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Randomised controlled trials are the gold 
standard for determining the benefits and 
risks of new therapies. Yet, the data they 
bring comes with a downside, because 
generally, strict exclusion criteria for 
enrolment in such trials practically guar-
antees discrepancies with “real” patient 
populations, where multiple comorbidi-
ties or complicated pretreatment histories 
are common. Now technological 
advances are enabling study designs built 
on vast amounts of data from patients in 
“real world” therapeutic settings. 
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agRicultuRe

Biological bugkillers
Antibodies have been a game-changer 
in a number of different medical fields, 
particularly oncology and autoimmune 
diseases. Yet, biologics also have a lot 
of promise in the area of crop protec-
tion, as they can be selected to attack 
pests very specifically. More and more 
big companies are now entering a fast-
growing field that analysts predict will 
soon be worth billions.
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editoRial

Green pesticides  
The European Food Safety Agency 
recently warned that 6.5% of food 
imports from third countries contain 
pesticide residues that exceed EU 
maximum permitted levels. Howev-
er, there might be a way to avoid 
toxicity, carcinogenicity, pathogen 
resurgence and the damage to biodi-
versity caused by current chemical 
weed and pest killers. In this edition, 
European Biotechnology editor 
Martin Laqua discovered that agri-
culture giants like Germany’s BASF 
are pushing to develop next-genera-
tion biopesticides, which experts 
believe could seize a 10% share of 
the crop protection market by 2023. 

In September, the largest chemis-
try company on the globe entered 
into a collaboration with French 
Plant Advanced Technologies to se-
lect the best candidates from “plant 
milking”, a technique that non-
destructively harvests promising 
new compounds from the roots of 
plants. The new approach could ap-
pease opponents of GMO technolo-
gies, as the new pesticides are de-
rived from nature. 

Those opponents have no ob-
jections to the direct application of 
Bt toxin in organic farming  – as  
long as it’s only sprayed and not 
expressed by genetically modified 
plants. Let’s hope biopesticides 
won’t be prejudged in the same 
way.   

Thomas 
Gabrielczyk

Editor-in-Chief

dRug development

Drug screening in 
3D tissues
For years, pharma companies have 
sought to improve R&D productivity but 
have failed due to rogue disease models. 
Human tissues obtained by stem cell 
differentiation or 3D bioprinting are now 
paving the way towards improved pre-
diction of preclinical drug toxicity and 
efficacy. Yet, many challenges remain.
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Heard in Brussels
And the world turns

Brussels Well, that 
was a weight off my 
chest, better out than 
in, as they say. After 
Brexit, at least the 
world will be pulled 
back into its axis with 
the election of Ameri-
ca’s first woman pres-
ident and … wait a 
minute, what are you 
saying? No, that can’t 
be right … he won? 
Really? REALLY?

The news, as I write 
this, rounds off a be-
wildering year. The 
editor asked me to 
write another feisty piece, as apparent-
ly you unwashed mob out there quite 
like slightly naughty writing. And the re-
sults of the US election provide a per-
fect opportunity. However, I find my-
self unable to laugh or be angry about 
a farcical, ugly process, with a farci-
cal, ugly result. Maybe it is because I 
wasn’t a voter so I don’t feel personal-
ly offended. 

Bad trend

So, what do I feel? Sitting in the centre 
of the EU, a group of 27 (yes, I know 
the UK hasn’t left yet, but they got their 
coat and are standing by the door) 
countries that, for better or worse, rich-
er or poorer, work together because 
that will bring you a better, more se-
cure, long-term future. 

I feel profoundly sad. Events this year 
appear to have made it acceptable to 
actively dislike and attack people be-
cause of their race, gender, intellectu-
al capability, and any other factor that 
makes you think they are plotting to 
take food out of your mouth. Just as 
Brexit has seen a sustained increase 
in race-related violence in the UK, in 

the US, where people 
have been described 
as rapists and mur-
derers for being Mex-
ican, I wonder how 
many people wil l 
lose their lives for the 
crime of not fitting a 
rather narrow spec-
trum of acceptability.

It makes me even 
more glad that I am 
part of the European 
Union. Whatever its 
challenges, and there 
are many, it has fixed 
a target of things be-
ing better for its cit-

izens, and that does not mean a tiny 
percentage, but all of them. Hence, 
better air, water, employment rights, un-
employment rights etc., are applied for 
all people. When countries as diverse 
as Hungary, Greece, Germany, and 
France recognise this and pull (often re-
luctantly) together – that has to tell you 
something about the “rightness” of the 
long-term goal.

The US now has a profoundly anti-
science government.  Climate change, 
vaccine-linked autism, evolution … it 
is hard to even know where to start.  
These are all evidence-based positions 
accepted by the global science commu-
nity, and they could be torn up if the ex-
treme statements from the election trail 
are implemented.  Science policy from 
Sarah Palin or Ben Carson? This will not 
just impact the US, as the EU and US 
have been working to align science de-
livery, and the danger is that this could 
be undone, to the cost of patients and 
healthcare. One can only hope that, in 
the bonfire of sanity that seems about 
to ignite, that they don’t set fire to sci-
entific structures and relationships that 
have been so carefully constructed.

