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Germany Joins the Biotech Race 
After years of yielding to fierce public opposition, the German government has picked three regions of 

the country to spearhead its attempt to make up lost ground in biotech 

Five years ago, Germany provided perhaps Riittgers to stimulate biotech. "We want to be 
the most inhospitable climate for biotech- number one in Europe in biotech," said 
nology in the Western world. Biomedical Riittgers in a recent speech, and he has freed 
laboratories were occasional targets for fire up funds in his ministry to try to achieve that 
bombs, and molecular biologists had long aim. After years of foot-dragging, Germany 
been regarded as antisocial at best and crimi- finally streamlined its laws regulatinggenetic 
nal at worst. The coun- technologies in 1993 and 
try's laws regulating ge- in the past year has set up 
netic engineering were its own national genome 
among the most restric- program (Science, 16 June 
tive on the planet, and 1995, p. 1556, and 2 Au- 
the best modem biolo- gust 1996, p. 570). At 
gists had a tradition of the same time, state and 
keeping their heads down local government-s- 
in academic labs, avoid- pecially in the richer 
ing industry, and rou- southern states-are sup- 
tinely escaping abroad porting an unprecedented 
to pursue top-level re- amount of both basic and 
search. Not surprisingly, applied research at uni- 
the pharmaceutical in- versities and outside in- 
dustry had long since stitutes to secure and 
given up on building fer- broaden Germany's base 
menters at home and re- in the biosciences. 
located nearly all of its I .  1 Much of the ground- 
production facilities to work for this effort was 
friendlier locales. laid by a ministry task 

Now, the German force on biotech begun 
government is trying to Some distrust remains. Protesters in 1993. "We concluded 
transform the country opposing the import of U.S. genetically that we have a strong re- 
virtually into a modified soybeans last month. search base and some of 
biotech powerhouse, com- the most highly trained 
plete with venture capital, start-up compa- technical personnel in the world, as well as a 
nies, and lots of close collaboration among strong pharmaceutical and chemical indus- 
industry, academia, and financial and politi- try. Also, our home market is one of the 
cal backers. "They want to jump onto a train largest worldwide. But what we absolutely 
they've missed," says Axel Ullrich, a German lack is a venture-capital-based biotech in- 
biotech veteran who helped found Genen- dustry," says task force member Peter Stadler, 
tech in the 1970s and later returned to do head of biotech for the pharmaceutical giant 
research in Munich. "They are saying to Bayer AG in Wuppertal. And, adds bio- 
themselves, 'We've missed out on all this chemist Hans-Giinter Gassen of the Tech- 
wonderful technology; now we have to move, nical University in Darmstadt, one of the 
quick, quick, quick,' " he says. leaders of the Frankfurt area's entry in the 

The latest move in this would-be trans- BioRegio contest, "The gap [between Ger- 
formation came last week, when the German many and the rest of the world] was increas- 
government held a biotech "beauty contest" ing, not decreasing." 
in which 17 regions of the country competed 
for "BioRegio" status. Three winners-areas Deep-seated distrust 
around Heidelberg, Munich, and Cologne- The roots of the problem are buried deep in 
will each receive $30 million in special fund- Germany's history and culture. In the late 
ing and loans over several years. Someday, 1980s, while genetic engineering was gain- 
government and industry officials hope, these ing widespread public acceptance in the 
regions will become Germany's version of United States, politicians from Germany's 
biotech boomtowns such as Boston, San Fran- Green Party and a strong grassroots environ- 
cisco, and Cambridge, U.K. mental movement fanned public distrust of 

The new program is part of a larger plan genetic manipulation, which was tied in the 
spearheaded by Research Minister Jiirgen public's mind to Nazi eugenic policies and 

human ex~erimentation. The Greens "ex- 
ploited an2 misused the facts," says Stadler. 
"They mobilized public opinion by playing 
on people's anxiety," warning that experi- 
ments would lead to a "genetic Chernobyl." 
They were very successful, admits Stadler, to 
the point where the German drug industry 
decided to invest in biotech companies in 
the United States rather than at home. The 
result of this flight is striking: Whereas there 
are an estimated 1500 biotech companies in 
the United States, Germany has no more 
than a few dozen. 

