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india’s onslaught on drug patents continues

Table 1  Revoked biopharma patents so far
Drug Company (location) indication Date revoked Grounds for patent refusal

Nexavar (sorafenib) Bayer (Leverkusen, 
Germany)

Hepatocellular  
carcinoma

March 2012 Compulsory license issued, citing high cost

Sutent (sunitinib) Pfizer (New York) Cancer June 2012 Obviousness

Pegasys (peginterferon alfa-2a) Roche (Basel) Hepatitis C November 2012 Obviousness and high cost

Iressa (gefitinib) AstraZeneca 
(Cambridge, UK)

Breast cancer, Non-
small cell lung cancer

November 2012 Obviousness

Dulera (formoterol and mometasone 
suspension)

Merck (Whitehouse 
Station, New Jersey)

Asthma December 2012 Lack of invention

Gleevec (imatinib mesylate) Novartis Leukemia April 2013 Patent extensions based on minor changes. No increase 
in therapeutic efficacy 

Tykerb (lapatinib) GlaxoSmithKline 
(London)

Breast cancer July 2013 Lack of innovation, use of evergreening

Ganfort (fixed dose combination of  
bimatoprost and timolol)
Combigan (fixed dose combination  
of brimonidine and timolol)

Allergan (Irvine, 
California)

Glaucoma August 2013 Patents challenged by domestic drugmaker Ajanta 
Pharma

Herceptin (trastuzumab) Roche Breast cancer August 2013 New form of known substance. Roche  
relinquished patent rights

UK
The government unveils its agricultural 
technologies strategy, slated to 

“transform the UK into an agbiotech leader.” 
Plans include a £60 ($96)-million investment in a 
new Agri-Tech Catalyst designed to de-risk the 
translation of early-stage technology into 
near-market innovations. In addition, the UK will 
spend £90 ($143) million to establish Centres for 
Agricultural Innovation to support sustainable 
intensification of farmland production. 

FRANCE
France’s highest court approves a new 
law easing the rules for embryonic stem 

cell research. Now, research with embryos and 
embryonic stem cells, when performed for medical 
purposes, will not need to be approved beforehand 
by the national Biomedicine Agency.

TAIWAN
Taiwan starts to use biotech 
solutions to protect endangered 

whales and dolphins against poachers. A 
newly developed government-financed 
litmus test activated by the unique structure 
of a protein in whales and dolphins will show 
within minutes whether meat samples seized 
from poachers are from these protected 
species. Previous DNA tests took five days 
to verify samples.

INDIA
Thousands of farmers from across India gather in 
New Delhi to demand that the latest technology 

be used to boost agricultural productivity. The rally 
organizers, the Consortium of Indian Farmers Association, 
said they believe that the five members of the government’s 
Technical Expert Committee who recently advised the Indian 
Supreme Court to ban trials of GM crops indefinitely failed to 
recognize the significant contribution of these crops to 
Indian agriculture and the economy. 
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ISRAEL
OrbiMed Advisors, Johnson & 
Johnson and Takeda Pharmaceutical 

Co. launch a new life sciences incubator as part 
of the Office of the Chief Scientist’s program. 
The consortium, known as BioBoost, receives 
NIS 6.9 ($2) million in financing over three years 
from the Chief Scientist on top of NIS 100 
($28) million raised by the companies.  

Around the world in a month

The Obama administration recently placed 
India on a ‘watch list’ over its lack of intellec-
tual property protection for innovator com-
panies. Undaunted by US concerns, India 

continues to pursue its own public health 
interests, adopting policies that support the 
generics industry. Thus far, most of the com-
panies affected have been big pharma rather 

than biotech, although Indian authorities 
have revoked patents on blockbuster biolo-
gics Pegasys and Herceptin (Table 1).

Lisa Melton London 
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