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TAKING A HARD LOOK AT COLLABORATIVE R&D 
WASHINGTON, D.C.-The bloom 
is off the rose for collaborative re­
search in biotechnology. If a recent 
Otlice of Technology Assessment 
(OT A) workshop on this topic is any 
indication, global concerns have been 
replaced by a new sense of nuts-and­
bolts pragmatism. The potential ad­
vantages of industry-university and 
interdisciplinary cooperation have 
been obvious from the start, but the 
practical difficulties in achieving valu­
able research and technology transfer 
have now become apparent as well. 

One of the better-known such bio­
tech collaborations, the five-year, $8-
million W.R. Grace-MIT agreement, 
expired at the end of April and is not 
being renewed. Kenneth Smith, asso­
ciate provost and vice president for 
research at MIT (Cambridge, MA), 
reports that this decision caine from 
the Fortune 50 chemical concern: "As 
Grace has evolved, their interest in 
biotechnology runs a lot less deep 
than they thought it did," he says, 
adding that Grace now maintains a 
great deal of contact with the field 
through its Agracetus (Middleton, 
WI) joint venture with Cetus Corp. 
(Emeryville, CA). According to Vin­
cent Simmon, vice president for bio­
technology at W.R. Grace (Columbia, 
MD), a number of key Grace employ­
ees left during the term of the pact, 
and the company is no longer as 
interested in amino acids. In addi­
tion, he says, Grace had been paying a 
premium of about 20 percent for the 
umbrella agreement over what spon­
soring individual research would nor­
mally cost. "That premium ultimately 
wasn't warranted," he says, so Grace 
is now sponsoring some specific bio­
technology research projects at MIT. 

At the OT A workshop, Martin Var­
mush of MIT's department of chemi­
cal engineering emphasized the need 
for stability in funding: "You can't 
put money in too fast, nor can you 
take it away too fast. But industry, by 
nature, is not stable." He also noted 
that with some 12 state biotechnology 
centers scattered across the U.S. , 
there is intense competition for a lim­
ited amount of industry funding. 

"A number of states have devel­
oped biotechnology centers but are 
funding them at too low a level and 
are not prepared to make the invest­
ment for the long term because they 
expect a payoff in three to five years," 
criticized Martin Kenney from the 
department of agricultural economics 
and rural sociology at Ohio State Uni­
versity (Columbus, OH). While stress­
ing that some centers are prepared for 
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the long haul, Kenney pointed to the 
inherent four-year governmental 
turnover. "I don't think the commit­
ment of most of these states is going 
to last longer than four to five years," 
he said. "And if it is only that long, 
many of the centers are going to go 
under." 

And there are additional faults 
with biotechnology centers from the 
corporate viewpoint---especially the 
lack of exclusivity. "A company isn't 
going to sink a lot of money into 
something that its competitors are 
going to get too," said Sarah Friel, 
director of corporate technology ad­
ministration at Centocor (Malvern, 
PA). "If you want to keep these cen­
ters in operation, making them de­
pendent on industry support is not a 
good strategy." 

OT A sponsored the workshop as 
part of its "New Developments in 
Biotechnology" program. Specifical­
ly, the discussion will be used as back­
ground for a report, U.S. I nvestment in 
Biotechnology, due to be published in 
the fall of 1987. Kathi Hanna, OT A 
analyst and study director for the 

report, noted that. observers previ­
ously feared that industry-sponsored 
research might grossly pervert the 
academic environment, strangle the 
publishing of scientific results, and 
obliterate basic research . Although 
these concerns still deserve to be 
monitored, she said, they have not 
materialized. 

But how can collaborative research 
be made to work better? Friel stresses 
that Centocor prefers funding specif­
ic projects rather than general pro­
grams. "If you're going to get indus­
trial sponsorship, you have to be will­
ing to give something in return," she 
said. 

MIT's Smith emphasizes that the 
interaction of people-rather than 
the development. of tangible prod­
ucts-should be viewed as the major 
goal of such joint research. 

And Kenney suggests that a biotech 
center pick out a unique niche and 
fund basic research for a decade or 
so--at the end of such a period the 
venture might well end up with some­
thing that has commercial poten­
tial. -Arthur Klausner 
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