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Gilead Buys Pipeline-In-A-Product With $21bn 
Immunomedics Deal
Acquisition Gives The Big Biotech Its First Approved Solid Tumor Drug

Executive Summary
The company paid twice Immunomedics’ last 
closing stock price to access Trodelvy, approved 
for triple-negative breast cancer with potential 
in other solid tumors as monotherapy and in 
combinations.

 

Gilead Sciences, Inc. entered into partnership 
negotiations with Immunomedics, Inc. six months 
ago and emerged from those discussions on 
13 September with plans to buy the company 
for $21bn, giving the biotechnology giant its 
first approved solid tumor therapy – the Trop2-
targeting antibody-drug conjugate (ADC) Trodelvy 
(sacituzumab govitecan) for third-line metastatic 
triple-negative breast cancer (TNBC).

Gilead CEO Daniel O’Day said during a same-day 
conference call with analysts and investors to 
discuss the deal that the company’s confidence 
in Trodelvy’s potential as a pipeline-in-a-
product grew during the negotiation period with 
Immunomedics. The transaction – expected to 
close in the fourth quarter of this year – is Gilead’s 
10th oncology deal in 2020, but the first to give it 
both an approved product and Phase III programs 
in solid tumors – and it will pay a huge premium 
to advance its position in this space.

Foster City, CA-based Gilead agreed to pay $88 in 
cash per share of Immunomedics, which ended 
the day at $42.25 per share on 11 September, 
representing a 108% premium to the firm’s last 
closing price. Gilead will use $15bn in cash on 
hand and $6bn in new debt to fund the deal.

About six months ago, around the time 
that the two companies first started talking, 

Immunomedics was trading for around $11 per 
share – a point raised by analysts during Gilead’s 
conference call. O’Day explained that the value of 
Immunomedics became clearer over time during 
negotiations as more data became available for 
Trodelvy.

Nevertheless, he said Gilead still has firepower 
after its 10 deals in the oncology space in 2020 
to continue the company’s acquisition strategy of 
executing small and medium-sized deals. O’Day 
said the $21bn Immunomedics transaction could 
be considered a medium-sized acquisition relative 
to Gilead’s market capitalization, which was 
$82.2bn as of 11 September.

While Immunomedics has an ADC technology 
platform and two additional disclosed ADC 
candidates – labetuzumab govitecan (IMMU-
130) in Phase II for colorectal cancer and IMMU-
140 in preclinical studies for hematological 
malignancies – Gilead emphasized Trodelvy as the 
major driver of its interest in the company. The 
company expects the Immunomedics acquisition 
to be neutral or accretive to its non-GAAP 
earnings through 2023 and significantly accretive 
thereafter.

Pipeline-In-A-Product Potential
O’Day said Gilead recognizes the potential 
Trodelvy has in many other tumor types beyond 
its initial indication as both a monotherapy 
and part of combination regimens. “It’s really a 
pipeline in a product,” he said. 

The US Food and Drug Administration granted 
accelerated approval for the ADC in its first 
indication in April based on Phase II response 
rates. (Also see “Immunomedics’ Trodelvy Will 
Be First ADC For Triple-Negative Breast Cancer” - 
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Scrip, 23 Apr, 2020.) Two and a half months later, 
Immunomedics reported top-line results from the 
Phase III ASCENT clinical trial, a confirmatory trial 
showing that Trodelvy bested chemotherapy on 
the primary endpoint of progression-free survival 
– 5.6 months versus 1.7 months for metastatic 
TNBC patients treated in the third line or later 
(HR=0.41; p<0.0001). 

Immunomedics reported that after Trodelvy’s 
approval on 22 April the ADC generated $20.1m 
in net product revenue during its first two months 
on the market in the second quarter.

Gilead chief commercial officer Johanna Mercier 
said during the company’s conference call that 
Immunomedics has targeted about 150 key TNBC 
accounts in the initial Trodelvy launch with about 
80% penetration to date, but Gilead can expand 
on that initial success by expanding the drug’s 
access to academic centers where its subsidiary 
Kite Pharma, Inc. has established relationships.

Detailed data from the ASCENT trial and top-line 
results from cohort 1 of the Phase II TROPHY 
U-O1 study in third-line metastatic urothelial 
cancer will be presented in oral presentations on 
19 September as part of the European Society of 
Medical Oncology (ESMO) Virtual Congress.

Gilead chief medical officer Merdad Parsey said 
during the company’s conference call that the 
data presented at ESMO will illustrate the value 
that Trodelvy will add to Gilead’s portfolio.

Other Upcoming Milestones: Full Approval 
Coming Soon
Immunomedics plans to submit a supplemental 
biologic license application (sBLA) to the US FDA 
for full approval of Trodelvy in third-line or later 
metastatic TNBC in the fourth quarter of 2020 
and submit a marketing authorization application 
to the European Medicines Agency for the ADC 
in third-line plus metastatic TNBC during the first 
half of 2021.

