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Ten Years On-The European 
Perspective 
Biotech company founders talk about what made their companies tick 
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Compared to the U.S., Eu
rope has spawned relatively few 
independent biotechnology 
firms, although their relative 
success rate is high. Some of the 
European successes of the 1980s 
and early 1990s have been Eu
ropean affiliates ofbiotech firms 
of U.S. origin. EuroCetus 

(Amsterdam) and Amgen (Cambridge, U.K., and 
Lucerne) are examples of European organizations 
founded in the 1980s, both of which have grown to 
provide an integrated pan-European approach to clini
cal development, regulatory affairs, licensing, and 
sales/marketing functions. 

In contrast to the trend in the U.S., it seems that 
European firms have a high degree of management 
continuity. In most cases in Europe, the founder still 
runs the company, having seen the organization through 
several phases of development. Of the dozen or so 
biotech company founders contacted for this article, 
only one was no longer with the original company. 

Europe is well-known for its scientific credentials, 
less so for its ability to commercialize. The European 
biotech business successes of the 1980s appear to be 
those companies that have harnessed science and 
commerce in a highly focused way. 

Harnessing science and commerce 
One example is Xenova (Slough, U.K.), founded 

by Louis Nisbet in 1986, with a strong venture capital 
backing that has supported the company through four 
financing rounds in five years. Would he have done 
anything differently? In Nisbet's words, "In setting 
up Xenova in 1986 there were three major questions: 
Was there an active venture capital market that would 
support such a company? Would skilled biologists, 
chemists, and commercial executives be prepared to 
leave secure jobs to join an entrepreneurial start-up? 
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Would the chemical creativity and diversity of mi
crobes provide sufficient lead compounds to generate 
novel therapeutics?" 

The answers have clearly been "yes." In six years 
Xenova has raised £35.9 million, its employees num
ber 107, and it has identified 15 lead compounds. 

In questioning the founders of some of the major 
European biotech firms founded in the early to mid-
1980s, we found a consistency of response concern
ing the best way to get a biotech startup off the ground: 
First, ensure that you have a marketable product; 
second, hire the best talent and recruit from the top 
down; and finally, ensure that you have strong, well
spread funding. Below are a few examples of these 
ideas at work. 

Diverse business strategies 
The year 1987 saw the establishment of EuroCetus, 

the fully integrated European operation of the then
Cetus Corporation (now Chiron) headed by Filippo 
LaMonica,headquarterednear Amsterdam. Six years 
later, the company employs 175 people, with market
ing and sales subsidiaries in the major European 
countries, several marketed products, and state-of
the-art technology development and manufacturing 
facilities . 

Looking back, La Monica explained, "It is obvi
ous that for a project like EuroCetus, one needs 
adequate funding. But I believe it is the people who 
really create the competitive edge. In creating an 
entirely new organization, we have the unique oppor
tunity to recruit very selectively, and staff from the 
management to the operational level." Thus far this 
strategy has paid off, with EuroCetus being held up in 
Europe as a role model for successful, stable organi
zational development. 

Many diverse business strategies have been used 
in Europe. One well-recognized route has been to 
introduce a measure of self-finance by initiating 
projects in both diagnostics and therapeutic fields, 
with the sale of either diagnostics or research products 
generating early positive cash flow. Both British 
Biotechnology (Oxford, U.K.) andlnnogenetics (Gent, 
Belgium) have used this approach. 

Innogenetics' founder and CEO Hugo Van 
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world-leading 
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the innovative 

skills and 
entrepreneurial 

spirit to seed 
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• Heuverswijn illustrates the point. "Taking into ac-
count the financial limitations, Innogenetics was cre
ated (in 1988) as a research-based, business-driven 
company." Success appears to have come from hav
ing close links with one of Europe's major centers of 
molecular biology and from having a strategy that 
called for creating a broad portfolio of projects for 
licensing to larger pharmaceutical companies. Van 
Heuversijn believes that he would change very little 
ifhe were attempting to start the company over again, 
except perhaps for tapping more heavily into U.S. 
capital. 

Funding, f'unding, and more 
f'unding 

Funding issues were a source of hindsight for some 
European founders. Celltech (Slough, U .K.), certainly 
one of Europe's earliest biotechnology ventures, has 
evolved through several stages of development to its 
current structure. Celltech's found and former CEO, 
Gerard Fairtlough, comments, "What did my col
leagues and I do right when we founded Celltech in 
1980? We created a research-based business, closely 
linked to academic science, at a time when this was not 
a fashionable idea. The example of Celltech stimu
lated a Jot of entrepreneurial biotechnology in Europe. 
What could we have done better? We could have 
attracted a leading investor who did not go into receiv
ership!" (One of Celltech's founding investors, Brit
ish and Commonwealth, did just that-Ed.) 

PROVIDED BY THE 

This theme is taken up by the founder of Agricul
tural Genetics Company (AGC, Cambridge, U.K.), 
Roger Gilmore. "AGC had its main fund-raising in 
1984 with a mission to transfer promising plant 
biotechnology research programs into products. Now, 
with plants and microbial products in the marketplace 
and profits in sight, what would we do differently? 
We would probably approach our fund-raising re
quirements differently to obtain a wider spread of 
shareholders and to allow shareholder changes with 
time." 

The people factor 
As international headhunters specializing in the 

biotechnology field, we strongly believe that human 
resource considerations in building up a fledgling 
biotechnology concern are of paramount import
ance--simply put, biotechnology needs good people, 
and, as the majority of European biotechnology en
terprises do succeed, biotechnology will continue to 
need more of them as we move toward the millenium. 

In the words of Xenova's Louis Nisbet, "It is a 
great privilege to be part of the biotechnology indus
try. In Europe, we have world-leading science and 
scientists with the innovative skills and entrepreneur
ial spirit to seed tens if not hundreds of companies. 
We have managers able to steer and develop young 
companies towards maturity, and we have sources of 
capital that could fuel this premier industry into the 
21st century." 
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COMPLEX RESEARCH 
CENTER The Complex Carbohydrate Re

search Center(CCRC)ofthe Uni-
versity of Georgia has been designated a Resource Center for Biomedi
cal Complex Carbohydrate Science by the National Institutes of 
Health and a Plant and Microbial Carbohydrate Center by the Depart
ment of Energy. Analytical assistance is provided for scientists in 
university, industrial, and government laboratories conducting re
search on complex carbohydrates derived from animal , plant and 
microbial sources. The following services are offered: 

HPLC? 
Ill> Technical advice 

Ill> Glycosyl composition analysis 

Ill> Glycosyl linkage analysis 

Ill> Molecular -weight determinations 

Techniques used for analyses include gas-liquid chromatography, as 
liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry, fast atom bombardment

mass spectrometry, and 250-and 500MHz 'HMR and 13C-NMR 
spectroscopy. 

Please do not submit samples without prior agreement. For 
information regarding the criteria for sample preparation and costs 

of sample analysis or for methodological advice regarding 
carbohydrate samples, address inquiries to either Dr. Roberta K. 
Merkle, Technical Director for Biomedical Carbohydrates, or Dr. 

Russell Carlson, Technical Director for Plant and Microbial 
Carbohydrates, Complex Carbohydrate Research Center, 

220 Riverbend Road. 
The University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia 30602-4712. 

Facsimile: 706-542-4412. Phone: 706-542-4402. 

Write in No. 433 on Reader Service Card 
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