
page 36 Lab Times 2-2007 Biobusiness

Britain’s leading biotech investor has 
expressed fears that domestic bio-
tech business is flagging. In an inter-

view with the London newspaper The Inde-
pendent, Chris Evans of venture capital firm 
Merlin Biosciences complained about a “sick 
garden syndrome” in the UK, meaning that 
“we keep pulling the flowers up every six 
months to look at the size of the roots, and 
ram them back in the ground wondering 
why they struggle to grow.” Evans said that 
US biotech teams were vastly more creative 
and entrepreneurial by comparison and that 
American companies would therefore make 
“swift strides”. “They [the US teams] can rec-
ognize huge value potential in projects when 
the UK often sees little”, Evans added. 

As evidence for his prophecy of doom, 
Evans said that Britain has seen the small-
est number of biotech start-ups since 1999. 
Only 37 biotech companies were established 
last year in the UK. Additionally, several 
model companies have disappeared from 
the island in the last 15 months in high-
priced acquisitions, including Cambridge 

Antibody Technology and Kudos Pharma-
ceuticals (both bought by Astrazeneca), 
Neutec Pharma (by Novartis), and Doman-
tis (by GlaxoSmithKline). 

Evans’ gloomy words are backed by 

numbers compiled by the research firm Ven-
tureOne. In 2006, just €245 million were in-
vested in biotech start-ups across the UK. 
The peak level of fundraising, in 2001 when 
investors showered the biotech sector with 
€558 million, is long past. 

Evans is, with Merlin Biosciences, 

one of the leading supporters of UK 
biotech- nology and has financed 
some of its biggest successes. These 
include Vectura (a company which devel-
ops inhaled drugs for lung diseases) and 
Ark Therapeutics (which produces agents 
against vascular disease and cancer). 

Blair is all smiles for the TV cameras
A prominent colleague of Evans, 

Stephen Bunting, agrees. Bunting, Manag-
ing Director of Europe’s largest life science 
investment company (Abingworth LSI), 
denounced “a shortage of seed money, a 
shortage of early-stage money, a shortage 
of late-stage money and a shortage of mon-
ey from public markets.”

Even so, it is questionable whether Brit-
ish politicians have been listening. When 
opening a new research centre belonging to 
US biotech giant Amgen in Uxbridge, Lon-
don, the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, raved 
about the “enormous strength” of Britain’s 
“vital industry” and was all smiles for the 
TV cameras. 

Prophecy of Doom
United Kingdom

Prominent British life science investors give stern words of warning.     

Winfried Koeppelle

Farewell to the Biotech Boom?   
The Emerald Isle suffers severe setbacks as pharmaceutical companies close plants and fire employees. 

I reland
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Ireland’s biotech boom of recent years could well be past its peak. 
In recent weeks, various pieces of bad news have been leaked to the 
public, beginning with an announcement by Pfizer on February 8th, 
2007. The world’s biggest pharmaceutical company intends to scale 
back its Irish operations and to close manufacturing plants in Cork, 
which could lead to the loss of 500 jobs. According to Pfizer, the 
reason was a failed medical test of its experimental cholesterol drug, 
torcetrapib, in December last year. Irish government officials told the 
Irish Times that they were supporting Pfizer in its efforts to secure the 
sale of its plants, which would be suited to firms that make generic 
drugs. At the moment, Pfizer employs 2,300 people in Ireland.

Five weeks later the Franco-German drugmaker Sanofi-Aventis 
announced job cuts of 200 on the Emerald Isle (in Waterford) by 
the end of the year. The reason? According to Sanofi-Aventis “a site 
evaluation which revealed excess capacity within its plant network 
that could take over the manufacturing done in Ireland”. 

The final blow for Irish biotech came from the US pharmaceu-
tical giant Bristol-Myers Squibb (BMS), which is pulling $25 billion 

in assets out of its Irish holding company. Why is BMS doing this? 
The company spokesman offers no more than flowery waffle, but a 
likely motive is tax avoidance. BMS will make savings when mov-
ing its assets to somewhere with a lower corporate tax rate than 
Ireland’s (which already ranks, at 12.5 per cent, among Europe’s 
lowest).

