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BIO: 

Len Pagliaro has 16 years of experi-

ence with successful commercializa-

tion of biotechnology products, ser-

vices, and technology licensing. He 

has managed R&D and business 

teams, and developed product, ser-

vice, and technology licensing pro-

grams from inception to revenues to 

profitability in 2 previous biotech 

startups. He managed P&L for a busi-

ness unit of Thermo Fisher Scientific, 

selling tools and services for drug dis-

covery, after successful acquisition of 

BioImage A/S, a Danish biotech he 

helped found. Len started commer-

cialization at BioImage from concept 

to $1M in revenue in under 2 years, 

revenues tripled in each of the follow-

ing 2 years, and after acquisition and 

integration by Thermo, his P&L grew 

to $26M. A small molecule oncology 

therapeutic project he led was suc-

cessfully partnered with TopoTarget, 

and is now in the clinic. Following the 

acquisition of BioImage by Thermo, 

he co-founded Siva Therapeutics, 

where he has provided seed funding, 

recruited a management team, as-

sembled a strong and growing IP port-

folio, and is currently raising capital 

from angel investors. Prior to his in-

dustrial career, Len was a professor of 

Bioengineering and Laboratory Medi-

cine at the University of Washington, 

where his laboratory studied basic 

aspects of cellular metabolism, with 

an emphasis on cancer and inflam-

matory disease. Len received his 

Ph.D. in cell biology from Wesleyan 

University, and completed postdoc-

toral training in biophysics at Carne-

gie Mellon University, and has partici-

pated in postgraduate professional 

business training. 

 

Company Profile: 

Siva Therapeutics Inc is an early 

stage medical device company de-

veloping a photothermal cancer ther-

apy which uses heat to irreversibly 

damage solid tumor tissue. The heat 

is delivered to tumors by infrared light 

that is absorbed by gold nanoparti-

cles, SivaRods™, and is then re-

emitted as heat. The size, shape, and 

surface chemistry of the particles tar-

get the leaky vasculature of solid tu-

mors, and the selective thermal sensi-

tivity of tumor tissue enables the ther-

apy to deliver clean margins. Siva 

therapy promises to be extremely 

safe, effective, and competitive in 

cost relative to surgery, chemother-

apy, and radiation for cancer treat-

ment. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFO Magazine 

 

CEOCFO: Dr. Pagliaro, what is the 

focus at Siva today? 

Dr. Pagliaro: Our focus is cancer 

therapy. We are developing a new 

form of cancer therapy that we think 

is going to be extremely valuable as 

an adjunct to current therapies, and 

perhaps as a monotherapy. It is a de-

vice-based therapy which heats solid 

tumors. It has been known for many 

years that heat inactivates solid tu-

mors; the way we heat the tumors is 

by targeting the tumors with gold 

nanoparticles that concentrate in tu-

mor tissue. The nanoparticles absorb 

infrared light and they then re-emit 

heat and the heat irreversibly dam-

ages tumors; the tumor tissues scari-

fies and is reabsorbed by the body. 

 

CEOCFO: Has anything similar been 

tried in the past? 

Dr. Pagliaro: Several approaches 

have been tried in the past with other 

forms of nanoparticles including 

nanoshells and nanospheres. Those 

were the first particles to enter use 

because they were easier to make 

than nanorods, so those came into 

use close to ten years ago. The chal-

lenge there was that nanoshells and 

nanospheres do not convert infrared 

light into heat as efficiently as nano-

rods do, nanorods do this about ten 

times more efficiently, which is critical 
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for the success of the therapeutic 

mode. 

 

CEOCFO: Where are you in the 

process? 

Dr. Pagliaro: We are an early-stage 

company right now. We have some 

preclinical data, we have pulled to-

gether a core team, we have received 

some angel investment and I am also 

delighted to announce we have just 

been awarded a $350.000 grant from 

Breakout Labs, which is part of the 

Thiel Foundation.  

 

CEOCFO: What will you be doing that 

no one else can do? 

Dr. Pagliaro: Our first therapeutic 

area that we are targeting is skin can-

cer. When you look at skin cancers, 

the less serious Stage 0, Stage 1, and 

possibly Stage 2A cancers are 

typically treated by a tech-

nique called Mohs surgery, 

which is done by a dermatolo-

gist. A small piece of tissue 

containing the tumor is re-

moved and generally there 

are no side effects other than 

a minor scar that is left be-

hind. When you get into more 

severe forms of skin cancer, 

such as Stage 2B and Phase 

2C, where the tumor is larger 

in diameter, deeper, and 

probably has an ulcerated 

surface, and you are getting 

into an where there really are 

not good current therapies. 

Two of drugs have come onto the US 

market over the past year and a half, 

and those drugs are more for ad-

vanced stage two and three melano-

mas. Both of the drugs that are cur-

rent on the market have limitations in 

terms of the population in which they 

are effective, due to genetic markers, 

and they also have limitations in 

terms of their efficacy. The extension 

in life expectancy that is seen with 

these drugs is in the range of perhaps 

four to six months, and the costs of 

the therapies are extremely high, 

ranging from $60,000 to over 

$120,000. 

 

CEOCFO: What is happening today 

on the ground? 

Dr. Pagliaro: Today, what we are 

working on is optimizing the nanorods 

we are working with. The nanorods, 

termed SivaRods™, are made of me-

tallic gold, and are about fifty nano-

meters in length. Another important 

aspect of SivaRods™ is not just what 

they are made of, but also the surface 

chemistry with which they are coated. 