Beyond TNBC, interim Phase III results are 
expected in the first half of 2021 for Trodelvy 
in third-line hormone receptor-positive/HER2-
negative metastatic breast cancer. Also in the 
first half of next year, depending on the results 
of the potentially registration TROPHY-U01 study, 
an sBLA could be submitted to the US FDA in the 
third-line treatment of urothelial cancer.

Trodelvy also is in being studied in the Phase II 
TROPICS-03 basket trial in metastatic non-small 
cell lung cancer (NSCLC) and small cell lung cancer 
(SCLC) as well as head and neck, endometrial and 
hepatocellular cancer.

The Phase II MORPHEUS trial is testing the ADC 
in combination with Roche Holding AG’s PD-L1 
checkpoint inhibitor Tecentriq (atezolizumab) in 
metastatic TNBC, urothelial cancer and NSCLC. 
The Phase I SEASTAR study is testing Trodelvy in 
the second-line setting with Clovis Oncology, Inc.’s 
PARP inhibitor Rubraca (rucaparib) in metastatic 
TNBC, urothelial cancer and ovarian cancer.

Gilead chief medical officer Merdad Parsey said 
during the company’s conference call that the data 
to date for Trodelvy in combination with PARP 
inhibitors and checkpoint inhibitors “are very 
interesting to us” and noted that the strong safety 
profile of the ADC makes it an ideal candidate for 
use in combination with other therapies.

Gilead and its cell therapy subsidiary Kite, which 
it acquired for $11.9bn in 2017 to establish a 
significant presence in immuno-oncology, have 
no solid tumor programs in Phase III without the 
addition of Trodelvy to the combined oncology 
pipeline. (Also see “What’s Gilead Getting From 
Kite For Nearly $12bn?” - Scrip, 29 Aug, 2017.) 

Kite’s first two products, Yescarta (axicabtagene 
ciloleucel) and Tecartus (brexicabtagene 
autoleucel), are chimeric antigen receptor T-cell 
(CAR-T) therapies approved for hematological 
malignancies; the latter was approved in July. (Also 
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see “Gilead/Kite Gain Second CAR-T Approval With 
Tecartus, Price On Par With Their First” - Scrip, 26 
Jul, 2020.) 

Gilead’s most advanced solid tumor programs 
are three Phase II assets that come from 

a partnership with Arcus Biosciences, Inc. 
announced in May – the anti-TIGIT antibody 
AB154 that’s being tested in NSCLC; AB928, a dual 
antagonist of the adenosine receptors A2aR and 
A2bR in metastatic colorectal cancer; and the PD-1 
inhibitor zimberelimab in NSCLC.
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Twice As Nice: Seattle Genetics, Merck & Co. Partner On Two 
Cancer Drugs
Companies Will Jointly Develop A Novel ADC And Commercialize Tukysa

Executive Summary
Merck & Co. will pay Seattle Genetics $725m up 
front in cash under the two deals and make a 
$1bn equity investment in the company, providing 
financial flexibility to broadly fund the pipeline. 

 

Seattle Genetics, Inc. has landed Merck & Co., Inc.. 
as a partner for two cancer therapies, including an 
antibody-drug conjugate (ADC), in a wide-spanning 
collaboration that will provide an influx of cash 
for the biotech to broadly fund the pipeline while 
retaining the financial flexibility to do deals.

The two companies announced the partnership 
on 14 September in which Merck & Co. will gain 
the right to jointly develop and commercialize 
ladiratuzumab vedotin (LV), an ADC targeting 
LIV-1 in Phase II development, and a license to 
commercialize Tukysa (tucatinib) for HER2-positive 
cancers in Asia, the Middle East, Latin America and 
other regions outside the US, Canada and Europe.

Merck & Co. agreed to pay Seattle Genetics a 
combined $725m in cash, make a $1bn equity 
investment in the company, provide additional 
development funding and potentially pay out 
steep milestone fees.

The announcement is part of a deal-making 
spree in the ADC space after Gilead Sciences, Inc. 
announcing the $21bn buyout of ADC developer  
Immunomedics, Inc. the day before. (Also see 
“Gilead Buys Pipeline-In-A-Product With $21bn 
Immunomedics Deal” - Scrip, 13 Sep, 2020.) ADCs 
have long been in development, with Seattle 
Genetics being one of the early leaders, but 
the drugs have also faced toxicity challenges. 

The quality of the products now appears to be 
maturing.

For Merck & Co., the deal is part of its continued 
effort to diversify the pipeline beyond Keytruda, 
but with an emphasis in oncology. The company 
acquired rights to a promising portfolio of gene-
regulating therapies form Foghorn Therapeutics 
Inc. in July and bought three oncology firms last 
year. (Also see “Merck To Pay Up To $425m For 
Foghorn’s Gene Regulation Therapies” - Scrip, 9 
Jul, 2020.)