Biotech supporters raise the alarm: Christo-
pher Evans (left), Stephen Bunting (right).

Will Ireland lose the game?
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Germany & USA

Treasure Trove 
Micromet, a Nasdaq-listed biotech compa-
ny of German descent, has bagged a $100 
million licensing pact with Tracon Pharma-
ceuticals (San Diego, USA). The sum will be 
paid in milestones, if Micromet’s D93 anti-
cancer antibody is successfully developed 
and commercialized. Additionally, Tracon 
will pay royalties on worldwide sales of 
D93. At present, the US company is plan-
ning a phase I trial of D93 for this year. Ac-
cording to Micromet officials, D93 is a re-
combinant humanized IgG monoclonal anti-
body that inhibits angiogenesis, tumour cell 
growth and metastasis by targeting cleaved 
collagen, which is predominantly produced 
in the extracellular matrix of tumours. Be-
cause of its anti-angiogenic activity, it may 
also be helpful against diseases like age-re-
lated macular degeneration (AMD) and pro-
liferative diabetic retinopathy (PDR). 

With the lucra-
tive Tracon deal, Mi-
cromet has demon-
strated farsighted-
ness (or was it mere-
ly a large dollop of 
luck?). Either way, the Mu-
nich-based company bought the cri-
sis-ridden US company Cancervax in 2006 
by means of an exchange of stock – and ob-
tained: a collapsing company, liquid funds 
of about $45 million, a convenient backdoor 
to Nasdaq and the D93 antibody, which now 
seems to be made of pure gold. 

USA

Dangerous Drugs 
Bad news for manufacturers, for patients 
and for drug abusers as well: the US Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) has ordered 

a strengthening of the warning 
labels on the anaemia drugs 
Aranesp, Epogen (“Epo”; see 
photo), and Procrit. Referring to 
recent studies, the FDA said that 
high doses of these drugs have 
been associated with quicker tu-
mour growth in patients with 
head and neck cancers. In ad-
dition, the drugs are linked to 

an increased risk of blood clots in patients 
following orthopaedic surgery. Other side 
effects of these erythropoiesis-stimulating 
agents (ESAs), used to boost the number of 
red blood cells, have long been known. They 
can increase the risk of developing blood 
clots, as well as heart attacks and strokes in 
patients with chronic kidney failure. 

Epogen and Aranesp are manufactured 
by Amgen. Procrit is an Epogen analogue 
made by Johnson & Johnson. ESAs first 
came to public attention after several dop-
ing scandals in competitive sports and doz-
ens of unexplained deaths among young 
and apparently healthy athletes. Sharp 
tongues have commented that they prob-
ably didn’t read the package inserts which 
contain the warning message: Can cause se-
vere side effects, including death, when used 
in high doses or to treat conditions for which 
they are not approved.

The Netherlands & the USA

Dutch Pills Go West
Dutch chemical group Akzo Nobel has 
scrapped plans to list its drug unit, Organon 
Biosciences (OBS), on the stock exchange. 
In September 2006, Akzo Nobel announced 
that it would split its 61,500 workforce into 
two (with Akzo 
Nobel operating 
the coatings and 
chemicals divi-
sions) and pre-
pare the Orga-
non section for an 
IPO. Later, it was 
leaked to the press 
that the US phar-
maceutical con-
glomerate Scher-
ing-Plough, the 
world’s third-largest maker of birth control 
pills, was lining up a bid for Organon. 

In March 2007 it became evident that 
the IPO was a non-starter. Instead, Akzo No-
bel sells OBS for $14.4 billion (about €11.0 
billion) to Schering-Plough. This translates 
as a sum 14 times greater than Organon’s 
estimated 2007 earnings (some $1.0 bil-
lion). According to market observers, the 
deal can be regarded as the expensive ac-
quisition of a brimming medicine cabinet. 
This cabinet’s most promising drug is the 
experimental anti-depressant Asenapine, 
currently in Phase III testing and referred 
to as a “potential blockbuster” by Schering-
Plough’s CEO Fred Hassan. -wk--wk- -wk-

Fred Hassan purchases 
a medicine cabinet. 
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