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PM on reaping the rewards of biotechnol ogy
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KUALA LUMPUR, Tues. - Mal aysia needs to market its biotechnol ogy products
so that the industry can becone a new pillar of the know edge econony,
Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad said today.

Bi ot echnol ogy was not new to Mal aysia, but the country's rich natural
resources and scientific expertise have not been comercialised to reap
the benefits.

Local research and devel opnent have not seen many new patents being
regi stered or new bi otech entreprises |aunched, he said.

"This situation reflects the i nadequacies within the country which has
not matched the resources and potential,” Dr Mahathir said at the opening
of the Bi oMal aysi a Synposi um 2002 t oday.

Dr Mahathir said the country's focus on biotechnol ogy had | argely been
in the agriculture sector

However, the weakness has been a | ack of sharing of findings which nade
it hard for researchers to fund their projects and commercialise results.

"It remains for others to believe in the potential of their
(researchers') results and be willing to invest |arge suns of noney over a
prol onged period before any returns can be expected.

"Researchers must therefore accept the need to share their discoveries
with entrepreneurs and investors."

Dr Mahathir called for a fornula to ensure that scientists get a fair
return on their work.

"We nust benefit fairly fromthe assets that God has bestowed on us. W
shoul d wel cone col | aboration in research under conditions which allow us a
fair share of benefits,” he said.

Speaking later, he said a forrmula for sharing should include agreenents
that state the rights of the local and foreign parties involved in the
research.

"W will also ensure that our natural resources used in studies will not
be taken out of the country and that research is done here.”

On Mal aysia's researchers, he said there were "very good, very focused"
scientists who needed to be given nore recognition

"They will never be as well paid as CECs or have luxury jets and yachts.
But for them their best reward is the results they achieve.

"However, this culture has not yet spread anong those in our society.”

Dr Mahathir also called for a sense of social obligation anong
researchers and bi otech entrepreneurs, and not to becone greedy like big
drug conpani es.

Citing the makers of H V/ AIDS drugs as an exanple, he said these
conpani es priced their drugs so high that the poor could not afford it,
and prevented others from maki ng the same drugs through proprietary rights
and hi gh royalties.

"CGovernnents of poor countries are forced to protect these rights, and
see their own people suffer for |ack of treatnent.

"There nust be nore transparency as to the cost and the recovery (of
t hese conpani es). How | ong should a copyright be protected and what
percentage of profit is legitimate and norally right?" Dr Mahathir said.

He al so called for |arge biotech conpanies that produced genetically
nodi fied food to be responsible.

VWi le GV food had great benefits for the world' s starving nmillions, its
long-termeffects on people and the environment have not been determ ned.



"We should not test GM food on hapl ess people, we nust expend a | ot of
nmoney on verifying the (potential) harnful effects quickly,"” he said.

He said GM food should not be rejected based solely on the current
"hysteria” of the anti-GMJ food | obby.

"If there is no basis to their clains, then GV food can solve a | ot of
problens in the world where people are starving."

Dr Mahathir also said there was a need for an enforcenent agency and
ethics panel to govern the biotechnol ogy industry, and prevent the m suse
of science for harnful ends.

"The ethics of the life sciences nust be spelt out by the international
communi ty and enforcenent agencies set up."
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