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In this issue we introduce the exciting new Bontrovir project 
for prostate cancer at Sheffield University. We also look at the 
progress of our three current projects, two at City St George’s 
and one at Imperial College London.

What all of our projects have in common is not only scientific 
excellence, but a shared determination to translate research 
into real-world impact, something which Professor Dalgleish 
has always been passionate about. 

Donating to the ICVI guarantees that you are directly 
supporting excellence and innovation. If this newsletter has 
inspired you to donate or fundraise please contact 
marie@icvi.org.uk or look at our website www.icvi.org.uk 

Sir Harry Cotterell Bt OBE
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RESEARCH UPDATE

Update from Professor Dalgleish

Bontrovir
Huge thanks to those of you who 
donated to our 2025 Christmas ap-
peal. The appeal was for our new pro-
state cancer project at Sheffield Uni-
versity. Marie and Abi visited the 
project recently and met with Dr 
Faith Howard and her team.

This innovative project began six 
weeks ago and is progressing well. It 
focuses on researching Bontrovir, a 
pioneering virotherapy designed to 
more precisely target prostate can-
cer which has spread to the bone. 
Specifically, the work looks at using 
engineered viruses to treat ad-

vanced, treatment-resistant pro-
state cancer, with the aim of shrink-
ing tumours while also stimulating 
the body’s immune system to fight 
back.

BONTROVIR uses a technique known 
as virotherapy which uses a modified 
virus, engineered to infect and des-
troy cancer cells. What makes this 
approach especially exciting is how 
the virus is directed to the tumour. It 
is combined with bisphosphon-
ates— drugs that naturally bind to 
bone—helping guide the treatment 
straight to sites where prostate can-
cer has spread.

Of course, it is still 
early days for the 
project but we felt 
very inspired by 
the presentations 
given and confid-
ent that the team 
at Sheffield will 
progress well in 
the hope of new 
treatment options 
for prostate can-
cer patients.

None of this would 

be possible without you all. Ever 
mindful of this, Marie did a short 
presentation on the ICVI and our 
amazing supporters. The researchers 
were really pleased to hear about our 
work and have since offered to have 
a fundraising cake sale for us in the 
medical school!  Proof that when we 
spread the word, goodwill comes full 
circle (and sometimes with cake).

If you’d like to help us continue 
funding groundbreaking research 
like this, either by helping us spread 
the word, making a donation, selling 
cakes or anything else, we’d love to 
hear from you.
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RESEARCH NEWS

Dr Peter Smith’s work focuses on T-
cells — the frontline soldiers of our 
immune system — and how natur-
ally occurring compounds in the 
body can enhance their cancer-
fighting ability. Building on earlier 

discoveries, his team explored how 
nutrients and metabolites, including 
vitamin D, fibre-derived compounds, 
and vitamin A derivatives, influence 
immune responses.

While early findings showed that in-
dividual compounds could shape T-
cell behaviour, the real breakthrough 
came when these were combined. 
This three-part combination signific-
antly boosted T-cell activation — a 
critical step in mounting an effective 
anti-cancer response.

Even more encouragingly, the team 
uncovered how this works. The com-
bination activates key biological 
pathways that improve T-cell energy 
production, longevity, and memory 
— all essential features for sus-

tained tumour attack.

Importantly, these findings were not 
limited to the lab. The same ap-
proach enhanced immune responses 
in samples from melanoma patients, 
and broader data analysis linked 
these naturally occurring com-
pounds to better outcomes in pa-
tients receiving immunotherapy.

This research opens the door to us-
ing safe, well-understood metabol-
ites as add-on treatments to improve 
the effectiveness of cancer immuno-
therapy — a promising step toward 
more personalised and effective 
care.

Unlocking the Power of the Immune System
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RESEARCH NEWS

Dr Jun Ishihara and his team are at 
the forefront of designing the next 
generation of cancer immunother-
apies — and the progress made 
over the past three years has been 
remarkable.

Their work centres on improving 
“checkpoint inhibitors,” a type of 

immunotherapy that helps the im-
mune system recognise and attack 
cancer cells. While these treatments 
have transformed outcomes for 
some patients, they don’t work for 
everyone and can sometimes cause 
serious side effects.

The team has successfully engin-
eered new versions of these ther-
apies, carefully refining their struc-
ture to maximise their cancer-
killing potential. In preclinical stud-
ies, these new molecules showed 
impressive precision — homing in 
on tumours and accumulating ex-
actly where they are needed.

Initially focussed on ovarian cancer 
models, it was found that one of the 
most striking findings came in fact 
from studies in brain cancer models, 
where the treatment led to a 

threefold increase in survival. The 
researchers also discovered that 
their engineered antibodies work by 
targeting and removing immune-
suppressing cells within tumours, 
effectively “releasing the brakes” on 
the immune system.

Just as importantly, these therapies 
were shown to be safe in early test-
ing, with no significant side effects 
observed.

With a patent now underway and a 
new spin-out company established 
to take this innovation forward, the 
project is moving closer to clinical 
trials. A fully humanised version of 
the therapy is already in develop-
ment — a crucial step toward bring-
ing this breakthrough to patients.

Engineering Smarter, Safer Cancer Therapies
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RESEARCH NEWS

Immunotherapy has transformed 
cancer care — but it doesn’t work 
for everyone, and some patients ex-
perience difficult side effects. Dr Al-
berto Fusi’s research has been tack-
ling this challenge head-on.

His team is investigating whether 
molecules produced by the gut mi-

crobiome — alongside immune sys-
tem markers — can help predict 
how patients with melanoma will re-
spond to treatment.

This ambitious clinical study has 
now reached a major milestone. 
Thanks to strong patient interest, 
recruitment was completed ahead 
of schedule, with 45 participants 
enrolled in just 11 months. Over the 
course of the study, the team col-
lected more than 500 blood and 
stool samples, creating a rich data-
set for analysis.

These samples are now being ex-
amined using advanced techniques 
to identify patterns in both immune 
function and microbial metabolites. 
The goal is to uncover biomarkers 
that could help doctors:

• Identify patients less likely to 
respond to treatment 

• Predict who may experience 
side effects 

• Tailor care through earlier inter-
vention or alternative therapies 

The next phase of analysis — in col-
laboration with a specialist centre 
— will provide highly detailed in-
sights into the role of microbial 
metabolites, an exciting and rapidly 
evolving field of research.

Ultimately, this work aims to ensure 
that every patient receives the 
treatment most likely to benefit 
them, improving outcomes while re-
ducing unnecessary risks.

Predicting Who Benefits from Immunotherapy
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DONATION
One hour of research undertaken by the whole of the research team costs £400 and £2,000 per patient per year for
a trial (this is an average cost, including salaries, consumables and supervision)
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£400 £100 £50 ££200

To donate by card please visit www.icvi.org.uk or phone 020 7498 8263
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