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NEWS Healthcare & life sciences

UNIVERSITY AWARDED 
£300,000 TO EXPLORE 
BIOSCIENCE ADVANCES

ELFAB LAUNCHES NEW 
PHARMA PRODUCT

CLARITY INFORMATICS 
REVEALS INCREASED SALES

NUFFIELD HEALTH 
CELEBRATES AWARD 
SUCCESS

Nearly £300,000 has been granted to researchers at 

Teesside University to explore ground-breaking bioscience 

developments.

The funding has come from the THYME project, a 

collaboration between Teesside, Hull and York universities.

Seven projects, totalling almost £350,000, have been funded 

across the three universities, with Teesside a partner in six of 

the schemes.

Each of the projects is worth almost £50,000 and involve 

collaboration with industry and a partner university.

Teesside University will use its new £22.3 million National 

Horizons Centre, in Darlington, to carry out the work.

Dr Geoff Archer, head of knowledge exchange at Teesside 

University, said: “Each project is projected to make a huge 

impact on the development of the bioscience industry.”

An industrial pressure relief solutions manufacturer has 

launched a new pharmaceutical product.

Elfab’s Pure-Gard pressure relief device will be used 

in sanitary manufacturing environments, including the 

pharmaceutical and food sectors. 

Designed and developed at its North Shields 

headquarters, the company said the product will be used in 

biopharmaceutical facilities where cleanliness and compliance 

are critical in the production of medicines to treat patients with 

cancer, multiple sclerosis and kidney disease.

An IT healthcare solutions provider has reported a significant 

increase in sales of a web-based compliance and sharing 

platform.

Clarity Informatics said demand for its Clarity TeamNet 

apparatus has grown following the introduction of a new NHS 

structure.

The Wallsend-based firm said monthly sales have doubled 

amid the roll-out of Primary Care Networks, adding TeamNet 

has increased its geographical reach by almost 400 per cent 

across England in the last two years.

Nuffield Health has achieved an awards hat-trick for its 

outstanding contribution to the medical sector.

The operator received the Private Hospital Group of the Year 

honour for the third time at the Health Investor Awards 2019. 

Steve Gray, chief executive at the healthcare provider 

(pictured right), which has hospitals in Newcastle and Teesside, 

said: “It’s great to be recognised three years in a row as leaders 

in healthcare excellence. This reflects our teams’ consistent 

hard work.”
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What sparked your interest in science and 

biochemistry?

I enjoyed science at school, and I had some 

inspirational teachers. I went to an all-girls school so there 

wasn’t the assumption that boys did STEM subjects and 

the girls did something else. We thought we could do 

anything. 

I considered studying medicine at university but as 

the time drew nearer, I realised I was more interested 

in the research aspects and understanding the body’s 

mechanisms. I applied to study biochemistry at the 

University of Bath, where I became more interested in the 

chemistry of the brain and so afterwards, I completed my 

PhD in neuroscience at the University of Cambridge. 

INTERVIEW Dr Fiona Marshall

Dr Fiona Marshall studied a BSc in 
biochemistry at the University of Bath 
and a PhD in neuroscience at the 
University of Cambridge before carving 
out an exceptional career in life sciences – 
working in and consulting for multinational 
pharmaceutical companies, niche biotech 
enterprises and venture capital firms. She 
was the chief scientific officer and founder 
of Heptares Therapeutics, a spin-out of 
the MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology 
and later sold to Sosei Group, and is now 
vice president head of neuroscience 
discovery and head of the UK Discovery 
Centre for MSD Research Laboratories, 
which will support the next generation of 
innovative drug development. The scientist 
and entrepreneur has been recognised 
in her field multiple times including, in 
2012, when she was awarded the WISE 
Women of Outstanding Achievement for 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship, and 
in 2015 when she won the RSC Malcolm 
Campbell Memorial Award for chemistry. 
Last month, the fellow of the Royal Society 
of Chemistry and honorary fellow of the 
British Pharmacological Society visited The 
Biosphere at Newcastle Helix – the city’s 
new 24-acre innovation zone for science 
businesses and research – where she met 
four North East life science entrepreneurs. 
Alison Cowie spoke to Dr Marshall 
afterwards to find out more 

MARSHALLING 
INNOVATION IN 
BIOTECH
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Tell me about your early career? 

After my PhD, I worked in a large pharma company for 

ten years and then began moving into smaller and smaller 

companies. I started working for a biotech company that 

involved a lot of international travel. It was difficult to 

balance this with having a young family and so I took an 

academic position at the University of Cambridge. While I 

was there, I kept being asked to go into biotech companies 

to help them and ended up working with about 30 different 

companies – sitting on the board of a number of them. And 

I also started consulting for venture capital companies that 

were looking to invest in biotech. 

Working with the biotech companies, I could see what 

they were doing right and what they were doing wrong and 

got a unique insight into the sector. 

What led to you starting your own company – Heptares 

Therapeutics?

I had a change in my personal life, and I was looking to move 

out of consulting. Then, by coincidence and a bit of luck, one 

of the venture capital companies I was working with asked 

if I would look at a new opportunity in Cambridge. I went to 

the labs and met the scientists. I was so convinced by what 

I saw that I went back to the venture capital company and 

said, ‘if you invest, I’ll help set the company up’. 

What did Heptares Therapeutics set out to achieve and what’s 

been its greatest achievement?

