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AN OPEN MARKET IN DMLOPING COUNTRIES 
BANGKOK, Thailand-Because 
large corporations in industrialized 
countries have dominated biotechnol
ogy research efforts, products have 
largely been geared to Western mar
kets. But the message coming out of a 
recent conference in Bangkok is that 
many developing countries, blessed 
with an abundance of natural biologi
cal resources, also can benefit greatly 
from these advances. 

Several common threads emerged 
from among the 200 participants at 
September's International Sympo
sium on Application of Biotechnolo
gy for Small Industries Development 
in Developing Countries. First, that 
small industries in developing coun
tries form the strongest foundation of 
biotech development-they are eco
nomically and socially best suited to 
provide the greatest benefits to the 
most people. Also, keep it simple: 
Industries should emphasize market
driven, not technology-driven, prod
uct development. And improve con
nections between the business and 
scientific communities. 

Several speakers discussed applica
tions suited to small industry areas in 

Southeast Asia and elsewhere that 
already show potential. These in
clude fermented products such as soy 
sauce and beer-which can be gener
ated from the 1.5 billion tons of agri
cultural residues produced in devel
oping countries each year-and tradi
tional starch products, which can be 
upgraded using fungi to boost their 
protein content. 

Biotechnology can also provide 
livestock industries with improved 
feeds, vaccines, therapeutic agents, 
diagnostic aids, and growth hor
mones. Demand for animal protein 
products is increasing throughout the 
developing world and producers 
must develop local sources for indus
try inputs, many of which are cur
rently imported. 

Finally, tissue culture was cited by 
many participants as a technology 
well-suited to many developing coun
tries. Already widely used in South
east Asia in the orchid industry, rapid 
advances are being made with other 
horticultural crops. Steps are even 
being taken to develop tissue culture 
kits that can be used by farmers in 
propagating potatoes and other crops. 
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Selecting an appropriate technolo
gy demands knowledge of existing 
technology. Speaker after speaker 
stressed the need for linkages be
tween entrepreneurs and scientists
and lamented that these linkages cur
rently are weak. To encourage scien
tific entrepreneurship, Bhichit Ratta
kul, a microbiologist and a Bangkok 
Member of Parliament, has urged his 
government to set up a "biotechnolo
gy valley," modelled on Silicon Val
ley. 

Burke Zimmerman, director of bio
technology at VTT Technology OY, 
Inc. (Itaetuulentie, Finland), agreed 
that the public and private sector 
must be involved jointly. He cau
tioned that setting up a national re
search center-the course taken by 
many developing countries-is not 
sufficient. 

Zimmerman also stressed that com
panies in developing countries don't 
have access to the same enormous 
capital market as Western and J apa
nese biotechnology companies, and 
should operate on as international a 
footing as possible. Both Thai and 
foreign venture capital firms were 
represented at the symposium. Wil
liam Klausmeier (International Bio
technology Group, Washington, DC) 
was using the conference to network: 
"You have to make new ventures hap
pen; they don't happen on their own. 
You need to have an organization 
that has a mutuality of interest with 
the scientist in developing an inven
tion into a commercial enterprise." 

He lamented that the paucity of 
such linkages in developing countries 
means there are few opportunities 
for processes and products developed 
in local laboratories to reach the mar
ket. "There is a complete absence of 
mechanisms for 'concept stage' fi
nancing," necessary to adapt research 
and development innovations for the 
marketplace. 

"The kind of transferable technolo
gy that might be further developed in 
joint ventures with companies in de
veloped countries doesn't stand a 
chance unless they set some sense into 
their patent law," VTT's Zimmerman 
said. "There's very little structure to 
allow institutions to set patent protec
tion on inventions." 

He noted that developing countries 
themselves have a stake in improving 
international patent protection. "Es
pecially for the small companies in 
developing countries, it's going to 
make life a lot easier-both in terms 
of attracting technologies and pro
tecting their own." -Mark Timm 


	AN OPEN MARKET IN DMLOPING COUNTRIES

