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Chris Tsai, founder
of Bionet, says

biotechnology can
help in every stage

of a person’s life
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Photos. Chris Tsai accepts award & Bionet laboratory: Courtesy of Chris Tsai

IN THE BLOOD

TEXT/X STEVEN CROOK
Chris Tsai’s Bionet company uses stem-cell technology
to treat a range of conditions including blood and
immune-system disorders and cancers.

As founder and Chief Executive of Taiwan’s first cord
blood bank, Tsai has given families a chance to buy
what he calls “family biological insurance”. Among

the services his company offers is the extraction
and preservation of stem cells from the umbilical
cords of newborn babies.

“Rather than compensate with money, we preserve
the raw materials for the treatments and therapies
that can restore a person’s health,” says Tsai, who has
a PhD in chemical engineering from the University of
Minnesota in the United States.

Stem cells - from cord blood, cord tissue, dental
pulp or, controversially, embryos - are having a revo-
lutionary impact on medicine. “Ten years ago I couldn’t
imagine that stem cells, gene therapy, genetic testing
and gene modification could be so widely applied - to
treat strokes, for cosmetic purposes, for hair growth and
wound healing,” says Tsai, who in 2009 won a Benchmark
Entrepreneur award from Ernst & Young. “Biotech-
nology can help in every stage of your life, from prenatal
to your very last day.”

Since it was founded in August 1999, Bionet has served
more than 200,000 clients in Taiwan. About 60 units of
stem cells have been retrieved so they could be used to
treat the infants from which they came, close relatives
or - in at least one case — a complete stranger.

Explaining what led to him founding a biotechnology
company, Tsai says: “When I was in college, one of my hob-
bies was analysing technological and scientific trends.”

Tsai likens his work to monitoring a tsunami as it
forms in the middle of an ocean “and then trying to
predict where the waves will hit”. Switching analogy, he
says: “You have to jump on your surfboard just before
the wave hits. If you do it too early, you just sit there.
Too late and you miss the crest of the wave.”

Bionet now offers a prenatal test for Down’s syndrome
that uses the mother’s blood. It is more accurate and less
risky than amniocentesis, a procedure that removes fluid
from the womb to check for abnormalities in a baby.

“We were the very first company in the world to in-
troduce prenatal genetic testing for spinal muscular
atrophy,” he says. “Until recently muscular dystrophy
was considered untreatable, but therapy using cord-tissue
stem cells has shown promise.”

Tsai believes that, between them, cord blood, cord
tissue and dental-pulp stem cells can deliver all the
applications expected of embryonic stem cells.

A lab technician dispenses
cord blood into test tubes
at Bionet's laboratories
(top); Tsai accepts his
Ernst & Young Benchmark
Entrepreneur of the Year
award (above)
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GLOBAL VISION

TEXT/X SHOBA NARAYAN
Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw is the founder of Biocon,
a global biopharmaceutical company conducting
clinical trials to develop the world’s first oral insulin.

It was almost by accident that Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw  Equipment in a sterilisation
became a biotech entrepreneur. A trained brewmaster, ~ Process at Biocon (above) iﬂzﬁﬂ
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Shaw is optimistic about the pharmaceutical industry’s
role amid this changing landscape, saying
itis “all-pervading and all-inclusive and af-
fecting every strata of society”. New frontiers
include biofuels, genetically modified foods
and green technology. “So far we have done
untold damage to the environment, albeit
unknowingly,” says Shaw. “Now it is time to
take corrective measures.” And biotechnology
will play a big part.
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Albert Yu Cheung-hoi,
Chairman of Hai Kang
Life Corporation, says
Hong Kong could be at
the forefront of global
biotechnology
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Photos. Albert Yu Cheung-hoi: Stefan Irvine. Cyrogenic tube, egg analysis & DNA slides: Andrei Tchernov

ACCURATE DIAGNOSIS

TEXT/X DICK CHAN
Professor Albert Yu Cheung-hoi has been at the
forefront of battles against avian flu, SARS and the
H1N1 influenza outbreak.

Albert Yu has devoted more than two decades to neurosci-
ence and infectious-diseases research and today is Chair-
man and Chief Executive of Hai Kang Life Corporation
Limited (HKLife), a leading Hong Kong-based biotech-
nology company, which was the first in Asia to carry out
DNA-based food testing.

Born in Hong Kong, Yu received his PhD in phar-
macology from Canada’s University of Saskatchewan
in 1984, and taught and carried out research in Canada
and the United States for many years. Confident in Hong
Kong’s potential to develop its biotechnology industry,
he returned to the city in 1994.

“Ireturned from the States at a time when Hong Kong
was already an established international commercial and
finance centre,” says Yu, who is also Vice-Director of the
Neuroscience Research Institute at Peking University
and a professor of its Infectious Disease Centre. “Hong
Kong led the way in Asia for its protection of intellectual
properties, logistics and transportation infrastructure,
nurturing of talent, international exchange, legal system,
human resources and business environment. It works well
as a catalyst in the development of the vast biotechnol-
ogy market in China, and is equipped to compete in the
industry internationally.”

When Hong Kong was hit by the avian influenza
outbreak in 1997, Yu noticed the medical sector lacked
contingency measures for such infectious diseases,
especially in the area of diagnostics. He focused on
developing technology that would shorten diagnosis
time and increase accuracy.

Yu is both an academic and bio-entrepreneur. “It’s
impractical for any technology to be limited to academic
research and not be put to daily use,” he says.

With more countries concentrating on biotechnology
development, competition has created new challenges
for Hong Kong. Yu says that since there is a lack of
venture capital in the biotechnology industry in Hong
Kong and Southeast Asia, government support is vital.
“This could turn Hong Kong into a global pioneer in
biotechnology,” he says.

He is optimistic about the industry’s future. “With
more funding and favourable policies from the govern-
ment, Hong Kong and Shenzhen can join forces in the
development of biotechnology as a regional industry
cluster. More professionals will join the industry and
we can gain global recognition.”
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Eggs are often used as
natural incubators (below);
DNA on slides (bottom)
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