The company uses a technique called x-ray crystallography 

to create three-dimensional shapes of proteins, which can 

be looked at on a computer to find unusual drug-binding 

sites. You can then design a drug that fits into that pocket. 

One of the very first programmes we worked on – when 

there were only five of us in the company – resulted in a 

drug that’s now in clinical trials for cancer partnered with 

AstraZeneca. 

In April 2018 you were appointed vice president head of 

neuroscience discovery and head of the UK Discovery Centre for 

MSD. What does this involve and how is the research centre set 

to impact drug development in the UK?

I have two roles at MSD: one is the global head of 

neuroscience discovery while the other is heading the new 

UK discovery centre. The discovery centre will eventually 

look to support the drug development process – from 

basic research through to clinical trials, development and 

marketing. We’ve recently rented some research labs 

in London with the intention of acquiring a permanent 

building. Our focus is on diseases of ageing, particularly 

neuro-degenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s and 

Parkinson’s. The aim of our global organisation is to have 

a research site in London to connect to the excellent 

academic and clinical research we have here, recruit local 

talent, and to provide a gateway into Europe. 

What are the opportunities for life sciences entrepreneurs 

today? What are their biggest challenges?

The rate of change in science is challenging but it also 

presents opportunities. Pharma companies cover the whole 

[drug development] process from discovery through to 

clinical development to commercialisation. They can’t be 

state-of-the-art in everything, so there are opportunities for 

life sciences entrepreneurs to find the bottlenecks and come 

up with innovative solutions. One of the critical challenges 

for biotech companies is funding. It’s relatively easy to 
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raise seed money from angel investors, grants and start-up 

venture capital companies, but it becomes more difficult 

for UK companies when they want to grow. It’s much 

more difficult to secure an Initial Public Offering in the UK 

compared to a US-based company. 

What would help this situation?

The Government’s Life Sciences Industrial Strategy is 

looking to help companies grow by increasing access to 

capital in a number of different ways. UK companies also 

need to become more globally connected. Even small 

biotech companies need to be visible in key territories to 

be able to access international funds. That’s what we did at 

Heptares Therapeutics – we attracted investment from the 

US, as well as from a Swiss pharmaceutical company.

You visited the Newcastle Helix last month where you met 

four North East life sciences companies. What were your 

impressions of their enterprises and what was the main advice 

you gave them?

I saw four companies – Alcyomics, Biosignatures, Newcells 

Biotech and Iksuda Therapeutics – which are working in 

different parts of the [drug development] process. They 

are doing very exciting, innovative work using cutting-edge 

science, but I asked them to think about their business plan, 

their product offering and how they’ll grow their companies. 

Also, to think about gaining intellectual property and patent 

protection around, for example, the methods they were 

developing.

How do life sciences companies balance that technical, scientific 

experience with the business acumen?

You can’t do everything yourself and so you have to get 

advice. One of the benefits of being in a [sector] cluster is 

that you have similar companies around you that you can 

talk to. Also, don’t be afraid to bring in people who can cover 

the different components of building a company. 

At Heptares Therapeutics, we made sure we had the right 

people in finance, business development and the legal side 

of things. Those people don’t always have to become part of 

the company – you can use external firms and consultants if 

necessary. 

What do you think of the facilities at The Biosphere and 

Newcastle Helix and how will it impact companies who choose 

to base themselves here?

There are a number of benefits. One is the flexibility of 

the space. A small company can take smaller space and 

grow as they want or need to. Often, small companies are 

managing a limited budget but have to commit to taking 

a large amount of laboratory space from the outset, which 

wastes a lot of money. There are also local connections 

through the universities and the hospitals and having the 

UK National Innovation Centre for Ageing and the National 

Innovation Centre for Data [both part of Newcastle Helix] 

is of considerable benefit. The proximity to the city is also 

important. A lot of people who have gone to university in 

the North East find themselves having to move to Oxford, 

London or Cambridge to find jobs that match their skills. 

Building alternative opportunities for their abilities in 

Newcastle – and across the country – is really important.

INTERVIEW Dr Fiona Marshall
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Innovation is vital to the future 

sustainability of the NHS. The 

region boasts innovation-driven 

NHS organisations, academic 

institutions and healthcare 

businesses that are working to 

improve health outcomes, with the 

added benefits of creating jobs and 

generating wealth within the region 

and the UK.

The Academic Health Science 

Network North East and North 

Cumbria (AHSN NENC) acts as the 

crucial link between these partners 

to drive forward transformative 

innovations. By working closely 

with NHS Trusts and Clinical 

Commissioning Groups across the 

region, the AHSN NENC has an 

unrivalled understanding of the 

challenges faced by our healthcare 

system.

Dr Nicola Wesley, deputy chief 

executive at the AHSN NENC – who 

was instrumental in establishing the 

organisation in the region in 2013 

– says: “We have worked incredibly 

hard over the last six years to develop 

meaningful relationships across the 

health and life sciences community. 

This allows us to reach into different 

parts of the system, whether that’s by 

bringing in expertise from industry or 

academia, to form partnerships that 

enable us to get things done quickly 

and at scale. 

“An important element of our 

work sees us act as the link between 

the NHS and the private sector. We 

understand how difficult it can be for 

companies to bring their innovations 

to the NHS but, with our support, we 

can help to make that process more 

streamlined.

