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are excited to work with Dr. Chris
Cairo from the University of Alberta,
Dr. Alexey Pshezhetsky at the Sainte-
Justine Health Centre and their
respective teams for the ultimate
benefit of paediatric patients.”

TURNING RESEARCH
OUTCOMES INTO THERAPIES
IRICoR focuses on de-risking early-
stage research, explains Steven Klein,
vice-president, Business Develop-
ment at IRICoR. “We’re supporting
scientists in their efforts to develop
the commercial potential of their
scientific breakthroughs. Our role is
to help guide projects to the point
where they are in a position to attract
commercial partners who are best
placed to advance these into clinical
trials and towards treating patients.”
Projects typically start with col-

laborations to “validate and further
advance the initial scientific finding,
and the most promising discoveries
are then commercialized through
either licences to biotech or pharma
companies, or through the creation
of new companies,” he says. “In
either case, these potential partners
look for validation of the biology
and initial proof of concept of the
proposed therapeutic approach.”
Since it was created in 2008,

IRICoR has supported about 100 proj-
ects at different stages that resulted
in creating significant intellectual
property (IP). Among the outcomes
are seven clinical trials, 30 strategic
partnerships with pharmaceutical
companies and the creation of four
companies.
By building and strengthening

links across academia and industry
– and anchoring the research in an
academic milieu as well as the bio-
pharmaceutical sector – IRICoR has
established what Klein calls an “A-list
of pharma and biotech partners and
investors,” thus enhancing pathways
for commercialization.

Collaborative efforts to
commercialize

research can bring
strong returns on

investment as well
as benefits for local

communities and
good jobs.

Dr. Elizabeth Nanak
CEO of the Canadian Glycomics

Network (GlycoNet)

We’re supporting
scientists in their

efforts to develop the
commercial potential

of their scientific
breakthroughs.

Steven Klein
Vice-President, Business
Development at IRICoR

Building a national
platform is key – not
only for mothers and
health-care providers
but also for decision-

makers at the national
and provincial levels.

Dr. Sherif Eltonsy
Research scientist at the

College of Pharmacy, Rady
Faculty of Health Sciences and

Children’s Hospital Research
Institute of Manitoba

“The best chance of success for
going after some of these difficult-to-
treat indications is to bring together
a range of complementary skills and
to leverage resources,” he says. “We
work in a collaborative fashion with
the researchers, their institutions and
their tech transfer offices to ensure
we are all aligned. Everybody’s
contribution – whether it’s from the
lab, the business side or managing
IP – adds value.”

STRENGTHENING CANADA’S
INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM
Not every project can be evaluated
purely on its potential for commer-
cialization – since the objective of
basic research is to advance insights
and understanding – yet Klein rec-
ommends “we need to pay special
attention to solutions that can make
an impact on the lives of patients.”
The partnership dedicated to ITP

research carries potential for both:
Insights from the work of Dr. Cairo at
the University of Alberta and his co-
investigator Dr. Alexey Pshezhetsky
at the Sainte-Justine Health Centre
can advance our understanding of
the role of glycans in autoimmune
disease while new therapies can
make a difference for patients.
Dr. Nanak explains that the

therapy that is under investigation
promises a more targeted interven-
tion compared to current treatments
that focus on suppressing the
body’s immune response.

Beyond improving the outlook
for children with ITP, the pan-
Canadian partnership also serves to
strengthen the country’s research
and innovation ecosystem, says
Dr. Nanak. “As we are shifting to a
knowledge-based economy, these
collaborative efforts to commercial-
ize research in Canada can bring
strong returns on investment as well
as benefits for local communities
and good jobs.”

