
T HE National Biotechnology Policy, launched in 
A p r i l 2005, saw the creation of a dedicated 
government agency to develop the biotechnology 
industry in M a l a y s i a . M a l a y s i a n Biotech 
Corporation Sdn Bhd (MBC) is headed by it chief 
executive officer, Iskandar Mizal Mahmood. 

Prior to this, Iskandar was the CEO of Malaysian 
Technology Development Corporation (MRDC) Sdn Bhd. 
His background includes training in investment banking 
and as a venture capitalist in the biotech industry. 

He now operates from a newly refurbished office at 
Menara Naluri in Kuala Lumpur, heading a 20-member 
team that's set to develop the nation's biotechnology 
industry from 2005 to 2020 in three phases. Following 
are excerpts from our interview with him: 

What are the major challenges of developing the 
biotechnology sector in Malaysia? 
I am convinced there are immense prospects for M a l a y s i a . 

Biotechnology is not an end in itself but a means to an end. 

Biotechnology is merely a science and a technology that can be used 
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for w e a l t h c r e a t i o n a n d t o create s o c i a l 

w e l l - b e i n g . 

W e n e e d t o use t h i s b i o t e c h n o l o g y a n d 

harness i t to create p r o d u c t s or services 

for o u r o w n needs. T h e m a i n chal lenge i s 

t o u n d e r t a k e t h i s d e v e l o p m e n t i n a 

m a n n e r that w i l l su i t o u r n i c h e areas, o u r 

d e v e l o p m e n t p l a n s a n d o u r s p e c i a l 

e c o n o m i c n e e d s . 

F r o m a s c i e n t i f i c s t a n d p o i n t , a l m o s t 

everything i n science i s feasible. B u t w h e n 

w e take th is sc ience i n t o t h e m a r k e t , n o t 

e v e r y t h i n g i s v i a b l e . P e r h a p s i t i s a 

chal lenge w h e n c e r t a i n p r o d u c t s are left 

i n the sc ience l a b s i n s t e a d o f h i t t i n g the 

m a r k e t . 

How can the present National Biotech 
Policy overcome the obstacles faced 
by the earlier BioValley project? 
I s h a l l n o t speculate on w h a t h a p p e n e d . I 

h a v e jus t t a k e n over M B C . And as a n e w l y 

set-up agency, I c a n o n l y t a l k o f w h a t i s 

g o i n g t o h a p p e n a n d w h a t w e are p u t t i n g 

i n place c u r r e n t l y . 

P e r h a p s , w h a t h a p p e n e d was t h e r e 

were a s p i r a t i o n s for M a l a y s i a to b e c o m e 

a b i o t e c h n o l o g y h u b b u t t h e r e was no 

c o n c e r t e d a p p r o a c h t o w a r d s i ts ' 

d e v e l o p m e n t . M a y b e from the i n d u s t r y 

s t a n d p o i n t , t h e r e wasn ' t a d e m a n d for a 

l o c a l b i o t e c h n o l o g y sector. 

T o b e c o m m e r c i a l l y v i a b l e , a 

b i o t e c h n o l o g y p r o d u c t or service has to 

target a g loba l m a r k e t , a n d even f r o m the 

m o d e l l i n g o f the b u s i n e s s , y o u n e e d t o 

t h i n k f r o m a g l o b a l perspect ive . M a y b e , 

that d i d not h a p p e n i n the past. 

What are the criteria for Malaysia to 
move ahead in the biotechnology 
sector? 
T h e r e a r e a l o t o f r i s k s i n t h e 

b i o t e c h n o l o g y sector. I n m o v i n g f o r w a r d 

w e n e e d t o l o o k a t i n d u s t r y d e m a n d , a n d 

h o w w e c a n cater o u r p r o d u c t s t o w a r d s 

a g l o b a l m a r k e t . W e h a v e t o m o v e o u r 

d iscover ies f r o m the sc ience l a b t o the 

g l o b a l m a r k e t . 