“The breadth of innovative and 

trailblazing life sciences companies 

based in the region never ceases 

to amaze me, and this presents a 

real opportunity for the NHS. We 

have worked with some fantastic 

businesses, from start-ups to 

multinationals, to help them access 

the NHS and it’s incredibly rewarding 

to see the benefits this brings to 

patients and the economy.”

Funding from NHS England, NHS 

Improvement and the Office for Life 

Sciences ensures the AHSN NENC 

is well-placed to deliver national 

initiatives in a way that supports 

regional priorities.

In the last year, the AHSN NENC 

has supported 115 companies with 

134 innovations. A recent survey 

showed that AHSN NENC support 

resulted in an estimated £1.5 million 

ADVERTISING FEATURE Academic Health Science Network North East and North Cumbria

Seeing how healthcare 
innovation dramatically 
improved the quality 
of life for her severely 
handicapped brother gave 
Dr Nicola Wesley, deputy 
chief executive at the 
Academic Health Science 
Network North East and 
North Cumbria (AHSN 
NENC), a passion for health 
innovation. Here, she talks 
about how the AHSN NENC 
is brokering collaboration 
between NHS, academia 
and industry across the 
region

PUSHING THE 
BOUNDARIES OF HEALTH 
INNOVATION
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investment secured and this has contributed to the creation 

of 17 jobs and safeguarded a further 15.

Gaining access to the NHS and social care markets can 

be a daunting prospect for businesses. However, the AHSN 

NENC acts as an honest broker between them and the NHS 

within the region to simplify the process for both parties.

The AHSN NENC, whose chair is Dr Arnab Basu MBE, 

chief executive of Kromek Group plc, supports the adoption 

of innovations that have the potential to transform the lives 

of patients and stimulate the economy. This support spans 

from identifying unmet needs across the NHS, providing IP 

support, real-world validation, and spread and adoption of 

innovations.

Innovators receive bespoke assistance from the AHSN 

NENC at every stage of the innovation lifecycle via its 

Innovation Pathway initiative.

Nicola explains: “We’re here to help bridge the gap 

between industry and NHS by bringing both sides together 

to broker these important interactions, which are essential 

for both the development of new treatments and pathways 

and to maintaining a healthy life sciences sector.”

Nicola has personal experience of how innovation within 

healthcare can transform the lives of patients and their 

families. Her older brother Steven was born with a range of 

complex needs, including severe cerebral palsy, epilepsy 

and asthma, and Nicola’s parents were told he was unlikely 

to live beyond the age of two.

Steven defied medical expectation to live to the age of 20 

before he sadly passed away. However, his complex needs 

meant that for much of his younger years he was unable 

to enjoy childhood activities such as going to the park and 

being outdoors, as the medical equipment he required had 

to be plugged into the mains.

In the early 1990s, when Steven was around 12, a 

consultant at Bishop Auckland General Hospital provided 

two innovative pieces of equipment that were being trialled 

by paramedics at the time – these were a portable suction 

machine and a portable nebuliser inhaler. This equipment 

changed family life forever, enabling Steven to be much 

more mobile.  

“Thanks to that savvy consultant, family life changed 

forever because we could take my brother to the park, which 

was something we couldn’t do previously. This first-hand 

experience is why I became so passionate about healthcare 

and innovation. Innovation doesn’t always just affect the 

patient; it affects the wider family. For us, it meant that 

Steven could experience things that he’d never done before 

and, as his younger sister, so could I,” explains Nicola.

She adds: “Myself and the rest of the AHSN NENC team 

are in a privileged position where we see the benefits these 

innovations bring to patients and their families.”

Nicola believes the region has all the assets to position 

itself as a leader within the life sciences industry thanks to 

the outstanding healthcare system, world-leading clinical 

research, business support for health and life science 

companies and the high-quality education offer. The AHSN 

NENC celebrates this with its annual Bright Ideas in Health 

Awards, which is running for the 16th year. There are eight 

categories open to health innovators and the deadline for 

entries is July 31.

Nicola concludes: “There’s no debating that the North 

East has a thriving life sciences industry. We have so much 

to offer as a region and by working collectively to share 

expertise, ideas, resource and investing in the future, we can 

continue to push the boundaries of innovation to improve 

the health and economic prosperity of the region for many 

more years to come.”

ACADEMIC HEALTH SCIENCE NETWORK NORTH EAST 
AND NORTH CUMBRIA
For more information on the AHSN NENC, visit: 

www.ahsn-nenc.org.uk
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It was in March last year the 

Government announced that 

Sunderland was one of five places 

across the country granted permission 

to open a new medical school.

The decision fitted perfectly with the 

university’s ongoing commitment 

to improving patient care through 

its teaching and research across 

subjects including pharmacy, nursing, 

paramedic practice, biomedical science 

and now medicine.

With state-of-the-art facilities 

already in place and dedicated 

partnerships with the region’s NHS 

trusts, the opening of the medical 

school will allow the university to 

ultimately offer 360° healthcare via its 

graduating students.

As well as offering the opportunity 

to study medicine to students with 

the required talent and capability, the 

school will be well-placed to address 

the region’s chronic shortage of 

doctors. 

When they graduate, the school’s 

doctors will be excellent clinicians, 

qualified to move into any medical 

speciality, although it’s anticipated 

that around half of the doctors who 

graduate will move into general 

practice.

