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Failed pain trial hurts drugmaker 

Placebo Effect Bugs Cannabis Drug 
While misused for centuries as a narcotic drug, Cannabis ingredients are latterly favoured as therapeutic agents.    
Recent results indicate that the effects were possibly overvalued.

In certain cases, performing strongly 
counts for nothing. Take GW Pharma-
ceuticals’ humiliation over its lead ther-

apy, Sativex (a potential multiple 
sclerosis drug). In April this year, 
the substance failed a European 
phase III trial (to achieve a sta-
tistically significant reduction in 
the pain of patients with multiple 
sclerosis). At first sight, the trial 
was a complete success: Half of 
the patients in the trial reported 
a 30 percent reduction in pain.

Unfortunately, so did about 
45 percent of the placebo group, 
meaning that the results have 
no statistical significance. So it 
doesn’t sound very logical when 
Justin Gover, managing director of 
GW Pharmaceuticals, says: “[Our] 
clinical trials […] have shown tre-
mendous benefits for patients.”

 Anyway, GW Pharma now 
has to consider running a new 
trial in central neuropathic pain 
indication, meaning additional 
costs of several million euros. The British 
company, that – still? – has approximately 
120 employees based at offices in Wiltshire, 
Cambridgeshire and London, specialises in 

cannabis-based medicine and carries out 
research with special permission from the 
UK government. 

 In addition to the failed MS pain trial, 
Sativex has been analysed in two further 
phase III studies for MS spasticity and cancer 
pain. The cannabinoid drug is administered 

as an oral spray and has been approved only 
in Canada for symptomatic relief of neuro-
pathic pain in MS (in 2005) and as an anal-

gesic treatment for patients with 
advanced cancer (2007).

Marginal effects?
After GW Pharma’s trial dis-

aster, some experts have seem-
ingly abandoned their hopes for 
Sativex. Paul Cuddon, a British 
analyst, highlighted in an inter-
view with financial information 
provider Hemscott: “[These re-
sults] indicate that the effect of 
Sativex is marginal, and we re-
tain our doubts as to whether the 
product will ever prove a com-
mercial success in any of the in-
dications.” Moreover, Cuddon 
predicted the emergence of a 
menacing financing gap by the 
end of 2009. GW Pharma re-
ported a loss of 13.1 million for 
2007 and is expected to lose an 
additional 22 million by 2009. 

In the face of GW’s lean cash resources of just 
23 million, the future is beginning to look 

uncertain at Porton Down Science Park in 
Salisbury, Wiltshire, UK. W. Koeppelle

Do the components of Cannabis sativa act only as a placebo? 
Experienced drug users may object to this conclusion. 
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Seeding Biotech no more  
Early stage venture capital company causes concerns by performing a U-turn.

Venture capital

Merlin Biosciences, a popular Brit-
ish early-stage venture capital 
firm, is carrying out a radical 

revision of its business. Merlin’s founder, 
Christopher Evans, will shift the focus of 
his entrepreneurship to late-stage thera-
pies. The three Merlin funds worth more 
than 550 million will be transferred to a 
new company called Excalibur, which will 
provide venture capital services to corpo-

rate finance and private equity. Evans, who 
will own 75 percent of Excalibur, said that 
he has an “interest in the later stages of 
research”. The Welsh entrepreneur hopes 
soon to raise two new funds, both of about 
125 million, with a focus on speciality 

pharmaceuticals, diagnostics, healthcare 
services and surgical equipment. Biotech 
start-ups in the UK are likely to struggle to 
exist for the foreseeable future. -wk-


