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Executive Interview:  
Isofol’s Anders Rabbe On Its Single-Asset Strategy
	By John Davis

SWEDEN’S ISOFOL MEDICAL IS SHOWING 
HOW a single-asset strategy can attract  sup-
port from institutional and public market inves-
tors, and underpin a multi-year development 
plan that, it is hoped, will take the company’s 
cancer therapy through to marketing approval. 

During the first half of 2017, the Gothenburg, Sweden-
based company Isofol Medical AB has forged ahead 
with a robust financing and development strategy for 
its 5-folinic acid-metabolite based medicine, Modufolin, 
that could improve the proportion of colorectal cancer 
patients that respond to therapy. 

The use of leucovorin (5-folinic acid) increases the anti-
tumor efficacy of 5-fluorouracil (5-FU) in patients with 
colorectal cancer, but some patients are poor metaboliz-
ers of 5-folinic acid to its active metabolite, methylene 
tetrahydrofolate. Isofol is developing a stable form of the 
active metabolite, [6R]-5,10-methylene tetrahydrofolate, 
that is now being prepared for a pivotal clinical study.

Through a worldwide exclusive license agreement, Iso-
fol has gained rights to a patented production process 
for the stable form developed by Merck KGAA.

To support the clinical development program for 
Modufolin, Isofol raised SEK 430m-SEK 473m ($50.5m-
$55.6m) in an initial public offering on Sweden’s alter-
native investment market, Nasdaq First North Premier, 
completed on Apr. 4, 2017.

Investors in the IPO included Handelsbanken Fonder, 
AFA Försäkring, Rhennman & Partners, Swedbank Ro-

bur, Gustavia Fonder and 
Alfred Berg.

The financing is expected 
to de-risk the drug’s devel-
opment program, a pro-
cess that might be of in-
terest to other companies 
and executives thinking 
of pursuing similar busi-
ness strategies, and was 
discussed by Isofol Medi-
cal’s CEO Anders Rabbe in 
a recent Scrip interview.

Why An IPO?
Before the IPO, the company had been supported by pri-
vate investors, and there was some debate whether to 
continue with that approach. “There are pros and cons 
with being a listed company, of course, and we consid-
ered them closely before we decided to go forward with 
an IPO,” Rabbe said in the interview.

It might have been easier to stay with private inves-
tors, but the company estimated the costs of conduct-
ing a pivotal study of Modufolin as a potential first-line 
therapy for colorectal cancer at around €45-50m, a 
sum more appropriate for raising in public markets. “We 
talked to investment banks in Sweden, and recruited 
Norway’s Pareto Securities to coordinate the offering,” 
Rabbe explained.

The company has received good support from Pareto, 
and the selection of well-matched financial advisors 
for what you want to do appears important. Before 
heading up Isofol, Rabbe worked in the financial sec-
tor, but “compliance is much tougher today with new 
rules etc., so there was a lot to do,” he commented. 

Isofol CEO  
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“For a medical or research person to do this would 
have been challenging.”

Isofol was persuaded to raise sufficient money to com-
plete the Phase III development program, thereby de-
risking the process for investors, and putting to one side 
an alternative strategy that involved funding the Phase 
III program to an interim analysis. “The investment op-
portunity was based on the improvement of an existing 
therapy, and was considered by analysts to be attractive 
and relatively easy to explain to institutional investors.”

“We went on an anchor investor tour of Europe and 
New York, and attracted initial interest from institu-
tional investors in the Nordic countries, Europe and US 
investors,” Rabbe reported. “We had more than 100 
meetings in two months.” Isofol secured around a third 
of the needed amount during the anchor tour, and the 
offering was in the end oversubscribed, so it was a “very 
interesting process”, Rabbe remarked.

The Choice Of Exchange
The choice of stock exchange on which to list came 
down to timing. “There have been a number of IPOs al-
ready in Sweden this year, and this autumn the markets 
for IPOs could be slower, so the ability to quickly list on 
Nasdaq First Premier, the junior market of the Stock-
holm Stock Exchange, was considered key,” Rabbe said.

But Rabbe also plans to list on the Stockholm main mar-
ket, possibly as early as 2018, to gain greater attention 
from institutional investors, and to hire new executives. 
“My goal is to hire a chief financial officer, to help with 
all the new things that a public company has to do, 
including communicating with investors and preparing 
quarterly financial reports,” he noted. The recruitment 
of a commercial officer or business development man-
ager is also on the cards, because of the likely need to 
attract a partner to launch and distribute Modufolin.

“We are a one-product company, we are going to stay 
with that, and we don’t have any ambitions to bring 

other drugs into the company,” asserted Rabbe.

Isofol may be planning to attract commercialization 
partners, but a May 4 note from analysts at the com-
pany’s bank, Pareto Securities, suggests a more likely 
scenario might be a takeout by a big pharma company 
if the pivotal study is positive.

“If Modufolin can prove superiority to the currently used 
folates [mostly generics – Ed] on objective response 
rates, with a positive trend on PFS, we expect it to have 
the potential to replace the majority of folates used in 
first-line metastatic colorectal cancer patients, as well 
as off-label uses in later-lines CRC, adjuvant CRC, and 
pancreatic cancer,” the analysts suggest.

Important Lessons
A lesson that Rabbe himself took from the process was 
that it might have been better or easier if an institution-
al investor had been involved earlier. That might have 
helped answering questions centered on the potential 
size and structure of the market opportunity for Modu-
folin, Rabbe commented. “We know it has activity and 
is relatively safe, but is it a commercially viable product, 
was the question everyone wanted answering.”

Currently, Isofol is talking with key opinion leaders and 
potential clinical investigators about the pivotal study 
of Modufolin. The company is also planning to conduct 
studies of the use of Modufolin as part of rescue therapy 
following high-doses of the folic acid antagonist metho-
trexate, used to treat osteosarcoma, and has started a 
small study of the effects of Modufolin on heart rhythm.

Around 365,000 patients annually receive a treatment 
regimen including 5-FU and the folates, leucovorin or 
levoleucovorin. The company expects to initiate the 
pivotal study by the end of 2017, with the first patients 
dosed in early 2018 and approval penciled in for 2021.
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