This is not just a significant 

achievement for the university; 

Sunderland having its own medical 

school will also provide a huge boost to 

the region as a whole, with thousands 

of NHS patients set to benefit. There is 

INTERVIEW University of Sunderland

This summer, the University of Sunderland is preparing to open the doors to its new School 
of Medicine. In a watershed moment for the university, the city – and the North East - the 
new school welcomes its first intake of future doctors in September

A NEW MEDICAL SCHOOL FOR THE 
UNIVERSITY OF SUNDERLAND
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also significant evidence that doctors 

tend to remain in the areas they 

train in, so hopes are high that North 

East-trained doctors will be caring for 

patients in the region for many years 

to come.

The school will have an initial cohort 

of 50 medical students joining this 

September, after which the university 

will accept 100 medical students every 

year.

The University of Sunderland 

already has strong health connections, 

including partnerships with four 

hospital trusts, two mental health 

trusts, community services and 63 GP 

practices.

Professor Scott Wilkes, head of 

School of Medicine and professor of 

general practice and primary care at 

Sunderland, says: “Our approach is to 

recruit those with the talent and 

capacity to become doctors. Part of 

the reason why we were named as 

one of the five new medical schools 

is our commitment to inclusivity 

when attracting medical students and 

training them to become doctors; we 

will do this by using our breadth of 

expertise in attracting students from 

all backgrounds.

“Our programme will incorporate 

multi-professional learning and 

extensive exposure to real-life clinical 

settings through our simulation 

suites located at our state-of-the-art 

Living Lab. This is similar to that of 

our partner Keele University, who 

we will be working with to build our 

experience and knowledge. Keele is 

ranked top in the country for their 

outturn into general practice.”

UNIVERSITY OF SUNDERLAND 
The University of Sunderland welcomes all with talent into higher education and supports them in reaching their potential.

The university has 20,000 students based at campuses in Sunderland, London and Hong Kong, as well as with global learning 

partnerships in 14 countries.

Working to shape the city and region, the University of Sunderland is proud of its positive contribution to economic and social 

change; its graduates leave equipped with the knowledge, skills, confidence and connections to make a positive difference in the 

wider world. For more information, visit: www.sunderland.ac.uk

“Talent is 

everywhere, but 

opportunity isn’t. 

We are trying 

to break into 

the areas where 

talent exists and 

what more dramatic way to do it than 

by offering outstanding students the 

chance to study medicine?”

Sir David Bell, vice chancellor of the 

University of Sunderland

“It’s exciting. I 

know where these 

students are 

coming from. Here 

I get the chance to 

be involved from 

the beginning, 

to help shape and create; to give 

something back to the area where I 

came from.”

Debs Patten, professor of anatomy at the 

new School of Medicine

“Encouraging 

students 

from a similar 

background to 

my own and 

giving them an 

opportunity to 

study medicine really inspired me, 

I want to ensure they get the best 

support throughout the process.”

Dr Andy Davies, undergraduate 

programme lead at the new School of 

Medicine



14

If you think about the progression 

of the pharmaceutical industry, the 

way we approach treatments and 

medicines has evolved tremendously 

in the last one hundred years. 

Penicillin was first discovered in 1928 

by Fleming changing the way we 

treated infections. Twenty-five years 

later, Watson and Crick made the 

ground-breaking observation that 

the DNA molecule exists in the form 

of a three-dimensional double helix, 

opening our understanding of how 

the genetic code works. This new 

understanding has changed how we 

approach treatments for diseases. 

The first recombinant protein 

treatment was approved in 1982. The 

biotech industry was here to stay.

Today, over 70 per cent of all 

INTERVIEW Steve Bagshaw

THE HISTORY OF DRUG DEVELOPMENT 
Steve Bagshaw is the 
chief executive officer at 
Billingham-based Fujifilm 
Diosynth Biotechnologies 
and has extensively 
contributed to the 
development of biologics 
contract development 
and manufacturing sector 
both in the UK and US, 
with this company and its 
predecessors. Before Fujifilm 
Diosynth, he served as 
president at Image Polymers 
Inc, a joint venture between 
Mitsui Chemicals and Avecia 
for three years and prior 
to that had several roles 
across the pharmaceutical 
intermediates and speciality 
chemicals industries having 
graduated from Manchester 
University as a chemical 
engineer. He is a fellow of 
the Institute of Chemical 
Engineers and was awarded 
the North East England 
Business Executive of the 
Year Award in 2017. Here, he 
reflects on the changes in 
the pharmaceutical and the 
biotechnology sector 
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medicines in development are ‘’first in class’. Drug 

developers are facing more and more challenges to do 

everything on their own. Relying on service providers 

has become an integral part of the industry. Companies 

can focus on their R&D efforts to grow their pipelines 

by outsourcing process and analytical development 

activities to Contract Development and Manufacturing 

Organizations (CDMOs). CDMOs bring a wealth of 

knowledge and expertise from the experienced gained 

by working with a very wide gamut of molecules, many 

of which have particular challenges, intrinsic and 

extrinsic to the biological therapeutic target.  From an 

economic perspective, working with CDMOs reduces 

the expense of maintaining a manufacturing facility and 

improves the efficiency of the entire supply chain.

As the industry has matured so has the need to re-

evaluate how the drug developers and CDMOs work 

together. Transactional, fee-for-service approaches 

may not be the best-suited way to ensure the long-term 

success of a therapeutic candidate. FUJIFILM Diosynth 

Biotechnologies has shifted how it approaches 

programmes. It is not a transaction but a long-term 

partnership with its customers. Therapies are becoming 

more targeted to specific patient populations, which 

can lead to different supply chain requirements. 

