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Biotech Biggies Band for Protein Hunt 

In a move uncharacteristic of the 
dog-eat-dog world of biotech, 
three big companies are teaming 
up this fall to exploit a new 
method of identifying the func- 
tions of thousands of proteins ex- 
pressed by human genes. By join- 
ing forces, they hope to take a 
shortcut to the discovery of medi- 
cal product-the pot of gold at 
the end of the genomics rainbow. 

Leading this industrial trio is 
Genetics Institute (GI) of Cam- 
bridge, Massachusetts, which an- 
nounced on 25 September that it 
has signed up two research part- 
ners: the Chiron Corporation of 
Emeryville, California, and Gen- 
entech Inc. of San Francisco. GI 

with anyone who's willing to sign 
an agreement to share profits on 
commercial products on a 50-50 
basis. GI says it will charge part- 
ners a relatively low fee for the use 
of its new yeast-based system, 
called DiscoverEase, that "traps" 
secreted human proteins (those 
active outside the cell, the best 
candidates for medical use). To 
spot genes that code for secreted 
proteins, scientists fuse human 
genes to a yeast gene that controls 
growth, and look for the ones that 
cause the yeast to grow. It is "an 
elegantly simple system for going 
through millions of clones and 
getting signal peptides," says 
Steven Clark. GI's senior vice 

anticipates that other compa- president of research. 
nies-and ~ossiblv some aca- The goal, accordine to Clark, is 
demic resear'che-will also join to identyfy these "as rap- 
the effort. GI's proposal is to share idly as possible, isolate full length 
its library of genes and proteins clones for them, then express them 

and provide samples of expressed 
proteins for people to do biological 
assays." Clark says GI has already 
identified 5000 partial genes that 
express secreted proteins and has 
full-length clones in hand for 250 
proteins. Nailing down each pro- 
tein's function will be a massive 
task, however-more than any 
single company can handle. 

This new collaboration of bio- 
tech behemoths, says industry 
analyst Samuel Isaly of the New 
York firm of Mehta and Isaly, 
shows that the race to extract 
commercial value out of genom- 
ics research is intensifying. GI 
may gain more by sharing than 
by hoarding its new technology, 
for "speed has become more im- 
~ortant" than exclusive control 
of data, says Isaly, especially now 
that the "huge jigsaw puzzle" of 
human genetics is coming to- 
gether faster than was expected 
just a few years ago. 

Lasker Awards 
In biomedicine, the Lasker awards 
are considered the next best 
thing to a Nobel Prize in pres- 
tige, if not money (the biggest 
award is $25,000). Fittingly, 
they are announced just days be- 
fore the Nobels. The Albert 
and Mary Lasker Foundation 
 resented this vear's awards on 4 
bctober to pioAeers 
in the discovery of 
nitric oxide's role in 
the body, vaccine 
development, and 
the deciphering of 
the genetic code. 

Two scientists 
who hel~ed discov- 
er that the toxic Zarnecnik 
chemical nitric ox- 
ide also serves as a messenger 
between cells share the basic 
medical research award: Robert 
Furchgott, distinguished profes- 
sor emeritus at the State Uni- 
versity of New York Health Sci- 
ence Center at Brooklvn. and 
Ferid Murad, former p;esldent 
and CEO of Molecular Geriat- 
rics Corporation in Lake Bluff, 
Illinois. 

Four scientists from two teams 
share the clinical medical re- 
search award for work that led to 
a vaccine against Hemophilus in- 
fluenzae type b (Hib), the agent 
for bacterial meningitis, which 
causes death. deafness and retar- 
dation among children. Porter 
Warren Anderson, Jr., professor 
emeritus of pediatrics at the 
University of Rochester, and 
David Smith, president of the 
David H. Smith Foundation 
and founder of Praxis Biologics, 
share the award with John Rob- 
bins and Rachel Schneerson. 
both immunologists at the Na- 
tional Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development. The 
scientists were instrumental in 
both developing the vaccine in 
the laboratory and producing it 
commercially. 

A new award, for special 
achievement in medical science, 
goes to Paul Zamecnik, a mo- 
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Rescuing Estuaries. Estuaries like this one 
in the Gulf of Maine--ecologically rich coastal 
areas where rivers and oceans mingle-are 
increasingly threatened by development and 
pollution. Federal laws protect some ecosys- 
tems under the Clean Water Act and the Na- 
tional Wildlife Refuge system, but most gov- 
ernment efforts focus on protecting a single 
feature, such as water quality or a particular 
species. Last month a group called Restore 
America's Estuaries (httpY~.estuaries.or~, 
a coalition of eight regional environmental or- 
ganizations, launched a campaign to restore 

' whole habitats. The group has drafted an "Es- 
tuary Habitat Restoration Act" that would put 

will intrnrii~rn thn rnnactlrn nnvt vraar 

I 
$100 million a year into grants and incentives for John Callaway, assistant director of the Pacific 
community-based, comprehensive restoration ef- Estuarine Research Laboratory at San Diego State 
forts, including cutting pollution or removing dikes University, says that so far, most wetlands restora- 
that block tidal swells. The goal is to restore 405,000 tion has been done by commercial interests in re- 
hectares (1 million acres) by 2010, says director sponse to Environmental Protection Agency regu- 
Naki Stevens. Group members say they have met lations. "If a group like this has the funds and can 
with several members of Congress who, they hope, set goals based on habitat needs, that would be 

nreaf " he save 




