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mentary budget, should help improve the 
efficiency of drug discovery. But he says 
Japanese science has become too focused, 
with clear “winner and loser” groups evi-
dent over the past 25 years. “We’ve lost 
our diversity,” he says. He is especially 
concerned how policies, like the Y120 
($1.25)-billion technology transfer initia-
tive, have supported major universities at 
the expense of local ones. “It’s sad what has 
become of the local universities,” he says. 
“Technology seeds from major universi-
ties have been exhausted. We can’t hope to 
see many seeds for the next generation,” he 
says. These government policies are “the 
beginning of the end for Japanese science 
and technology.”

Yamanaka says he’s “thrilled” about the 
support and is more positive. “To take full 
advantage of this investment, we will [col-
laborate] closely with researchers in Japan 
and abroad to give [stem cell therapies] a 
vigorous push” into the clinic.

David Cyranoski Tokyo

biotech ventures,” says Kagimoto. He adds 
that the ministries lack staff versed in the 
application of science, so “they’ll just end up 
doing research for research’s sake.”

Masafumi Matsuo, of Kobe Gakuin 
University, whose Duchenne muscular dys-
trophy treatment is being commercialized 
by the Orphan Disease Treatment Institute, 
worries that the budget will fund just a nar-
row slice of the biotech pie occupied by big 
projects run by an “insider’s circle.” Matsuo 
is concerned that “they don’t understand 
the need for small-scale research, and that 
hasn’t changed with this budget,” adding 
“instead of giving five billion yen to one 
project, they should give a hundred million 
yen to 50.”

Akifumi Matsuyama, director of the 
department of somatic stem cell ther-
apy and health policy at the Institute of 
Biomedical Research and Innovation in 
Kobe, is more circumspect. Matsuyama 
says that improvements to the supercom-
puter K and Spring 8, part of the supple-

“It’s a revolution for Japanese science,” 
says Shosaku Murayama, CEO of Kyoto-
based iPS Academia Japan, a company 
tasked with commercializing Yamanaka’s 
iPS cell technology. “The supplementary 
budget items will be short term, but from 
the perspective of industrialization, the 
effect will be huge,” he adds.

Others, even those within the regen-
erative medicine camp, are less sure. The 
University of Tokyo’s Hiromitsu Nakauchi 
says he will be happy to see more money in 
the underfunded Japanese venture capital 
market, but the focus on iPS “is not healthy 
for Japan.” He says it has become a political 
talking point but that the focus is diverting 
funds that could support “the hunt for the 
next big thing.”

Hardy Kagimoto, CEO of the Retina 
Institute Japan, a RIKEN venture com-
pany aiming to put iPS cell–derived retinal 
sheets into patients in clinical trials, says 
the investment is “a big gamble.” “Japan 
lacks the managers needed to develop these 

JAMAICA 
The Senate approves legislation to 

protect Jamaica’s plant genetic resources.  The 
bill, drafted to ensure food security and protect 
biodiversity, brings Jamaica into compliance with 
the International Treaty on Plant Genetic 
Resources, or the ‘Seed Treaty’, passed by the 
United Nations, to which Jamaica became a 
signatory in 2006.

MEXICO  
A new $25-million 

bioscience facility aimed at 
speeding the development of 
improved varieties of wheat and 
maize opens in El Batan, as part 
of the nonprofit research and 
training institution CIMMYT. The 
new center is supported by the 
Mexican government, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, and 
Carlos Slim, among others. 
Programs will focus on genetic 
traits, such as drought tolerance, 
to enable crops to withstand 
environmental constraints.

MMEXICO

PARAGUAY
A judge ruling favors Monsanto in a 

royalties dispute with soy farmers. The growers 
wanted Monsanto to stop charging royalties on 
Roundup Ready on the grounds that the seeds’ 
patent had expired. Paraguay is the world’s 
fourth-largest soybean exporter.

PAR

SWITZERLAND
The government inaugurates a protected 

field site dedicated to GM crop studies. The new 
site, complete with perimeter fencing, round-the-
clock guarding and surveillance, and alarm system 
will allow researchers to pursue crop biotech 
studies without fear of vandalism.

IRELAND
The government launches seven new research 

centers with $387 million to pursue a wide range of research 
projects, including the human gut microbiome, new screening 
and diagnostic methods for perinatal and neonatal conditions, 
big data research, bioengineering and synthetic drug 
development. The new effort includes $258 million from the 
Irish exchequer and $129 million from 156 industry partners.

CHILE and NORWAY
A genomics project to explore 

why some Atlantic salmon and trout are resistant 
to the caligus parasite and rickettsial syndrome 
receives $17 million from the Blue Genomics 
Consortium Chile. The new project will be carried 
out by AquaGen (Norway, Chile) BioBank and 
Vaxxinova.Genetic 
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