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The Accelerating Medicines Partnership (AMP) 
launched last February is a bold initiative 
that partners the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH), ten biopharma companies and several 
nonprofit organizations with the overall aim of 
speeding up drug development in areas deemed 
too challenging for individual drugmakers. The 
rationale behind this initiative, according to 
Francis Collins, director of the NIH, is to select 
better drug candidates, and improve the chances 
that they will prove clinically effective. AMP will 
plow $230 million—half from private sources—
starting with pilot projects, into the following 
disease areas: Alzheimer’s disease, type 2 
diabetes, and autoimmune disorders lupus and 

rheumatoid arthritis. The project will take patient 
samples, and undertake a molecular analyses 
integrating the data using computational tools. 
If successful, these first projects, aimed at 
selecting disease biomarkers and identifying 
targets, could set the stage for broadening AMP 
to other diseases. Companies participating in 
the first round of AMP include AbbVie, Biogen 
Idec, Bristol-Myers Squibb, GlaxoSmithKline, 
Johnson & Johnson, Lilly, Merck, Pfizer, Sanofi 
and Takeda. Industry players agree that data and 
analyses generated from their pooled funds will 
be made freely available to the broad biomedical 
community. “This type of novel collaboration will 
leverage the strengths of both industry and NIH 

to ensure we expedite translation of scientific 
knowledge into next-generation therapies,” says 
Mikael Dolsten, president of Worldwide R&D at 
Pfizer of New York. “Through this partnership, 
we expect to identify new strategies for attacking 
some of the most challenging and costly diseases 
facing society, such as Alzheimer’s disease,” adds 
Douglas E. Williams, Biogen Idec’s executive vice 
president of research R&D, based in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. “It’s an exciting opportunity for 
us to collaborate across government, patient 
advocacy and industry to better understand the 
biology of disease and more effectively test our 
treatment hypotheses, helping us to get better 
medicines to patients faster.” Jeffrey L Fox

Ten large companies join NIH to speed up drug discovery

Around the world in a month

SINGAPORE
AbbVie starts building a $320-million biologics 
manufacturing facility, the company’s first in 

Asia. Scheduled to come online in 2019, the plant will house 
AbbVie’s antibody–drug conjugate platform technologies. 
Singapore is currently home to nine biologics plants, 
including investments by Amgen and Novartis.

SOUTH AFRICA
The government launches a new bio-economy strategy 
aimed at improving food security and healthcare, and 

increasing jobs and environmental protection. The new policy will 
promote multisector partnerships and increased public awareness 
of the benefits of biotech, including the use of GM crops.

IRELAND
Ireland will spend €40 ($54.4) million 
to create a database of genomic 

information on dairy cows. Around 70,000 
farmers will receive €40 ($54) per animal to 
genotype about 550,000 calves, data which 
will be used for genomic selection to improve 
breeding practices.

SWEDEN
Thirty-two European universities and 
companies led by GlaxoSmithKline and 

Uppsala University partner to develop new antibiotics 
against Gram-negative bacteria. The 6-year,  
€85 ($118) million ENABLE (European Gram-Negative 
Antibacterial Engine) program is funded by the 
Innovative Medicines Initiative. Also the Illumina 
Genome Network chooses Sweden’s SciLifeLab as 
its first partner in Europe to undertake a national, 
large-scale, population sequencing program to identify 
genetic causes of human diseases. 

PHILIPPINES
The International 
Service for 

the Acquisition of Agri-
biotech Application asks 
the Philippine Supreme 
Court to overturn its ban on 
Bt eggplant propagation, 
based on the retraction of a 
2012 research article, which 
showed that rats fed with 
GM Roundup Ready corn 
developed cancer after two 
years of study. The study 
was retracted in November 
2013 by the journal Food 
and Chemical Toxicology. 

UNITED 
KINGDOM
Three new synthetic 

biology research centers will be 
established through a  
£40 ($65.8)-million investment 
from the UK Biotechnology and 
Biological Sciences Research 
Council and the Engineering 
and Physical Sciences Research 
Council. One center in Bristol 
aims to make biologically based 
products, another in Nottingham 
will explore sustainable routes 
to important chemicals, and the 
third is a Cambridge-Norwich 
partnership to develop plant 
synthetic biology.
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