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WORLD FIRST - Australian researchers pioneer life-extending
treatment for advanced melanoma patients with brain tumours
Australian researchers are the first to demonstrate that patients with advanced melanoma which
has spread to the brain can have increased life expectancy and possibly even beat the disease.
The promising results from a clinical trial developed and run by investigators at Melanoma Institute
Australia are being presented in Chicago at the world’s largest oncology conference, the American
Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) Annual Meeting, attended by more than 30,000 delegates from
around the world.
The ground-breaking Anti-PD1 Brain Collaboration (ABC) clinical trial involved advanced melanoma
patients being given a combination of two different immunotherapy drugs: nivolumab (Opdivo®) and
ipilimumab (Yervoy®).
Results from an early analysis of this trial show 79% of advanced melanoma patients with brain
metastases treated with the combination immunotherapy were still alive at six months. 66% of
those who got nivolumab alone were also alive after six months.
Typically, patients with active brain metastases survive only four to five months and never even used
to be admitted to clinical trials because their prognosis was so dire.
“This is an absolute game-changer for how we treat patients with advanced melanoma which has
spread to the brain. It provides new hope to the 1,800 Australians expected to die from melanoma
this year,” said Professor Georgina Long, the study’s chief investigator, Conjoint Medical Director of
Melanoma Institute Australia and Chair of Melanoma Medical Oncology and Translational Research
at The University of Sydney.
“Quite simply, having brain metastases is no longer a death sentence,” she said. “We can now offer
additional years of life and also the hope of ultimately beating this disease to a significant number of
people.”
In February 2016, Australia approved the use of nivolumab for advanced melanoma patients as a
stand-alone treatment or in combination with ipilimumab.
However, patients with brain metastases were excluded from previous clinical trials, including the
ones that led to the drugs’ approval. This was what prompted Melanoma Institute Australia to
develop and run the world-first ABC trial.
“I have melanoma patients with brain metastases who would not be alive today if they had not
participated in this trial,” Professor Long said.

The study also examined patients who had no previous drug therapy prior to joining the trial, and
those who received previous targeted drug therapy which is effective in patients with BRAF
mutations in their melanoma.
It found that the combination of nivolumab and ipilimumab was more active in patients who had not
received prior targeted BRAF-directed drug therapy.
Under the current Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) in Australia, doctors are restricted in the
order in which they can prescribe the targeted BRAF-directed drug therapies and immunotherapy as
treatments for melanoma. The restrictions make it very difficult to give immunotherapy first to
patients who have the BRAF mutation in their melanoma (approximately 40% of all melanoma
patients).
However, this new research strongly suggests that immunotherapy should be the first-line treatment
in suitable patients, in particular, those with brain metastases.
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In 2009, the 1-year survival rate for patients with Stage IV melanoma was only 30 per cent.
With advances in medical research, today we are seeing survival rates of up to 80 per cent.
Half of patients diagnosed with Stage IV melanoma will develop brain metastases at some
point during their illness, and 20–25 per cent will already have brain metastases when first
diagnosed with Stage IV melanoma.
Australia has one of the highest incidences of melanoma in the world and melanoma is often
referred to as “Australia’s national cancer”.
Almost 14,000 Australians are expected to be diagnosed with melanoma in 2017 and more
than 1,800 Australians are expected to die from melanoma.
One Australian dies from melanoma every five hours.
While 90 per cent of people with melanoma are able to be cured by having the primary
melanoma cancer removed through surgery, the cancer spreads in the other 10 per cent
because it is detected too late.
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The Anti-PD1 Brain Collaboration (ABC) trial was developed by Melanoma Institute Australia,
co-ordinated by The Australia and New Zealand Melanoma Trials Group (ANZMTG) and
recruited patients from Princess Alexandra Hospital in Brisbane and Peter MacCallum Cancer
Centre in Melbourne.
The trial is an open-label Phase II trial that enrolled patients with brain metastases to
receive either nivolumab alone or nivolumab plus ipilimumab.
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Melanoma Institute Australia (MIA) pioneers advances in melanoma research and treatment
that are making a difference to the lives of patients today.
MIA is a non-profit organisation dedicated to preventing and curing melanoma through
innovative, world-class research, treatment and education programs.
MIA is a national affiliated network of melanoma researchers and clinicians based in Sydney
at The Poche Centre – the world’s largest melanoma research and treatment facility. It is
from here that our specialists pioneer new research, conduct clinical trials, develop new
treatments and promote awareness of melanoma and where our clinics treat melanoma
patients.

ASCO



ASCO is the American Society of Clinical Oncology. ASCO’s 53rd annual meeting is being held
in Chicago 2-6 June. It is the world’s largest oncology conference, attended by more than
30,000 delegates from around the world.
Melanoma Institute Australia’s Conjoint Medical Director, Professor Georgina Long, will give
an oral presentation regarding the ground-breaking Anti-PD1 Brain Collaboration (ABC)
clinical trial at ASCO on Sunday 4 June EDT. Professor Long’s oral presentation relates to
Abstract 9508.

