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Global rollout possible for UK  
pet cancer screening enterprise

VISITORS to this year’s North 
American Veterinary Confer-
ence in Orlando, Florida would, 
no doubt, have been impressed 
by the scale and variety of 
veterinary enterprises in its 
commercial exhibition.

Spanning three hotels, the 
conference was a global show-
case of products and services for 
the animal health practitioner.

However, blink and you may 
have missed a late addition to the 
show; a UK bioscience enter-
prise: PetScreen.

A leading light in British post-
genomic technology, this small, 
Nottingham-based company is 
raising the bar with an innovative 
cancer screening programme 
that has the potential to launch it 
as a global player.

Formally incorporated in Feb-
ruary 2004, founding directors 
Graeme Radcliffe and Kevin 
Slater began work on the Pet-
Screen concept the year before, 
coincidentally a flagship year for 
British bioscience.

In 2003, the DTI trumpeted 
Britain’s success in biotechnology 
as UK companies had 224 new 
drugs in clinical development or 
awaiting approval – half of the 
European total. 

UK firms generated £3.6b 
in revenue and employed  
22,400 people.

It led Tony Blair to proclaim 
the bioscience sector as a “British 
success story”. 

The prospects for biotech-
nology companies are bright if 
PetScreen is any indication.

It’s not a success that Profes-
sor Radcliffe and Professor Slater 
are taking for granted.

Prof Radcliffe, in particular, 
feels that a failure by the Gov-
ernment to fully recognise the 
importance of post-genomic 
technologies could mean Britain 
losing its edge.

It’s a big progression from the 
chance meeting, initiated by the 
vice chancellor of Nottingham 
Trent University, which brought 
the two together.

Synergy is how Prof Rad-
cliffe would describe their initial 
discussions. Having lost a four-
year-old curly coat retriever to 
cancer, his interest was piqued 
by Prof Slater’s work on can-
cer and the emerging f ield  
of proteomics.

The two researched a poten-
tial market for a cancer screen-
ing and treatment programme, 
establishing a network of key 
scientists involved in animal 
oncology along with the core 
infrastructure of the company.

Clinical trial
A clinical trial phase of Pet-
Screen was launched at BSAVA  
Congress in 2004 and in April 
2005, BSAVA became the 
launchpad for its “Directed 
Chemotherapy” programme.

PetScreen now claims owner-
ship of the first programme of 
its kind to combine screening, 
early detection and individualised 
treatment for canine cancer.

Now, in l ine with Rad-
cliffe and Slater’s vision, Pet-
Screen has recruited Shahid 
Mian, one of Europe’s foremost 
authorities on proteomics, as  
technical director.

It’s something in the make up 
of the two men, that they like to 
play ahead of the field, that soon 
becomes apparent.

Prof Slater graduated in 
applied biology before moving 
onto his PhD on regulation of 

white blood cells in leukaemias. 
He then worked with Finnish 

company Bio-Orbit, specialising 
in bioluminescent reagents for 
biomedical research, food and 
industrial markets, before taking 
the entrepreneur’s route.

“I set up LumiTech Ltd, which 
used firefly enzymes to discover 
whether drugs were toxic or 
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meets the Nottingham-based duo making huge 
strides with their bioscience company

not,” he explained. “Our cus-
tomers were the big pharma-
ceutical companies and it’s now 
the standard procedure in phar-
maceutical drug discovery.”

The procedure was a triumph 
as it allowed speedy and sensitive 
testing of new drugs.

Selling out to US corporation 
Cambrex in 2000, he stayed for 
three years to sharpen his inter-
national marketing experience.

“When I met Graeme, the 
lights went on straight away as to 
how we could exploit this tech-
nology to treat animal cancers,” 
he admitted.

For his part, Prof Radcliffe has 
managed to ride the techno-
logical wavefront of information 
management systems from their 
early development.

He launched NEWSdesk in 
1993, a site that was the first of 
its kind, providing networked 
news information to journalists.

The company was bought in 
December 1998 by New York-
based global news distribution 
service, PR Newswire.

In  2001,  Pro f  R adc l i f fe 
became professor for innova-
tion and enterprise at Notting-
ham Trent and held posts in 

the Centre for Broadcast and 
Journalism and on the Bio-City  
steering committee.

He is main board director of 
the university’s Enterprise Board 
and deputy chairman of the East 
Midlands Development Agency 
business support group, as well 
as chairman of PetScreen.

Proteomics, say both men, 
is not only the latest and most 
effective technology for develop-
ing individual cancer treatments, 
it’s the way forward in human 
and animal medicine.

“It would be good to see 
some interest from this incum-
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Kevin Slater and Graeme Radcliffe 
with Graeme’s three pet dogs. 
At risk breeds will benefit from 
PetScreen’s proteomic analysis and 
directed chemotherapy (DCA).
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bent government,” said Prof 
Radcliffe. “Unless it truly rec-
ognises that proteomics and 
post-genome technologies are 
going to be one of the key routes 
forward internationally, they’re 
going to be left behind.”

Cancer is the leading cause of 
disease-related death in dogs, a 
fact acknowledged much more 
readily in the US, say Prof Rad-
cliffe and Prof Slater. 