Dr. Chris Cairo from the University of Alberta (left) and Dr. Alexey Pshezhetsky at the Sainte-Justine Health Centre (right) are the lead investigators probing
the connection between glycans and autoimmune diseases, such as ITP. RICHARD SIEMENS; GLYCONET

The Canadian Mother-Child Cohort Active Surveillance Initiative is bringing
together data from across Canada to advance the understanding about the risks

and benefits of medication for expectant mothers. ISTOCK.COM

new research partnership is
proving that pooling Cana-

dian innovation efforts can lead to
breakthrough discoveries as well as
accelerate the pathway to commer-
cialization for resulting therapeutics.
The Alberta-based Canadian Gly-

comics Network (GlycoNet), which
develops new carbohydrate-based
drugs, vaccines and diagnostics,
joined forces with Quebec-based IRI-
CoR, a group that specializes in drug
discovery and commercialization.
Both are part of Canada’s Networks
of Centres of Excellence program,
which fosters academic, government
and industry partnerships in various
areas of research.
GlycoNet and IRICoR are currently

working together to tackle immune
thrombocytopenia, formerly known
as idiopathic thrombocytopenic
purpura (ITP), a rare blood disorder
that causes the immune system to
attack – and destroy – otherwise
normal platelets.

THE CHALLENGE OF
PAEDIATRIC ITP
Large purple bruises or tiny reddish-
purple dots, which look like a
rash, are the hallmark of ITP – the
outward signs of bleeding due to
unusually low levels of platelets, the
cell fragments that promote clotting
of the blood.
According to the Canadian Paediat-

ric Society, ITP affects approximately
five in 100,000 children per year,
most commonly between the ages
of two and five years old. Due to the
risk of bleeding, children diagnosed
with ITP face physical limitations,
including having to avoid participa-
tion in sports and other high-contact
activities.
While current ITP therapies focus

on increasing the platelet count to
reduce the risk of bleeding, GlycoNet
researchers are seeking to address
the disease closer to its source,
says Dr. Elizabeth Nanak, CEO of
GlycoNet. “Current ITP therapies
target the symptoms rather than the
disease. We also know that many
patients don’t respond to the exist-
ing treatments.”
The research effort is centred on

glycomics, the study of sugars in liv-
ing cells, a field of research that has
seen a surge of interest since chains
of sugars – called glycans – have
been found to play a role in every
major disease, including autoim-
mune diseases like ITP.
“Glycans on platelets are degraded

in ITP patients,” says Dr. Nanak.
“This loss leads to the destruction of
platelets, so we are trying to find in-
hibitors that can block this process.”
The search for such inhibitors –

and a goal of optimizing them to
develop appropriate therapies – led
GlycoNet to partner with IRICoR,
which has a strong track record for
accelerating the market adoption of
made-in-Canada therapeutic solu-
tions for cancer and rare diseases.
Dr. Nadine Beauger, president and

CEO of IRICoR, welcomes this new
project, where IRICoR is poised to
add value to yet another pan-Canadi-
an team of leading researchers. “We
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Health Centre, and the co-investiga-
tors recently received $2.9-million
in funding support from the Canada
Foundation for Innovation.
Health-care information exists

across Canada, but it is currently
siloed in each province, explains Dr.
Eltonsy. “You could have records of
100 pregnant women using a par-
ticular medication in Manitoba, 200
in Quebec and different numbers in
other provinces. Bringing the data
together will allow us to find signals
of any adverse effects for the short
term and the long term. What makes
this effort unique is that we have
longitudinal databases in Canada.”
Quebec alone has 17 years’ worth

of data on 450,000 pregnancies in

the province, which links medication
use at various stages of pregnancy
with outcomes. When complete,
the CaMCCo program will be unique
for its validated data – and decades’
worth of information, says Dr.
Bérard. “A little girl in our database
born in 1998 could have a child in
our database.”
Beyond creating province-specific

databases for a total of over four mil-
lion mothers and children with up
to 22 years of follow-up, the project
will build a country-wide database of
existing data from Quebec, Ontario,
Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta
(in collaboration with the Univer-
sity of Ottawa, the University of
Saskatchewan and the University of
Alberta).
As a key focus for the state-of-

the-art data infrastructure, the
research team will work to ensure
that the information is accurate,
says Dr. Eltonsy. “In order to gain
robust insights, the data has to be
collected in a systematic way as well
as validated and harmonized. We are
working with analysts with expertise
in checking data quality.”
The project will follow women