Signing off from Brussels. 

Claire skentelBery 
Secretary General of the Euro-
pean Biotechnology Network

Strengthening 
the bio-base 
BioeConomy the European Commis-
sion has launched a follow-up to the 
successful Bio Base nWE project run-
ning from 2013-2015. In october, Brus-
sels kicked off the three-year IntErrEg 
nWE project “BioBase 4sME,” designed 
to push the development of the bio-
based economy in north West Europe 
(www.nweurope.eu/BioBase4SME). the 
€5.83m project is aimed at helping bio-
tech sMEs to overcome technological 
barriers and the financial valley of death 
on their path to commercialising bio-
based inventions. 

Managed by leading bioeconomy clus-
ters in Belgium, France, germany, Ire-
land, the netherlands, and the uK, Bio-
Base4sME offers training, innovation 
biocamps, workshops, and innovation 
coupons worth up to €100.000 each. 
these coupons can be used for techno-
logical assistance, such as scale-up to pi-
lot scale, Life-Cycle Assessment (LCA), 
techno-economic evaluation, market re-
search, feedstock analysis, social accept-
ance, and business planning support, or 
a combination thereof. the BioBase4sME 
partnership includes eight organisations 
from six different countries.

“We expect to bring at least 20 prom-
ising innovations closer to the market,” 
said BioBase4sME Manager Lieve ho-
flack,“ and provide training to about 200 
entrepreneurs active in the bio-based 
economy. other main outputs could be 
a strong, interregional network to guide 
entrepreneurs towards successful inno-
vation and improved regional support 
for the bio-based economy, in terms of 
innovation and investment climate, reg-
ulatory framework, and public approv-
al,” he added. 

outcomes from the previous Bio Base 
nWE innovation coupon scheme seem 
to prove him right: It instigated a lever-
age effect of €71m of investments and 
created 320 new jobs in the biobased 
economy. 
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Out of the trial and 
into the real world 
redefining evidence Only a small fraction of carefully selected patients are allowed to enroll 

in randomised controlled trials involving new compounds – the gold standard of drug assessment. 

But trying to acquire the most significant efficacy and safety results for a new drug is one goal, 

treating patients every day in hospitals or practices with it is something else entirely. Discrepan-

cies are inevitable. Now “real-world data” that’s been gathered in large observational studies is at-

tempting to close the gap between experimental, artificial study settings and clinical realities.  

 

›› Read the full story in the printed issue.
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Screening drugs in 
multiple dimensions
3D Bioprinting/organoiDs 90% of all preclinical drug candidates fail to make the grade. 

Now novel methods that employ miniaturised organs could help overcome this healthcare hurdle. 

Researchers and CROs are testing a range of models – whether grown from stem cells or spit out 

by 3D bioprinters – to identify toxicities, simulate cancer development and identify responders to 

expensive therapies. The field of 3D microtissue-based screening is just a decade old, but it clear-

ly is soon going to play a key role when it comes to improving productivity in drug development. 

 

›› Read the full story in the printed issue.
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Of strawberries 
and antibodies
Biopesticides Over the last decade, therapeutic antibodies have fundamentally changed 

approaches in different areas of medicine, providing the impetus for a big leap forward in the 

treatment of cancers and autoimmune diseases. But could they also soon have a lasting impact 

on agriculture? Some pioneers predict that – in the near future – peptides, proteins and RNA 

will be driving markets in the fast-growing biopesticide and biostimulant sectors. 

 

›› Read the full story in the printed issue.
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Fast & Sensitive
Promocell PromoKine’s Edu-based 
cell Proliferation Kits iii provide a su-
perior alternative to classical Brdu and 
radioactive [3H]thymidine assays and 
are each optimised for fluorescence mi-
croscopy, flow cytometry, as well as 
high-throughput quantification using a 
fluorescence plate reader. EdU is a nu-
cleoside analogue to thymidine and is 
incorporated into dNA during active 

dNA synthesis. in contrast to the classi-
cal Brdu assays, Promocell’s Edu-based 
cell proliferation assays are not anti-
body-based and, therefore, do not re-
quire harsh, sample-compromising dNA 
denaturation for detection of the incor-
porated Edu. 

instead, the assays utilise the fast and 
simple click chemistry for easily coup-
ling fluorophores to the incorporated 
Edu, allowing a more rapid and sensi-
tive detection and quantification in a 
variety of fluorescent readouts. The sim-
ple click chemistry detection procedure 
is gentle on the cell samples, completed 
within only 30 minutes, and compatible 
with multiplexing for content- and con-
text-rich results. compared to the Brdu 
assay, the streamlined detection proto-
col of the Edu-based assay reduces the 
total number of steps and significantly 
decreases the total amount of time.

contact
Promocell GmbH
Sickingenstrasse 63/65
69126 Heidelberg, Germany
www.promokine.info
info@promokine.info
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