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As the first patient to receive CAR-T cells infusion completes 10 successful years, the field of cellular 

therapy is advancing into another promising decade. More than 500 ongoing clinical trials worldwide 

involving CAR-T cells allude to the transition from the phase of initiation into the phase of expansion. 

Participation of countries with larger population base shall provide a strong impetus and drive the 

progress at a much faster speed.  

India, a country with more than 1.3 billion people, is still awaiting its first CAR-T cell based clinical trial, 

though the story might have been a little different had the COVID-19 pandemic not swept across the 

globe. From a historical perspective, it took more than 30 years after Dr. E. D. Thomas had performed the 

world’s first stem cell transplant, to perform a similar procedure in India. The wait shall be hopefully 

much shorter this time with medical science progressing across the globe. One of the pioneers in this 

field, Dr. Carl June, believes that India could play an important role in making CAR-T accessible and 

mainstream therapy1. A large number of patients, as well as the entire ecosystem, will symbiotically 

benefit with the progress made in this field and India has witnessed some encouraging developments in 

recent past.  

The present cost of the therapy makes it almost unimaginable to be implemented in a country with per 

capita income of approximately 2100 US dollars per year. Taking cognizance of the fact that the Ministry 

of Science and Technology (Department of Biotechnology) had called for concept proposals on 

“Approach to develop CAR T Cell therapy at an affordable price in India”, earlier in April this year2. A 

public-private partnership may go a long way in establishing a long-term sustainable solution. Two Indian 

Biotech firms have been working towards providing affordable CAR-T cells. Around four years back, a 

group from the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) in Mumbai, had launched a company, Immuno 

Adoptive Cell Therapy (Immuno ACT), to produce CAR-T cells in collaboration with the clinicians at 

Tata Memorial Centre (Mumbai). The CD19-targeted T cells developed by them have cleared the 

preliminary evaluations and are awaiting approval by the country’s regulatory body, Central Drugs 

Standard Control Organization (CDSCO) to start the clinical trials by this year itself 3.  

The second firm is Bangalore-based Immuneel Therapeutics, formed as a collaboration between one of 

the country’s largest pharmaceutical company Biocon and US based co-founders. Their model is based on 

in-licensing the CAR-T cell technology and then working on streamlining the process. Both the firms are 

hopeful to bring down the manufacturing costs to a level which is affordable for the Indian population4. 

Apart from the CAR-T cells, the broader field of cellular therapy and regenerative medicine has been 

gradually progressing for the past two decades in India. At present, there are more than 20 ongoing 
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clinical trials across the country, exploring the therapeutic potential of MSCs in various diseases. The 

number of institutes having sound research capability is continuously increasing with time. Stempeutics 

Research Bangalore, a mesenchymal stromal cell company, was established long back in 2006 when 

regenerative medicine was in the initial stages in India. Over the past decade, they have successfully 

conducted various clinical trials and got approvals and patents for their MSC based products5.  

Recently, the company has been granted marketing authorization for stempeucel(R) for treating Critical 

Limb Ischemia due to Buerger disease by the CDSCO. They have also got the approval of the Indian 

Council of Medical Research(ICMR) to carry out a clinical trial titled "A Randomized, Controlled, Open 

Label, Multicentre, Two Arm, Two dosage, Phase II Study Assessing the Efficacy and Safety of 

Intravenous Administration of Adult Human Bone Marrow Derived, Cultured, Pooled, Allogeneic MSCs  

in Patients with ARDS Caused by Pneumonia due to COVID-19.” The trial will be sponsored by ICMR 

and a total of 40 patients will be recruited in the study.  

In addition to these established firms, the city of Bangalore is home to a growing number of biotech start-

ups working in the field of cellular therapy and regenerative medicine. Some of the other major cities like 

Mumbai and New Delhi are also on a similar track. The road ahead for the cellular therapy in India may 

appear empty in these COVID times, but one can expect to see some CARs and TRUCKs navigating their 

way into the crowded streets in the near future. 
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