How much has Malaysian Biotech 
Corporation achieved since it was 
set up in April 2005? 
M B C i s the c o m m e r c i a l i s a t i o n a r m o f the 

b i o t e c h n o l o g y i n d u s t r y a n d o u r task i s t o 

accelerate sector g r o w t h . B u t before w e 

c a n p r o c e e d , w e n e e d a c o n d u c i v e 

e n v i r o n m e n t . I c o u l d g o t o a n y 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l p h a r m a c e u t i c a l c o m p a n y 

a n d be a g o o d s a l e s m a n , a n d take a few 

p h o t o g r a p h s , b u t i s t h a t f a i r ? A r e w e 

m e r e l y c r e a t i n g hype? 

W e d o h a v e o u r s t r e n g t h , b u t d o w e 

h a v e a c o n d u c i v e e n v i r o n m e n t f o r 

b i o t e c h n o l o g y c o m p a n i e s i n M a l a y s i a ? I n 

t h e l a s t f i v e m o n t h s , w e h a v e b e e n 

b u i l d i n g th is e n v i r o n m e n t - the h u m a n 

c a p i t a l , t h e leg is la t ive p r o t e c t i o n a n d a 

b e n e f i t - s h a r i n g e n v i r o n m e n t . 

T h e b i o t e c h n o l o g y i n d u s t r y i s a 

m a r a t h o n a n d n o t a s p r i n t . E v e n i f w e 

c o u l d b r i n g i n i n t e r n a t i o n a l players , c a n 

w e g e t t h e m t o s tay? P e r h a p s n o t , a s 

M a l a y s i a m a y n o t h a v e t h e p r o p e r 

e n v i r o n m e n t , at least not yet. 

But biotechnology is not new in 
Malaysia. Former Prime Minister Tun 
Dr Mahathir M o h a m a d was also a 
keen proponent of the sector, is that 
right? 
T h i s i s a di f ferent a p p r o a c h . T h e N a t i o n a l 

B i o t e c h n o l o g y P o l i c y is different; i t is a 

n e w w a y o f l o o k i n g a t the b i o t e c h n o l o g y 

i n d u s t r y . P r e v i o u s l y w e h a d B i o V a l l e y , 

n o w we h a v e B i o N e x u s . I t i s a h o l i s t i c 

a p p r o a c h f rom the s u p p l y side of research 

t o the c o m m e r c i a l i s a t i o n o f d iscover ies . 

P e r h a p s M a l a y s i a s t a r t e d t a l k i n g about 

the b i o t e c h n o l o g y sector s ince the 1990s, 

b u t even w h e n I w a s a v e n t u r e capi ta l i s t 

in the b i o t e c h sector, I f o u n d i t d i f f icul t 

t o m o v e f o r w a r d a s t h e r e w a s n o 

c o n d u c i v e e n o u g h e n v i r o n m e n t 

Y o u n e e d t o l o o k v e r y d e e p l y i n t o the 

past . P e r h a p s i t was s o m e t h i n g that was 

m o o t e d b u t not f o l l o w e d t h r o u g h . D r 

M a h a t h i r h a d a v i s i o n a n d a s p i r a t i o n for 

B i o V a l l e y . H e h a d t h e h o p e t h a t 

M a l a y s i a n s w o u l d e m b r a c e t h e project, 

b u t the f o l l o w t h r o u g h was n o t d o n e . 

What changes can M B C introduce to 
the biotechnology sector? 

I have b e e n a b u s i n e s s - o r i e n t e d p e r s o n 

a n d I w i l l a lways be so. B u s i n e s s needs a 

c o n d u c i v e e n v i r o n m e n t . F o r e x a m p l e , for 

a b i o t e c h n o l o g y p r o j e c t , i t i s b e s t f o r 

b u s i n e s s to be close to r e s e a r c h faci l i t ies 

s o that w h e n s o m e t h i n g goes w r o n g , y o u 

c a n m a k e a n i m m e d i a t e c o r r e c t i o n . Y o u 

n e e d t o adapt t o changes i n t h e i n d u s t r y . 

W e also n e e d t o capi ta l i se o n present 

research faci l i t ies . We n e e d to be a l i t t le 

s m a r t e r ; w e d o n o t n e e d t o s p l a s h m o n e y 

o n b i g b u i l d i n g s s i n c e w e a l r e a d y h a v e 

e x c e l l e n t r e s e a r c h f a c i l i t i e s a t o u r 

u n i v e r s i t i e s . mb 

'We have to move 
our discoveries 
from the science 
lab to the global 
market.' 
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