Technology continues to evolve, changing how we 

view long-term manufacturing; for example, as cell 

lines become more efficient yields have increased. 

High throughput approaches to process and analytical 

development continue to evolve as new technologies 

become available to the cutting-edge of today’s 

advanced therapies – at every stage there has been a 

blend between using the experience of those who have 

done it before (many, many times in the early days) 

with the tangible excitement of the new. I was brought 

up on the stories of how stuff had been discovered 

that is now taken for granted and now we are creating 

the stories that tomorrow’s generations will build their 

futures upon. 

FUJIFILM DIOSYNTH BIOTECHNOLOGIES
www.fujifilmdiosynth.com

“Therapies are becoming 
more targeted to specific 
patient populations, which 
can lead to different 
supply chain requirements. 
Technology continues 
to evolve, changing 
how we view long-term 
manufacturing; for 
example, as cell lines 
become more efficient 
yields have increased”
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Photonics – the generation, 

detection and manipulation 

of light – is a rapidly-growing 

high-tech industry currently worth 

more than £13 billion to the UK 

economy. 

From high-speed 

telecommunications to diagnostic 

imaging, the applications of 

photonics technologies are already 

transforming society, and this impact 

will only increase as the demand for 

non-invasive, cost-effective, and 

personalised medical treatments 

continues to rise. Indeed, photonics 

has been selected by the European 

Commission as a key enabling 

technology underpinning innovation 

in a range of market sectors.  

However, companies that benefit 

from harnessing photonics for 

their products or processes face 

several challenges in reaching 

commercialisation, which can hinder 

innovation.

Connecting with photonics 

experts can be difficult for smaller 

companies, and coupled with 

complex regulatory frameworks and 

delays in market adoption, many 

photonics innovations struggle to see 

the light of day. 

To address these issues, and to 

help companies bring their innovative 

ideas to market sooner, CPI has 

been working as part of an EU-wide 

project called EPRISE: Empowering 

Photonics through Regional 

Innovation Strategies in Europe. 

EPRISE is a consortium formed 

of nine European photonics clusters 

aiming to support small and medium-

size photonics companies (SMEs) 

looking to enter either the medical 

technologies, pharmaceuticals, 

agriculture or food markets. 

SUPPORT TO OVERCOME MARKET 

ENTRY BARRIERS

SMEs developing photonics-based 

products or processes for the four 

target markets face highly-specific 

entry challenges, such as long 

development cycles, including 

crossing the infamous ‘Valley of 

Death.’ This is the phase where 

research needs to be turned into 

a working prototype and is often 

cited as a key roadblock to the 

transformation of new discoveries 

into useful and innovative products. 

EPRISE was primarily set up 

to help SMEs to overcome their 

commercialisation challenges by 

providing advice from photonics and 

market experts and introducing them 

to development partners or potential 

end users across Europe. 

SMEs can now take advantage of a 

number of freely available resources 

created by the project. These include 

two online databases and booklets 

about go-to-market challenges, as 

well as presentations and videos 

of expert talks from seven market-

specific photonics roadshow events 

held around Europe. 

The project’s companies database 

maps and lists photonics firms 

working in the four market sectors of 

interest and is a great resource to use 

to find collaboration partners or to 

identify potential competitors. 

Meanwhile, the database of experts 

can be used to get specific advice 

from people around Europe who are 

very knowledgeable about the market 

sector, business-related challenges 

ADVERTISING FEATURE CPI

CPI and the EPRISE 
project are establishing 
the North East as a leader 
in photonics innovation

LET THERE BE LIGHT
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or photonics technology. Topics covered by expert speakers 

at the roadshow events include how to become investment 

ready, how to protect your intellectual property, how 

to develop an internationalisation strategy, and how to 

navigate the clinical trials process. 

Finally, a go-to-market booklet, which brings together 

key advice, insights and examples from industry experts to 

overcome market-entry challenges, has been produced in 

hard copy and e-book and is available via the website.

ACCELERATING MEDTECH DEVELOPMENT IN THE NORTH EAST

A significant boost for the photonics industry in the North 

East is the opening of CPI’s National Healthcare Photonics 

Centre at NETPark, in Sedgefield, County Durham. This 

visionary £7.9 million investment by the North East Local 

Enterprise Partnership in innovation and future technology 

helps fulfil EPRISE’s mission to lower the barriers to market 

entry for SMEs and provide more local resources and 

support for photonics-based businesses. 

Using light to diagnose and treat medical conditions 

and illnesses, healthcare photonics is a rapidly-growing 

area globally as demand for non-invasive, cost-effective 

and personalised treatments rise. Applications include 

non-contact cancer diagnostics, endoscopic imaging and a 

variety of laser-based treatments.

Currently, only about 2.5 per cent of the UK photonics 

industry is based in the North East, but through this 

investment, CPI can provide access to technologies and 

expertise that support the development of next-generation 

light-based healthcare products. This will help propel the 

local economy and provide high-value manufacturing jobs, 

by establishing a strong and innovative photonics cluster in 

the North East. 

The site includes specialist laboratories for optics, 

electronics, life science, medical device testing and 

development work, as well as pilot manufacturing space that 

will allow companies to scale up products and accelerate 

their commercialisation in the medical technologies market. 

