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Positive arthritis drug data boost UK's Celltech
By Mark Potter, Reuters

LONDON, March 31 (Reuters) - Celltech Group Plc's biggest new drug hope has cleared the first of its final-stage clinical hurdles, Britain's biggest biotechnology firm said on Wednesday, boosting its shares.

Celltech, which believes its drug CDP 870 for rheumatoid arthritis has the potential to be a $1-billion-a-year seller, also said it was on course to sign a lucrative partnership deal on the medicine by the end of June.

"It's good news and shows they've got a viable drug," said Frances Cloud, an industry analyst at Nomura. "But we need to see more details before we can judge how successful it's going to be in what is a very competitive market place."

Celltech shares jumped as much as seven percent to a 20-month high of 480 pence in early trade. By 1220 GMT, the stock had drifted back to stand up 2.6 percent at 459p, valuing the business at about 1.3 billion pounds ($2.4 billion).

One of Europe's few profitable biotechnology firms, Celltech said the first Phase III trial for CDP 870 met its goal as assessed by the number of patients achieving a 20 percent reduction in the American College of Rheumatology (ACR) score at 24 weeks. Side-effects were consistent with previous studies.

It also said a "significant" response was seen after only one week of treatment, which some analysts thought could give Celltech an edge as it looks to take on established treatments such as Johnson & Johnson's Remicade, Amgen's Enbrel and Abbott's Humira.

PARTNERSHIP DEAL

"What we've seen from a statistical standpoint is very robust data -- i.e. when you make other assumptions and take worse case assumptions, they still stay statistically significant," Chief Executive Goran Ando told Reuters.

But Samir Devani, an analyst at Code Securities, was disappointed that Celltech did not release the actual scores achieved against the ACR benchmark.

"We believe this adds an element of uncertainty as to the competitive profile (of CDP 870)," he said, though he added that any fears would be eased by the signing of a partnership deal.

Ando said that for the reputation of the drug, Celltech needed to present detailed results at a specialist scientific conference, which analysts said would probably be the ACR meeting in October.

He also reaffirmed that Celltech was talking to four potential marketing partners for CDP 870, and that the terms of a deal were likely to be as good, or better than a previous agreement with Pfizer Inc.

That deal, which broke down last year when Pfizer unsuccessfully tried to renegotiate terms, was one of the most lucrative ever for a European biotech firm, with Celltech entitled to milestone payments of up to $280 million on top of an unusually high share of the profits, estimated at 40 percent.

Analysts think Biogen Idec, GlaxoSmithKline, Aventis and Serono are all potential partners to help Celltech market CDP 870.

Ando declined to comment, saying only a deal would be announced by the end of June, but not in the next few days.

CDP 870, an injectable antibody-based medicine, belongs to a group of drugs that block TNF-alpha, a protein implicated in autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis, Crohn's disease and psoriasis.

Though a relatively late entrant to the market, analysts think it may have advantages, such as cheaper manufacturing, which could lead to a lower price, and less frequent dosing.

Celltech, which sells largely acquired medicines to fund its biotech research, plans to launch CDP 870 as a treatment for Crohn's disease, a bowel disorder, using its own sales force.

Analysts say CDP 870 could reach the market as a treatment for Crohn's in 2006 and for rheumatoid arthritis a year later.

Celltech said it would complete a second Phase III study on CDP 870 in rheumatoid arthritis in the third quarter of this year, and start final tests on the drug during the second half.

(additional reporting by Ben Hirschler)
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