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GENES ON

GENE PATENTING will have dangerous
repercussions for the biotech century, warns
the economist Jeremy Rifkin. BY BLAISE ZEREGA

HE SUBJECT of patents is

the most controversial area of

human genomics—more so

than even human cloning.

Patents on what will become
the most valuable genes will generate
unforeseen riches for the patents’ own-
ers. Imagine the value of a gene that
prevents breast cancer.

Since 1980, when the U.S. Patent
and Trademark Office accepted an ap-
plicaticm from General Electric for a
genetically engineered microdrganism
that eats oil spills, biotech companies
have embarked on a landgrab to patent
as many potentially useful genes from
as many species as possible. As soon as
a gene candidate is validated, compa-
nies file patents to protect their discov-
eries. Last year for instance, the part-
nership of Chiron and Hyseq resulted
in patents filed on 2,200 gene targets for
cancer treatment. Because of the se-
crecy surrounding patent filings, it is
difficult to determine how many
patents for the 100,000 or so genes that
constitute a human being have been
filed. Many experts predict that by
2005, patent rights to every human gene
will have been assigned.

Opponems ofgenetic patents ar-
gue that it is wrong for a company to
patent elements of nature, like genes,
and that in a postgenomic marketplace,

GENERAL PATENT: Jeremy
Rifkin fights to keep genes free.
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big pharma, armed with a wealth of
patents, will have inordinate power
over genetic research and the availabil-
ity of genetic treatments. Advocates
counter that drug research is so expen-
sive and failure prone that, without its
potential to be financially lucrative, no
company would do it.

The Red Herring recently asked
the economist and social activist Je-
remy Rifkin, a critic of gene patents, to
defend his position. Mr. Rifkin is the
author of The Biotech Century: Har-
nessing the
Gene and
Remaking the World (reviewed in July's
Print, page 138) and 13 other books,
notably The End of Work, a critical look
at technology displacement, corporate
downsizing, and the future of jobs. He

www.redherring.com/56/print.himl
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is also a fellow at the Wharton School
of Finance and Commerce Executive
Education Program and the president
of the Foundation on Economic Trends

in Washington, D.C.

Why should the average person care
about biotechnology and genomics?

It's where the global economy is
headed in the 21st century. We’re muk-
ing a shift from fossil fueis and miner-
als, which were the raw resources of
the industrial revolution, to genes,
which are the raw resource of the
biotech century. When I say genes, |
mean genes for everything—not just
food and medicine. The biotech indus-
try is looking at genes as new sources of
energy for building and construction
materials, for fiber, energy, plastics.
Bioinformatice and genomics are the
bridge fields. They bring together com-
puters and genes into a single techno-
logical and economic force. We're see-
ing strategic alliances and partnerships
between software or informarion-re-
lated companies and life sciences com-
panies. Eventually, those strategic al-
liances will fuse into single companies.

As this fusion occurs between com-
puters and genetic information, will these
new companies form a medical-industrial
complex?

That is already beginning to hap-
pen. The mergers and consolidations

going on in the life sciences industry
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