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Why is autophagy so 
exciting?

It’s emerging as a fundamental 

and beneficial cellular process 

– we know it’s beneficial 

because boosting it can 

increase lifespan in various 

organisms.  And yet, 

dysfunction can lead to a wide 

range of diseases, which is 

strongly indicated by human 

genetic data, so it’s a great 

therapeutic opportunity.  But 

it’s also a really complex, 

dynamic and multistep 

process, which is both 

challenging and exciting: 

challenging because it’s 

difficult to measure, exciting

because there are multiple 

opportunities, 

mechanistically, to intervene 

and restore it.

What impact is Covid-19 
having on the industry?

The pandemic is obviously 

having a negative effect in 

disrupting everyday business 

and this means we are having 

to find new ways to get things 

done, in our case in terms of 

keeping our research projects 

moving forward by being 

flexible, changing our working 

procedures and choosing the 

right partners etc.  But it’s 

also brought a very positive 

focus on the industry because 

people are seeing that we 

have this enormous technical 

capacity to understand 

disease and come up with 

lifesaving solutions.

What are the current gaps 
in our knowledge that we 
need to address?

I think autophagy is right at 

the forefront of areas where 

we will see new understanding 

driving new therapeutics in the 

coming years.  More 

specifically, we’d like to know 

more about which mechanisms 

are the most effective in 

treating different diseases – 

we’ve already observed that 

different mechanisms for 

autophagy induction have 

difference outcomes in disease 

models.  Our approach leads to 

discovery of multiple, novel 

mechanisms so we are marrying 

that new knowledge with 

disease models.

What conversations need 
to happen to advance the 
field?

There’s growing interest in 

boosting autophagy as a general 

way to increase healthspan, 

which would be a very positive 

development for patients and 

healthcare systems.  But aging 

is not recognised as a condition, 

despite it being by far the best 

predictor for many diseases.  

And partly because of this 

there’s no regulatory path to 

launch a new drug to treat 
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essentially healthy people.  So 

we will need to first 

demonstrate that an 

autophagy drug is safe and 

effective in a recognised 

disease.  However, we should 

in parallel search for and 

create the opportunity to find 

a regulatory path for a 

healthspan therapeutic.

What is the biggest 
limiting factor holding 
back the industry? How 
are you working to 
overcome this?

There are currently no good 

compounds available that 

selectively induce autophagy 

and for which we really 

understand the mechanism.  

Without this, some of the 

data you see in the literature 

is hindering rather than 

helping our understanding.  

And measuring this highly 

dynamic process is also very 

difficult, so again some of the 

observations can be 

misleading.  So we need to 

address these gaps using the 

best methods.  This is what 

we’re doing in Samsara.

What do Samsara have in 
the works for 2020/2021?

We are looking to complete a 

Series A very soon: we’ve 

been busy building our 

capabilities which we’re very 

proud of and we already have 

several compound series with 

exciting data in disease 

models, plus really novel 

targets and mechanisms so 

we’re looking forward to 

taking these on to the clinic

Where do you see the 
autophagy industry in 5 
years time?

I think by then there will be a 

greater recognition in big 

pharma companies that this is a 

fantastic area of opportunity for 

new therapeutics and there will 

be some new compounds close 

to the market with amazing 

data – certainly in rare disease 

and likely in 

neurodegeneration.  Plus there 

should be progress on creating 

a pathway for healthspan 

therapeutic development.

What are you most looking 
forward to at the Drugging 
Autophagy Summit?

It looks like it’s a great program 

so I’m looking forward to 

hearing new science on 

autophagy and what strategies 

people are taking to come up 

with autophagy medicines - 

there is always something new 

and fascinating coming out of 

this area at the moment.

If you’re interested in hearing 
more from Peter Hamley, he will 
be participating in the opening 
panel at 9:30 am on Day 1, 
Thursday 19th November.
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