
It is interesting to speculate how, if at all, the global economic
downturn has affected R&D activities in both pharma and biotech
companies. Attempts to reduce the cost of R&D are almost

certainly inevitable consequences of the current climate. The articles
submitted for publication in Drug Discovery World are often good
indicators of issues of contemporary concern. It is, therefore, probably
no accident that in two of the eight articles herein the word ‘cost’
appears and in a third the phrase ‘assessing commercial opportunity’ is
used. The implications are that R&D projects will only be undertaken
if they are directed towards an unmet or poorly served medical need
and if the projected return on the investment is sufficiently attractive. In
theory this has always been the case but in practice the assessments
have not always been as stringent as they might have been.

This also probably means a reduced enthusiasm for highly
speculative, even if potentially significantly rewarding, projects.

Large savings could be made in R&D costs if the attrition rate among
development compounds could be reduced, especially if the failure occurs
when development has progressed beyond proof of concept. This has
been a recurrent theme in our pages and, as always, we carry articles with
suggestions as to how the efficiency of the process might be improved.

Again as usual, there are articles describing advances and refinements
in technologies which are used routinely in drug discovery and
development laboratories. These may also contribute to increasing
efficiency and reducing costs. 

One area where there is potential for significant therapeutic advances
is in stem cell research. There is nothing new in the use of stem cells –
bone marrow transplantation, for example, has been used for many
years. However, there has been, and still is, considerable controversy
over the creation of embryonic stem cells. The controversy hinges
around differing views on the moral status of the embryo. In March of
this year President Barack Obama reversed a President George W Bush
policy by allowing US federal taxpayer dollars to fund significantly
broader embryonic stem cell research. His justification included the
statement that ‘medical miracles do not happen by accident’.

This has stimulated increased interest in the pharma and biotech
sectors but, as is pointed out in one of our articles there are issues to be
resolved. For example, the regulatory environment for stem cell therapy
is still developing; some of the diseases which may be suitable targets
have a low incidence; there are questions relating to patentability, and
so on. It is essential, therefore, as indicated by our authors, that
accurate predictions of the commercial value of any opportunity should
be carried out. Their conclusion is that ‘Investment in the first
generation of stem cell therapies... may only appeal to companies who
are prepared to accept high financial risk for uncertain rewards’.

Sequencing methodologies are used routinely in many research
laboratories and several individual human genomes have now been
sequenced. The cost has over the past few years reduced significantly
but it is still high. An article in this edition of DDW describes a method
which allows targeting of specific regions of interest in a genome thus
lowering the cost of a given project.

Cost also features in another of our articles which points out that in
companies with resource limitations fully integrated screening systems
have provided an alternative to an abundance of workstation-based

systems – but the capital
cost of the former has
been high. Based on
experience gained at
AstraZeneca, the authors
conclude that use of new
flexible fully automated
systems which are now
being developed can,
despite their initial
capital cost, result in long
term cost savings.

As mentioned above,
everyone in the business
of drug discovery and
development is searching
for more efficiency and
trying to identify hurdles
which need to be overcome. 

The authors of another of our articles claim that ‘the pharmaceutical
business has been profoundly hampered by a ubiquitous and unexpected
obstacle – the way in which it draws its chemical compounds’. They go
on to state that ‘limiting the chemistry world to 2D is passé and
constraining yet it continues to be the de facto representation used
throughout the industry’. Their suggested alternative, described and
discussed in the article, is to use molecular field technology which is a
‘smarter way to compare the biological activity and properties of our
molecules’. Again, it is suggested that this should expedite drug
discovery programmes as well as some aspects of development.

It is generally recognised that, subsequent to the sequencing of the
human genome, elucidation of protein function is the next major challenge.
In cancer especially a large amount of effort is going into unravelling
functions and interactions of altered cancer genes and associated proteins.
One of our authors states that there are now well over 1,000 protein
biomarker candidates believed to be associated with cancer but very few of
these biomarker candidates have been validated and turned into diagnostic
products. The various issues involved are discussed in our article 

Laboratory information management systems (LIMS) have been in
use for five decades or so but they have had to be adapted to deal with
ever increasing volumes of data generated from widely differing and
ever evolving technologies. In parallel, electronic laboratory notebooks
(ELNs) have been developed initially as replacements for paper
laboratory notebooks but subsequently to serve other functions also.
There are areas of overlap between LIMS and ELNs but in one of our
articles the author states that, in summary, LIMS are better for
managing structured information while ELNs are better for more
disparate unstructured information. At present neither technology is
likely to meet all the needs of any particular laboratory.

Finally, there is an article reviewing the various automated technologies
currently available and in development for solid/powder dispensing. Time
and resource-consuming manual procedures are still commonly used in
many laboratories. Here is another potential opportunity for cost savings.

Dr Roger Brimblecombe PhD, DSc, FRCPath, FIBiol

Introduction

introduction

Drug Discovery World Summer 2009 7

Introduction:Introduction  26/6/09  13:41  Page 7