But bv the earlv 1990s. when U.S. bio- 
technology was blossoming, German indus- 
trial leaders began to realize that burying their 
heads in the sand could prove disastrous for 
the economy. And that, more than anything 
else, is what pushed politicians and industri- 
alists into a new, friendlier attitude to bio- 
tech. Says Gassen, "They looked at the U.S. 
and saw not only a blooming business but a 
long-lasting one. The talk here always was, 
yes, U.S. biotech is successful, but this indus- 
try could disappear again as quickly as it ap- 
peared. Now they see it is here to stay." 

Mobilizing industry leaders to support 
biotech was one thing. The big surprise for 
manv scientists is that the ~ubl ic  has come 
on board too. According to a ministry survey, 
60% of Germans say they want their country 
to play a leading role in establishing the bud- 
ding European biotechnology industry. "It's 
a fever" in support of biotech, says molecular 
biologist Emst-Ludwig Winnacker of the 
Munich Gene Center. 

The unexpected turnaround came partly 
in response to a concerted campaign by the 
pharmaceutical industry to challenge the 
misconceptions promoted by the Greens and 
persuade Germans that biotech-specially 
for the purpose of drug discovery-was in 
their interests. "We took responsible and 
honorable people," says Stadler, including 
scientists, industry representatives, and pol- 
iticians, and "went to television, news- 
papers, assembly halls, churches, and trade 
unions, and we told people what is really 
going on in biotech-the facts, including 
the risks. We didn't hide our emotions. If 
you do this long enough," he says, "you are 
bound to see an impact." 

Other German scientists are more down- 
to-earth in assessing the origin of the change. 
"I know it sounds cynical to say this," says 
Maria Leptin, head of the genetics faculty at 
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the University of Cologne, ' k t  if there's of Bayer in Wuppertal, instead of Berlin, biologists," Gassen asserts. "Maybe some of 
anythmgthat's mom important [to Germamj which is strong sciatif idy d and Ger- them wiU nowfound companies." But Gassen 
than saving the enviro~ment, it'ssaving jobs. many's future capkaii ihe &ry,- that b l i e v a s h m  &these researchers would 
As soon as people saw the [plmmamuW1 its decisions went Gpnd pdidcs. rather have a job at a big drug company than 
industry possibly disappear&, morality went l%e iury dso d e d  the eawm '@- take the leap into eatrepreneurship. His es- 
out the window." man region d Jena with a "& kmen tinme of the percentage of these reluctant 

thar d d  lead to as yetmdetemh&b- -2:eneurs whose companies will ulti- 
The bt0it;gCh Olympics cia1 d political mtek succeed: %I%." 
With a p v m m t  eager to fuel'the rise of ers in Jena have E v ~  those who have succeeded in creat- 
biotech and a suddenly suppo&ve papula- up unwieldy former East German &x&mm &g qew ventures seem to lack commit men^ 
tion, the fidd has taken &. Take rhe re- into s u 4 l  f u n c d d  units, says hj& &&h.~decular biologist ~ m s t  Domdej 
sponx to the BioRegio "beataycance" The 'We're not going to mate brand-aaw &+qL of&JiJ&versity of Munich cites the case ot 
research ministry deliberatdy mwht to pick maceutical oornpanies out of thin aiit he&$? 'e: prmqiiaent Anmican biotech executiw 
winnets, rather than h k w  its m a 1  practice wb;~&ww%eksagoaddresseda~athmq 
of spreading funding widely aad without too . d8bdfkdozen German univmiry scientis~ 
much regard to .%ienf& quality. BiaRegio is - -&MY W f o m e d  or helped form local start- 
more like "the Olpnpics," a-ding to a p  When be asked how many of them 
Gassen, and has woken up mrarry local and othet highly specialid equipment for d shams or options in the newly minted 
government o&Qls and gotten their com- which this region is h." Jena was rhe companies, not a single hand went up Ger- 

home of h l  Zeiss, the mirror and man biotechnology's rebirth will also have 
manufac~r ,  and is still to accept that same companies will fail- 

something of a bugbear for German indus- 
new pragram wiIl try* "The anihde here is, you can't just give 

take a m~prmgd approach, says Cmw~ someone $2 miltion and then let him fail,' 
the availabiliq of matching hnds dil says kpm. 1f the business gets in tmuble, 

le w esmbbh she, snys, it is corisidered " b m l n  not tc 

s9n;ledme,govemmentfundsorloanswi13. ~ ~ d l ~ h u r d t e s , ~ G e r m a n  
b e a v a i l a b I e ~ ~ c o r n p a n i e s t h c a : ~  
eager to strengthen W i n g  relationsb n&atk 
mi& d v ~ i ~ .  And W h c k e z  adds pet* 
tha~.npcer~t tq3pglogytrangfer depart- m n t  hiding.. Forgee the money," say$ 
aa;enrs zit maria: ersi4es Ssdet. Tw.~an?r huild an industry for [$9C 