Seattle Genetics CEO Clay Siegall, in a same-day 
conference call, said there were several rationales 
for completing the multi-pronged deal with Merck, 
including:

•  Speeding the development timeline for 
ladiratuzumab vedotin across a broad number 
of solid tumors as monotherapy and in 
combination with Keytruda (pembrolizumab).

•  Accelerating the global availability of Tukysa to 
cancer patients with advanced or metastatic 
HER2-positive advanced breast cancer, including 
with brain metastases.

•  Providing financial flexibility for Seattle Genetics 
to broadly fund the pipeline and continue 
additional in-licensing deals or acquisitions.

Two Separate Deals
The partnership for the joint development of 
LV for triple-negative breast cancer, hormone 
receptor-positive breast cancer and other LIV-1-
expressing solid tumors includes a $600m upfront 
payment from Merck & Co.
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The big pharma also agreed to make the $1bn 
equity investment by buying 5m shares of Seattle 
Genetics common stock at a price of $200 per 
share, a substantial premium to the $149.97 
closing price of the stock on 11 September.

Seattle Genetics is also eligible to receive 
milestone payments of up to $2.6bn, including 
$850m for development milestones and $1.75bn 
for sales milestones related to LV.

The two partners will collaborate jointly and share 
costs and profits on the global development and 
commercialization of the novel ADC.

Under the second agreement for the 
commercialization of Tukysa in certain 
geographies, Merck & Co. will pay $125m up front, 
milestone fees of $65m and royalties on sales.

Tukysa, a tyrosine kinase inhibitor of the HER2 
protein, was approved by the US Food and 
Drug Administration in April to treat advanced 
unresectable or metastatic HER2-positive 
breast cancer, including in patients with brain 
metastases, who have received one or more prior 
HER2-based regimens in the metastatic setting. 
(Also see “Seattle Genetics Win Early US FDA 
Approval For Tukysa, Plans Rapid Launch” - Scrip, 
17 Apr, 2020.) The drug is under regulatory review 
in Europe.

Merck & Co. will be responsible for filing 
marketing applications for the various regions 
based on positive data from the HER2CLIMB 
clinical trial that supported the FDA approval. (Also 
see “Seattle Genetics Poised For Big Breast Cancer 
Launch On Positive Tucatinib Data “ - Scrip, 21 Oct, 
2019.) It will also co-fund the global development 
plan for Tukysa, which includes ongoing and 
planned trials across various HER2-positive 
cancers, including breast, colorectal, gastric and 
other cancers. Merck & Co. will provide $85m in 
prepaid research and development funding.

Building Out Commercial Footprint And 
Pipeline
Seattle Genetics is continuing to build out a 
global commercial footprint beyond the US and 
Canada, starting with expansion in Europe, where 
it plans to commercialize Tukysa. The company 
has established a European headquarters in 
Switzerland and hired 125 employees, including 
country managers in each key country. The deal 
with Merck & Co. will not derail the company’s 
eventual global expansion, Siegall said.

“Certainly, Seattle Genetics is looking to continue 
our global presence,” the CEO noted. But in the 
case of Tukysa, there is an urgency to get the drug 
to patients. “Merck has helped in a big way to 
accelerate the ability and breadth to get this drug 
to patients in need,” he added.

On LV, partnering with Merck & Co. made sense 
because LIV-1 is highly expressed in many 
tumor types and the product could have broad 
potential in multiple cancers and in various drug 
combinations. “Merck has done incredible work 
with Keytruda,” Siegall said. “We think Merck is 
one of the premier companies around the globe in 
getting drugs to patients in need.” 

But Siegall said the company does not plan to 
partner every drug in the pipeline. “This makes 
sense for now; it does not mean we will do this for 
every drug.”

The company plans to use the influx of cash 
from Merck & Co. to broadly fund the pipeline, 
including other assets in earlier stages of 
development. Siegall said the company might also 
consider other in-licensing deals or acquisitions, 
and is currently reviewing several opportunities.

“We may choose to do an acquisition if we have 
conviction,” he said. “But this economics gives us 
some flexibility.”
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Seattle Genetics gained Tukysa through the 
acquisition of Cascadian Therapeutics, Inc.in 2018 
for $614m in cash, part of an effort to expand 
its pipeline beyond its internally developed ADC 

platform. (Also see “Seattle Genetics Diversifies 
Beyond ADCs With Cascadian Acquisition” - Scrip, 
31 Jan, 2018.)

SC
RI

P-
02

09
-A

RT
IC

LE
PA

CK
-0

01
-S

EP
20

-L
R

Sign-up to a free Scrip trial for the latest Oncology Deal-
making coverage. 
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