Surviving in a ‘’knowledge market’

In the past 10 years, universities all over the world have come to
realize that they are active in a ‘knowledge market’, which pro-
vides very attractive opportunities, but which is potentially also
full of pitfalls. The fundamental and strategic research in the phar-
maceutical sciences that is taking place in the universities is a clear
example of a legitimate primary mission from which the phar-
maceutical industry is the main beneficiary. This not only holds
for the research results, but also for the training of highly skilled
and motivated young scientists’.

Experience at LACDR

It is in this climate that in 1984 at Leiden University (The Nether-
lands) the Center for Bio-Pharmaceutical Sciences was established,
replacing the former faculty of pharmacy. Its primary objective was
to conduct multidisciplinary innovative pharmaceutical research,
partially in collaboration with the pharmaceutical industry, and to
offer ateaching programmé to undergraduate, graduate and post-
graduate students in the pharmaceutical sciences. In 1992, the Dutch
Government started a campaign to advance and protect excellent
research and graduate teaching by establishing inter-university
research schools. The Center for Bio-Pharmaceutical Sciences at
Leiden University merged with the Department of Pharmaco-
chemistry at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, and the Leiden/
Amsterdam Center for Drug Research (LACDR) came into exist-
ence. It comprises all the relevant disciplines for pharmaceutical
R&D, from drug discovery and design to clinical drug research.
For the latter purpose the Centre for Human Drug Research was

established, which is located in a purpose-built research facility
in the Leiden Bio-Science Park. The staff of LACDR is composed
of about 30 senior scientists, 30 postdoctoral scientists and 80 PhD
students. About half of its funding comes in the form of a basic
grant from the universities, while the other half is obtained from
research funding organizations in the biomedical sciences and
through collaboration with the pharmaceutical industry. Almost all
the research groups have collaborative projects with companies,
the most intensive being in the areas of molecular modelling/drug
design, drug delivery and targeting, pharmacokinetic/pharmaco-
dynamic relationships, and new bioanalytical strategies. Research
is organized in interdisciplinary themes and results are reported
in LACDR’s Progress Report, published each year in April®.
LACDR has taken up the challenge of how a university can col-
laborate very fruitfully with an industrial partner without denying
its primary mission of conducting high-quality research and offer-
ing a closely associated teaching programme. On the contrary,
our experience is that the collaborations that have been devel-
oped with the international pharmaceutical industry are syner-
gistic to this mission.
Douwe D. Breimer
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Controlling proliferation

through collaboration

capitalizing on an expertise in understand-
ing the role of a critical cell-cycle regulatory
protein in stimulating growth and division
of breast tumour cells to develop novel
leads that will control estrogen-receptor
activity. In psoriasis, Prolifix scientists are

n this issue’s Guest Editorial, Professor

Douwe Breimer (Leiden/Amsterdam
Center for Drug Research, The Nether-
lands) focuses on the increasingly valuable
links between academic and industrial
centres in discovery research. A unique
illustration of this trend is provided by
Prolifix, a young, pan-European company
founded in 1994. The company focuses
on the generation of new small-molecule
drug leads, identified both through high-
throughput screening and rational drug
design, for the treatment of a range of pro-
liferative diseases. The Prolifix operating
centre is currently located at the UK’s
Medical Research Council (MRC) labora-
tories in Mill Hill, London, but is expected
to move to separate premises within a year.
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Therapeutic approaches

Prolifix coordinates several innovative
programmes founded on control of the
cell cycle. A primary focus is the control
of diseases in which aberrant growth con-
trol contributes to the pathology. Prolifix
aims to identify small-molecule therapeu-
tic agents using a variety of approaches.
The company has developed biochemical
and yeast-based assays for screening
chemical diversity libraries in order to find
new leads that will act on critical growth
regulating targets, such as E2F, a gene
control protein, and thus control cell pro-
liferation in tumours. A similar approach
may also prove of value in controlling the
hyperplasia associated with restenosis in
occlusive vascular disease. Prolifix are also

focusing on M and S cell-cycle phases in
the control of keratinocyte growth, and
there is also an antiviral programme.

Establishing critical mass

The MRC has licensed to Prolifix intellectual
property relating to targets, assay develop-
ment and rational drug design, including
the cancer cell technology of Professor
Nick La Thangue (Prolifix’s Chief Scientific
Officer and Professor of Biochemistry,
University of Glasgow, UK). However,
although venture capitalists found the
scientific and business concept attractive,
according to La Thangue, “very early on,
we got the clear message that we needed
more breadth — more targets, more tech-
nology, more expertise in the company”.
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