. dim]." Mach more important, he +, is 
the mle BioRegio wiil play to a d y z e  vea- 

.Mmded:Eli-mmm ttlse c@tals technology tmtwk, and a g%a- 
Despite all the hoopla, Germany sill has a era1 shidi af German kmm-how out of uni- 
way td gpo before it h e s  a bbt& power- versities and big p l w m m e u a  ~ M I L ~ ~ L &  

home. ThR o v d d ~ m j Q I . i q  of ifen- and into an R W c B  m e  at .their imm- 
tists who spoke wirh &itme said the chief face. Spurred on by BioRegio, university sci- 
obstacle is the % d c  of a innovation cul- en-* bankers, mad venture i2aph1ists in 
tare" inCamnyB 'Thee is certainly ad&- e v e r y ~ e g i o n o f ~ h v e m e t t o d ~  
cit" in this area,aays &&I phamacoIogbt poasble new ventures. 
I3etlev Ganten, head dg the Max Dekbrikk h t e n ,  hone, believes that the: tacL of 

ielaorf . y Bayer biotech divisic 

" Igg'perta' 
' I  hen 

~ - h  hot -ts. Center in Berlin. "There are very few go- an entrepreneurial culture is "not geneticn 
sen to recgiw m m m e n t  incemives tor bio- getters here,'' adds UUrnch. And those who and that the genteel atmosphere at universi- 

* i n B D n n h w e e k w i r h ~ f a -  
tions by ea&of&~ 17 regioasbefore a jury of 
10 bankets, idwaidirs, and Swiss and 
Dutch ~ , i m W ,  hkwed by the announce- 

The selection of  me^^ arr8. Munich 
came as no surgtlse, says moleeufsn: b&togist 
Hermann hjard oftheUnive&& of &zideI- 
berg, because of .the high cow- of 
goad genetics research rhre. The WdplePg 
region also includes drug giant BASF in 
Ludwighfen, while the Munich region in- 
cludes many of 0i:rmany's biotech start-ups 
which have p w n  up a r d  t&e university 
and the Max Planck Institute fa Biochemis- 
try. Bujard adds that by t~.- the Co- 
logne region, which includes the biotech acm 

exist may not be awttlabk* adds aplwilinent 
u n i w i q  r e s e d e x  who rqxwteri an+ 
n ~ ~ ~ b e s t  €in--ic.* 
search1 tend ta &q& have collabomth 
agreements with Amwbm biotech CQW- 

nies. It will &es ddk ro. &wgs that." 
h a h e r  f;tctot h o H h  back Ae &- 

man &on, s a y ~ ~  sWau%4 Ss a deeply 
entrenched type d esil d t e k  thinking 
whi& leads ~roung tapchers ta simply 
keep studying if n&hg else caw 
"People hide a w  g tmivsrtsities when hey 
can't &d fobs," mys Wiima&er. -&as 
cu~deepgPinmanp& ' 1 ' s p ~ t  
tiwt rnMt have M z n  Even 
BigR*, say G w n  and 0th- can be 
seen as a eype of employment prograan &r 
jobless bblogiscs. "Thw are b or h 
thousand unemployed Ph.D. chemists and 

- - 
ties is giving way to to more cmpzitk di 
-. "lfyou show pesple &at L what is 
needed, they ran get d e  about it;n 
hesays. A s a n e x m p k ~ c i t e s a ) 1 9 n d c  
fulofyoungpeopte~alefc~@bsmhis 
institute and in-d their own money into 
the cam* b y  folmkd. similarly, in 
the years d&i-Forkl WmII, m y  entrepe- 

companies that are 

ore *M chsem 
.ltd@gIaeopkaware 

dhW*-tlon is. That is always the 
first step w &lcass." 

- @ ~ D i c E r m n  
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