Certain types of tumours are 
now almost endemic in breeds of 
dogs such as the boxer, German 
shepherd, English bulldog and 
many others. This is highlighted 
by the work done on the canine 

genome by David Sargan at the 
University of Cambridge vet-
erinary school and his “Inherited 
Diseases in Dogs” database.

“One of the big benefits as 
screening rolls out is going to 
be the epidemiological data we 
accumulate,” said Prof Radcliffe. 
“I think we’ll see that it’s endemic 
in certain breeds.”

Proteomics is opening up their 
ability to assess canine popula-
tions quickly.

Vitally important
While the genome is a valuable 
source of information, it’s the 
expression of those genes that is 
vitally important.

The study of the proteome 
– the complete set of proteins 
produced by the genome at 
any one time – presents a pic-
ture of the actual function of 
molecules in the cell. When 
mutations occur in the DNA it 

is the proteins that are affected, 
and when drugs have beneficial 
effects, it is through interaction 
with proteins.

“If the proteins go wrong, 
are coded incorrectly, then you 
start getting cancer,” explained 
Prof  S later.  “What we do 
with proteomics is all about  
pattern matching. 

“We’ve accumulated a vast 
library of serum samples from 
healthy dogs and a vast library 
of samples from dogs with  
specific malignancies. 

“At the moment they’re from 
high incidence malignances – lym-
phoma, mast cell, osteosarcoma. 

“We look at the pattern of 
proteins in the healthy popula-
tion and each of the disease 
groups, and using mass spec-
trometry we can overlay them 
so we’re not looking at individu-
als but thousands of results. 

We can then see if something 

is missing or changing and detect 
a cancer.”

“Using multiple markers, we 
can literally process thousands of 
samples in a matter of hours. It’s 
accurate and it gives us through-
put so we can do a screen on 
whole populations.” 

Rapid diagnosis is they key to 
PetScreen’s programme stated 
Prof Radcliffe.

“The process itself starts off 
with a yearly screen on a mature 
pup, on most breed dogs up to 
the age of five or six,” he said. 
“In high risk breeds you would 
do one every six months over 
the age of four years – most flat-
coats we seem to come across 
develop problems after the age 
of four or five years.

“If we pick up anything, the vet 
will do a fine needle biopsy and 
one sample will go off to a lab 
for rapid histopathology and the 
other sample comes to us.” 

Drug effectivity
PetScreen’s Directed Chemo-
therapy Assay (DCA) can then 
highlight drug effectivity from the 
beginning, they claim.

“It’s like an antibiotic sensitivity 
test,” explained Prof Slater. “We 
culture cells from a malignant 
biopsy over a seven-day period 
in the presence of a range of dif-
ferent drugs. 

“That’s why we need the 
diagnosis early, because we need 
to know which range of drugs 
to look at. 

“At the end of that we use very 
advanced tests which tell you if 
the cells are alive or dead, based 
upon the firefly enzyme.

“As the tumour regresses, the 
profile returns back to a normal 
profile and we can monitor it.

“We’re adding an extra 
dimension to the knowledge of 
chemotherapy by identifying the 
most effective therapy for each 
individual patient.” 

It’s a f ine tuning process 
that hasn’t yet been applied in  
human medicine.

Unsurprisingly, the response 
from the NAVC was positive 
and negotiations with US part-
ners for a global rollout are at an 
advanced stage.

Veterinary knowledge of the 
process is key to PetScreen’s 
growth and the company is 
establishing partner practices in 
the UK to offer the programme.

“The more people that know 
about this – veterinary nurses, 
breeders, owners – it will ensure 
that when somebody comes 
into a veterinary practice and 
asks about cancer screening, the 
vet will know about it and the 
nurses will know about it,” said 
Prof Radcliffe.

Ultimately, PetScreen’s found-
ers have had the courage of their 

convictions to proceed with their 
fledgling technology – a niche 
they consider too small, so far, to 
even register on the radar with 
big corporations.

Said Prof Slater: “It’s advanced 
technology and it needs high 
quality blood samples. We’ve 
identified advanced and forward-
thinking practices throughout the 
country to supply the service.”

But he added: “To do our pat-
tern matching, one of the things 
we need is very large sample 
banks and collecting samples in 
this country is very difficult.

“Veterinary and human bio-
medical research is held back in 
this country by too much legisla-
tion and bureaucracy.”

Contentious? Possibly, but 
both men are keen to advance 
prospects for British biotech-
nology and think red tape  
is problematic.

Huge impact
“Systems technology, science 
and business are having a huge 
impact on the veterinary profes-
sion,” said Prof Radcliffe. “It’s 
very interesting going out to the 
States and seeing how organisa-
tions like Banfield, Antech or 
Idexx view the market.

“Some of the conversations 
we had in Orlando were extraor-
dinary. Canine cancer is top of 
the US agenda, it’s endemic 
in some breeds and they ’re  
very worried.”

As far as staying ahead of the 
pack, Prof Radcliffe said Pet-
Screen would remain progres-
sive in its approach.

“What we need to do now is 
maintain our lead and move into 
feline screening. We’re looking 
at other areas for proteomic 
applications and we need to  
stay focused.”

 Canine cancer  
is top of the 
US agenda, it’s 
endemic in some 
breeds and they’re 
very worried. 

Kevin Slater (left), chief executive of PetScreen, 
with chairman Graeme Radcliffe in the 
laboratory of their BioCity headquarters.
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