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                 I have been doing basic medical research in the John Curtin School of Medical Research (JCSMR)   at the Australian National University  (ANU) since 1958.

                I am totally opposed to the commercialization of basic research programs in Australian Universities.       Commercial companies do research to make money.  University research programs should  be there to make new discoveries.         But I am not opposed to the commercial exploitation of 

these discoveries.   I have, in fact, been involved in two such  commercializations .      The first influenza  “subunit” vaccine on the market and the  new flu drugs, Relenza and Tamiflu,  now being sold world-wide, all owe their existence to the basic research done by me and my collaborators.

             In this submission I want to draw the attention of the  Senate  Committee  to  what I believe is one of the best  (worst !) examples of what can happen when Universities try to commercialize their basic research programs.

            A new Biotech Company, Biotron,  was  listed  on the Stock Exchange in  January 2001.

           The initial idea to form  a company was  conceived by scientists in The John Curtin School of Medical Research   in order to obtain funds for their work.  This somewhat desperate  attempt to get research funding was deemed necessary because of the totally inadequate level of funding provided by the Federal Government  to the JCSMR.

          However, as  the Company,  Biotron, developed it seems the original aim  became forgotten.

          Reading Biotron’s prospectus it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Biotron was not set up primarily to fund medical research, but rather to make huge sums of money for the people who set up the company   (Item 1 from the prospectus)    These people have received this money without having done  anything to deserve it.    

         Biotron then listed a number of projects it planned to work on and the huge rewards which would come their way if they were successful.   Thus they planned to develop diagnostics for cancer as well as drugs to treat cancer, they would invent new  and better insecticides and tranquillisers, drugs to treat heart attacks and stroke,  new and improved anaesthetics and anti-epileptic drugs.    Anti-viral agents to treat HIV and other virus infections were also planned.  (Item 2 from Biotron’s prospectus)

        Remember, Biotron was set up by people who, I believe, after 35 years or so of research, have never  “invented” or discovered anything which has  eventually reached the market place.

        And yet, they are now claiming to be able to cure many, if not all, ills which beset mankind !

        How do they intend to do this ?      I  can comment with authority on only one of the Biotron projects, the  so-called ”Virion” project.

       Here they have told outright lies  and made very misleading and probably incorrect claims (Item 3 from the prospectus).      It has never been established thar Ross River fever virus,  Barmah Forest  fever virus or Dengue fever virus have ion channels which they need to replicate, and to say they have is wrong.

     The misleading claim in the Virion project concerns Biotron’s AIDS drug,  C9.     This is supposed to block the putative ion channel in one of the proteins (vpu) of HIV.   But there is evidence that vpu is not needed for HIV to replicate.   How then can C9 be a useful AIDS drug ?

     Since the Virion project   contains  these two things only (C9 to inhibit HIV  and ion channels in the other viruses)  (Item 4 from the Prospectus)  where does that leave the Virion project ?   I would say it is a washout !   I have no expert knowledge of the other Biotron  projects, but I strongly suspect that they, too,  probably contain little of value.

    Biotron was set up with the approval of the ANU.  It relied  on the past achievements of people in the JCSMR to bolster its image.     I know for certain that some people invested in Biotron because it was approved by the ANU.   “If the company has the blessing of the ANU., surely it must be OK!”

    But it seems that the ANU  never looked critically at the science.   As far as I know this was not looked at by anyone expert in the various  projects that. Biotron proposed to exploit. .  There was no “peer review” of any of the projects.

   I would have thought that before the ANU approved a Company with which it was associated,  they would take great care to have the science reviewed as stringently, or even more stringently, than grant applications to the NH&MRC or the ARC are reviewed.     Not to have done this is  a scandal. 

   Ano ther matter of concern is the requirement for secrecy from people working on Biotron projects.       

(Item 5 from the prospectus).  This sort of thing has no place in a University research environment.

  Finally, I am amazed that the ANU   approved  the clauses (Items  6 & 7 from the prospectus) which, as far as I can see, give Biotron the first  right to commercialize ANY  basic research in the JCSMR connected with Membrane Biology, Molecular Genetics or Immunology.. programs.

  What gives this Company the right to hijack material in this way ?

  Of some concern also is the possibility of a conflict of interests within Biotron.   If the scientists working on Biotron projects are also major shareholders in Biotron I can imagine that if  they  obtained experimental results which could have an adverse effect on Biotron’s share price, there would be a strong temptation for them  not to reveal these results.

    In conclusion,  this  submission contains evidence of the undesirable things which can happen when Universities try to commercialize their basic research programs.     The solution must be to provide Universities with enough funds for basic research to flourish in an open and unfettered environment,

where people can speak freely without fear of reprisal and  do research into what THEY think is important without any directive from some Company set on making a profit.

     Together with this, there should be some mechanism whereby discoveries made as a result of basic research can be developed commercially for the benefit of the community.

                                                                                                    W. Graeme Laver

               Attached are Items 1 – 7.

