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HOPE FOR CANCER IMMUNOLOGY
ESPECIALLY IN THE DAYS OF COVID-19

Zwi Berneman

Professor, University of Antwerp, Belgium

Dear cancer immunology colleagues in Japan:

My team and I have been involved in immunotherapy of cancer, using
autologous cultured dendritic cells electroporated with mRNA coding for
the Wilms’ tumor antigen WT1. We have obtained promising clinical results,
especially in acute myeloid leukemia (Anguille et al, Blood 2017). We have
been inspired by the pioneering work done in Osaka by Profs. Sugiyama,

Oji, Oka and Fujiki and we have been lucky to collaborate with them.

Although COVID-19 has disrupted our lives for 2 years now, there is
much to be learned from the results of preventive vaccination against the
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus. They not only demonstrate the importance of
an appropriate immune response in fighting the disease, but they also
show a parallel with what cancer immunotherapists have been seeing in
the field of therapeutic vaccination of cancer, in that even if a vaccination
does not always work in preventing COVID-19 infection or in curing
cancer, it can decrease seriousness of disease and avoid hospitalization
and death. In cancer immunotherapy, we are used to see that even if the

cancer is not always eliminated, it can be sometimes be controlled and
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overall survival can be prolonged. In COVID-19, we are also seeing that
some apparently healthy people do not react appropriately to the
infection, and in many cases this is related to a dysfunction of the immune
system, which sometimes was not apparent before the infection with the
SARS-CoV-2 virus, eg. a ‘faulty’ type I interferon response. In cancer
immunotherapy, we are ‘used’ to the situation that not all patients will
react in the same way to immunotherapy. I think that the lessons learned
from COVID-19 immunology and vaccinology will help us to understand
the individual heterogeneity of the immune response against cancer and
in designing new strategies for cancer immunotherapy. Japanese
researchers have always been at the forefront of cancer immunology and
cancer immunotherapy, and I am sure you will continue to do so for many

coming years to come.

* Professor Berneman gave a special lecture at the 12t JSIHD annual
meeting (2020).

Photos by Prof Berneman
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