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Green methane 
they live in some of the most extreme en-
vironments on Earth, including hydrother-
mal vents and geysers. Archaea are fasci-
nating microorganisms that seem to have 
changed little since the dawn of life. now 
they could help us solve one of our most 
pressing modern problems – how to store 
excess power from renewable sources.

Contents

EdItorIal

Digital reshape
Digitalisation is set to become the 
buzzword of 2017. Whether you’re 
talking about patient selection for clin-
ical trials, cancer therapy decision sup-
port, customer relations, direct-to-con-
sumer advertising or even supply 
chain management – everyone is con-
vinced digitalisation is the key to effi-
ciency. For some, however, the word 
is an empty one. Recently one Ger-
man biotech CEO stressed that “it’s 
just a tool, not the solution”. In other 
words, don’t expect it to cure cancer.

On p.18, our cover story shows what 
kind of value creation digital data from 
cancer mutations and treatment out-
comes could contribute in the long 
run to more personalised therapies. 
Although there’s hype and PR in over-
selling computational correlation 
analys es, researchers from companies 
and hospitals agree that it will one day 
improve prognosis and decision sup-
port. A big issue, though, is access to 
results.   

Looking forward to the CPHI and 
BIO-Europe, we’ve addressed the top-
ics that are most relevant to the sector, 
among them the EU unitary patent (see 
p. 6–8), the latest outsourcing trends in 
biomanufacturing, pharma packaging, 
and contract research, along with the 
latest news from the growing bioecon-
omy sector. A new EU strategy is being 
drafted (p.15) while EU companies are 
working to replace GM soy protein 
with insect-based feed (p. 90). Enjoy!

thomas 
Gabrielczyk

editor-in-Chief

94

nEurodEgEnEratIon

Curing Huntington’s
It slowly but relentlessly destroys your 
body and your mind, and there’s nothing 
doctors can do to stop it. At least, until 
now. 25 years after an American scien-
tist discovered the genetic mutation that 
causes Huntington’s disease, medical re-
search is finally beginning to catch up. 
An ongoing trial is attempting to stop the 
disease in its tracks. And one day a gene 
therapy solution might effectively cure it. 
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Finding driver mutation patterns in 
tumour genomes could turn the fields of 
AI/bioinformatics into a stethoscope for 
the 21st Century
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CoVER StoRy

Cancer data: A dive 
into the depths
Correlation SCienCeS As Big Data analytics begin to inspire medical decisionmaking,  

companies and scientists have gone to war over access to data derived from patient biopsies.  

Cancer profiling is a seminal situation. While some companies are seeking to profit from  

approaches to advanced mutation analysis, researchers are vociferous in demanding open  

access to proprietary data bases behind company firewalls.

vogue in the sector. in 2013, iBM began 
promoting Watson as a ‘best treatment’ 
detector. the claim was based on min-
ing cancer genomes and corresponding 
treatment data stored in Electronic Medi-
cal Records (EMRs). According to kassler, 
Watson’s learning algorithms – which he 
brands “artificial intelligence” – could as-
sist physicians on two fronts: 

collecting and interpreting the flood ››

of medical discoveries from papers, 
slides, clinical trials, and other data
finding unrecognised patterns in real››

world data, including relevant muta-
tions in cancer genomes, prognos-
tic patterns in EMRs, images, lifestyle 
data from fitbits, etc. 

Experts like Roger Schank say that 
Watson simply “correlates data”, and that 
this ability is subsequently sold as ‘Ai’ for 
marketing purposes. He stresses that an 
ability to sift through a large amount of 
data doesn’t define intelligence. The da-
ta-mining approach, however, has at-
tracted Big Data analytics majors like 
iBM, Google, its spin-out Verily, Micro-
soft and a growing number of high-tech 
SMEs. that’s because it can generate ex-
actly the data needed by payors to […]

›››Read the full story in the printed issue.

