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Tokyo and consults for other health-related 
companies as well. He “is entangled in an 
unprecedented web of big Pharma ties,” Public 
Citizen said in a statement calling for the US 
Senate to reject his nomination. 

Other finalists for the FDA appoint-
ment included former Goldman Sachs Asset 
Management chairman Jim O’Neill and Balaji 
Srinivasan, CEO of bitcoin startup 21 Inc. in 
San Francisco and co-founder of DNA screen-
ing startup Counsyl 
in S. San Francisco, 
California. Both are 
close with Silicon 
Valley billionaire and 
Trump adviser Peter 
Thiel, and share his 
views about wanting 
to see a more radical 
remake of FDA than does Gottlieb, especially 
by emphasizing safety and minimizing the 
need to show efficacy in new drug applications.

The new commissioner will take office just as 
hearings on reauthorization of the Prescription 
Drug User Fee Act, which supplements FDA’s 
resources for drug reviews, are winding down. 
On March 16, the administration released its 
2018 budget proposal, calling for a doubling 

of user fees and “a package of administra-
tive actions designed to achieve regulatory 
efficiency”—a shorthand for budget cuts. “In 
a constrained budget environment, industries 
that benefit from FDA’s approval can and 
should pay their fair share,” it said. 

Critically, the proposed budget also slashes 
the NIH budget by $5.8 billion, to $25.9 bil-
lion, drawing sharp criticism from several 
quarters, including scientific academies, and 

patient and science 
advocacy organiza-
tions. In a tersely 
worded statement, 
American Society of 
Clinical Oncology 
president Daniel 
Hayes said the move 
would “devastate our 

nation’s already fragile federal research infra-
structure.” BIO issued only a tepid response. 
While referencing “initial concerns” over the 
cuts, the trade group said in a release that it 
was “encouraged by other language in the 
budget blueprint” that seek to speed innova-
tion. PhRMA did not comment at all on the 
news.

Mark Ratner Boca Raton, Florida

‘Tinder’ for startups
This August a project will launch for 
matchmaking undiscovered intellectual property 
(IP) in oncology with talented management 
teams. The Center for Advancing Innovation 
(CAI) will start accepting applications for the 
initiative, known as the ‘Freedom from Cancer 
Startup Challenge’ (FCSC), designed to spur 
biotech startup creation around commercially 
viable cancer-related IP. To finance the effort, 
CAI has obtained $1.2 million from the 
Washington, DC–based Laura and John Arnold 
Foundation (LJAF), together with additional 
funds from London-based MedImmune/
AstraZeneca.

CAI will first source inventions and IP from 
participating universities, research institutes 
and federal laboratories, including the US 
National Institutes of Health. These inventions 
will be shortlisted by CAI’s team, with a final 
review conducted by MedImmune and other 
industry experts. Approximately 50–150 total 
technologies will be offered for the challenge. 
Management teams will then be invited to 
compete for one of the selected FCSC inventions. 
CAI intends to do this by crowdsourcing 
entrepreneurial talent from universities and 
industry, inviting teams to apply via its website 
(http://www.freedomfromcancerchallenge.
org/). Writing to Nature Biotechnology, a CAI 
spokesperson claims that enough teams will 
apply that up to 10–15 teams will compete 
per invention to win the right to form a startup 
around the IP. 

With ~175,000 patents granted in the field 
of cancer since 2005, and >$75 billion in US 
public and private funding each year, CAI argues 
that too few inventions are being commercialized 
owing to discoverability issues and a lack of 
due diligence and competent operating teams. 
According to institute, The overall goal is to 
“create a sustainable engine to establish 100 
startups for developing treatments in the field of 
cancer.” Mike Stebbins, LJAF’s vice president 
of science and technology, adds, “by making the 
intellectual property [IP] available along with 
the licensing agreements, we believe there is a 
hungry community of private investors ready to 
capitalize on the opportunity.” The question is 
whether private funding will be found to seed 
and sustain 100 companies. In its Breast Cancer 
Startup Challenge, the CAI successfully seeded 
nine companies. The start date for FCSC is 
“tentatively set” for August 1 and will conclude 
by August 31, 2018. Andrew Marshall 

“When I talk to CEOs, they’re not 
telling me that they’re finding the 
FDA particularly difficult. Rather, they 

want the FDA to be fully staffed to have the 
resources to do the job they’re required to 
do. That’s their biggest concern.” Geoffrey 
Porges, a biotech analyst with Leerink 
Partners, responds to the administration’s 
claim that FDA is taking too long to 
approve drugs. (STAT News, 1 March 
2017) 

R
EU

TE
R

S 
/ A

la
m

y 
St

oc
k 

P
ho

to
“The move [to cut the NIH 
budget] would “devastate 
our nation’s already 
fragile federal research 
infrastructure.” 

US Food and Drug Administration headquarters in Maryland.
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