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STRATEGY

NEXT STOP: HOUSTON
By Michael Leviten, Senior Writer
Last month’s opening by Johnson & Johnson of the Houston-
based JLABS incubator is being seen as a coup by local 
leaders hoping to make the city the “third coast” of biotech. 
But stakeholders inside and outside the region see this as an 
important but small step in what could be a 10-year road to 
bringing Houston to roughly where New York is now. 
The new incubator, dubbed JLABS @ TMC, was launched 
by Johnson & Johnson Innovation, the pharma’s early stage 
collaboration unit, and is the organization’s fifth JLABS site 
in the U.S., following openings in San Francisco, South San 
Francisco, San Diego and Boston. The pharma plans to launch 
its first ex-U.S. incubator in Toronto in mid-May. 
Robert Robbins, president and CEO of the Texas Medical 
Center (TMC), told BioCentury J&J’s decision to root a JLABS 
in Houston is a major boon to growing efforts to build the locale 
as a viable biotech hub. 
“We needed to get external validation and we needed the global 
life science companies to have a presence in Houston,” said 
Robbins.
Robbins himself is part of that effort. He was recruited from 
Stanford University to run TMC in 2012, having served as 
director of the Stanford Cardiovascular Institute. 
The TMC is a campus that stretches over 50 million square 
feet, and houses over 50 biomedical institutions including most 
notably the University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center.
“We’re creating a Houston-like Mission Bay here, if you will. 
Except it’s not just UCSF. It’s University of Texas [Houston 
campus], Rice University, Baylor College of Medicine, Texas 
A&M Health Science Center in Houston, coming together to 
build large research facilities,” said Robbins.

According to Robbins, the challenge for now is to create new 
channels between the independent institutions. “At the highest 
level, there’s never been any codified plan to have them work 
together more cooperatively and collaboratively,” he told 
BioCentury. 
But the clear goal is to foster an entrepreneurial culture, he said, 
noting that TMC has plans to expand the research buildings 
and infrastructure, “with the sole intent of translating the 
fundamental discoveries, across the so-called valley of death, 
into commercializable products.” 
Ronald DePinho, president of MD Anderson, told BioCentury 
the region is slowly starting to assemble the necessary 
components “to create a real vibrant ecosystem,” which he said 
includes venture capital, small biotechs, mid-size companies 
and big pharma. 
“It’s almost like Kendall Square 25-30 years ago,” he said. “I 
think JLABS is really one of several exciting things going on, 
that is a helpful component of a much larger ecosystem needed 
for Houston to become a biotech powerhouse.”

INCUBATION TIME
No one’s under any illusion the region will develop overnight. 
DePinho noted that Dana-Farber Cancer Institute started 
thinking seriously about company creation about 15 years ago, 
and thinks that Houston is “on a similar trajectory.” But, he 
added, “I think it’s happening in a far more accelerated way than 
what I witnessed in Boston.” 
In particular, DePinho believes Houston will parlay its strong 
clinical capabilities into commercial success, in part because 
TMC has created platforms capable of generating mature assets 
which can be lead clinical candidates. “That essentially would 
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“I think it’s happening in a far more accelerated way 
than what I witnessed in Boston.” 
Ronald DePinho, MD Anderson
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be like starting a company at the stage of a series B or C. These 
aren’t early stage companies,” he said. 
TMC’s Robbins thinks that DePinho’s goal of spinning out 
companies and keeping them in Houston could benefit from an 
accelerator model, and thinks the region is 5-10 years away from 
that kind of investment.
Accelerator models have been adopted in other hubs, such as 
New York and Seattle, where, for example, Accelerator Corp. 
was founded to form newcos, often capitalizing on discoveries 
from the regional scientific powerhouses. 
Accelerator Corp. is partly backed by Alexandria Venture 
Investments — the venture arm of Alexandria Real Estate 
Equities (ARE), which has a presence in all the major U.S. 
biotech centers.
Joel Marcus, chairman and CEO of ARE, told BioCentury in 
Alexandria’s view, a life science cluster has four critical elements: 
a world-class location within the cluster, world-class science and 
clinical capability, an entrepreneurial base of managers with a 
successful track record, and risk capital.
Marcus scores Houston highly on the first, because of the 
strength of TMC. In addition, he thinks that although the 
clinical capability is already strong, it will take time to bring the 
research base up to the same level as in other hubs. 
The other two elements are Houston’s weakness right now, said 
Marcus. 
“Houston has a long way to go on the managerial side,” he told 
BioCentury, adding that for regions other than the Bay Area and 
Boston where the hubs grew organically, that can be a challenge 
to nurture. “Even in New York, which is a great location, there 
didn’t exist a deep group of managers and business people who 
have formed biotech companies and taken them to exits.”
Similarly, lack of funding for newcos might be rate-limiting. 
“You need early stage venture capital in abundance to really 
make a cluster vibrant. Houston has almost no real true life early 
stage venture capital,” said Marcus.
He noted the city is still at the very early stages of building a hub. 
“I think the fact that JLABS is here is nice but it’s insufficient. 
We really need to see a strong nucleus of the leadership of the 
institutions.” And while he counts DePinho as an asset, he said 
“we need a larger group of committed leaders who want to gear 
up and make this happen.”
According to Marcus, New York could be a model for how 
Houston might develop a biotech ecosystem. “I view this as 
kind of the start of the process. And I think much like I thought 
in 2005 when we really started in earnest in New York, it took 

