
We include in this edition of Drug Discovery World our usual
eclectic selection of articles dealing with some of the extremely
varied activities involved in the discovery and development of

useful and innovative medicines. Despite the staggering technological
advances of the past few decades, which have resulted in the introduction of
many such new drugs, there is clearly much remaining to be done. There are
still significant unmet medical needs and, moreover, there is increasing
awareness of, and concern about, the apparent reduction in productivity of
R&D in the pharmaceutical and biotechnology industries. The total spend
in pharmaceutical R&D in 1970 was around $2 billion. This had increased
to about $30 billion in 2001. Even allowing for inflation, this increase has
certainly not been matched by correspondingly improved productivity as
measured by the number of new drug approvals – in fact over the last few
years that number has not varied much.

It is easy to blame, for example, more stringent regulations or to claim
that all the ‘easy’ targets have been hit and, although these factors have
played a part, they cannot represent the only explanations for this rather
poor record. Expense is another factor. Latest estimates suggest that, on
average, it now costs around $800 million to bring a new drug to the mar-
ket. It should be recognised, however, that a large percentage of this cost
(probably about 75%) is related to drugs that have failed in development,
but only after significant sums from R&D budgets have been spent on them.
Any strategy to reduce the number of these failures, or at least to recognise
them earlier, would automatically bring down the cost of development for
each approved drug. Although this in itself would not guarantee an increase
in numbers of useful new drugs reaching the market it should, at least, open
the field to more than just the very wealthy players.

Several of our authors in this edition propose changes, both organisa-
tional and technological, to improve the efficiency of the drug development
process in terms of cost, speed and attrition rate.

Organisationally the ‘small is beautiful’ theme seems to be receiving
increased support even to the point that there have been suggestions that
large pharmaceutical companies should dispense with their discovery organ-
isations and rely entirely on small companies to provide them with a pipeline
of new opportunities for development. Less draconian, and probably more
realistic, is the view expounded in these pages that more relationships should
be established between ‘big pharma’ and smaller biotechnology companies
to operate in a manner that would be to their mutual advantage.

Technologically there are moves to place less reliance on animal models,
results from which are not always accurately predictive with regard to
effects in man, although historically there is no doubt that they have led to
the discovery of many extremely useful drugs. With the powerful genomic
and proteomic tools now available the use of cells and tissues can provide
invaluable information early in the discovery process which should lead to
drugs entering development with a higher probability of success. This is par-
ticularly the case if human cells and tissues are used. Ethical and practical
problems need to be overcome but authors in this edition express the view
that these are not insurmountable.

As always we include articles on genomics, proteomics and informatics. It
has become increasingly apparent that, although these technologies may in
due course lead to the discovery of new drugs, this is not straightforward
and refinements are constantly being made with the aim of increasing their
effectiveness. These refinements create their own new terminologies. In this
issue of DDW we introduce ‘theranostics’ which is concerned with the
development of diagnostic tests linked to the application of specific thera-
peutic agents. We include a further article on that topic and one on the even
more recently coined ‘proteomatics’, essentially the application of informat-

ics to proteomics to enable data from the latter to be maximally exploited in
the discovery of new therapeutic and diagnostic agents. 

We also include a timely reminder that more traditional methods of drug
discovery still have their place, especially when used in combination with
newer technologies. This is exemplified in the article on CNS drug discov-
ery. This is a field where few really significant, fundamentally different new
drugs for psychiatric or neurological disease have been introduced over the
past decade or so. It has rather been a case of more of more or less the same.
Our authors believe that integrated activities of the past and the future
increase the chances of significant therapeutic advances.

The world of drug discovery, which we explore in these pages, is an
expanding one. The pharmaceutical industry operates on a worldwide basis
with significant clusters of activity in North America, Europe and Japan.
Biotechnology activities began mainly in the US but have spread into the UK
and, increasingly, the rest of Europe and more recently into Australasia. We
intend to include articles on how successful these incursions into new terri-
tories have been, or are likely to be and we begin here with a discussion of
BioBusiness in Asia with particular reference to Singapore.

We know thousands of you enjoy reading DDW by the subscription cards
we receive every day. If you receive DDW intermittently and want to guar-
antee your own regular copy all you have to do is complete the FREE sub-
scription form contained herein and post or fax it back to us. Alternatively
you can register on-line at www.ddw-online.com.

Dr Roger Brimblecombe PhD, DSc, FRCPath, FIBio
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