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Ending years of controversy, the Netherlands
has handed over its last research chimpanzees
to a private animal-rights foundation. The
move followed the approval by the Dutch
House of Representatives of a ban on bio-
medical ape research, effectively closing the
door to new chimpanzee experiments in
Europe.

In June, the Dutch government and the
‘Stichting AAP’ agreed on the transfer of 63
chimpanzees currently located at the
Biomedical Primate Research Center in
Rijswijk. The privately funded foundation
will build new facilities where the retiring
chimpanzees can spend their senior days,
their level of care and confinement dictated
by the Dutch government’s standards. In
return, the government will for the next 25
years contribute €24,000 per animal.

The actual transfer of the animals will begin
late next year. Twenty-nine chimpanzees
infected with HIV or the hepatitis C virus will
move to secured buildings at the existing AAP
facilities in Almere, northeast of Amsterdam.
Thirty-four animals that don’t pose any risk to
humans will enjoy nicer weather at a new 200-
acre AAP location near Alicante, in southern
Spain. The remaining 40 will be transferred to
European zoos.

The end of European ape research, long
sought by animal rights activists, was acceler-
ated by a report published in 2001 by the Royal
Netherlands Academy of Sciences. The report
concluded that high costs and decreasing scien-
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Six new drugs for the rare neurodegenerative
disease amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) are
poised to enter clinical trials this fall. Of those,
two—ritonavir and hydroxyurea—are prod-
ucts of a tiny, young nonprofit biotechnology
company.

The ALS Hope Drug Discovery Center (ALS-
HDDC), which developed the two drugs, first
surfaced two years ago. Since then, a handful of
other nonprofit biotech companies have
emerged from universities, the US government
and various patient groups. Rather than raise
money for academic or pharmaceutical
research, this new breed of nonprofit organiza-
tions is taking preliminary drug discovery into
its own hands—and finding surprising success.
For instance, the ALS-HDDC has published 90
studies in two years, more than double the
number of ALS papers from the rest of the
world.

Nonprofit biotechs focus on accelerating
drug discovery for rare or poorly understood
diseases, traditionally deemed financially unat-
tractive by large pharmaceutical companies.
The idea is that once the nonprofits make head-
way with certain targets, for-profit companies
will develop those candidates further.

The best way to attract industry’s interest is
to complete the basic drug discovery ground-
work, says James Heywood, who founded the
ALS Therapy Development Foundation (of
which the ALS-HDDC is a wing) when his
brother Stephen was diagnosed with ALS in
1998. “A pharmaceutical or biotech company
would have to invest millions to learn whether a
drug is even worth looking into,” says
Heywood.“By working with us they don’t have
to risk future revenue.”

The new nonprofit companies blend aca-
demic risk-taking with industrial business
sense. They investigate therapeutic drug targets
conceived by academia and, using sophisticated
high-throughput equipment, screen thousands
of compounds for potential drug candidates.
ALS-HDDC researchers go one step further
and test potential hits in a mouse model.

The approach is currently focused on neu-
rodegenerative diseases but, if successful, could
expand to other illnesses such as cancer and
infectious diseases, says Peter Lansbury, chair of
the nonprofit Laboratory for Drug Discovery in
Neurodegeneration (LDDN), an arm of the
Harvard Center for Neurodegeneration and
Repair. “A lot of basic science could go to waste
unless we figure out ways to develop it,” says
Lansbury.“Right now, it’s like there’s a cliff and
we’re driving ideas off of it.”

With part of an anonymously donated $37

‘Emancipated’ biotechs offer new drugs for neurodegeneration
million grant, the LDDN is screening thou-
sands of FDA-approved drugs and chemical
compounds for effectiveness against Alzheimer
disease, Parkinson disease, ALS, Huntington
disease and multiple sclerosis. Researchers
modify the chemistry and toxicity levels of the
most promising candidates, trying to generate
potent drug leads.

Centers like LDDN and ALS-HDDC can
augment industrial drug development, says
Eugene Cordes, chief executive officer of the
Pennsylvania-based Concurrent Pharma-
ceuticals. “[Industry] is not as productive as it
should be in terms of meeting the range of
medical needs out there,” Cordes says. “It cer-
tainly needs an additional source of exciting
[drug leads] wherever they come from.”

With their unprecedented approach, non-
profit biotechs face many hurdles. They strug-
gle to gain mastery of complex laboratory

skills, to raise funds and to convince academ-
ics to share intellectual property, says
Heywood.

The ventures have the support of the US
government, however. Last October, in collab-
oration with the nonprofit Southern Research
Institute, the National Institute of
Neurological Disorders and Stroke unveiled a
million-dollar, high-throughput screening
facility. “Drug companies aren’t focusing on
smaller diseases, so academia and government
have to take on as much of the research bur-
den as possible,” says Jill Heemskirk, the
agency’s program director for technology
development.

Ultimately, the nonprofit approach assures
patients they have a drug-seeking entity on
their side, says Heywood. “It’s like working for
an emancipated biotech.”

Paroma Basu, New York

tific need had made
chimp studies all but
superfluous. In rare
instances where ape
research is crucial to
combating a human
disease, the panel
said, large colonies
funded by the US
National Institutes of
Health could be used.

In May of this year,
however, Dutch politi-
cians stressed ethical, rather
than practical, considerations when they
unanimously outlawed ape research, making
the Netherlands the second country to do so
after New Zealand. If the bill survives the
Senate, as is expected, Dutch researchers will
risk six months in prison for experimenting
on apes.

“I am pleased that with this bill, the
Netherlands again proves to be a progressive
country regarding animal welfare,” Public
Health undersecretary Clémence Ross proudly
told House members. However, some members
called the stance hypocritical because Dutch
researchers would still be free to do experi-
ments abroad.“Since through a back door [the
Netherlands] will profit from [ape] research
elsewhere,” observed House member Bas van
der Vlies,“I see no reason for us to start beating
our chests like gorillas.”

Peter Vermij, Washington, DC
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