
Lessons learned from the year in life sciences

From opposite sides of the world, two 
biotech experts come to common 
conclusions about the industry in 2011

From her offices at the edge of San Francisco 
Bay on a cool autumn day, Gail Maderis 
considers the year in the life sciences industry. 
As president and CEO of BayBio, Northern 
California’s life sciences industry organization, 
Maderis knows investor moods and she’s 
watched initial public offerings slow to a trickle 
in 2011. (By one count, only ten true life 
sciences companies in the US held IPOs as of 
November 2011). Still, she grins and says,
- I’m an optimist. Technology has never held 
more promise. The best is yet to come from the 
human genome, and progress in digital health 
could change health care around the globe. We 
have challenges in the short-to-mid-term, but 
long-term, I’m optimistic.
One challenge is funding, of course. Capital 
markets are tight everywhere, says Maderis, 
even though large companies are sitting on 
trillions of dollars in off-shore profits. It’s not 
surprising that 2011 growth was slow. Lori 
Lindburg, director of the BayBio Institute adds,
- Investors are uncertain and not taking risks. 
Start-up companies are surviving on grants 
and credit cards for longer periods. 
In the US, uncertainty in drug and device 
approval by the US Food and Drug Admini-
stration is hampering research and develop-
ment and driving away investment, she says. 
Maderis notes that the FDA has become so 
risk-averse, it would not approve aspirin 
today because it causes 600 deaths a year 
from bleeding. However, the FDA has not 
always been this way: 20 years ago, the 
agency was quick to approve AIDS drugs, a 
move that clearly saved lives. US biotech and 
pharma are lobbying for policy changes, but 
in the meantime, Maderis points out that the 
barrier of US FDA restrictions is a benefit for 
Europe, as companies turn to the EU and 
Asia for clinical trials and first approval for 
drugs and especially medical devices.

The view from the other side of the pond
Around the world in Medicon Valley, though, 
European biotech and pharma might not look 
quite so rosy. In 2011, established Danish life 
sciences companies like Neurosearch and 
Lundbeck and others laid off hundreds of 
employees. Still, Martin Bonde, board 
member of Dansk Biotek, the BayBio 
equivalent in Denmark, sounds as optimistic 
as BayBio’s Maderis.
- We started out very well in Denmark in 
2011. In all of 2010, we only had 10 million 
euros of venture investment from private 
companies, which was very disappointing. But 
in early 2011, the antibody therapeutics 
company Symphogen raised 100 million 

euros—a record amount for a private 
European biotechnology firm. In the summer, 
Zealand Pharma and Boehringer Ingelheim 
struck a rich licensing deal for their type 2 
diabetes drug, developed with partner Sanofi.
Bonde notes that Orphazyme (where he is 
board chair), raised 3 million euro in January, 
then 14 million euro in September to develop 
drugs for rare genetic diseases. Other 
promising notes are Denmark’s consistent 
Ernst and Young rating as one of the 
countries with the highest number of 
compounds in clinical trials. In addition, says 
Bonde, export from pharma and biotech was 
52 million Danish kroner (about $10 million) 
and will increase to 60 million Danish kroner 
next year. According to 
the National Statistical Bureau of Denmark, in 
terms of exports, pharmaceuticals rival wind 
turbines and pork.

Lessons learned for the future of the life 
sciences industry
Both Maderis and Bonde view what feels like 
instability in the life science business as the 
new normal. Rather than the old model of 
starting small and growing, companies now 
tend to build, sell and start over. Says Bonde,
- It’s the nature of the industry. You don’t 
know when you start out if a technology will 
work, but you find out in a few years and 
then you might sell, or if the technology 
can’t do what you expected, you close and 
start again with something else. Why sell? 
The pharma pipeline is drying up, patents 
are running out, so pharma wants to buy an 
asset and investors want to sell the asset.
The model of start-sell/close-start again, 
creates turnover, or “churn”, in the job 
market says Maderis. As disquieting as this 
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can be for workers, at least a biotech hub 
such as Medicon Valley offers the benefit of 
new opportunities when the “start over” 
phase arrives. Maderis also notices a trend 
toward more virtual business, not necessa-
rily CEOs running their company from a 
laptop at home, but using global connectivity 
to outsource tasks. She notes,
- With funding still a challenge, there’s been 
a lot of virtual growth, with experienced 
management outsourcing work to contract 
research organizations in India or China.
Bonde agrees. Especially in Denmark and 
other places in Europe, high-level jobs are 
being outsourced because expected salaries 
are high compared to other countries. The 
drug discovery company Epitherapeutics, 
where he is CEO, outsources its medicinal 
chemistry work to Canada. Bonde says that 
yes, outsourcing and rapid cycles of job 
creation and loss are disruptive, and do not 
foster development of truly innovative 
technology that might take longer to 
develop. However, he says,
- We all need to be comfortable with this flux, 
and urge investment in education as the fuel 
for new biotech. In the Western world, we 
need to add high value to justify our high 
salaries, and be better at taking research and 
innovation and commercializing it in 
companies.
Remember that biotech is a relatively new 
industry, says Bonde, and be assured that 
new companies starting today will have 
management and venture capitalists with 
experience in this new style. Although the 
two industry leaders have a long-term 
optimism about bioscience, though, Bonde 
says the motto for 2012 is:
- More challenges ahead.

Gail Maderis, BayBio Martin Bonde, Dansk Biotek

Resource websites: www.baybio.org / www.danskbiotek.dk
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