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MICHIGAN SPRUCES UP FOREST BIOTECH 
EAST LANSING, MI-With its per
manent director now in place, the 
three-year-old Michigan Biotechnolo
gy Institute (MBI) is gearing up for 
activity. MBI, which has $6 million 
assured in state support and hopes to 
garner additional private and institu
tional funding, will study the ways 
biotechnology can help exploit the 
state's vast woodland resources, the 
fifth-greatest forest acreage in the 
country. The state hopes MBI will 
stimulate basic and applied research, 
encourage entrepreneurship, creatP. 
jobs, and attract and keep top-notch 
research talent. 

Joseph G. Zeikus, a scientist special
izing in chemical- and fuel-producing 
fermentations, has left the bacteriolo
gy department of the University of 
Wisconsin (Madison) to direct MBI, 
located on the East Lansing campus 
of Michigan State University. He will 
also be a professor of biochemistry at 
Michigan State. 

According to Zeikus, MBI will 
stress three lines of research: making 
chemicals and materials from renew
able resources like wood and starch; 
plant genetic engineering and tissue 
culture; and bioprocess engineering, 
including improving existing fermen
tation technology and , developing 
new biosensors. In addition to carry
ing out its own research, MBI intends 
to fund work at Michigan State, the 
University of Michigan (Ann Arbor), 
and Michigan Technological Univer
sity (Houghton). 

"I believe that our focus-which 
will emphasize forest biotechnology
is unique," says Patrick Oriel, who 
had been acting director of MBI and 
remains an MBI scientist. The insti
tute co-sponsored an international 
symposium on the subject in June. 

On the business side, MBI will seek 
joint venture and limited partnership 
arrangements with both large compa
nies and small start-up operations. 
Likely Michigan-based collaborators 
include Upjohn (Kalamazoo), Kel
logg (Battle Creek), and Dow Chemi
cal (Midland). ''I'm sure there will be 
times when we will try to counsel 
businesses," Oriel adds. 

Formed in 1981 by Michigan's 
High Technology Task Force as a 
non-profit company, MBI is part of 
the state's campaign to diversify its 
industrial base-which traditionally 
has centered on automobile manufac
ture. MBI plans to coordinate its ef
forts with the state's Commerce De
partment programs designed to stim
ulate businesses. "The Institute will 

be a focal point for development of 
new bio-industries," says Zeikus. 

"Dedicated to new jobs through 
biotechnology," reads an MBI slogan, 
referring to another of the project's 
major goals. While biotech is not gen
erally a labor-intensive industry, 
MBI's chairman, John W. Weil, ex
plains that one of the Institute's in
tentions is to revitalize the state's lag
ging forestry industry. "Nobody has 
c1ny illusions about creating large 
numbers of jobs in the first year," he 
maintains. But, he adds, "The only 
thing that slows you down is that trees 
don't grow very fast." 

Weil himself is getting into the bus
iness of biotechnology scale-up. He is 
founding a new biotech supply com
pany called Modular Biosystems. The 
firm expects to manufacture equip
ment used in process development, 
pilot plants, and production. 

One advantage Michigan may have 
in stimulating new industries is its 
$400 million venture capital fund . 
The state Treasury Depanment's Mi
chael Finn, director of Michigan Ven-

tute Capital Investments, reports that 
the fund has already invested in one 
biotech company, Neogen (East Lan
sing). The fund is new and has no 
specific forecasts of how much it will 
invest where, but Finn says "a 15 
percent figure for biotechnology 
might be a good target number." He 
expects MBI to generate biotech ven
tures worthy of investment. 

Oriel says MB I's 1985 budget of $2 
million will be about double the fund
ing for 1984. He adds that he believes 
groups like the Kellogg and Mott 
Foundations u uld eventually con
tribute up to $30 million more, but no 
agreements have yet been set. He 
projects, however, that within ten 
years MBI's annual budget will grow 
to $IO million. 

At maturity, Oriel says, the Insti
tute will have some 100-200 employ
ees, including about 20 senior scien
tists. MBI is constructing an 80,000 
square foot building-to be complet
ed by the end of next year-on land 
given to it by Michigan State. 

-Arthur Klausner 
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