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Two Louisville life-sciences companies each have received about $1 million in early-stage funding fueled by contributions from the Kentucky Seed Capital Fund and several state-supported agencies. 

RhinoCyte Inc. has received investments totaling $930,000, while ApoImmune Inc. has received more than $1.2 million in funding for research, according to George Emont, founder and co-manager of the Kentucky Seed Capital Fund and a partner with Cincinnati-based Triathlon Medical Ventures LLC. 

The investment in RhinoCyte included $260,000 from Emont's fund, which was launched about a year ago to invest in early-stage health care and life-sciences companies in the state. Its investors include the University of Louisville Foundation, the state of Kentucky's Commonwealth Seed Capital LLC and Humana Inc. 

The other groups that invested in RhinoCyte include: Queen City Angels of Cincinnati; Kentucky Science and Technology Corp., the Bluegrass Venture Fund and Bluegrass Angels, all of Lexington; and other early-stage investors from Louisville who did not want to be identified, Emont said. 

The seed fund invested $260,000 in ApoImmune, which received a total of $765,000 in commitments from investors including the Kentucky Science and Technology Corp. and Commonwealth Seed Capital, a venture-capital fund created by state government to invest in Kentucky-based companies. 

Also as part of this funding round, ApoImmune received a $500,000 forgivable loan in April from the Kentucky Department of Commercialization and Innovation's high-tech investment pool, as Business First previously reported. 

Investments from other areas seen as positive sign 

Kent Oyler, Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson's special assistant for entrepreneurship, said the fact that RhinoCyte and ApoImmune received investments from both local investors and venture capitalists in Cincinnati and Lexington shows that efforts to commercialize life-sciences research in Louisville are succeeding. 

He credited seed fund co-managers Emont and Steven R. Gailar with doing much of the due diligence and preparing reports on the companies that resulted in the investments. 

"A few years ago, (companies) would have attempted to go to individuals to get funding or to investors outside the area, both of which are extremely difficult" without someone to lead the investment, Oyler said. 

"The reality is that companies like RhinoCyte and ApoImmune weren't getting funded before the seed fund," he added. 

RhinoCyte funding will help continue stem-cell research 

RhinoCyte, which was founded by Uni​versity of Louisville researcher Fred J. Roisen, is developing ways to treat neurological diseases using adult stem cells gathered from a patient's nose. Earlier this year, the researchers published a study that they had transformed stem cells from adult mice into brain, heart, nerve and pancreatic cells. 

Emont said he and the other investors in the recent funding round are excited about the potential commercial applications for RhinoCyte's research. 

"The scientists behind it have an incredible amount of data and research," he said. "The fact that they have done so much work with it is incredible and makes the prospect that it will work more likely." 

Gailar also is president and CEO of MetaCyte Business Lab LLC, a downtown business incubator that helped form RhinoCyte based on Roisen's scientific research. He said the seed financing "will help the company move quicker" toward clinical trials in humans. 

The funding will be used to continue tests in animals, help fund other research and bring in scientific consultants to help prepare applications to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration so tests can be conducted using humans. 

More funding will be needed after next year to organize and conduct clinical trials, he added. 

"We had a strategy meeting for the company this week, and a number of possibilities are out there," Gailar said, such as treating spinal cord injuries, Parkinson's disease, muscular dystrophy, and amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (more commonly known as Lou Gehrig's disease). "This funding would take the company through mid- to late 2007." 

ApoImmune moving toward clinical trial 

ApoImmune also was started as part of the MetaCyte business incubator. 

The company, founded in 2001 by U of L professor Haval Shirwan, is developing therapies for treating cancer and other autoimmune deficiencies. 

Emont, who already was a member of the company's board of directors prior to the investment, said he has been impressed with the company's technology for several years and was glad to be able to help provide funding to move it closer to clinical trials. 

Emont said the company is in the process of "really preparing for their clinical trial," which could begin by the end of the year. 

Seed fund closes with $5 million raised 

The Kentucky Seed Capital Fund, which was launched a year ago, no longer is seeking investors, having raised about $5 million, according to George Emont, founder and co-manager of the fund. 

The funding is being used to invest in early-stage, life-sciences and health care-related companies in Louisville and across the state. 

Emont said he is pleased with the amount he was able to raise, primarily from investors in Kentucky, and he already has several more potential investments that could be made by the end of the year. 

In addition to its recent investments in ApoImmune Inc. and RhinoCyte Inc., the fund reported in March that it contributed $250,000 to Louisville-based pharmaceutical company Pradama Inc. 

"We expect to make at least one more investment by the end of the year," Emont said. "We are getting some very good deal flow. ... It just takes a little time to get some of these things done." 

Kent Oyler, a local entrepreneur who serves as Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson's special assistant for entrepreneurship, said the amount that the fund generated from investors could have a significant impact on advancing research at the university. 

"Our goal here is job and wealth creation," Oyler said, adding that the mayor was a strong advocate for forming the fund as well as seeking other forms of private investments for local health-sciences companies. "What the mayor is trying to do is create a series of rain clouds that will nourish these companies as they go along." 

