
Services of the European Commission

Directorate-General Research
Attn of : Dr. O.Q.Trias, Dr. Achilleas Mitsos
Rue de la Loi 200

B-1049 Brussels






Regarding: opinion ACTIP on FP6 and future FP7







               October 7, 2004

Dear Dr. Trias, dear Dr. Mitsos
This letter is intended to present the opinion of ACTIP, the Animal Cell Technology Industrial Platform, on the current FP6 and the future FP7. 

ACTIP currently represents the interests of 36 European companies with a strong interest in research in the pharmaceutical life sciences. Particularly, the focus of ACTIP is on research into animal cell technology as used for the production of biopharmaceuticals, vaccines, and gene therapy vectors, but also for product safety testing and in drug discovery. Amongst the 36 member companies more than 12 members can be qualified as SMEs. Representation of Big Pharma, biotech contract service companies and SMEs is in line with the adjusted objectives of ACTIP, one of them being the cross fertilization of member companies on issues related to animal cell technology.

In drafting this ACTIP-opinion, we have focused ourselves on two EU-documents, viz. a communication from the Commission on “Science and technology, the key to Europe’s future” and a report drafted by the high-level Expert Panel chaired by Professor Ramon Marimon on “Evaluation of the Effectiveness of the new Instruments of FP6”. Given the fact that FP7 is in an early phase of design, and following major consideration by the membership we should like to bring to your attention the most significant  and widely held views.

Support for general EU R&D perspective
The current EU perspective on R&D has been set with definition of the objective to make Europe the leading knowledge economy by the year 2010 during the meeting of the European Council in Lisbon in March 2000. Although it may be that this objective will not be met in the year 2010, formulating this objective explicitly, at least emphasizes the political recognition that Europe can only be(come) competitive by reinforcing its research activities and infrastructure. Since the economic recovery in Europe compared to the USA is relatively slow, enhancement of the knowledge infrastructure in Europe is considered to be urgent. The focus of the EC on the creation of “centres of excellence” with sufficient critical mass, the increase of human resources in Europe to a level of 8 scientists for every 1000 FTEs of labour force, and the establishment of a framework for major technological projects which would bring enterprises and universities together, is very much supported by the ACTIP membership. 

We understand that the EC expects to achieve the above mentioned targets by organising FP7 around the following 6 major objectives: the creation of centres of excellence, launching technological initiatives, improving the creativity of basic research, attracting and training of young researchers, developing a research infrastructure and the coordination of the national research programmes. For ACTIP the following issues are of prime importance:

1. Support for basic research

The need to increase our effort on basic research in Europe. The suggestion to increase research funding and to set-up a European Research Council to manage an open competition between individual research teams and to support them is strongly advocated by ACTIP. For many years our Industrial Platform has supported the idea of reinforcing basic research activities in Europe, including of course, the important area of animal cell technology.

2. Increase attractiveness to industry

The conception of the so-called working floor is that Integrated Projects(IPs) should be large. Although this may not have been the intention of the EC, the definition and criteria to design an IP have led to networks that have lost focus. The formation of consortia with institutes with duplicate capabilities and expertise has led to stacking of research groups without generating added value and a reduction in productivity. For this reason, it is not very attractive for industry to participate in such IPs. In addition, the fact that contractual protection of intellectual property and knowledge is cumbersome, dissuades industry from involvement. Overall, the cost-benefit ratio for industry and SMEs is considered to be too low. Formation of smaller and focused IPs and improving the success rate is a prerequisite to entice industry (in particular SMEs) to participate in projects. 

3. Restructure to present advantages to SMEs

Since the bureaucracy is intense and time lines of submission, approval and financial reimbursement are long, SMEs, often with limited financial resources, do not derive any advantage from participation.

4. Reduce administrative load

Reduction of the administrative load is essential. A successful reduction might start right at the  beginning of the new FP7. Drafting of too many specific criteria will inherently lead to overload of administrative rules to be followed.

5. Increase R&D efficiency by investing in animal cell technology

Animal cell technology (ACT) remains an important area to invest in. ACT plays a central role in the production of biopharmaceuticals and vaccines (total revenues in 2003 amount to 40 billion Euros), and in high-throughput testing for toxicity of candidate drugs and pharmacological profiling and validation of drug targets. Since the yield of animal cell production systems is relatively low, the protein therapeutics they produce are expensive. Further investigation of cell-based manufacturing of glycoproteins would decrease the production costs and thus make these drugs available to a larger population. Increased productivity of processes would help solve the forecasted shortage of large scale manufacturing capacity. The construction of manufacturing plants is very expensive (>100 Mio€) leading to a future bottle-neck with hundreds of biopharmaceuticals currently in clinical development.

In addition, research is required to develop second generation molecules of marketed drugs with the goal of increasing the biological activity hence decreasing the required doses. That would again help solve the forecasted shortfall in  production capacity. More potent drugs with prolonged lifetimes would additionally improve the quality of life of patients because of a reduction of dosage regimes.


For drug discovery the major bottle-neck is lack of predictive power of preclinical pharmacology models for new, genomics-based drug targets. Although R&D investments world-wide have increased to a staggering 50 billion Euros per year, the output in approved New Chemical Entities (NCEs) has decreased to a level of around 20 NCEs in 2003. Therefore, reinforcing research into animal cell-based models will directly have an impact on the productivity of pharmaceutical research. In the attached annex we list those areas of research that would give the highest return on R&D investment for as large a European industrial grouping as possible.
6. Invest in training of animal cell technology technologists and engineers

Because of the emergence of biotherapeutics, in particular therapeutic antibodies, shortfalls in production capacity could severely limit the future competitiveness of Europe’s biopharmaceutical industries. But a second, equally disastrous development, is already surfacing: there is a shortage of highly trained animal cell technologists and engineers. Should production capacity increase due to companies’ investments, then the new capacity cannot be manned by European technologists and engineers because in many European countries training and education of animal cell technologists is marginal, if existing at all. In a recent project proposal prepared by ESACT (European Society for Animal Cell Technology) and supported  by ACTIP to seek Marie Curie granting, both academic research institutes and industry active in the field of animal cell technology for biopharmaceuticals, drafted a joint training proposal. Although the proposal was rejected, our effort can be seen as an illustration of the urgent need to enhance transnational recruitment and training of academics in animal cell technology. 

7. Make optimal use of industrial platforms

Over the years, dissemination of results from FP-funded research has been organised in different formats. In FP6 a major role has been foreseen for electronic publication. The experience of ACTIP collected during several Framework Programmes is that  industrial platforms can be very useful and effective in disseminating and evaluating research data generated within the EC programmes and in building personal networks between scientists working in industry and academia. 

We hope that you are willing to take the above-mentioned comments into account in the further detailing of Framework Program 7. If questions or issues remain, we are, of course, willing to further discuss these or to contribute otherwise. For your information, I have included a monograph of ACTIP on Animal Cell Technology and an updated version of our position paper “Back-to-the-Basics”. For further information on ACTIP please consult our website, www.actip.org.

Looking forward to your comments, I remain,

Sincerely yours,

Hans van den Berg

Chairman of ACTIP

