
 

'Promising' virus-fighting antibody found:
study
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The new coronavirus infects human cells using the spike proteins (shown
enlarged in the foreground) on its surface
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An antibody that can stop the new coronavirus infecting cells in
laboratory tests has been identified by researchers in the Netherlands, in
what scientists say could help the development of therapies for
COVID-19.

The antibody neutralised the new coronavirus, according to the research
published in Nature Communications, and the authors said it "offers the
potential to prevent and/or treat COVID-19".

It has not yet been tested on animals or in human trials.

Researchers from Utrecht University and the Erasmus Medical Centre in
Rotterdam injected cells of "humanized mice" with purified versions of
the spike proteins used by different coronaviruses—including the ones
that cause SARS and MERS—to infect cells.

This immunisation-like process caused the cells to produce neutralising 
antibodies, which the researchers purified and tested against the virus
that causes COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2), and the one that causes SARS
(SARS-CoV).

One of the antibodies stopped both pathogens from infecting cells.

Observers commenting on the study cautioned that there was a long way
to go before knowing if the newly discovered antibody would work as a
treatment.

"Simply because we have found an antibody which neutralises a virus in
a group of cells in a lab Petri dish doesn't mean that we can expect the
same response in patients," said James Gill, honorary clinical lecturer
Warwick Medical School.

But he described the discovery as "very promising".
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'Treatment cocktail'

Usually the antibodies used in antiviral treatments block a pathogen from
attaching to cells.

In this case, the authors of the study published Monday said that while
the antibody appeared to target the binding mechanism of the virus, it
did not actually stop it from latching on.

Scientists cautioned more research was needed to identify the way in
which the antibody did work.

But the authors said it could be used either alone or in combination with
other neutralising antibodies that do target the attachment process, and
"could potentially aid the development of therapeutic strategies in the
future".

Babak Javid, a professor at the Tsinghua University School of Medicine
in Beijing, said it might be an advantage that the antibody could be used
in a treatment "cocktail".

"It is likely that if the (monoclonal antibodies) mAbs work in slightly
different ways, that will be potentially a more potent and more effective
treatment than if they all target and work via exactly the same
mechanism," he said in response to the study.

The research comes as scientists are looking at using blood plasma from
people who have recovered from COVID-19, which would contain a
mixture of antibodies, in therapies for those infected.

Individual laboratory-produced monoclonal antibodies could be
manufactured in much larger quantities, Javid noted.
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  More information: A human monoclonal antibody blocking SARS-
CoV-2 infection, Nature Communications (2020). DOI:
10.1038/s41467-020-16256-y , 
www.nature.com/articles/s41467-020-16256-y
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