EDITORIAL

Biotechnology clusters
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n the age of globalization of everything, biotechnology can

not and is not being left out. The products of the biotech-

nology industry, namely drugs, agricultural and veterinary

products, products for the chemical industry and many oth-
ers, are sold worldwide. However, even though the market is
global, as with all high-tech industries, biotechnology is prac-
tised essentially in three geographical clusters: North America,
Europe and Japan. There are many reasons for this phenom-
enon, and if clusters within these regions where biotechnology
flourishes are included, then some common themes emerge
about the conditions that seem to be conducive towards the
development and nourishment of a biotechnology company.

Today, there is nothing new about the idea of clusters and
the principles that emerge by reviewing successful biotech-
nology clusters are no longer surprising. The reason this issue
is of significant current interest is that several locations out-
side of the traditional clusters, including whole countries, are
looking to invest in the knowledge and high-tech society of
the future. They wish to do so because everybody recognizes,
or should recognize, that our society is now technology
driven, and that new technologies have an enormous impact
on society as well as on wealth. Hence, new knowledge
generation and subsequent commercialization is in every-
body’s interest. Consequently, cities, counties, regions and
whole countries are looking at successful high-tech clusters
for new ideas and recipes. And nobody more actively than
the New Techno-Europe of the 5" Framework Programme of
the European Union, of the Euro, of the new biotechnology
patent directive, home of the largest pharmaceutical compa-
nies of the world.

So, what makes a cluster successful and what are the
Europeans doing about it? The US leads the world in biotech-

nology success, as measured by their performance and out-
put. The original clusters in the US that are regularly exam-
ined and analysed include Boston, San Diego, Seattle and San
Francisco. In all these instances, major academic institutions
are at the heart of these clusters. These areas also usually
have a number of high-tech industries and a famous business
school is often located nearby. Furthermore, there is a high
concentration of capital in the form of venture capitalists and
other types of investors who roam these areas for investment
opportunities. The starting point of these clusters is often easy
to see, especially in the case of the biotechnology industry,
where it is possible to find out exactly when a company was
established. When companies such as Amgen, Genentech,
Biogen, Alza, Genzyme and others were founded, the univer-
sities, business schools and other industries were already
present, and the biotechnology venture capitalists came in to
support their work. The key point is that these clusters did
not happen overnight and they were not planned. Other clus-
ters were planned such as the Research Triangle Park (NC,
USA), but this still took a number of years to evolve and ma-
ture to become world-famous. Ultimately, these clusters suc-
ceeded because they had access to world-class science from
other major institutions nearby and because their participants
persevered. This highlights another key observation concern-
ing these clusters, namely that they did not form through de-
sign or systematic effort, but rather through years of success-
ful development.

These two points, namely that biotechnology clusters in the
US did not become successful overnight, and that they have
emerged through perseverance rather than through original
planning, need to be taken into account when considering
the artificial, concerted efforts to emulate similar clusters else-
where, especially in Europe. Of course, there are numerous
efforts under way in both North America and Europe to create
new clusters in other places that are not necessarily blessed
with all the ingredients that characterized the original US clus-
ters and to spread the excitement and return that biotechnol-
ogy can bring.

Europe, for many reasons beyond the scope of this
Editorial, did not produce the same success in corporate
biotechnology as the US, even though some of the same ingre-
dients were present, such as the leading academic institutions.
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However, Europe is currently catching up with the US and
one area in which the Europeans are very active is in the es-
tablishment of biotechnology clusters. This is mostly seen as
a national affair, with the European Union providing exten-
sive financial support for transnational efforts. At a national
level, the UK, Germany, Ireland and France may be seen as
leaders in establishing a variety of biotechnology support
and cluster-oriented schemes. These schemes aim to provide
initial funds for entrepreneurs, to establish links with univer-
sities, to educate scientists about business plans, to offer tax-
relief and other incentives, and to do whatever possible to

Getting on the fast-track...

help convince people that biotechnology is happening where

they are.
This

BioRegios, of the UK’s Link and other programmes, of

is excellent news. The success of Germany’s
Ireland’s BioResearch Ireland efforts, of Switzerland’s Priority
Biotechnology Programme and others point the way. With the
realization that overnight success is impossible and that per-
severance is critical, these and other efforts have great
chances to emulate their US counterparts in the near future
and this will be good for all.

Aris Persidis

The race is on to expedite drug discovery into the 215t century. As we rapidly approach this new era, revolutionary
new strategies are continually being developed for the identification of novel drug candidates. High-throughput
screening (HTS) is now fundamental to the process of lead identification and the increasing use of such technol-
ogy is being energized by a plethora of other recent advances in combinatorial chemistry, genomics and bioinfor-
matics. Now, assay miniaturization and ultra-HTS, which enables a throughput of up to 100,000 assays per day, have
propelled discovery achievements to new heights. The August and September issues of Drug Discovery Today will
focus on the latest developments in the HTS world and will be essential reading for those wanting to gain a valu-
able insight into how several leading companies are pursuing the fast track into the new era...

In the August issue of

Drug Discovery Today ...

Update — latest news and views

Homogenous fluorescence readouts for miniaturized
high-throughput screening: theory and practice
Andrew J. Pope and Keith J. Moore

Visual exploration of HTS databases: bridging the gap
between chemistry and biology
Christopher Ahlberg

The development of UHTS systems in drug discovery
Lora Mere

Convergent automated parallel synthesis
David G. Powers and David L. Coffen

Monitor — new bioactive molecules, combinatorial chemistry, invited profile
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