
nature biotechnology   volume 31   number 6   June 2013 477

Pangalos is keen to emphasize the in-house 
synergies generated by being on a single site, 
but also points out that Cambridge will be 
the access point to “tap into the best science 
across the UK and across the world.” This 
was echoed by Pascal Soriot, AstraZeneca’s 
recently installed CEO, who said becoming 
an integral part of the Cambridge ecosystem 
offers “compelling advantages” for the com-
pany. It will provide “easier access to leading- 
edge academic and industry networks, scien-
tific talent and valuable partnering opportu-
nities,” Soriot said.

Although Pangalos believes the investment 
in Cambridge is a “huge vote of confidence 
in UK science,” there was a more nuanced 
response from those in the academic sci-
ence base. Mark Downs, chief executive of 
the Society of Biology—which represents 65 
learned bodies—is very concerned about a 
net loss of skills, although he notes, “it’s not 
all negative.” Coming on top of the closure of 
Pfizer’s laboratory in Sandwich, Kent, where 
2,400 scientists were employed, restructuring 
at Merck’s UK operations and the earlier clo-
sure of AstraZeneca’s facility in Charnwood, 
pharmaceutical drug discovery overall has 

taken several hits in recent months. “A lot of 
drug discovery expertise lies in the indus-
trial sector—it’s not taught [in universities],” 
Downs notes. “If things start to pick up and 
we want the UK to be the destination for new 
investment, we need to have the skills.” 

A task force to plan for the future of Alderley 
Park held its first meeting on April 29.  
Then on May 7, RedX Pharma, a company 
founded around technology originally devel-
oped by AstraZeneca, which makes it pos-
sible to generate patentable analogues of 
existing drugs, announced it was to set up an 
anti-infectives division at Alderley Park. Two 
other small biotechs, Blueberry Therapeutics 
and Imagen Biotech, also announced plans 
to move to the site, beginning to fill the large 
crater AstraZeneca is about to generate. 

The plan to build an integrated R&D cen-
ter in Cambridge was the centerpiece of a 
much larger reshaping of AstraZeneca’s 
global R&D activities that will see 1,600 jobs 
cut and 2,500 roles relocated, as research is 
concentrated in Cambridge; Gaithersburg, 
Maryland; and Mölndal, near Gothenburg, 
in Sweden. Accompanying this $1.4-billion 
reorganization, AstraZeneca has put in place 

Box 1  AstraZeneca punts on Moderna

The deal with Moderna Therapeutics, of Cambridge, Massachusetts, to access its early-
stage synthetic mRNA therapeutics platform may look like a complete gamble to some, 
but it is indicative of the type of deals AstraZeneca will be doing in future, according to 
Shaun Grady. “Moderna has potentially really disruptive game-changing [technology],” 
Grady said. “We were pleased to get in at an early stage and in particular to get exclusive 
access in oncology and cardiometabolic [diseases].”

For a technology that is still preclinical, AstraZeneca is paying a whopping 
$240-million upfront licensing fee. Moderna’s platform relies on an RNA chemistry 
comprising 3ʹ-O-Me-m7G(5ʹ)ppp(5ʹ)G ARCA cap analog (New England Biolabs, Ipswich, 
Massachusetts), adenosine triphosphate and guanosine triphosphate (USB, Cleveland), 
5-methylcytidine triphosphate and pseudouridine triphosphate (TriLink Biotechnologies, 
San Diego) first described by Moderna scientific advisor and Harvard Stem Cell Institute/
Children’s Hospital Boston investigator Derrick Rossi (Cell Stem Cell 7, 618–630, 2010). 
Cells transformed with synthetic mRNAs with these modifications not only are stable 
enough to express a pulse of the desired therapeutic protein but also avoid activating 
innate antiviral responses typically triggered by single-stranded RNA. This form of 
gene therapy ‘lite’ offers the prospect of drugging targets that cannot be addressed 
with current methods. Tackling this novel construct will see AstraZeneca “pushing the 
boundaries of science,” says CEO Pascal Soriot.

AstraZeneca has rights to take up to 40 mRNA products into clinical development, 
and will pay Moderna a further $180 million if three—unspecified—technical milestones 
are met. “We see it as an advantage being the first pharma to engage with the Moderna 
team,” Grady adds. 

Although the Moderna technology promises to reduce the time and expense currently 
associated with developing and manufacturing recombinant protein therapeutics, mRNA 
constructs will not be arriving on the market in time to save AstraZeneca from recent 
and upcoming patent expiries on existing products. Even so, this deal, more than any 
other, highlights the risks the company is prepared to make to revitalize its scientific 
foundations and build for the future. Malik says engaging with earlier stage research 
makes sense in terms of building infrastructure for the future. However, he is concerned 
that AstraZeneca may be casting its net too widely. NM

DuPont pays $1.75B for 
Monsanto next-gen traits
Plant genetics firm DuPont Pioneer of 
Johnston, Iowa, and agbiotech company 
Monsanto of St. Louis, have agreed to 
a series of licensing deals that will see 
DuPont pay over $1.75 billion for rights to 
Monsanto’s soybean technologies in the US 
and Canada. Under the ten-year agreement, 
DuPont gains access to Monsanto’s next-
generation Genuity Roundup Ready 2 Yield 
(glyphosate tolerant) and Roundup Ready 
2 Xtend (glyphosate and dicamba tolerant) 
soybeans. The deal gives DuPont greater 
flexibility to develop new products by 
combining or stacking Monsanto’s genetics 
and traits with its own. It also ends a drawn-
out litigation over Roundup Ready soybean 
seed patent rights. Monsanto has agreed to 
drop a $1-billion damages payment DuPont 
was ordered to pay last August. Although 
nearly doubling DuPont’s outlay, the new deal 
makes commercial sense. “DuPont is both 
settling the dispute and thereby getting to 
use the technology as it had wanted [and] is 
also getting other innovative technology that 
Monsanto has developed,” says Greg Graff, 
associate professor in the department of 
agricultural & resource economics at Colorado 
State University, Fort Collins. Starting in 
2014, DuPont will make four annual fixed 
royalty payments totaling $802 million, 
and will pay Monsanto at least a further 
$950 million in royalties between 2018 and 
2023. Monsanto will also receive access to 
certain DuPont disease resistance and corn 
defoliation patents. “The fact that DuPont 
must still lean on Monsanto for product 
innovation despite its accelerated R&D efforts 
highlights Monsanto’s first-mover advantage 
and supremacy in the industry,” says Jeffrey 
Stafford, equity analyst at Morningstar, in 
Chicago. Emma Dorey

Corrected after print 6 December 2013.

in brief

in their words
“Crowds can do 
amazing things, but 
crowdfunding biotech 
business or academic 
research might be a 
step too far.” David 
Grainger of Index 
Ventures comments 
on some of the 
drawbacks of trend of 
crowdfunding (Drug 

Baron blog, 8 April, 2013).

“A couple of years ago the big story was that 
immunotherapy can work [referring to Yervoy, 
the anti-CTLA-4 monoclonal antibody developed 
by Bristol-Myers Squibb]. now immunotherapy 
has entered the mainstream.” Jedd Wolchok, 
director of immunotherapy at the Ludwig Center 
at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in 
New York. (Bloomberg, 13 May 2013)
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ERRATA

Erratum: DuPont pays $1.75 for Monsanto next-gen traits
Emma Dorey
Nat. Biotechnol. 31, 477 (2013); published online 10 June 2013; corrected after print 6 December 2013

In the version of this article initially published, the amount of money in the title was given as “$1.75” instead of “$1.75B.” The error has been  
corrected in the HTML and PDF versions of the article.
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