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The valley of ghosts

While other Asian tigers are roaring ahead in biotechnology, Malaysia’'s BioValley is going
nowhere fast. David Cyranoski asks what went wrong.

sking Malaysian researchers what

happened to their country’s flagship

science project, known as the Bio-

Valley, is a confusing experience.
Some claim it is still under development.
Others say it never existed. Many are simply
unwilling to talk about it.

But this was always a difficult project to pin
down. Launched in May 2003, the BioValley
was one of the final initiatives of Malaysia’s
strongman prime minister, Mahathir bin
Mohamad, who stepped down from power
a few months later. Incorporating three
new research institutes and costing some
US$160 million, the BioValley was meant to
attract biotech companies to a centralized hub
that would offer cheap rent, good telecommu-
nications infrastructure and access to the coun-
try’s lush biodiversity — a potential source of
new drugs and other useful products.

But even after its launch, it was hard to
obtain concrete details about the BioValley.
Aside from the plans drawn up by famed
Japanese architect Kisho Kurokawa, the pro-
ject was shrouded in mystery. By now, the
80-hectare campus in Dengkil, south of Kuala
Lumpur, should have been nearing comple-
tion. Instead, the site lies empty. And official
documents reveal that, earlier this year, the
BioValley quietly morphed into the BioNexus,
amuch less ambitious scheme comprising just
one new institute in Dengkil, and two other
‘centres of excellence’ built around existing
labs elsewhere.
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All this is in marked contrast to develop-
ments in neighbouring Singapore, the city-
state that nestles at the tip of peninsular
Malaysia. There, a formidable biomedical
research hub, the Biopolis, positively bustles
with activity.

Problematic past

On the face of it, the disparity is puzzling.
Singapore and Malaysia have much in com-
mon — their populations have a similar ethnic
mix, both have governments with an authori-
tarian streak, and both see biotechnology as a
springboard for future economic growth.
Malaysia, in particular, wants to decrease its
heavy reliance on the electronics industry and
the production of palm oil.

But while Singapore has recognized that sci-
entific success means aggressively recruiting
top talent regardless of nationality, race or
creed, Malaysia’s biotech push has been
hampered by a legacy of ethnic strife, its hands
tied by an educational policy designed to
favour its ethnic Malay majority.

The BioValley is just the most conspicuous
feature in a landscape of failed effort. Else-
where, flashy new labs remain largely unused,
some of them led by people without proper
scientific credentials. And in a culture in
which criticism of authority is taboo, these
problems don’t look remotely near resolution.
One senior political figure (who, like most of
the people interviewed for this article, did not
want his name mentioned) complains that the
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BioValley “was all about fancy buildings and
real-estate development”.

Mabhathir and his acolytes seemed to assume
that researchers would come pouring into
shiny new centres bearing the label ‘biotech-
nology’. It was a naive view, suggest foreign
observers familiar with the Malaysian scien-
tific scene. “With no history in biotechnology,
and little industrial presence, the risk is very
high,” says Keiichi Kiyota, president of the
Tokyo-based Nimura Genetics Solutions, one
of very few foreign companies with research
activities in Malaysia. “The greatest problem is
the lack of manpower;” he adds.

Given this dearth of talent, Malaysian sci-
ence can ill afford the brain drain that sees
many young scientists, particularly those from
the nation’s Chinese and Indian minorities,
leave the country. It’s easy to see why, given
that the dice are loaded against them. “The
‘Malays first’ policy holds them back,” says
biochemist Barry Halliwell, who heads the
National University of Singapore’s graduate
school. “It does Singapore a good favour, as
many come here” Last year, for instance, 128
students with straight A grades were denied
access to medical school in Malaysia, while
less qualified candidates were accepted. The
excluded students were all non-Malay.

The ‘Malays first’ policy has its origins in the
race riots of 1969, which were sparked by the
Malay majority’s resentment of the Malaysian
Chinese community’s economic successes.
Given the bitter memories of this conflict,
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