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I, together with Professor Gage (John Curtin School of Medical Research - JCSMR), am the co-founder of Biotron Limited.  Biotron was set up to fund and manage the development of a portfolio of potential products emanating from some basic research at the JCSMR, and to commercialise those products.  The company also has a charter to reinvest a percentage of its profit in other medical research.

Publicly funded research has the income potential to alter this country’s financial status significantly, and to reduce the number of people, educated at our Universities, applying their knowledge and skills overseas.  Their potential has not, in the past, been realised because in many cases there has been insufficient research funding to develop basic research, and inadequate facilities to commercialise the results of that research.  As a result, a significant amount of potentially valuable intellectual property is not protected by patent.  Alternatively, promising Australian research is sold off too early (and far too cheaply) to provide general funding for universities.

This is a vicious circle.  To break that circle, products can be developed from research, and commercialised; this can provide necessary funds for further research, and can create employment, facilities and export income for Australia.  Biotron was conceived to break that circle.

I wish to comment on statements made by Professor Laver (JCSMR retired) in his submission to this Senate Inquiry, particularly as those statements relate to my work in establishing Biotron.

I agree with Professor Laver who believes it would be ideal “to provide universities with enough funds for basic research to flourish in an open and unfettered environment …” and  that “there should be some mechanism whereby discoveries made as a result of basic research can be developed for the benefit of the community”.

However, where do those funds come from?  Australia should invest more than it does in research.  Professor Peter Doherty estimates that Australians invest A$50-60 per capita, compared to US$90 in the United States (Professor Doherty is an Australian Nobel prize winner who did his prize-winning work in JCSMR and now lives and works in the United States).  

Questions even more to the point are:  how far do you fund research, and when do you stop sharing research findings with the rest of the world – literally giving good ideas to well funded international companies overseas?  How do you focus some research to provide commercial outcomes?  How do you inject the entrepreneurial skills necessary to commercialise research results for the benefit of Australia and Australians?

Biotron was conceived as a practical solution to these problems – by funding intermediate and early applied research.  Intermediate research is defined as being from the time a potential product developed from basic research shows commercial potential, until it is proven to be commercially viable.  Applied research then takes over, adding value to the product.

Biotron’s original aims have not been forgotten, as Professor Laver implies; indeed, it appears that he is not aware of the facts, or chooses to ignore them.  May I present them, and in so doing offer information that may be of help to the Committee:

1. Research funding and funds for those who set up the company (Biotron)
The majority of funds raised through Biotron’s Prospectus are to be used for research associated with the development of medical products, with the balance being applied to commercial management of that research, and running a public company.

The people and entities who established the company bought shares in the company, providing the necessary funds for the company’s initial development.  Following listing on the ASX their shares are in escrow for two years, and the value of those shares at the end of that period depends on their continued efforts to develop products and to commercialise them.

They have not been given vast sums of money, as Professor Laver suggests. 

2. Diversity of projects and rewards
Biotron has a portfolio of potential products, and many of them are aimed at high value market segments (as detailed in Laver’s “Item 2” – from Biotron’s Prospectus).  Biotron intends to focus on three of these to produce early returns, while other product development is maintained at a lower rate.  Early returns will then allow the company to accelerate research across the portfolio.  It is the number of potential products, and the potential returns, which attract investors and makes funds available for intermediate research:  the beginning of breaking the circle.  

3. No discoveries in the market place
Professor Gage has spent some 30 years in developing a platform technology and a number of subsequent projects.  It is, fundamentally, this platform technology which gives rise to the breadth of Biotron’s portfolio; how fortunate that this research has reached the intermediate stage and is now able to be funded by Biotron (particularly since Professor Gage found his research funding drying up, and the potential for benefit to Australia vanishing).  Other researchers have spent considerable time on projects which were moving forward slowly, due to lack of funds and a means to commercialise results. 

4. “Outright lies and very misleading and probably incorrect claims” (Laver)
I am a businessman, not a scientist, and can only comment from that perspective.  Regarding the Virion project:  the work on C9 (for HIV) is the substance of a patent.  Additionally, for both C9 and other potential products in this project, Professor Gage has research results which justify Biotron funding further research.  Of course Professor Laver does not have access to these results, as they will not be published until the work is protected by patent (rather than providing free information to other international research companies).

As to Professor Laver’s insinuation that all other Biotron projects “probably contain little of value” – he, like the shareholders, must wait for Biotron’s announcements.

5. Lack of ANU review of the science

The ANU retained Acuity Technology Management Pty Ltd to prepare an Independent Expert’s report on the science in May, 1999, as part of its original agreement with Biotron.  As a result of that review Biotron’s Directors moved forward to secure funding and commence operations.  Acuity’s report was updated and published in Biotron’s Prospectus.
6. Secrecy in a University research environment
Two considerations: 

· Biotron is an independent company funding research which is conducted in premises leased from the University and separate from JCSMR.  All research is done by people specifically employed to work on Biotron’s intermediate and applied research and, as a condition of employment, they agree to delay publication of findings until it is commercially acceptable to Biotron.

· Basic research continues at JCSMR as before, and researchers publish results. 

7.  First right to commercialise basic research results
Yes, if any research associated with three JCSMR programs (not all JCSMR research – just research conducted by four JCSMR Professors) reaches the intermediate research stage (shows commercial potential), Biotron has the first right to accept the project and fund the commercial research.  

There is benefit for the researchers, and for the ANU.  

The researchers can further their work safe in the knowledge that, based on results, funding for intermediate research is assured; reasonable funding for intermediate research has been, to date, virtually impossible to find in this country.

As for the ANU, it is a shareholder in Biotron.  If a product is developed and commercialised, the ANU shares in the dividends – income which should be considerably greater than that received if research is prematurely licensed.

8. Scientists’ conflict of interest
Biotron is funding the development of products.  The company is a Public Company which has an obligation to disclose information to its shareholders.  It is my personal view that if a researcher believes it is important to publish negative results when a project comes to a dead end, so other scientists may share the knowledge, then this should be done.  However, how often do researchers publish negative results, unless it is relative to further advances?  

I have spent a great deal of time in developing a blueprint to facilitate the funding and commercialisation of products emanating from basic research in Australia.  I provide the business and entrepreneurial skills necessary to commercialise research – skills which our Universities should teach in parallel with the sciences.

My objective is to “break the circle” – to help Australia (and its Universities) to derive revenue from basic research; revenue which will benefit this country, fund more research, and help to stop the “brain drain” from Australia.

I am disheartened to see the closed-minded, negative thinking of people like Professor Laver.  Positive action is required to commercialise research – before the window of opportunity shuts, and we give everything away.

Peter Scott

