
 

Targeting protein could lead to new treatments for mouth
cancer

A protein that is overactive in mouth cancers and encourages tumours to grow could be a target for new treatments for the
disease. The study is published in last week's Cancer Research.

Cancer Research UK scientists have found that the FRMD4A protein is permanently switched on in cancer, and the higher
the levels the more likely the disease is to spread and return.

By blocking FRMD4A, the scientists were able to stop cancers growing and spreading, and increased survival of mice with
the cancer.

Dr Stephen Goldie, who carried out this work at Cancer Research UK's Cambridge Research Institute, said: "What's really
exciting about this research is that we already have potential drugs that can be used to target this protein or compensate for
the effects that it is having.

"These drugs could offer new options to patients where surgery and chemotherapy hasn't worked or could be used
alongside them. We now need to start trials with these treatments, but we hope this could make a real difference to people
with mouth cancer in the future."

FRMD4A switches on a process that helps cancer cells group and stick together. When it is deactivated, this cell
'stickiness' is lost and ultimately causes cancer cells to die.

Lead author, Professor Fiona Watt, said: "We hope that our approach would be more effective and specific than treating
the pathway that FRMD4A is involved in, but we now need to test new potential drugs to see if this will work in patients."

The researchers were looking at a particular type of mouth cancer - head and neck squamous cell carcinoma - which is an
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aggressive form of the disease.

Around 50% of people with this type of cancer survive for at least five years, but despite new treatments and radical
surgery this figure has not improved for the past 30 years.

Dr Julie Sharp, senior science information manager at Cancer Research UK, said: "This research offers a number of
approaches that we can now explore to help treat these cancers, including blocking the protein directly. These cancers
often return and spread so it's vital we find new ways to treat them more effectively."
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