SCIENTISTS TEST SPONGES
HARVESTED IN BAHAMAS

By MICHAEL SASSO
msasso@tampatrib.com

ST. PETERSBURG — Todd Daviau
- hopes the next blockbuster can-

. cer drug will trace its origins to
 the darkest caves of the Baha-
. mas.

Daviau and his small St. Pe-
tersburg company, Magellan
BioScience Group, believe they
have found sponges with anti-
cancer properties. The compa-
ny, which searches for medical
compounds in marine Iccatmns,
has huge hurdles to clear, in-
cluding proving that its com-
pounds will lead to new drugs or

. other commercial uses,

Daviau is unfazed by chal-
lengesahead.

“The Earth is 70 percent wa-
ter, and evolution tells us that
life has heen evolving for mil-

lions of years underwater,” he

said. “Why wouldn’t these evo-
lutionary mechanisms be in

place in the ocean already?"
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Bryostatm 1 bryozoan cancer

DidemninB tunicate cancer

Aplidine tunicate cancer
Manoalide: sponge

‘9‘qmce;rMageﬂ.i_lypiu_s'r::i‘eﬁdqf)}muﬁ 4

Inflammation

Mage]lz}nﬁinsdience Group photos

Will
Tol
As
0

HE WASH
COMM

Byl
tjackov,
TAMPA —
said Thursd:
his $195,000
officer and «
Tampa to wi
as a directol
ment.
Most of -
authority «

. sioners co

Thursday v

* surprised by

son's decis

theugh th

there was nc
oust the dire
liamson g
earned pras
marketing ¢
though com
ers and som
cized somer
Hillsboron
sioner Rond
liamson told
be with a co
but that she
aboutit.
Williamso
director sin
name his fut
liamson said
ness as porti
“The con
position at 1
though it mi
material thr
said,
‘Williamso
sioners he w
April 9 to W
missioners ¢

See WILLIAMS!
Criticism ism




gel
. up $1.24,

wvorks for
1 Sosnick,
ner & Co.
V't tell you
» know to

ve named
cket, R.L;
) Hill, Pa.;
yre chain
15 bidders

‘a domes- .

ckerd, the
:ly would

it, it stays.
me, CVS?
baum, re-
utive vice
aia-based

into piec-
yers,

o conclu-
the most
point, is

chain up-

id,” said
lyst with
e in Chi-
hey most
lquarters

that, you
j0: Largo
ly,"” Bux-
iitting it
orporate
ay.”
illion for
‘ugstore
depart-
" a time, .
rd began
ne.
estment
oston to
day, the
twas in-
erd and
\ to bid-
hursday
owledg-
1d defi-

.oncash
of $450
on's re-
million
ities for
%'s had

pushed
42 per
, which

with a

Magellan BioScience Group

When scientists searched underwater caves, they looked for organisms that had nothing growing onor
around them, which might indicate they had chemicals to ward off predators, .
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ville, returned from their first research trip to the
Bahamas early this month. There, the men, both of
whom hold doctoral degrees in chemistry-related

fields, explored the relatively undisturbed Exuma

Islands in the middle of the Bahamas. |

Daviau and Cronan reached the islands by boat,
and they trekked through forests to reach hidden
underwater caves that stretched hundreds of feet
below the islands’ surfaces,

The men were able to stay underwater for long
periods of time by using a Rhode Island company’s
“rebreather” device. The device scrubbed the car-
bon dioxide out of their breath and added in an oxy-
gen mixture, allowing them to reuse much of their
air, Daviau said, Underwater lamps lit their way as
they ventured as much as 800 feet into some caves,
home to only a few fish but numerous sponges, sea
squirts, crabs and worms. i

They had taken precautions to prevent tragedy in

 the pitch-black solitude, but “anytime you're that
 far away and you're relying on an instrument to

provide your air, you're atrisk,” Daviau said. :

The goal, Daviau said, was to find organisms that
appeared isolated, such as a sponge with nothing
surrounding it and nothing growing on it. That im-
plies the organism emits some chemical that fends
off predators or algae, and those same chemicals
may have properties that can fight cancer, HIV, ma-
laria or other diseases, Daviau said.

Ultimately, Magellan BioScience broughtback 48
organisms that looked promising, including spong-
es, sea squirts and hydroids. So far, the sponges ap-
pear to have the most potential, having shown
some anticancer properties in preliminary testing.
The company since has sent samples ta other labs,
including a Smithsonian Institution laboratory in

Fort Pierce for more trials or identification of the
. Sponges, Daviau said.

Although early results look positive, many com-
pounds can kill cancer cells butkill harmless cells as
well. The trick is finding compounds that only tar-
getharmful cells, he said.

The respected Harbor Branch Oceanographic In-
stitution in Fort Pierce, which has searched for
medical compounds underwater for 20 years, be-
lieves it has found such an anticancer compound
inside a sponge in the Bahamas, said HBOI Vice
President Shirley Pomponi. The chemical it found,
discodermolide, appears to kill solid tumor cells,
such as those found in breast cancer and colon can-
cer patients, without killing other cells, Pomponi
said. - : ;

Daviau hepes for similar success. After he re-
ceives the results of testing in May, he hopes to ap-
proach venture capitalists for new financing. That,
he said, would allow Magellan BioScience to return
to the Bahamas for more diving. »

So far the company has been self-funded, with
parmers Daviau, Cronan and John Cardellina of
Maryland putting up roughly $150,000 of their own
money, Daviau said. - .

One potential source of financing may be the
venture capital firm Noro-Moseley Partners of At-
lanta, which has created five venture-capital fiinds
with investments of $580 million. Russell “Rusty”’
French, who invests in life sciences companies for
Noro-Moseley, said discovery companies such as
Magellan BioScience can get venture capital.

But they must be targeting a disease or medical
condition with a big potential market. Also, it helps
if there is no effective treatment already on the mar-
ket, French said. Today’s venture capitalists often
want to see clinical trials done on humans before
theyinvest, he said.

“They want to see some actual data on efficacy
on humans,” French said. “A lot of compounds
workin a petri dish but not in humans.”

Reporter Michael Sasso can bereached at (813)
258-7865.
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