
Hope for life science in 2012?
By Chris Tachibana

Medicon Valley represents the things 
that have worked well in Europe, says 
G. Steven Burrill, CEO of Burrill & 
Company

Yes, 2011 was a hard year. From the Wall Street 
Journal to the International Monetary Fund, 
experts are comparing the economy to the 
Great Depression of the 1930s. In the medtech 
field, US healthcare reform is creating wide-
spread uncertainty. A 2011 survey of internatio-
nal healthcare executives by shipping and 
logistics giant UPS found that the number one 
business concern was the impact of US 
healthcare changes. Still, the life sciences 
industry, particularly in Medicon Valley, might 
be poised to lead us out of the slump. 
G. Steven Burrill is CEO of the life sciences 
finance and media firm Burrill & Company, 
based in San Francisco. From his office 
overlooking the Bay Bridge wreathed in a bit 
of the region’s famous fog, he says that the 
Nordic region is in a relatively good position, 
with entrepreneurs and an entrepreneurial 
spirit, good tech transfer, and public equity 
markets that have historically fostered 
investment. However, applying these 
advantages is a challenge, given the absence 
of investment capital—a problem that is not 
unique to Scandinavia. However, if a company 
or two could show what success looks like, it 
might provide a vision of how to get invest-
ment funding moving again, says Burrill.
- The secret is the power of the role model. If 
Medicon Valley or Europe had some succes-
sful companies where value has been built, 
investors will notice and have increased 
confidence. 
Right now, says Burrill, confidence is low 
because investment risk and variability seem 
high. This particularly affects the life sciences 
industry, where rewards come slowly because 
basic biology ideas take a lot of time and 
capital to develop into marketable products. 
But Burrill says if we could just show venture 
capitalists some model companies and give 
them a good exit strategy such as an 
attractive public equity market, they will be 
less skeptical.

Looking to Europe for new opportunities
It sounds like a chicken-and-egg problem. 
Doesn’t creating a successful role model 
company usually begin with investor funding? 
But circumstances in the US might favor 
hatching eggs in Medicon Valley. A 2011 
survey of 156 companies by the National 
Venture Capital Association’s Medical 
Innovation & Competitiveness Coalition found 
that US venture capitalists are looking to 
invest in Asia and Europe. Overly strict 
regulation by the US Food and Drug Admini-

stration was described as a factor in the shift 
in investment focus.
Although the survey found that 39 percent of 
the surveyed companies reported a decrease 
in life science investments over the last three 
years, and a further decline is expected in the 
next three years, some areas are growing. 
Health care shows promise, with 42 percent 
of companies expecting to increase invest-
ment in health care services, and 54 percent 
increasing investment in health care informa-
tion technology. This includes systems for 
electronic management and analysis of 
patient information and records—a strength 
of Scandinavian countries, where universal 
health care management drives health care IT 
development. A 2008 European Union report 
ranked Denmark first out of 29 countries in 
availability and use of health care IT.

Thinking of recycling as the new model
For Medicon Valley to make use of its 
advantages, Burrill says we must rethink what 
a successful, role-model business looks like.
- The elephant in the room for the biotech 
industry is the question of whether capital 
that has historically been available for early 
stage companies will be there in the future. 
The answer is no. The model has changed. 
The model of an academic/venture capital/
small company partnership growing into a big 
company worked for a while, but is more chal-
lenging today. What you have in Medicon 
Valley today is a lot of companies getting 
started with some capital, then selling and 
starting other things—a recycling of small 
companies. This means Medicon Valley is still 
a success but in a different way.
Now is the time for both investors and 
entrepreneurs to get on this model and ride 
it, say industry experts. Dario Kriz is CEO of 

the European Institute of Science, a publicly 
traded company that promotes the life 
sciences. The two main EIS activities are 
company development from incubator stage 
to independent business, and youth educa-
tion in life sciences. Like Burrill, Kriz says the 
flow of capital is the major challenge for 2012, 
and like Burrill, he sees a silver lining: 
- A crisis like this one is when an exciting 
spirit is born in many entrepreneurs. It 
triggers a survival instinct. To some extent, 
we need these turbulent times.
In the near future, Kriz believes the economy 
will push companies with products in the 
later phases of development to move quickly 
to market, to start generating money. 
Companies should use this cash wisely, he 
says, because it might be hard to raise more. 
Focus on core ideas, he advises, and think 
about how to reorganize and improve.
For venture capitalists, Kriz says now might 
be the time for bargain-hunting.
- For investors, these might be interesting 
times. There’s been an initial shock, but there 
may be opportunities for them, and they 
might even have a hard time choosing 
between them. They might find projects in 
later phases that are safer investments, but 
are also less expensive.
Both Kriz and Burrill see opportunities in 
these hard times. Both industry analysts 
provide us with a little perspective, since 
Burrill & Company was founded in 1994, and 
EIS in 1990. From this vantage point, Burrill 
says that the life science industry is still a 
good investment and he personally believes in 
it—it’s his passion, 24/7. Says Kriz,
- We have seen downturns and negative 
scenarios before. A crisis doesn’t always mean 
something negative, it can also mean a 
turning point.

Resource websites: www.burrillandco.com / www.euris.org
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