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IN BRIEF

Bioprospecting deal OK

On April 17, Judge Royce Lamberth for
the US District Court for the District of
Columbia ruled that a bioprospecting
agreement between Diversa (San Diego,
CA) and Yellowstone National Park was
“proper” and “does not conflict with the
conservation mandate [of the park].” He
dismissed the legal challenge brought by
several public interest groups, which
claimed that the agreement violated the
Federal Technology Transfer Act and the
intent of the National Park Service (NPS)
Organic Act for Technology Assessment
(Nat. Biotechnol. 17, 411). According to
John Varley, director of Yellowstone’s
Center for Resources, the deal with
Diversa is the first of its kind in the US in
that the park will be able to share in the
benefits of the research. Under the agree-
ment, Diversa would study the enzymes
from microorganisms that live in the
extreme environments of Yellowstone’s
hot springs in return for paying the park

an annual fee, supplying expertise in areas
such as gene sequencing, and sharing profits
from resulting products. The project cannot
resume, however, until the NPS completes an
environmental impact assessment study,
which Varley estimates will take up to a year
and a half to complete. JG

Brownback (R-KS) both urged that non-
embryonic stem cells, available from
sources such as umbilical cords, be studied
instead of embryonic stem cells. JF

Research Collaborations

Company 1 Company 2 $ (Million) Details

Vertex Pharmaceuticals Novartis Pharma 800 An alliance to discover, develop, and commercialize small-molecule drugs directed
(Cambridge, MA) (Basel, Switzerland) at targets in the kinase protein family. Subject to milestones and other conditions, 

Vertex could receive up to $800 million, based on successful discovery and devel-
opment of eight compounds.

Myriad Genetics Hitachi 26 A three-year strategic alliance whereby Hitachi, which established a lifescience
(Salt Lake City, UT) (Tokyo, Japan) group last year, will use Myriad’s high-throughput proteomic screening technology 

to discover novel protein-protein interactions. Myriad will receive an upfront pay-
ment of $15 million and an additional $11 million in research funding.

Genentech Magainin 5.5 An agreement to codevelop an antibody to interleukin-9, a growth factor that has 
(S. San Francisco, CA) Pharmaceuticals been found to aggravate asthma attacks. Magainin could receive $60 million in 

(Plymouth Meeting, PA) milestone payments, in addition to upfront payments of $5.5 million.

British Biotech ImmunoGen 1.5 A collaborative agreement to develop and commercialize ImmunoGen’s huN901-
(BB; Oxford, UK) (Norwood, MA) DM1, a humanized monoclonal antibody to treat small-cell lung cancer. 

ImmunoGen will receive $1.5 million in return for commercial rights to the 
compound in the EU and Japan.

Molecular Dynamics Zoological Society * A joint project to sequence the mitochondrial DNA of endangered species, largely 
(Sunnyvale, CA) of San Diego from San Diego’s “frozen zoo” collection. Researchers hope to use the information 

(San Diego, CA) to build a library to assist in understanding the genetic basis of behavior, biology, and 
evolution.

*Financial details not disclosed.

US House biotech report

The chair of the US House of Representatives
Science Committee’s Subcommittee on Basic
Research released in April yet another in a recent
series of reports on regulating agricultural
biotechnology. The report, “Seeds of
Opportunity,” which is based on several hear-
ings held throughout 1999, calls the promise of
agbiotech “immense,” and urges the Clinton
Administration to “ensure that markets for
products of agricultural biotechnology are not
restricted by scientifically unsound measures.”
Moreover, it sharply criticizes regulatory
schemes at both the US Department of
Agriculture (Washington, DC) and the
Environmental Protection Agency (Washing-
ton, DC), saying those agencies do not focus on
the characteristics of the plant but instead on
the process used to develop those plants. It also
says that the administration, industry, and sci-
entific community share a responsibility to
“educate the public on the long record of safe
use” of agbiotech products and research. The
report effectively rejects a number of recom-
mendations outlined in the report released by
the National Research Council (Washington,
DC) (Nat. Biotechnol. 18, 486, 2000). JF

Stem cell hearing

US Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA), who
chairs the Senate Appropriations
Committee’s Labor, Health and Human
Services, and Education Subcommittee,
convened on April 26 the fifth in a series of
hearings on the use of federal funds for
research of pluripotent human embryonic
stem cells. Directors from two of the
National Institutes of Health (NIH;
Bethesda, MD) were joined by actor
Christopher Reeve, who heads the
Christopher Reeve Paralysis Foundation
(Springfield, NJ), in arguing in favor of fed-
eral funding for such research. “Why has
the use of discarded embryos for research
suddenly become such an issue?” Reeve
asked. “While we prolong the stem cell
debate, millions continue to suffer.” On the
other side, Mary Jane Owen, executive
director of the National Catholic Office for
Persons with Disabilities (Washington,
DC), argued against using such embryos for
research. Owen and Senator Sam
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