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How and to what capacity are you involved 
with developing cell therapies?

As CSO of oNKo-Innate, I oversee the development 
of novel approaches to genetically modify primary 
human NK cells for use as cancer therapies. oNKo-
Innate is a discovery stage biotech company dedicated 
to discovering the key processes that regulate NK cell 
fate and anti-tumor function in order to exploit these 
pathways in next-generation cell therapies. 

In your opinion, what is the most exciting 
thing about cell therapies now and why?

Obviously, the success rates observed in CD19 CAR T 
cell trials are very exciting and we are all confident that 
similar response rates can be achieved in additional 
cancer types. Targeting solid tumors with cell therapies 
is still very challenging but there are several pre-clinical 
reports of promising strategies to increase cell therapy 
product targeting to solid tumors including improved 
chemotaxis and resistance to immmunosuppression in the 
tumor microenvironment. Translating such approaches is 
an exciting prospect as there are still a number of cancers 
with very few therapeutic options and no improvements 
made to overall survival rates for decades. 

What one development or breakthrough 
would change the face of cell therapies?

Again, specific targeting of cell therapies to the 
tumor site in the case of solid tumors would be a huge 
leap forward. Targeting antigens specifically in the 
tumor microenvironment (that were not exclusively 
expressed on tumor cells) would then be an option 

and potentially introduce a number of new antigens to 
consider. Streamlining the manufacturing procedure to 
dramatically reduce the cost of cell therapies could also 
be a monumental shift for their use clinically.

What do you feel is the biggest challenge 
with the development of cell therapies?

The complexity of dealing with a unique living product 
each time creates several logistical challenges, especially 
in the setting of autologous cell therapies. Thus, the 
challenge lies in standardizing and streamlining a cell 
therapy approach without compromising the efficacy.

What do you think the future holds for 
innate cell therapies?

A lot. I believe that innate cell therapies will be a 
major player in the commercial cell therapy space in 
the near future owing to their safety, ease of use and 
advantageous logistics of the off-the-shelf format. 
Whether innate cell therapy products are predominantly 
primary human NK cells or iPSC-derived NK cells remains 
to be seen. Innate-like T cell products may also compete 
in this space such as gamma/delta T cells and MAIT cells.

Prof. Huntington is the head of the Cancer Immunotherapy 
Laboratory in the Biomedicine Discovery Institute at Monash 
University, Australia. He leads a research program aimed 
at deciphering the regulatory networks that control NK cell 
development and homeostasis and a drug discovery program 

using cutting-edge in vivo screens for novel checkpoints in NK cell activation for targeting in cancer 
immunotherapy. Prof. Huntington is President of MIN (Melbourne Immunotherapy Network) and is a co-
founder and chief scientific officer of oNKo-Innate Pty Ltd.
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