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EDGEWISE

By Patty Pitts

Sitting on Brad Nelson’s desk in his BC 
Cancer Agency office are two large photos 

of magnified cancerous tumour tissue. In one, 
multiple brown spots match the cancerous blue 
ones. In the other, the blue spots overwhelm-
ingly dominate. 

“The brown spots are T cells,” says Nelson, 
who is a faculty member in the University of 
Victoria’s Department of Biochemistry and 
Microbiology. “They’re attacking the blue can-
cer cells. The patient with the higher number 
of T cells has a much better chance of survival.”

	Increasing the survival of women with 
ovarian and cervical cancer through the 
targeted use of their own T cells is the goal of 
a groundbreaking clinical trial Nelson and his 
research team are about to start.

	T cells, a type of white blood cell, seek and 
destroy infected or cancerous cells in the body. 
Harnessing and expanding their power to fight 
cancer is the goal of immunotherapy, which 
is “the hottest area of oncology,” according to 
Nelson.

	His study involves harvesting T cells from 