By leveraging CPI’s significant expertise within this 

market, the facility will provide a space for the development 

of light-based innovations in diagnosing and treating 

disease. Applications of the technologies being developed 

at CPI range from instruments for controlled illumination in 

drug development to new biomedical imaging devices for 

rapid diagnostics. 

Crucially, the facility will allow these new innovations to 

be manufactured at the quality and consistency required 

for entry into early and late-stage clinical trials. Another key 

aspect of the facility is the focus on health economics and 

regulatory affairs, which were identified by EPRISE as one of 

the biggest challenges facing companies trying to navigate 

the process from lab bench to market.

LIGHTING THE WAY FOR SMES IN PHOTONICS

Further support for photonics companies in the region is 

available via the Spotlight project, which is a collaboration 

with Durham University and is funded by the European 

Regional Development Fund (ERDF). Eligible County 

Durham-based SMEs are given support in developing their 

photonics-enabled products for the healthcare market, 

through early stage proof-of-concept research and access to 

senior experts and consultation services. 

CPI is set to continue the fantastic work achieved by 

EPRISE and will further cement the North East as a leading 

light in the photonics industry. 

The ongoing work will deliver high-value manufacturing 

jobs to the UK economy and help SMEs bring their new 

innovations to market.

CPI
www.uk-cpi.com 

www.eprise.eu 
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ADVERTISING FEATURE Teesside University 

The National Horizons Centre, a new Teesside facility financed by the Local Growth Fund, 
is set to develop technical, innovation and management skills in the bioscience sector

SEEKING NEW HORIZONS

Anew centre of excellence for the bioscience 

industries, now open, is helping to drive the economic 

growth of the Tees Valley.

Work has been completed on the £22.3 million National 

Horizons Centre at Teesside University’s campus at Central 

Park, Darlington, and the state-of-the-art facility is already 

delivering teaching, research and industrial collaboration.

The centre delivers an industry-informed programme that 

concentrates on developing the technical, innovation and 

management skills and knowledge needed for the bioscience 

sector to continue to grow and generate jobs and wealth in 

Tees Valley and the UK.

It has been financially supported by the Local Growth 

Fund, via the Tees Valley Combined Authority and the 

European Regional Development Fund. The Local Growth 

Fund contribution of £17.5 million represents the single 

biggest investment by the fund in the Tees Valley.

The new centre will work in synergy with other buildings 

on Darlington’s Central Park, including the University’s 

Centre for Professional and Executive Development,  

CPI’s National Biologics Manufacturing Centre and 

Darlington College. 

It is already working in partnership with regional, national 

and international industry partners to provide specialist 

education and training for the current and future workforce, 

and to promote industry-focused innovation and research.

FIRST TRAINING COURSE DELIVERED

Staff from some of the region’s most innovative companies 

have developed their skills in a cutting-edge area of protein 

science at the first continuing professional development 

(CPD) course to be held at the National Horizons Centre.

The centre hosted a three-day workshop on Practical 

Proteomics - the large-scale study of all the proteins present 

within a cell, tissue or organism.

The CPD course was led by Professor James Scrivens, 

a research professor at Teesside University and a leading 

expert in the field of mass spectrometry, who has published 

more than 100 peer-reviewed papers, as well as numerous 

book chapters and industrial reports.

Practical Proteomics ran in conjunction with Waters, one 

of the world’s leading manufacturers of analytical laboratory 

instrumentation. It was held in the NHC’s state-of-the-art 

bioanalytical laboratory, a Waters Centre of Innovation (COI).

The course, which was attended by staff from companies 

including Fujifilm Diosynth Biotechnologies, Quorn, 

GlaxoSmithKline and Hart Biologicals, consisted of a mixture 

of lectures and practical sessions on topics including:

• Data generation

• Bioinformatics

• Peptide analysis

• Separation science

• Recent developments in proteomics

Professor Scrivens says: “Proteomics is an inter-

disciplinary study with numerous applications in fields such 

as medicine, food science and agriculture.

“It requires the identification and quantification of ever-

smaller amounts of proteins in increasingly complex systems.

“The facilities and expertise at the National Horizons 

Centre enable us to achieve this in an automated, sensitive 

and selective fashion.”
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NEW COURSES TO DRIVE BIOSCIENCE 

GROWTH

From September, Teesside University 

is offering four brand new bioscience 

postgraduate courses, which will be 

based at the National Horizons Centre 

(NHC).

They are the first courses to be 

developed from the new state-of-

the-art facility and are made up of 

three MSc programmes in Advanced 

Biomedical Science, Microbiology and 

Bioinformatics, as well as an MRes in 

Biological Sciences.

Dr Dimitrios Nicolaou, associate 

dean in Teesside University’s School 

of Science, Engineering & Design, 

said: “The National Horizons Centre is 

an ambitious new facility, which will 

help to drive forward key areas within 

the bioscience sector – including 

biologics, biomedical sciences and 

industrial biotechnology.

“We are delighted to be offering 

four new postgraduate programmes 

from September, which will provide 

a fantastic opportunity for students 

to learn and study within a bespoke, 

state-of-the-art facility.”

CUTTING-EDGE RESEARCH

Nearly £300,000 of funding has been 

granted to researchers at Teesside 

University to explore ground-breaking 

developments in bioscience.

The money has been granted via 

the THYME project, which is a 

collaboration between Hull, York and 

Teesside Universities to boost the 

bioeconomy across Yorkshire, Humber 

and the Tees Valley.

