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ANALYSIS • 
Merger leaves biotechnology partners anxious 

Biotechnology companies are still waiting to 
determine the effects of the May 1997 merger 
between Hoffmann-La Roche (Basel, 
Switzerland) and Boehringer Mannheim 
(Mannheim, Germany) on their corporate 
alliances with the companies. The Swiss phar
maceutical company initiated an $11 billion 
takeover of Co range, Boehringer Mannheim's 
parent company, in May 1997. 

Some relationships seem untouched by 
the merger. Sequana Therapeutics (La Jolla, 
CA) and Boehringer Mannheim initiated a 
$21 million collaboration in May 1995 to 
identify genes involved in the progression 
and staging of osteoporosis and other bone 
diseases. "Based on our discussions with both 
parties, the merger will not effect our agree
ment at all:' says Steve Sugino, vice president 
of business development at Sequana (now 
itself merger with Arris Pharmaceutical 
[South San Francisco, CA]). "The general 
theme is that we are looking at this [merger] 
as an opportunity to work more closely with 
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Roche in osteoporosis and other target areas." 
However, for other companies the merger 

implications are unclear. CollaGenex 
Pharmaceuticals, a Newtown, Pennsylvania
based biotechnology company has a research 
collaboration with Boehringer Mannheim to 
test novel matrix metalloproteinase inhibitors 
in a variety of animal models for cancer. The 
agreement includes an option for renewal 
after initial evaluation of the compounds. 
According to Brian Gallagher, president and 
CEO of CollaGenex, conversations with 
Boehringer Mannheim indicate that "no gen
eral decisions have been made in regard to the 
research programs." "Having been through 
the Bristol-Myers Squibb merger, I realize that 
it takes several months to evaluate all the pro
grams and their merits;' explains Gallagher. 

The gene therapy specialist, 
GeneMedicine (The Woodlands, TX), has a 
more pressing deadline, however. As part of a 
collaboration with Boehringer Mannheim 
that started in July 1995, GeneMedicine 
began a phase I trial in August 1997 of a plas
mid-borne interleukin-2 gene in a cationic 
gene-delivery system for the treatment of 
head and neck cancer. Boehringer Mannheim 

has an option, due on February 1, 1998, to 
extend this collaboration to other forms of 
cancer. By the beginning of December, how
ever, the opaqueness of decision-making 
within the merged pharmaceutical giant 
meant that GeneMedicine was still uncertain 
whether Boehringer Mannheim would take 
up the option or whether a new partner 
would be needed. 

There are some indications that already 
existing Roche agreements, too, may also be 
affected by the Roche-Corange merger. In 
early December 1997, Agouron Pharma
ceuticals (La Jolla, CA) announced the termi
nation of its broad based cancer-drug devel
opment partnership with Roche. According 
to an Agouron spokesperson, "Roche made 
the decision to stop the cancer program prior 
to seeing the results of Thymitaq, a cancer 
therapeutic targeted at liver, head, and neck 
cancer." The decision, and disappointing per
formance of Thymitaq in phase II/III clinical 
trials, has forced Agouron to abandon the 
drug. But Agouron president and CEO Peter 
Johnson is baffled by Roche's decision to 
"pull the plug" on the entire cancer program. 
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