.D., and Eight Roads Ventures’ Will Liu, Ph.D.

Five finalists were selected and two winners were recognized.  The first winner, presented by F. Joel Leong, M.D., Ph.D., 
chief development officer at A*STAR’s Experimental Drug Discovery Centre, reported an extensive body of work on ETC-
159, a novel small molecule drug candidate for colorectal cancer and other solid tumors.  The runner-up project presented 
by Volker Patzel, Ph.D., assistant professor at the National University of Singapore’s Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine, 
reported a unique gene therapy delivery vector targeting  
hepatocellular carcinoma.  

The competition was concluded with a reception where each contestant and the panel members have interactive dialogues 
and conversations which were very well received, credited as “an unique opportunity to interact among peer groups and 
with world leaders”.

The honorees will be introduced by AFCR to its funded scientists, scientific advisory board members and other 
affiliates pertinent to their research, including US-based NFCR fellows.  The winning Asia-based companies are also 
being introduced and encouraged to join the Salisbury Venture Competition, where they compete for investment, gain 
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more invaluable feedback on their scientific, clinical and business development plans, and increase their visibility 
worldwide.  

The Asian Fund for Cancer Research was proud to have been among the 50-plus organizations and companies to have 
participated in the Hong Kong Anti-Cancer Society’s Hong Kong Cancer Day activities, held 9 December 2018. A 
full slate of family-friendly programming was presented to nearly 3,000 participants, including food, entertainment, 
information sessions, exercise demonstrations, discussions and cancer screenings. Actress Sonija Kwok served as event 
ambassador, and among the special guests was Hong Kong Secretary of Food and Health Sophia Chan, Ph.D.

With liver cancer—but too neck, esophageal, breast and colorectal cancers—all shown to be associated with excessive 
alcohol intake, the Day’s theme, “Anti-cancer, say no to alcohol,” drove home an important message. In short, it is 
incumbent upon each adult individual to make wise and informed choices on their alcoholic consumption. At the 
very least, moderation should certainly serve as a basic guiding principle.

Young Investigator Awards

AFCR and United States Chinese Anti-Cancer Association (USCACA) jointly 
reviewed, selected, and recognized five (5) outstanding young individuals 
for their excellence in basic or clinical cancer research at the 8th Guangzhou 
International Symposium on Oncology, held 28 through 30 November 2019  
in Guangzhou.

• Jiaquan Liu, Ph.D., Principal Investigator, Shanghai Institute of 
Biochemistry and Cell Biology,  
Chinese Academy of Sciences

• Huiyan Luo, M.D., Ph.D., Associate Professor, Sun Yat-sen University Cancer Center

• Shengxia Ren, M.D., Ph.D., Associate Professor, Tongji University Shanghai Pulmonary Hospital 

• Meng Yang, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Tianjin Medical University Cancer Institute and Hospital

• Ruoxin Zhang, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Fudan University School of Public Health

The ultimate goal of the AFCR-USCACA Young Investigator Award is to expedite novel cancer drug development 
by stimulating the translation of lab discoveries to novel cancer treatments, fostering collaborations in clinical cancer 
drug development and sharing best practices and knowledge between China and the United States.
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AFCR actively communicates the latest breakthroughs in cancer research to the public, 
ensuring that communities throughout Asia have access to the most updated information on 

prevention, detection and treatment of all types of cancer.  

E-News

AFCR’s free monthly e-newsletters help increase 
awareness of cancer prevention and early detection. 
Through this monthly communication, AFCR keeps our 
supporters and friends informed with the latest cancer 
research breakthroughs, healthy eating and lifestyle 
tips, local event opportunities and more cancer-related 
information updates. 

“On Your Health” Series

AFCR publishes a series of “On Your Health” 
articles that provide cancer-fighting guidance to help 
people reduce their cancer risk through lifestyle and              
diet change.

Cancer Detection Guide

For most types of cancer, early detection is the key to 
survival. The Cancer Detection Guide compiled by 
AFCR helps educate individuals about the latest cancer 
screenings and diagnostic tests for various cancers that 
may help them detect cancer early. 

Prevention Tips for Ovarian Cancer

Ovarian cancer is the most deadly cancer of the female 
reproductive system, which often goes undiagnosed 
until after the disease is far advanced. AFCR provides 
detailed information about risk factors, symptoms and 
prevention tips for ovarian cancer, aiming to raise more 
awareness in women of this “Silent Killer.”

Skin Cancer Prevention Tips

Studies have shown that much of the skin damage 
that leads to skin cancer is caused by overexposure to 
ultraviolet (UV) rays. AFCR offers practical skin cancer 
prevention guidelines to help keep people and their 
families skin cancer-free.

Risk Factors for Colorectal Cancer

Colorectal cancer is one of the leading cancer killers 
in the Asian population. It is also one of the most 
preventable cancers. The information AFCR provides 
is aimed to help the general public better understand 
the risk factors of the disease so that they can minimize 
the risk through adopting healthy lifestyles and taking 
regular colorectal cancer screening examinations.

publiC eduCation on CanCer
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Breast Cancer Examination

The earlier breast cancer is diagnosed, the better the 
chance of recovery. AFCR provides the latest guidance 
about periodic self-examination and screening that may 
help detect breast cancer early and save life. 

Risk Factors for Lung Cancer

Lung cancer is another highly preventable cancer type 
that largely impacts the Asian population. AFCR 
provides the general public with risk factors for this 
disease and encourages people to live a healthy lifestyle, 
which is crucial for lung cancer prevention. 

Warning Signs of Cancer

With knowledge of the proper warning signs, cancer 
may be detected early and its treatment more likely 
to be successful. We have put together warning signs 
of a variety of cancers, such as lung, breast, colorectal, 
prostate, uterine, ovarian, cervical, and skin cancer. 

Cancer-Fighting Recipes

Food with cancer-fighting properties help reduce the 
risk of some forms of the disease. We have put together 
a wide variety of healthy recipes, from traditional to new 
and interesting ones, to help people add more healthy 
foods to their daily diet.

Cancer Awareness Colors

There are many forms of cancer and each presents 
its challenges. AFCR displays the well-known cancer 
ribbons which symbolize a variety of cancer types. 
However, we’re moving from an organ-focused approach 
(type of cancer) to a gene-focused approach (cancer 
genomics). This shift is already having a profound effect 
on the way cancer is treated, allowing doctors to provide 
more individualized options for patients (also known as 
precision medicine). AFCR’s goal is to increase public 
awareness of the understanding of cancer at the cellular 
and molecular levels—understanding the root causes of 
cancer and moving people towards cancer genomics.
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