Seven projects, totalling almost 

£350,000, have been funded across 

the three universities in the first-round 

of THYME proof of concept funding. 

Teesside University is partner in six of 

these seven projects.

Each of the projects is worth almost 

£50,000 and involves collaboration 

with an industrial partner, as well as a 

partner university.

Teesside University’s work will be 

carried out through the National 

Horizons Centre and will involve 

collaborating with industrial and 

academic partners on the following 

THYME projects:

•  Quadrum Institute and University 

of Hull - using machine learning 

techniques to model the best 

conditions for microorganisms in the 

human gut to underpin the improved 

efficiency of a probiotic product.

•  Unilever, Quorn, Croda and 

University of Hull - developing 

a micro-bioreactor system for a 

range of miniaturised bioprocessing 

applications. Providing a rapid 

and low-cost means of acquiring 

physiological, metabolic and 

productivity data within a variety of 

cells.

•  Fujifilm Diosynth technologies and 

University of York – increasing 

productivity and reducing waste in 

microbiological protein production by 

exploiting how microbes react to the 

formation of protein aggregates.

•  Northumbrian Water and 

University of York - investigating 

the microbiology occurring within 

the anaerobic digestion process 

during waste water treatment and 

generating recommendations for AD 

process optimisation.

•  Naturiol Bangor Ltd and University 

of York (lead partner) – determining 

the feasibility of oil extracted from 

Alexanders seed as a highly valuable 

food ingredient to create low 

saturated fat, dairy-free products.

•  Yorkshire Water and University of 

York (lead partner) – investigating the 

feasibility of an anaerobic digestion 

innovation facility to test and 

demonstrate new AD processes and 

technologies.

Dr Geoff Archer, head of knowledge 

exchange at Teesside University, 

says: “Each project will involve 

cutting-edge research and they are 

projected to make a huge impact on 

the development of the bioscience 

industry by generating the vital skills 

and knowledge to help grow this 

important sector.”

TEESSIDE UNIVERSITY 
For more information on the National 

Horizons Centre visit: 

www.tees.ac.uk/nhc
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Based at Newcastle Helix, 

The Biosphere is a specialist 

lab facility tailored to the 

commercialisation of life sciences. 

The building is a significant 

investment for the local economy, 

marking a clear commitment from the 

city to the growth of the sector.   

So much has been achieved since 

2015, the design, construction and 

operation of this new facility, which is 

now home to ten dynamic life science 

businesses with global life-changing 

ambitions. Companies based at The 

Biosphere include Iksuda Therapeutics, 

NorthGene, Jiahua, MDNA Life 

Sciences, Northern Retrieval Registry, 

Alcyomics, Atelerix, NewChem, 

Biberchem and Demuris.  

It is also home to nine local firms 

who have been selected to take part 

in the Ageing Innovators programme, 

which aims to tackle some of the 

challenges faced by the UK’s ageing 

society. 

They are spending six months 

working at this specialist facility, 

allowing them to undertake research 

and receive support to bring their new 

products and services to market.  

Ageing Innovators is being delivered 

by the Innovation SuperNetwork 

in partnership with the National 

Innovation Centre for Ageing at 

Newcastle University, Newcastle 

City Council, Northstar Ventures and 

Aging2.0.

Councillor Ged Bell, cabinet member 

for employment and investment, 

Newcastle City Council, says: “We 

now have the right infrastructure 

that will allow new and growing life 

science businesses to thrive, and 

as this happens it will bring more 

opportunities and jobs to the local 

area in this emerging and exciting 

new sector. This, coupled with the 

innovative community on Newcastle 

Helix, will help accelerate growth, 

entrepreneurial activity and the 

commercialisation of ideas within life 

sciences.”  

NorthGene, a provider of DNA-

based relationship testing and human 

identity services, was among the 

first companies to move into The 

Biosphere. The company needed 

cutting-edge lab facilities to support 

the rapid growth of their business and 

the expansion of its testing repertoire. 

NorthGene is joined by Iksuda 

Therapeutics, which is creating next 

generation biopharmaceutical drugs 

that target difficult to treat cancers 

and Atelerix, which has transformative 

technology for the storage and 

transport of viable cells at room 

temperature, overcoming the barriers 

and limitations presented by the 

current need for cryo-shipping.

The fact The Biosphere is located 

on Newcastle Helix is really adding 

value for the businesses, they get to be 

part of an innovative community that 

combines commercial and residential 

space with world-class research and 

education facilities. 

This landmark 24-acre city centre 

development is the only one of its 

kind in the UK and is surrounded by 

a £1.1 billion life science eco-system.  

The region is home to one of the UK’s 

largest NHS trusts, which has been 

rated outstanding for the second 

year running and has built a global 

reputation as a UK hotspot for clinical 

trials. Life sciences businesses also 

have access to assets that support 

the entire bench to bedside pathway 

– all playing a vital role in life science 

growth and innovation. 

Alan Welby, innovation director 

at the North East Local Enterprise 

Partnership (LEP), says: “The Biosphere 

offers regional facilities but with a 

global vision, presenting a welcoming 

home for ambitious companies within 

life sciences, healthcare and emerging 

fields of biotechnology. 

