COMMENTS on ISKANDAR ALISJAHBANA’s “A HIGH-BIOTECH START-UP PHARMACEUTICAL COMPANY IN A UNIVERSITY’S INDUSTRIAL-PARK OF DEVELOPING-COUNTRIES IN THE TROPICS”
The following is my comments to Iskandar Alisjahbana’s paper on starting a biotech company. Please note that I have not read many biotech literatures (technical or business-wise). Pardon my ignorance. I would be very much appreciated if anyone can point me in the right direction.

While the idea of helping developing countries in fighting tropical diseases is noble, I failed to see the economic aspect of starting a biotech company. What is the business model?

First, as mentioned in the article, the market (developing country) has a low buying-power. While the approach is appropriate for government-funded institution, I don’t see private companies built upon this fact.

Secondly, when “natural bioreactors” (e.g. plants, bananas) are available, how do you make business out of this? Selling bananas.

Yes, it is true that “a new start-up company has a much greater chance to survive” the competition with natural bioreactors, so do big multinational companies – once they wake up and smell the coffee, and find a business model that is inline with the start-ups. When this happens, the new start-ups will collapse just like the bust in the IT industry.

Another problem I envisioned is that in order to make efficient and effective bioreactors, experiments must be done. These experiments may be carried out in real life – albeit a slow process since it takes time to grow plants – or in virtual world using computing technologies. But the latter is not cheap. Bioinformatics sill requires a large computing environment (which costs quite a lot). Unless, the effort to perform the experiments is done through Internet collaboration such as the distributed.net project (cracking encryption) or the SETI project (shifting enormous data to find extra terrestrials).

With all of these issues, I don’t think entrepreneurs will start flocking the biotech area. Enlighten me, please.
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