who go through pregnancies – and
their children – over a number of
years to assess outcomes that may
develop long after the primary
exposure, he notes. “For example,
symptoms for ADHD or autism may
be recognized later in a child’s life,
and in order to map trends, we re-

quire a large sample size from across
the country.”
Initially, the study will focus on

opioids and antidepressants, but
there are many pressing questions
the database can potentially help to
address. Dr. Bérard, for example, has
observed the need to investigate
antiepileptic medications. “We know
pregnant women with epilepsy
will sometimes stop their medica-
tion because they’re afraid for their
baby,” she says.
For Dr. Eltonsy, the effort has the

potential to catalyze a world-class
active research and surveillance pro-
gram in perinatal pharmaco-epide-
miology. “Researchers can request
access to our data,” he says. “And
we can provide content, database
and analysis expertise to help them
reach their goals.”
There are many examples where

Health Canada and other provincial
health agencies can benefit from
rapid analyses of administrative data
for decision-making purposes, Dr.
Eltonsy says. “Building a national
platform is key – not only for moth-
ers and health-care providers but
also for decision-makers at the
national and provincial levels.”
By quantifying the risks and ben-

efits of prescription drug use during
pregnancy on short- and long-term
maternal and child health outcomes,
the initiative can help to provide
valuable insights for boosting com-
munity health, he adds.

A Canadian research partnership
is aiming to better understand the
risks and benefits of taking medica-
tion during pregnancy to address
acute or chronic health concerns.
While a vast majority of women

take medications during pregnancy,
a lack of evidence from clinical trials,
from which pregnant women are
typically excluded, means definitive
data on the impacts of drugs on
maternal and fetal health is often
scarce.
Researchers are now confident,

however, that an effort to collect,
validate and harmonize relevant
health-care information from across
Canada will help to fill this crucial
knowledge gap.
“Statistics show that more than

75 per cent of pregnant women
in Canada take medication, and
evidence-based guidance on
whether to advise them to continue
or stop taking medications is ur-
gently needed,” says Sherif Eltonsy,
research scientist at the College of
Pharmacy, Rady Faculty of Health
Sciences and Children’s Hospital
Research Institute of Manitoba. “Ad-
verse drug events are very rare in
pregnancy and might happen well
after the child is born, so we need
big data sets.”
Dr. Eltonsy co-leads the Canadian

Mother-Child Cohort (CaMCCo)
Active Surveillance Initiative with
Anick Bérard of the Université de
Montréal and the Sainte-Justine

DATA PROVIDING ANSWERS ABOUT TAKING MEDICATION DURING PREGNANCY

SCIENTIFIC COLLABORATION YIELDS NEW HOPE FOR CHILDREN
AFFECTED BY RARE BLOOD DISORDER

A

A child’s ability to play is of-
ten severely curtailed with a
diagnosis of immune throm-
bocytopenia, formerly known
as idiopathic thrombocytope-
nic purpura (ITP).
ITP affects approximately
five in 100,000 children
per year, most commonly
between the ages of two
and five years old. Due to an
elevated risk of bruising and
bleeding caused by unusually
low levels of platelets, the
cell fragments that promote
clotting of the blood, these
young patients typically have
to be careful and stay away
from high-contact activities.
Since the cause of this rare
autoimmune disorder, where
the immune system attacks
and destroys otherwise
normal platelets, remains to
be fully understood – current
treatment options only ad-
dress the symptoms.
A new pan-Canadian partner-
ship promises change: it
brings together the Canadian
Glycomics Network and the
University of Alberta as well
as IRICoR and the Sainte-
Justine Health Centre at the
Université de Montréal.
By combining leading exper-
tise in research, innovation
and commercialization, the
collaborators are working
to advance the scientific
understanding of this rare
autoimmune disorder with
the aim to arrive at therapeu-
tic solutions that benefit the
patients.

TACKLING ITP
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