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Nurturing a viabl e biotechnol ogy industry

Shareem Anry
A BIONI C man, once the subject of a cheesy 1970s TV show, no | onger seens
i npossi bl e now that bi ot echnol ogy has beconme a force to reckon wth.

Wth genetic manipul ation already creating faster athletes, can
scientists one day give a person super-bionic abilities? And can Ml aysi a
hope to devel op that kind of biotechnology on its own?

Last week's Bi oMl aysia 2002, the first international biotechnol ogy
conference in the country, showed us that we have a way to go.

At the conference, which drew al nbost 2,000 scientists, industry players
and policy-makers fromover 20 countries, participants presented cutting-
edge research, debated the ethics of genom c therapies and pl eaded for
science to prevail over profits.

In the midst of all those fevered di scussions was the host country's
efforts to be seen as a potential biotechnol ogy pl ayer.

It's making a relatively late arrival on the scene, but Malaysia is
pitching its hat into the ring with plans to develop its bi otechnol ogy
infrastructure, the centrepiece of which will be the much-touted
Bi oval l ey, to be set up in Cyberjaya.

From a scorecard point of view, Malaysia already has a nunber of
advant ages over other devel oping countries that want in on the solutions
and enornous profits that biotechnol ogy can provide.

We have an established history of agricultural research, a bonanza in
bi odi versity resources just begging to be tapped, and, in the BioValley
project, a clear denonstration of the political will to see biotechnol ogy
energe as a pillar of the know edge-based society we're striving to be.

That's the good news. But Bio-Mlaysia 2002 also threw into sharp relief
some of the chall enges that Ml aysia nust overcone before it can hope to
be taken seriously as a biotechnol ogy contri butor.

In his opening address, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad
zooned in on the biggest problem our inability thus far to take advantage
of the assets we al ready possess.

"We' ve achi eved some positive results (in biotechnol ogy research), but
they are insufficient conpared to the potential,"” he said. "Qur R& have
not yielded a |ot of new patents and enterprises, and that reflects our
i n-adequaci es, which don't match our resources.™

Bi ot echnol ogy research is being carried out in a nunber of centres,

i ncluding the Mal aysi an Agricultural Research Devel opnment Institute, and
in nine universities, particularly Universiti Mlaya, Universiti
Kebangsaan Mal aysia, Universiti Sains Mlaysia and Universiti Putra

Mal aysi a.

But Mal aysia still lacks a sufficient nunber of scientists and workers
trained in the biotechnology field. There are sone 500 biotechnol ogi sts
now and 3, 000 undergraduates every year, though it isn't clear how many of
themstay in a field notorious for Iong research periods that don't always
end in satisfactory or conmercially viable results.

Thi s manpower shortage is having a very real inpact; nmany |oca
speakers, for exanple, pointed to the country's status as one of just 12
mega bi odiversity countries, which essentially neans we're sitting on a
potentially huge database of natural resources.

The idea is that biotechnol ogy can tease solutions to sone of our
bi ggest heal th headaches out of our jungles.

But to exploit these resources, they must first be identified and



cat al ogued, and thanks to an insufficient nunber of trained people,
progress has so far been sl ow

Accordi ng to Mohamad | kram Mohd Said, UKM s Sci ence and Technol ogy
Faculty dean, there are only 40 organic chem sts in public universities.

Since 1996, |ocal researchers have only been able to publish 62 papers
on bi ot echnol ogy research based on bi odiversity resources. And of the
estimated 75,000 fungi associated with flowering plants in Ml aysia, only
alittle over 2,000 strains have been identified. The work has barely
begun.

Probl ens al so crop up froma |egislative perspective, as no single | aw
governs the country's vast store of flora and fauna.

Researchers al so conplain of a |ack of conmunication between
uni versities, governnent agencies and other parties involved in
bi odi versity R&D

"Sonetinmes they don't comunicate at all,"” said Mohamad I[kram "We tried
setting up a co-ordinating conmttee a year ago, but we had to disband it
because no one was |istening."

Sonme | ocal speakers argued that because Mal aysia's biodiversity can only
be devel oped over the long term the country should first focus on the
phar maceuti cal sector instead.

"It will yield results faster,"
Sci ence Adviser to the Governnent.

"I'n agro-rel ated bi ot echnol ogy, you only get a percentage of returns but
the returns in pharnmaceuticals are 100 per cent.”

Agai n however, the country's research into bi opharmaceuticals is stil
in the early stages, and only eight projects have been approved since
2000.

The sane can be said for the ani mal biotechnol ogy, which UPM prof essor
Aini lderis described as still "in the enbryonic stage"

In fact, while other speakers presented sone fresh and up-to-date
research - fromgrow ng redder and nore nutritious tomatoes to devel opi ng
di abetes treatnents from Russian tarragon - |ocal speakers were often only
able to outline Malaysia's R& priorities.

That's not to say that some progress hasn't been nmade. Under the
Nat i onal Bi ot echnol ogy Programre, which co-ordi nates ongoi ng bi ot echnol ogy
R&D in the public sector, there have been 18 new products, including
transgenic rice resistant to disease and di agnostic kits for dengue,
mal ari a and Japanese encephalitis.

The programme has al so devel oped seven new processes, including gene
transfer technol ogy and pl ant regeneration systens for rice and orchids.
There have been sonme commercial results too, such as rapid tests for
mal ari a and typhoid, and diagnostic kits for white spot virus syndrone,
whi ch saves the local shrinp industry RW2 mllion every year

Some exciting research is also being carried out by Ml aysian scientists
wor ki ng outside the public sector; the Cancer Research Initiatives
Foundati on i n Subang Jaya Medical Centre, for exanple, is using
bi ot echnol ogy to identify the nol ecul ar signature of cancer cells and the
in-herited risk of cancer anong Mal aysi ans, and to plunb | oca
bi odi versity for innovative cancer treatnents.

Qur late start nmeanwhile, puts us in a position to survey the | andscape
and see how best to position ourselves in the com ng years. The conference
certainly showed up sone gaps in Wstern biotechnol ogi cal progress that we
may wi sh to occupy.

We suffer, for exanple, frommany of the sanme infectious diseases that
afflict other Third Wrld countries, diseases which have been largely
i gnored by medi cal researchers in the West.

Ti kki Pang, director of research policy and co-operation in the Wrld

said Tan Sri Dr Ahnmad Zaharuddin | drus,



Heal th Organi sati on, said advances in genom cs were not being applied
sufficiently to the probl enms of devel oping countries. Could we take up the
slack and work to provide these sol utions?

Such a course would fulfil the vision of altruistic and hunane
bi ot echnol ogy that Dr Mahat hir argued for in his keynote address.
Beneficial science, he said, and not corporate greed, should fuel human
endeavours in biotechnol ogy.

For now at |east, super-bionic abilities will have to wait. But if the
| ocal programes put in place to nurture a viable biotechnol ogy industry
can be pulled off, the future lies w de open
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