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Around the world in a month

AUSTRALIA
Queensland University of Technology 
researchers have developed biotech 

bananas with increased levels of beta-carotene to 
combat vitamin A deficiency, a leading cause of 
blindness and death among children in underdeveloped 
countries. The bananas are undergoing human trials at 
Iowa State University in the United States. 

 SOUTH AFRICA 
Pfizer and Potchefstroom–
based North-West University 

announce a preclinical R&D partnership. 
The collaborators will use Pfizer’s genetically 
modified animal models to evaluate the 
safety and efficacy of therapeutic molecules 
in oncology, inflammation, immunology, 
central nervous system and cardiovascular 
system disorders. 

SOUTH KOREA
The government announces a strategy to nourish 50 innovative companies 
to become a global power in biotech by 2020, according to a briefing by the 

Ministry of Science, Information Communication Technology and Future Planning and the 
Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy. The aim is to boost Korea’s standing in the global 
market, achieve per capita income of $40,000 and make progress towards a ‘welfare’ 
society that can cope with an aging population and high medical costs.

INDIA
The Indian government plans 
to expand biotech clusters in 

Faridabad and Bengaluru. This is part of the 
2014–2015 budget, which includes a Rs100 
($1.7)-billion fund to provide equity, loans and 
risk capital to startups. The focus will be on 
global partnerships to study model organisms 
for disease, stem cell biology and high-end 
electron microscopy.

MALAYSIA
Investment 
in the local 

biotech industry tops 
RM12 ($3.7) billion since 
2011, surpassing the 
government’s five-year 
target under the National 
Biotechnology Policy. 
Currently in its second 
phase, the policy originally 
aimed for RM9 ($2.8) billion 
in investments by the end 
of 2015. The first five-year 
phase attracted RM5.4 
($1.7) billion.

Roche snaps up Genia 
Roche plans to incubate another novel DNA 
sequencing system. In June, the Swiss giant paid 
$125 million upfront and as much as $225 million 
in milestone fees to acquire Genia’s semiconductor-
based, single-molecule, nanopore technology. Genia 
will become part of Roche’s sequencing division. 
This acquisition comes two years after Roche’s 
failed attempt to buy sequencing powerhouse 
Illumina for $6.7 billion.

Once-yearly diabetes drug 
Boston–based Intarcia Therapeutics’ released 
positive early phase 3 results for ITCA 650, a 
once-a-year glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) 
treatment for diabetes type 2. Patients testing 
the GLP-1 receptor agonist exenatide under-the-
skin minipump averaged a 2.5% drop in blood 
glucose after 13 weeks. This is a substantial 
reduction as the patients who enrolled in the trial 
had average A1C levels of 10–12% at the outset. 
Although the GLP-1 space is quite crowded, the 
convenience of Intarcia’s once-a-year solution 
could give it an edge over its competitors.  
Sanofi and Medtronic formed an alliance to 
come up with type 2 diabetes therapies that 
improve patient adherence and simplify insulin 
treatment. The two giants will pool their human 

and financial resources in what they call 
an open-innovation model, uniting Sanofi’s 
experience in diabetes drug development with 
Medtronic’s heft in insulin-delivery devices and 
continuous glucose monitors.

Cystic fibrosis combo treatment 
meets phase 3 endpoints
Vertex Pharmaceuticals’ Kalydeco plus lumacaftor 
combination treatment for cystic fibrosis (CF) met 
its endpoint in two phase 3 trials. Although the 
gains were modest, lung function improved 2–4% 
over patients taking placebo, experts agree that 
they are important. The combination treatment 
addresses people with the most common form of 
CF, those with a homozygous mutation in delta 
F508 CF transmembrane conductance regulator 
(CFTR). The approved Kalydeco (ivacaftor) alone 
targets the G511D mutation, affecting only 
1,200 patients in the US, but when given with 
lumacaftor (VX-809), could reach over  
22,000 patients in North America, Europe 
and Australia. Vertex plans to submit a new 
drug application to the US Food and Drug 
Administration and a marketing authorization 
application to the European Medicines Agency  
by the end of the year. 

Biosimilar substitution in 
Massachusetts
Biosimilars may now be substituted for brand-
name biologics in Massachusetts as long as the 
pharmacist informs both the prescribing physician 
and consumer of the change. The Biotechnology 
Industry Organization, which has been promoting 
such legislation, said in a statement, that the 
law, passed in June, “maintains incentives for 
innovation and promotes a competitive market for 
biologic therapies.” The first such bill was signed 
into law in February of last year in Virginia.

Plant biomass enzymes open 
access
Researchers at the Joint BioEnergy Institute in 
Berkeley, California, are making available a clone 
collection of glycosyltransferase enzymes that turn 
plant biomass into usable sugars. Funded by the 
US Department of Energy, the work is expected to 
be particularly useful in discovering which enzymes 
are most useful in controlling cell wall synthesis to 
increase biomass for use in transportation fuels. 
The collection consists of 403 Arabidopsis and 96 
rice glycosyltransferases. The team also unveiled 
a set of particle bombardment plasmids that are 
useful for pinpointing the location of specific 
proteins in plant cells.
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