“Being based at Newcastle Helix 

not only gives companies access to 

essential support services but also 

opens a wealth of opportunities, such 

as access to university expertise and 

research but also the potential of 

collaboration with others on site – and 

it’s when companies collaborate that 

ON TOPIC The Biosphere 

New lab facility fast becoming a leading location for ambitious life science companies 

THE BIOSPHERE TAKES SHAPE 
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we will see real innovation happening, which can 

unlock business growth and ultimately lead to more 

and better jobs.”

The Biosphere has secured significant funding 

through the European Regional Development Fund 

(ERDF) as part of the European Structural and 

Investment Funds Growth Programme 2014-2020 

and the Government’s Local Growth Deal through 

the North East LEP. Both funds help local areas 

stimulate their economic development by investing 

in projects which will support innovation, businesses, 

create jobs and local community regenerations.

THE BIOSPHERE  
To find out more about The Biosphere and the innovative 

community on Newcastle Helix, visit www.newcastlehelix.

com

“Newcastle is the ideal place for a growing 

life science business. The city has a strong 

reputation for research excellence led by two 

outstanding universities, four national centres 

of excellence and one of the UK’s leading 

NHS trusts.  Additionally, Newcastle has 

great local and national transport links, which 

are essential for our ‘direct to consumer’ testing services.  The 

Biosphere is in the heart of a supportive, business community that 

actively collaborates and pulls in the same direction to achieve 

shared growth. Newcastle’s life sciences community is thriving, 

helped in no small part by the supportive infrastructure provided 

to growing biotechnology industries.” 

Ryan Wetherell, operations manager, NorthGene

 “We were actively looking for centralised 

laboratory space to enhance our position 

in the biotech space. Once the region 

had committed to the build, and with the 

opportunity to create a bespoke space for 

Iksuda, our relocation to The Biosphere was 

never in doubt.  As well as the specialist 

cutting-edge facilities, the eco-system at Newcastle Helix was a 

key driver for us. The model for clusters and scientific centres of 

excellence is well proven globally to enhance the success rates of 

biotech companies. The region has a growing biotech cluster and 

is well positioned to access key technical skills needed to deliver 

our research programmes. We are delighted to be part of the 

Helix community and the fast-growing life science sector here in 

the North East.” 

Dr David Simpson, co-founder and chief executive at Iksuda 

Therapeutics

“As a spin-out from Newcastle University, 

Atelerix was keen to continue to be in 

Newcastle to benefit from the expertise and 

connections that the city and surrounding 

area offers. The Biosphere offers a perfect 

environment for us to expand our team 

and grow our operations in new facilities. It is excellently 

positioned with good access to transport links and proximity to 

the university. It is hoped that being in a hub with other biotech 

companies will be a catalyst for new ideas and opportunities.” 

Dr Mick McLean, chief executive, Atelerix Ltd
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Leaders from business and academia join Dr Fiona Marshall 
to launch the new facility at Newcastle Helix

GLOBAL HEAD OF 
NEUROSCIENCE 
DISCOVERY MARKS 
OFFICIAL LAUNCH OF 
THE BIOSPHERE 

THE BIOSPHERE
If you are a life science business looking for a 

new home email: 

hello@thebiospherenewcastle.co.uk or call 

0191 580 6150

ON TOPIC The Biosphere

On July 4, Dr Fiona Marshall, 

global head of neuroscience 

discovery, MSD, visited 

Newcastle to mark the official launch 

of The Biosphere and to celebrate the 

story so far. 

Dr Marshall was joined by 

Councillor Ged Bell, cabinet member 

for employment and investment, 

and Pat Ritchie, chief executive of 

Newcastle City Council, who used 

this opportunity to bring the sector 

together and thank everyone who has 

been involved in the project to date. 

Held at The Biosphere, the event 

was attended by key figureheads from 

the business community, academics, 

funders and other key stakeholders 

from across the region. 

MSD is one of the top 

biopharmaceutical companies in 

the world. Dr Marshall joined them 

as vice president head of discovery 

research UK and has since taken on 

the role of global head of neuroscience 

discovery. As well as officially opening 

The Biosphere, North East-based 

life science businesses were given 

the opportunity to present to Dr 

Marshall who has more than 25 years 

experience in drug discovery and 

development across pharma and 

biotech companies.   

At the event, Dr Marshall said: “I 

would like to congratulate Newcastle 

City Council on their vision of creating 

a new biotech cluster, helping to 

attract new investment and facilitate 

new innovations that have the 

potential to impact people right across 

the world.

“I would also like to take this 

opportunity to thank Newcastle for 

making me feel so welcome. It was 

a pleasure to officially open The 

Biosphere, a building that will play 

a vital role in the growth of the life 

science sector. The spirit of innovation 

is really alive in Newcastle and there 

is so much support to help companies 

to develop and grow. The range and 

quality of the science happening in The 

Biosphere is remarkable and I have no 

doubt that more and more academics 

and entrepreneurs will choose 

Newcastle as a base to commercialise 

their products and new discoveries.”  

The Biosphere offers both biology 

and chemistry laboratories and high-

quality office space. Kier was chosen 

to build the new facility, which was 

designed by Ryder Architecture while 

property and facilities management 

services are delivered by established 

building consultancy Aura North East. 

All companies have benefited from 

the commercial and technical guidance 

from life science specialist Cam-Sci.  

This has played an integral role 

in the commercial success of the 

building, ensuring the facility meets 

the needs of growing businesses, life 

science entrepreneurs and academics 

who have ambitions to commercialise 

their products and new innovations. 
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