It turns out to be quite challenging to 

put the right kinds of surface chemis-

try on a small metal nanoparticle, but 

we have just started collaboration with 

a professor at the Colorado School of 

Mines who has developed a proprie-

tary technology for coating nanoparti-

cles with unique polymer structures. 

Developing a low-cost infrared heat-

ing device is another project we are 

currently working on. This work will 

support our development of a full pre-

clinical package that will enable us to 

go to the FDA and apply for permis-

sion to enter the clinic.  

 

CEOCFO: How far will your current 

funding take Siva Therapeutics? 

Dr. Pagliaro: The funding we cur-

rently have is a solid start, and we are 

working on raising additional funds 

right now, both from investors and 

with several additional pending 

grants. As with many early stage 

companies, we have a limited runway 

at the moment, but we are optimistic 

that we can secure the funding re-

quired to move into the clinic. Of 

course the grant we just received is 

very positive news. In order to get this 

product to market, we project that it is 

going to take something like $24 mil-

lion, excluding the marketing and 

sales effort. Our current strategy is 

not to bring the project all the way to 

market, but rather to look for a strate-

gic partnership once we have entered 

the clinic with human patients. That is 

a major milestone of which we think 

will make Siva very attractive for a 

partnership with a large pharmaceuti-

cal or device company. 

 

CEOCFO: Has the medical commu-

nity been paying attention? 

Dr. Pagliaro: Only to a limited degree 

so far. We have received some notice 

from the medical community, but if 

you talk about large pharmaceutical 

companies, I think the mainstream 

therapeutics community still considers 

this kind of approach to be a bit out-

side of their domain at present. We 

believe that is going to be changing 

over the coming years. There are a 

number of startup biotech companies 

that are working on various aspects of 

nanomedicine, we and many others 

think there are things that can 

be done with nanomedicine 

that simply cannot be done 

with more conventional ap-

proaches, or perhaps can be 

done better, more cost effec-

tively, or can provide a valu-

able adjunct to current thera-

pies.  

 

CEOCFO: Do you have a 

plan to reach the medical 

community? 

Dr. Pagliaro: We do have a 

number of contacts in the 

device and pharmaceutical 

community; of course we 

need to expand that effort as 

we progress with our preclinical stud-

ies. 

 

CEOCFO: Do you see the need to 

bring on additional people? 

Dr. Pagliaro: Absolutely. We have 

been talking to a number of candi-

dates for various roles in R&D and 

business development at present, and 

I expect that our HR needs will diver-

sify as we grow. 

 

CEOCFO: As you have started the 

process, what surprised you the 

most? 

Dr. Pagliaro: I have been through 

several biotech startups previously. 

With our last company, we raised 

money at the very end of 1999 to 

early 2000 and that was probably at 

one of the best times in history to 

We are developing a new form of cancer 

therapy that we think is going to be ex-

tremely valuable as an adjunct to current 

therapies, and perhaps as a monotherapy. It 

is a device-based therapy which heats solid 

tumors. It has been known for many years 

that heat inactivates solid tumors; the way 

we heat the tumors is by targeting the tu-

mors with gold nanoparticles that concen-

trate in tumor tissue. The nanoparticles ab-

sorb infrared light and they then re-emit heat 

and the heat irreversibly damages tumors; 

the tumor tissues scarifies and is reabsorbed 

by the body. - Len Pagliaro, Ph.D. 
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raise money. I think we all knew it was 

relatively easy at the time, but I think 

we frankly underestimated the chal-

lenges involved in a therapeutic 

startup today. Going into this project, I 

told myself that it was going to be ten 

times more difficult to raise money 

than it was last time around, and it 

turns out I was wrong, it has been 

more like a hundred times more diffi-

cult!  Going into this project, I ex-

pected that the technology would be 

the major stumbling block for most 

investors. What we have seen, how-

ever, is that the technology is not 

nearly as much of an issue for inves-

tors as is concern about the regulatory 

process for getting to market, the FDA 

process, because of both real and 

perceived risks and uncertainties. 

That is an area on which we are fo-

cusing to try to de-risk regulatory is-

sues as much as we can. 

 

CEOCFO: What makes Siva Thera-

peutics standout for investors? 

Dr. Pagliaro: As a device therapy, 

our time and cost to market will be 

significantly less than that for a new 

drug, yet we believe that the ultimate 

market size will be similar to a drug 

market. That has huge upside poten-

tial for investors. While our therapeu-

tic approach is based on animal data 

so far, we have strong indications that 

it is going to be much safer and less 

invasive than current cancer thera-

pies, and also that it is going to be at 

least as effective as current therapies. 

Importantly we know that SivaRod™ 

therapy is going to be significantly 

less expensive than current competi-

tive therapies, both in terms of cost to 

produce and cost to the healthcare 

system. Even ten years ago if you 

talked about the cost with cancer 

therapies, I think most investors 

would say that cost does not matter, 

as long as you can demonstrate 

safety and efficacy. Today, our 

healthcare environment is changing 

significantly, and cost does matter. 

Over the past year or two, there have 

been cases in which reasonably safe 

and effective cancer therapies have 

not been successful as anticipated 

because insurers have said they were 

simply too expensive. 

 

CEOCFO: What should people re-

member most about Siva Therapeu-

tics? 

Dr. Pagliaro: We have a terrific team 

that has experience in bringing a wide 

range of products and services to 

market, experience with the FDA 

regulatory process. We have grown 

early-stage companies from concept 

to first products to P&Ls of over $26 

million. We have gone through merg-

ers and acquisitions before. We have 

dealt extensively with the FDA regula-

tory process. We have a core team 

that really has the experience to do 

this, which I think is a big plus. 
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