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Why is autophagy so 
exciting?

There is a growing body of

evidence that autophagy 
is required for 
tumorigenesis, the 
process of autophagy is a 
target-rich environment 
involving protein or lipid 
kinases, protease and 
other potentially 
draggable targets. 

Autophagy inhibition can 
synergize with other 
pathway-targeted 
therapies such as 
blockade of the 
RAS-regulated 
RAF>MEK>ERK pathway 
or the PI3’-kinase 
pathways.

Recent evidence 
suggests that inhibition of 
autophagy can promote 
antigen presentation 
which might reasonably 
be expected to act in 
partnership with immune 
checkpoint blockade. 

What impact is 
Covid-19 having on the 
industry?

Slowing the pace of 
research and clinical trials 
down.

From a scientific 
standpoint, what are the 
current gaps in our 
knowledge that we need 
to address?

What are the best targets in 
the autophagy machinery?  
So that autophagy-targeted 
therapy will be safe, 
tolerable, efficacious and 
durable.

What conversations 
need to happen to 
advance the field?

● What are the best targets 
in autophagy that will 
result in safe and 
tolerable agents for 
clinical trials?

● Against which diseases 
might single-agent 
autophagy regulators be 
efficacious?

● What are the best 
preclinical models to 

Martin McMahon
Cumming-Presidential 
Chair of Cancer Biology
University of Utah

Dr. Martin McMahon currently 
serves as the Cumming- 
Presidential Chair of Cancer 
Biology in the Dept. of 
Dermatology at the University of 
Utah, Senior Director for 
Preclinical Translation and 
Co-Leader of the Experimental 
Therapeutics Program in the 
Huntsman Cancer Institute.

Dr. McMahon’s translational 
cancer research program 
focuses on the mechanisms 
underlying the initiation, 
progression and maintenance of 
metastatic melanoma, lung and 
pancreatic cancer. 



www.druggingautophagy.com

EXPERT
PERSPECTIVE

assess combination 
therapies of autophagy 
regulators plus other 
agents (small 
molecules, mAbs, etc)

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

Access to pharmacological 
inhibitors of key autophagy
regulators (ULK1/2, 
VPS34, ATG4B etc). 
Although a lot of mileage 
has been gained with the 
use of 4-amino-quinolones

 in preclinical research, 
the availability of potent 
inhibitors of autophagy 
regulators that have in 
vivo activity will be 
required to conduct the 
right preclinical testing.

What do you have in 
the works for 2020?

Looking at the effects of 
autophagy on 
pathway-targeted or 
immune checkpoint 
therapy, either alone or in 
combination in preclinical 
models.

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

Hopefully, the first billion 
dollar autophagy specific 
drug will have been 
developed. However, like 
many great 
ideas, novel observations 
in preclinical models may 
not play out in the clinic 
either due to a lack of 

therapeutic efficacy or 
unacceptable 
safety/tolerability data that 
cannot be ameliorated by 
changes in dosing. 

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

To hear about novel targets 
and agents that can be 
used to manipulate 
autophagy regulators in 
cells and also to network 
with key people in the 
autophagy field.

You can hear more from 
Martin McMahon at the 
Drugging Autophagy Summit, 
which will be taking place 
virtually on the 19-20th 
November. Martin is giving a 
presentation at 12:00pm EDT 
on Day 1 titled “Blocking 
Autophagy in RAS-Driven 
Cancers”, followed by open 
Q&A, and also participating 
in a forward-looking Panel 
Discussion with Open Q&A 
titled “What Do We Need to 
Achieve Next?” at 11:25am 
on Day 2.
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