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Why is autophagy so 
exciting?
 
In terms of my own area, drug 
discovery for 
neurodegeneration, one of the 
things I find most exciting about 
autophagy is the potential to 
cut across different diseases: I 
think something that 
neurodegeneration can learn 
from the oncology field is to 
focus on mechanisms as much 
as on diseases. 

A safe, efficacious autophagy 
enhancer might work against 
more than one 
misfolded protein and thus 
disease and think that is very 

exciting. This also raises the 
prospect of running early trials 
in more clinically-tractable 
disease areas before 
broadening to more 
challenging diseases.
 
What impact is Covid-19 
having on the industry?
 
Within the UK academic 
sector we've seen a short hit 
to productivity as the 
Universities closed -  we lost 
about 3-4 months. Now the 
challenge is how we can make 
ourselves as productive as 
possible whilst keeping staff 
safe and also allowing them a 
decent work-life balance. I 
don't think we'll really know 
how well we've handled this 
until we can look back on the 
period with some perspective.
 
From a scientific 
standpoint, what are the 
current gaps in our 
knowledge that we need to 
address?

I think the field has grown 
rapidly and there is lots of 
promise and excitement but 
when you look in more detail 
there are areas where the 
level of uncertainty is quite 
high and this presents a risk

 for drug discovery. I think we 
need to get better at 
understanding what the different 
types of assays that we can run 
are really telling us. 
 
What conversations need to 
happen to advance the 
field? 

I would go back the point above. 
I think the proteostasis field in 
general needs to talk about how 
hard it is to 
profile molecules in cellular 
assays in a way that is 
unambiguous and robust.
 
Where do you see the 
autophagy industry in 5 
years time?
 
It would be great if in 5 years 
are talking about designing and 
even interpreting the results of 
some really well run clinical 
studies.  I'd like to see 
molecules where we have clear 
evidence of target and 
mechanism engagement & 
strong preclinical validation 
going into studies that are able 
to demonstrate the potential of 
this mechanism against human 
disease.
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You can hear more from John at the 
Drugging Autophagy Summit, where 
he is moderating the closing panel.


