
C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

To the editor:
The editorial “Boldness, but with realism” in
the August issue (Nat. Biotechnol. 22, 927,
2004) commended new startup
organization BIO Ventures for Global
Health (BVGH) for “daring to conceive that
biotech and the developing world can be
allies against the scourge of disease” and for
developing a specific mechanism to serve as
a starting point for committed companies.
Your praise was tempered, however, with a
heavy dose of reality; for projects to succeed,
you wrote, “one needs at the very least to
consider not only the market, but the means
of reaching the market.” My colleagues and I
at BVGH couldn’t agree more, and that is
why we have made overcoming distribution
barriers a key part of our agenda.

Biotech offers powerful new tools in the
fight against the world’s toughest neglected
diseases. Not only can it improve upon
conventional approaches, but it can also
provide new technologies to help overcome
public health infrastructure constraints in
resource-poor settings:
• Recombinant vaccines can be safer, more

effective and cheaper;
• New vaccine delivery approaches offer

alternatives to injections that can reduce
the need for trained personnel, needles
and refrigeration;

• Biotech-based diagnostics can be cheaper,
faster and more accurate, allowing easier
interpretation of results and improved
health care delivery;

• And new drug delivery mechanisms (e.g.,
combination or controlled-release
formulations) can improve drug
compliance.
Available products are already reaching

patients in the developing world and the
potential for new innovation is truly
enormous. Even so, the challenges cannot be
underestimated.

Companies face a complex web of market,
funding and information barriers that has
impeded scientific progress and precluded
industry involvement. BVGH, which was
recently spun out of the Biotechnology
Industry Organization (BIO; Washington,

DC, USA) with initial support from the Bill
& Melinda Gates (Seattle, WA, USA) and
Rockefeller Foundations (New York, NY,
USA), has been formed to
break through these barriers.
Our approach is market-
based and premised on the
belief that economic
mechanisms are a critical
driver for broad industry
involvement.

We recognize that for
companies to engage in this
area, the financial incentives
must be strong enough to
compete with other product
opportunities. And
companies must see a clear pathway to get
products for the developing world tested,
licensed and distributed to patients who
need them. Unfortunately, most biotech
companies lack information on markets in

the developing world. The prevailing
assumption is that markets in the
developing world are not viable. Yes, the
limited public health infrastructure does
hinder distribution. Perhaps as importantly,
the lack of understanding of available
distribution mechanisms and successful
models also hinders distribution. Put
simply, the business case has not been
made—and companies currently have little
incentive to expend any effort to make it.

Our goal is to change that. With better
market information, new models for
tapping into emerging markets, and more
credible and predictable developing world
markets, BVGH can improve the value

proposition for companies to pursue
products for the developing world. For
example, through the development of a

series of product-specific
business cases, BVGH will
identify viable market
opportunities and map out
clinical, regulatory and
distribution strategies to get
successful products to those
who need them most. Armed
with this information,
biotech companies can then
use these tools to develop
business cases around their
own technologies.

The value of these business
cases, however, extends beyond individual
companies. The business cases will help
BVGH identify areas where alternative
mechanisms are needed to improve (or even
create) the market opportunity for specific
products and ‘pull’ greater industry
involvement. Donor-sponsored advanced
purchase contracts is a promising new
approach and a key area where BVGH will
focus its attention.

But BVGH and the biotech industry can’t
do any of this alone. Partners across the
public and private sectors must join
together to tackle these problems. The need
for successful products, credible buyers and
viable distribution channels are all
interdependent and require progress in each
of these areas concurrently if we ever hope
to bring the enormous potential of this
industry to patients in the developing world.

BVGH’s role is to use a market-based
approach to enlist the creativity, energy and
skills of the biotech industry in the fight
against neglected diseases. Whether you call
this a bold new experiment or simply the
strategic application of tried-and-true
industry practices, we have no doubt that it
must be done.

Wendy Taylor

BIO Ventures for Global Health, 1225 Eye Street,
NW, Suite 400, Washington, DC 20005, USA.
e-mail: wtaylor@bvgh.org
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Put simply, the business case
has not been made—and
companies currently have little
incentive to expend any effort 
to make it.
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