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Biotech Booms in the
Yangtze River Valley

A look at forces shaping the course of biotech growth in China

Daniel Burch, M.D. e Global Medical Officer, PPD Biotech

omparable to the natural forces that
‘ relentlessly push the water origi-

nating in the Himalayas down the
Yangtze to the sea, government and market
forces are driving the forward momentum
of China’s innovative biotech sector. On a
recent trip to China, I was excited to see
that pharmaceutical and biotech industry
segments are booming, yet there are nu-
merous opportunities and challenges asso-
ciated with such a positive situation.

Determined to become a global player
in the pharmaceutical market, China’s gov-
ernment has provided biotech capital and
eased regulatory burdens over the past few
years, while an infusion of approximately
$7 billion in venture capital in 2018 coupled
with major pharma investments served to
stir up the country’s biotech market. These
actions influenced CROs as well.

The cumulative effect of these actions
is beginning to pay off, as evidenced by the
massive growth in clinical trial authorizations
from China’s National Medical Products Ad-
ministration (NMPA) for innovative assets.
In 2015, NMPA implemented a series of
regulatory reforms that have shortened clini-
cal trial IND approval timelines from up to
12 months in 2016 to less than three months
by the end of 2018. With that increased activ-
ity comes an equivalent demand for experi-
enced professionals. These pressures bring
recruitment and retention considerations to
the forefront for China’s life sciences sector.

It's only necessary to look at the in-
tense competition for talent across Bos-
ton’s Charles River in Cambridge or in the
San Francisco Bay area to observe a similar
demand. Without a strategy to bolster the
talent pipeline, a business could engage
in an unproductive “feeding frenzy” that
wastes time and resources.

People drive quality

Robust processes and systems mean little
without the right people to oversee and
execute daily tasks. Experienced lead-
ers and teams are necessary to produce
quality results, and, as CROs have expe-
rienced, the biotech talent pool should
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be managed to recruit and retain the top
talent. Recruiting strategies should factor
in the nuanced dynamic of China’s labor
force relating to repatriation, attracting
young Chinese graduates with technical
and problem-solving abilities and em-
powering experienced leaders attracted by
entrepreneurial opportunities.'*?

Leadership on the ground

Reflecting on what I witnessed in China and
routinely hear from clients and partners, a
talent strategy should include the objec-
tive of putting experienced and accountable
leaders in place locally to most efficiently and
effectively manage operations. Local leaders
should be trained and granted decision-
making authority to operate and resolve is-
sues in“real time.”This is critical on the CRO
side, where it’s extremely valuable to have
local decision-makers engaging with biotech
and pharma on a regional and global scale.

Global regulatory knowledge and clini-
cal development expertise are sought-after
commodities in China as biotechs seek
global clinical trial participation. Such
knowledge is especially powerful when it’s
paired with local regulatory insight, so teams
can understand how their development is
positioned with trials outside China.

China has a high-quality, globally fo-
cused drug development market with major
ambitions. Currently, much of the strength is
in preclinical and manufacturing, but exper-
tise in project management, clinical, regula-
tory and product development is growing.

Shaping the course

The career arcs, life styles and diverse mo-
tivations of Chinese talent should be con-
sidered part of the recruiting equation. A
number of professionals are drawn to mul-
tinational CROs because of their ambition
to become part of the global drug develop-
ment workforce. Exposure to international
standards in quality processes, manage-
ment practices and digital innovations that
will propel their career forward is a signifi-
cant driver. At the same time, senior-level
leaders at global companies are becoming
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increasingly attracted to the allure of small-
er biotech companies that are beginning to
offer more creative compensation packages
and greater decision-making authority.

On the other hand, many young Chinese
graduates are enticed to work in top-tier cit-
ies like Shanghai or Beijing, but the nation’s
“hukou” system (China’s family registration
system) and extreme housing costs in tier-one
cites often compel professionals to return to
their hometowns. In our area of drug devel-
opment, this means the semi-nomadic CRA
life style loses its appeal. These professionals
won’t be motivated merely by high salaries.
Instead, personal empowerment, growth op-
portunities, the right lifestyle fit and satisfying
entrepreneurial desire to affect change could
be considered more of an inducement.

Another way to strengthen the talent
pipeline is to expand networking and aca-
demic partnerships both in the U.S. and
China. Networking through university life
science and biotech cooperatives can at-
tract the technically talented, and budding
entrepreneurs may find fast-track entre-
preneurial programs appealing.

China leads the world in sending its
citizens abroad for higher education.* It
would appear that a critical repatriated
mass is now returning to develop new en-
terprises, but such is the nature of compe-
tition and market forces.

In“The Art of War,” Sun Tzu stated that,
“Water shapesits course according to the na-
ture of the ground over which it flows.”There
are forces now at work shaping the forward
momentum of China’s biotech industry.
On the ground, opportunities and challeng-
es will ultimately define its course. CP
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