
Partnerships Rather Than Buyouts May Become Big 
Pharma's Choice In Collaborating With Biotechs 

The major pharmaceutical com-

panies seeking to acquire novel 

technologies or new drugs from 

young biopharmaceuticals may 

opt for partnering with biotechs 

rather than acquiring 

them. Forming partnerships is 

much less complicated, for one, 

and significantly less costly. And 

major regulatory problems that 

buyout offers encounter aren’t 

as problematic in partnership 

deals. 

This year, biotech companies 

seem in agreement with such 

collaborations with Big Phar-

ma. The recent strategic move 

by Celgene (CELG) to invest 

about $1 billion in cash and 

stocks in Juno Therapeutics 

(JUNO) underscores the contin-

uing advances in biotechnology. 

Celgene in all likelihood could 

have successfully made a move 

to purchase all of Juno, which 

focuses on cancer drugs that use 

patients’ immune systems to at-

tack tumors. The fact that 

Celgene opted instead to partner 

with Juno suggests that it decid-

ed it was the more practical and 

convenient way to get its hand 

on the technology Juno has de-

veloped. 

So some analysts expect more of 

partnership collaborations to 

occur between Big Pharma and 

small biotech companies as new 

discoveries unfold. Celgene’s 

primary interest in Juno is to 

harness its technology that ge-

netically engineers cells in a pa-

tient’s body to recognize, target 

and kill specific cancerous tu-

mors. 

Other large pharmaceutical 

companies are also engaged in a 

similar search for cancer-killing 

technologies. Swiss pharmaceu-

tical giant Novartis as well as 

Roche have also been develop-

ing similar treatments called 

chimeric antigen receptor T cells 

or CAR-T. 

Roche is particularly invested in 

Avastin and IDO. Avastin is a 

drug that blocks many chemi-

cals that the tumor uses to help 

defend itself and thrive. IDO is 

produced by the macrophage 

that also prevents the cancer 

from growing. Macrophages are 

white blood cells that engulf an-

ything that the immune system 

views as foreign. They are the 

first line of defense, and the 

strongest. 

In line with the search for new 

drug candidates, Celgene has 

renewed its partnership with 

Epizyme (EPZM), a clinical 

stage biopharmaceutical that 

discovers and develops thera-

pies for cancer patients. Celgene 

has decided to extend for three   
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more years its option to license 

HMT inhibitors developed by 

Epizyme against predefined 

cancer targets. Epizyme is eligi-

ble under the agreement to earn 

total potential milestones of up 

to $610 million on the three tar-

gets, notes Simos Simeonides, 

analyst at RBC Capital Markets.  

“Celgene’s move is clearly posi-

tive for Epizyme,” says Simeoni-

des, reflecting Celgene’s contin-

uing confidence in Epizyme’s 

targets and development pro-

grams. It provides further vali-

dation, he says, for Epizyme’s 

R&D approach and its proprie-

tary product platform that cre-

ates small molecule inhibitors. 

Other young biotechs are also 

pursuing various technologies to 

target tumors in the battle 

against cancer. Tumors harbor 

dynamic micro-environments in 

which cancer cells are intimately 

associated with non-

transformed host cells. Among 

young biotechs developing new 

therapies on tumors is Navidea 

Biopharmaceuticals (NAVB), 

which has developed a patented 

immunotherapy platform that 

targets activated macrophages 

that are implicated in major dis-

eases. Including cancer.  

“Until now, antibody-based tu-

mor-targeting approaches have 

mostly been directed against an-

tigens expressed on cancer 

cells,” notes Dr. Michael M. 

Goldberg, CEO of Macrophage 

Therapeutics. However, the an-

tigenic profile of cancer cells, he 

says, is highly tumor-specific 

and can be quite unstable.” He 

argues that ”tumor-associated 

macrophages have been proven 

to be a driving force in the initi-

ation, proliferation, metastasis 

and angiogenesis of various tu-

mors.” Like many other bio-

techs, Navidea is open to part-

nership collaborations with ma-

jor pharmaceutical companies 

to advance its work on tumor-

linked macrophages.  

Macrophage Therapeutics was 

spun out off Navidea purposely 

to develop therapeutics that are 

based on technology that could 

target activated macrophages. 

Dr. Goldberg says macrophages 

consume viruses and bacteria 

and “if it fails to digest and kill 

what it eats, the invading virus 

or bacteria continue to replicate 

inside the macrophage until 

they burst and releases the con-

tent to infect other cells.” He ex-

plains that during this period of 

replication, Macrophage Thera-

peutics’ CD 206 receptors get 

activated. The company’s tech-

nology then delivers an FDA-

approved drug to destroy only 

the activated macrophages. 

This technology destroys the in-

vading organisms without con-

sequent side effects, according 

to Dr. Goldberg. The ability to 

specifically identify activated 

macrophages, enables the tech-

nology to separate the activated 

macrophages that need to be 

killed from the normal cells. He 

points out that Navidea Bio-

pharmaceuticals has received $4 

million in government grants to 

further study the application of 

its technology across multiple 

diseases.  

Another small biopharmaceuti-

cal company, Dipexium Phar-

maceuticals (DPRX), is evaluat-

ing potential partnership oppor-

tunities to market its product, 

Locilex, in Europe. The compa-

ny says the European Medicines 

Agency has informed Dipexium 

that it can now file for European 

approval for the product based 

on results from ongoing phase 3 

clinical trials in the U.S. without 

the need for additional studies. 

As a result, Dipexium now plans 

to file for EU approval shortly 

after it files for U.S. approval 

next year, says David Luci, CEO 

of Dipexium. 



“This news is decidedly positive, 

in our view, as EMA often re-

quires separate endpoint/

evaluations of novel antibiotic 

trials for approval,” says Akiva 

Felt, analyst at Oppenheimer. 

Locilex is in phase 3 clinical 

studies as a treatment for dia-

betic foot infections. There isn’t 

any approved drug for such foot 

disease and drugs and drugs 

currently recommended for 

such ailments are off-label and 

carry a host of risks, such as an-

tibiotic resistance, narrow spec-

trums, poor safety profile and 

drug interactions, according to 

Ben C. Haynor analyst at securi-

ties firm Feltl & Co. 

Felt of Oppenheimer believes 

Dipexium is open to a partner-

ship/licensing deal, particularly 

after the data from the ongoing 

Phase 3 clinical trials. 
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