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ESMO 2019 highlights further big steps forward 
in treating cancer 

We attended the ESMO Congress 2019 
from September 27th to October 1st in 
Barcelona, Spain. ESMO is the 
European Society for Medical Oncology. 
With more than 30’000 participants and 
close to 4’000 submitted abstracts the 
2019 annual ESMO congress was rich in 
important late stage updates.  
 
We came away very encouraged from the meeting in 
Barcelona.  
 
It is very motivating to see that the pace of innovation in 
oncology is not slowing, in contrast it seems to be further 
accelerating. At this year’s ESMO, acceleration was 
demonstrated with the success of the PARP inhibitors 
(AstraZeneca, Merck, GSK) in ovarian cancer. Merck 

presented a very successful clinical trial of Keytruda (the 
leading PD- 1 immuno-oncology (IO) drug) in the early 
treatment of a difficult form of breast cancer (triple negative 
breast cancer), AstraZeneca showed survival benefit of 
lung cancer patients with the targeted therapy Tagrisso 
and Pfizer, Eli Lilly and Novartis demonstrated survival 
benefits of a new class of breast cancer drug (CDK 4/6 
inhibitors).  
However, only a minority of patients, depending on cancer 
type and status, shows durable, long lasting responses 
based on new treatments (e.g. IO). A lot remains to be 
done. ESMO has demonstrated that most of the new drug 
mechanisms continue to look promising and that new 
modalities are emerging. Whether it is classic 
chemotherapy, targeted therapy, or the combination of 
both - the antibody drug conjugates, whether it is DNA 
repair mechanisms, cell therapy approaches, new IO 
approaches or microbiome therapies, all these 
technologies have been showing promising signals in trials 
(animal and human) and are further developed. 
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Holistic treatment paradigms 

In terms of future cancer treatments, we believe that more holistic treatment 
paradigms will evolve over time. Cancer is highly complex. Usually, a cancer cell 
should have been killed by the body‘s own immune system as it should have been 
recognized as abnormal, just like a bacterial cell or a virus. But a cancer cell can 
survive and even multiply and spread throughout the body at high pace as it has 
been able to trick the many mechanisms of the immune system and it is able to 
adapt to a new or changed environment very quickly. This adaptability is the 
reason why cancer often comes back after a first successful treatment. 
Unfortunately, cancer cells change and find new ways to circumvent the 
interventions. In order to cure a patient, every patient will need the exactly right 
treatment in the beginning or different treatment modalities and options throughout 
his life with cancer.  

What will be the hot topics going forward? 

During such a congress, many topics are usually discussed. Nevertheless, we 
believe that the following four themes have clearly gained traction compared to 
other cancer meetings in the past: 
• Neoadjuvant and adjuvant therapies, so therapies before (neo-adjuvant) 

or just after (adjuvant) surgery. With (neo)-adjuvant therapy the goal is to cure 
a patient and there is evidence that patients who show a pathological 
complete response (pCR) indeed seem to be cured by (neo)-adjuvant IO 
treatments. Many (neo-)adjuvant immunotherapy trials will be reading out 
over the coming years. It will not only be big steps for patients but also open 
up big market opportunities for companies (estimates go to USD 30 bn). A 
first indication has been Merck‘s 522 trial in neo-adjuvant breast cancer. 
Keytruda with chemotherapy increased pCR’s in a highly relevant way. 

• DNA Damage Repair mechanisms have emerged as a new therapeutic 
class. The PARP inhibitors have shown clear benefits across all subgroups 
in ovarian cancer. Interfering with cancer cells own ability to repair DNA 
strands, leading to cell death, shows clear efficacy and the principle might be 
applied to many other cancer types as well, similar to immunotherapies. The 
PARP‘s are also ideal combination partners with immunotherapy, as 
mechanism of actions are different, but seem very synergistic. 

• Immunotherapy will further expand. After a period of over-excitement, 
followed by major disappointments, the cancer community seems more 
diligent. Wild West approaches of bringing IO-IO combinations into clinical 
trials too fast have been replaced by thoughtful, but still aggressive, target 
development. IO-IO combinations have been replaced by IO-PARP, IO-
targeted therapy and IO-cell therapy combinations. These days companies 
only advance new drugs into combination trials if there is a clear rationale for 
the therapies and if in monotherapy the agents have shown to be active. 

• Biomarkers will become even more important in the future. It is not only to 
determine what therapy will be most suitable for each patient, but also to 
follow the patients on their journey and discover regression early on, even 
before clinical manifestations (ctDNA). Biomarkers will also help to conduct 
real world evidence studies and of course for the development of new drug 
mechanisms. Next to classical biomarkers artificial intelligence has started to 
take inroads into oncology in drug development, clinical trials and real world. 

Bottom line 

We come back very encouraged from this year’s ESMO. Oncology will remain one 
of the most important and attractive healthcare investment opportunities. Oncology 
moves fast. Only companies with deep understanding of the field, with the ability 
to act quickly and deep enough pockets will win in the end.  
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This document has been issued through Kieger AG and is for 
distribution only under such circumstances as may be permitted by 
applicable law. This document is for information purposes only and 
does not constitute an offer. Past performance is not a reliable 
indicator of future results. The details and opinions contained in this 
document are provided by Kieger without any guarantee or 
warranty and are for the recipient’s personal use only. All 
information and opinions contained in this document are subject to 
change without notice. This document may contain statements that 
constitute “forward looking statements”. A number of risks, 
uncertainties and other important factors could cause actual 
developments and results to differ materially from our expectations. 
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