According to William – “call 
me Bill” – Kassler, human de-
cisions are anything but per-
fect. “But machines can de-

bug that,” stresses the Deputy Chief 
Health Officer & Lead Population Health 
Officer at IBM Watson Health in Boston. 
Speaking last summer at the Forum Sci-
ence & Health conference in Munich, the 
ex-CDC policy advisor and former Medi-
care expert for value-based drug pric-
ing predicted that cognitive computers 
would be the Next Big thing in personal-
ised medicine. intelligent machines such 
as iBM Watson, he insisted, could learn 
rapidly. “Within just four years, Watson 
scaled down its error rate from over 40% 
to 5% in recognising language. And that’s 
just the beginning,” says Kassler. What if 
that power was turned to unravelling hid-
den patterns in tumour genomes?

Why data analytics could  
transform biopharma

The first applications for these kinds of 
learning machines and algorithms are 
currently surfacing in personalised med-
icine, particularly in the highly lucra-
tive field of cancer. Kassler knows that 
identifying drug responders to a growing 
number of cancer combination therapies 
and immunotherapies is still quite lim-
ited. He also knows that cash-strapped 
health systems want to switch to value-

based pricing by limiting reimbursement 
of costly targeted cancer therapies or 
immuno-oncological treatments to pa-
tient groups that have a proven bene-
fit. it’s no secret that current Compan-
ion Diagnostics (CDx) are not designed 
for cancer mutation pattern detection. 
But because cancer-promoting effects 
are dependent on surrounding genes 
and an individual genomic context, Ai-
directed genome mining is currently en 

?How can Roche help to expand 
FMi’s capabilities? 

! We have to build on FMI interna-
tional traction by leveraging on 

presence in many countries. We 
have already launched the service 
in 12 countries. We look forward to 
bringing it to every market.

Josh Lauer Lifecycle Leader, 
Foundation Medicine (FMI) at roche

FREE EXCERPT
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The hunt for a cure 
to Huntington’s
Genetic Diseases It’s a disease that often strikes people in the prime of life, slowly destroying 

control over body, mind and personality. It inevitably kills the patient, but usually only after at 

least a decade of suffering. The underlying cause of Huntington’s disease – a dominant mutation 

on Chromosome IV – was discovered almost 25 years ago. Now the first trials to target the  

condition at its source have begun. Chances of finding a cure have never been more realistic. 

›› Read the full story in the printed issue.
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Hot guys in the pool 
rescue sustainability
Biological Methanation The renewable energy sector is ramping up in a major way, but 

a host of infrastructure issues still need to be solved. One is that supply at times now outstrips 

demand, but there’s no way to store excess power. Turning it into an easy-to-store, energy-rich 

source like methane could solve the problem. A pivotal aspect of ‘power-to-gas’ technology 

harnesses some tiny helpers usually found in some of the most extreme regions on the planet.

›› Read the full story in the printed issue.

Archaea were first discovered in extreme 
environments like hot springs. Depicted is 
the Grand Prismatic Spring in Yellowstone 
National Park in the US.
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Over it’s ten year’s history, the Berlin Conference has become a must-attend event for Life Science 
decision makers, business developers, investors and legal experts. The 11th conference will explore 
the exciting market for the development of novel antimicrobials and AMR diagnostics. 

›  Antimicrobial Market – Industry overview, SME engagement & fi nancial insights 

›  Technology Perspective – New approaches to effi ciently combat antimicrobial resistance

›  Diagnostic Challenge – Promising molecular methods of detecting multiple drug resistance

›  Legal Environment & Reimbursement – The challenges of bringing antimicrobials to the market

›  R&D Trends – Research and development beyond antibiotics & public-private partnerships 

›  Start-up Pitch – Investors’ talk & new business models in the fi eld of therapeutics and diagnostics

Find a preliminary programme and more information at: www.berlin-conferences.com

2 March 2018, Berlin, Germany

Organisation: BIOCOM AG  |  Lützowstraße 33–36  |  10785 Berlin
events@biocom.de  |  Tel. +49 (0)30 264921-53  |  Fax +49 (0)30 264921-66
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