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Russian fund steps up investments in 
innovative biotechs
An agreement struck between a Russian 
fund and two US-based biotech startups is 
the latest example of Russia’s desire to court 
Western biotech innovators. On October 27, 
the Moscow-based Russian Corporation of 
Nanotechnologies (Rusnano) fund invested 
$25 million each in BIND Biosciences, of 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Selecta 
Biosciences of Watertown, Massachusetts. 
As part of the deal, the two US nanobiotech 
firms will invest $22.25 million from new 
and current investors, and establish sub-
sidiary facilities in Russia. The agreements 
enable BIND and Selecta to conduct drug 
development in Russia as well as gain a foot-
hold in the Russian market. “I completely 
saw the double opportunity,” says Selecta 
CEO Werner Cautreels. Lack of experience 
in taking products to market and bureau-
cratic holdups have kept foreign firms from 
engaging with Russia. But some organiza-
tional reforms geared towards helping the 
sector prosper are starting to build confi-
dence, at a time when access to the Russian 
clinic trial network is proving attractive to 
both Western biotechs and big pharma.

Companies producing innovative products 
are practically nonexistent in today’s Russia. 
Almost 80% of its medicines are imported, 
and most domestic producers are large, 
state-owned conglomerates manufacturing 
generics. The Russian Federation, however, 
is prepared to reach deep into its pockets to 

turn those statistics around. Last year, the 
government committed ~$3.9 billion—with 
another $2 billion slated from ‘extra-bud-
getary’ sources—over the next decade to the 
Pharma-2020 plan. The plan aims to boost 
the amount of drugs produced domestically 
from 20% to 50%, with half of those being 
novel medicines. It also calls for training a 
skilled biotech workforce of 5,000 specialists 
and creating 10,000 jobs in the industry—
all by 2020. Biosimilars are also on Russia’s 
radar. In August, Moscow-based SynBio 
launched with a public-private partnership 
investment of RUB 3.2 billion ($104.2 mil-
lion) to produce biosimilars and biobetters.

Although the Pharma-2020 funds will 
largely go toward supporting mid- to late-
stage preclinical programs and clinical 
development and manufacturing, Rusnano 
and a handful of other projects are geared 
towards seed-stage startups. Rusnano is a 
state-backed $9 billion fund set up in 2007 
but reorganized in March 2011 as a joint-
stock company headquartered in Moscow. 
It has a mandate to build up the nanotech 
industry in Russia by investing in companies 
developing and commercializing nanotech-
based products across sectors. For nanobio-
tech companies, such as BIND and Selecta, 
funding from Rusnano offers the opportu-
nity of “tapping into not only the Rusnano 
investment option, but also having access to 
the science and technology and clinical trials 

Russia’s President Medvedev visits an exhibition of Skolkovo Centre projects. 

Obama urges translation 
speed
Late last October, President Barack Obama 
directed all federal R&D agencies and 
departments to expedite and streamline their 
technology transfer efforts, urging them to 
form public-private research partnerships, 
issue small business R&D grants, and establish 
collaborations with university startups. The 
directive also gives agencies more flexibility to 
partner with industry and directs them to develop 
a five-year strategic plan to include the tracking 
of patents generated in federal laboratories. As 
part of this effort, the administration will soon 
expand an electronic portal called BusinessUSA 
(http://business.usa.gov/) to furnish information 
on pertinent federal services along with guidance 
for companies contemplating exporting goods 
and services. Although federal agencies such as 
the US National Institutes of Health (NIH) are 
pretty adept at managing technology transfer 
programs, others could make improvements 
that, in turn, could benefit biotech companies, 
particularly smaller ones, says Lila Feisee, vice 
president for global intellectual property policy 
at the Biotechnology Industry Organization (BIO) 
in Washington, DC. For example, tech transfer 
policies under the auspices of the National 
Laboratories, which are dispersed at several 
sites around the country, are not very uniform, 
sometimes complicating efforts for companies 
seeking to forge alliances, she says. This new 
effort towards uniformity is “not a bad thing” 
says Feisee. “How they go about streamlining is 
something we will have to watch.” In a related 
development, the NIH issued an electronic 
catalog of research materials available for 
companies to license. Jeffrey L Fox
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“This work should 
never have been 
done.” Richard 
Ebright, biosecurity 
specialist at 
Rutgers University 
in Piscataway, New 
Jersey, commenting 
on controversial 
studies on the 
transmissibility of the 

H5N1 avian flu virus. Research by two groups 
on the virus has instigated debate on dual-use 
research, which could provide both potential 
health benefits, but also an opportunity for 
creating mayhem. (ScienceInsider,  
23 November 2011)

“They dressed up actors in cow suits to pretend 
like we were going to clone cow people.” Sean 
Morrison, University of Texas Southwestern 
Medical Center, describing the tactics used 
by the Michigan Catholic Conference to try to 
persuade voters in that state to halt embryonic 
stem cell research. The Vatican is investing 
$1 million in the adult stem cell company 
NeoStem. (National Public Radio, 1 November 
2011)

in their words
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