COMPANIES FORMED
Total number of new biopharma companies formed in multiple regions of 
the U.S. from 2010 to 2016. Source: BCIQ: BioCentury Online Intelligence
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HOMING TO HOUSTON
Founding companies in the JLABS @ TMC incubator at the Texas Medical Center (TMC) focused on therapeutics and diagnostics. The table does not include 
companies focused on medical devices or digital health. Source: Johnson & Johnson

COMPANY NAME SITE OF ORIGIN YEAR 
FOUNDED FOUNDERS DISEASE AREA TECHNOLOGY FUNDS RAISED 

(MILLIONS)

Alterna Therapeutics Inc. Durham, N.C. 2015 William Kerr Endocrine / 
metabolic

Undisclosed 
technology for diabetes 
and obesity

Undisclosed

Beta Cat Pharmaceuticals Inc. Gaithersburg, Md. 2010 Jon Northrup, Sunil 
Sharma

Cancer Small molecule 
inhibitors of cancer 
stem cells

$19.0

Icell Kealex Therapeutics Houston, Texas 2015 Xiaotong Song, 
Stephen Gottschalk 

Cancer Oncolytic virus for solid 
tumors

$2.0

IDA Therapeutics Houston, Texas 2015 Barrett Harvey, Ken 
Pinkston

Various Antibodies generated 
on the Immuno Diverse 
platform

Undisclosed

IGY Immune Technologies & 
Life Sciences Inc.

Thunder Bay, 
Ontario

2009 Terry Dyck Infectious 
disease; 
autoimmune 
disease

Chicken antibodies 
to promote immune 
health

$0.1

ImmunoMet Therapeutics Daejeon, South 
Korea

2015 Michael Pollak, Russell 
Jones, Hong Woo Kim, 
Sanghee Yoo

Cancer Cancer metabolism and 
immune therapies

$5.2

Immunophotonics Inc. St. Louis, Mo. 2008 Luciano Alleruzzo, 
Wei Chen, Tomas 
Hode, Robert 
Nordquist

Cancer Autologous vaccine $8.6

Medicenna Therapeutics Inc. Vancouver, B.C. 2012 Fahar Merchant, 
Rosemina Merchant

Cancer; 
autoimmune 
disease

Small molecule 
inhibitors of 
metabolism and 
immune suppressors

$17.1

Metaclipse Therapeutics Corp. Atlanta, Ga. 2011 Periasamy Selvaraj, 
Eric Tomlinson, Shaker 
Reddy

Cancer Autologous cell cancer 
vaccine

$3.6

Nanomedical Systems Inc. Austin, Texas 2008 Mauro Ferrari, Randall 
Goodall

Diagnostic; 
various

Nanotechnology 
for diagnostics and 
biomarkers; drug 
delivery implants; 
injectable anti-tumor 
particles

$15.0

Panamab Inc. Houston, Texas 2013 Not disclosed Cancer; 
infectious 
disease; other

Therapeutic mAbs $2.0

Resonant Therapeutics Inc. Minneapolis, Minn. 2014 John Westwick, 
Stephen Weiss

Cancer High-throughput 
antibody discovery 
platform

$2.0

Viracyte LLC Houston, Texas 2014 Malcolm Brenner, 
Helen Heslop, Cliona 
Rooney, Ann Leen, 
Juan Vera

Infectious 
disease

T cell therapies for viral 
infections

$3.6

Wntrix Inc. Houston, Texas 2014 Not disclosed Cancer Antibody-drug 
conjugates (ADCs)

$1.5
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us really a decade to get it to where it’s a legitimate, emerging 
world-class cluster.”

SILICON MODEL
Melinda Richter, head of JLABS, told BioCentury that two 
principal factors in J&J’s decision to select Houston were the 
pace of activity at TMC, and the appointment of Robbins, both 
of which had many characteristics that had proved successful in 
the Bay Area. 
“TMC is constantly evolving what they want to do. They’re 
working in Silicon Valley style and Silicon Valley time and 
that was very attractive to us,” she said. Likewise, Robbins had 
the “spirit of Silicon Valley,” she said, and the company saw 
huge potential in his drive to focus resources on translation of 
Houston-based research.
JLABS @ TMC is starting with 21 companies, the largest 
number at launch of any of the JLABS incubators, and will be 
able to house up to 50 start-ups. Fourteen of those companies 
focus on therapeutics or diagnostics; the remainder are centered 
on medical devices, digital health or consumer health (see 
“Homing to Houston”). 
According to Richter, almost half of the JLABS @ TMC 
companies come from outside the Houston area, including 
three that come from outside the U.S. — an important statistic, 
because the ability to recruit talent from other regions is a 
cardinal feature of a successful hub.
Richter also noted that the Houston site is the first JLABS 
incubator to have a medical device lab, equipped with 3D printers 
and other facilities to enable device prototype development, and 
was the second JLABS where J&J was able to design the physical 
space from scratch.
“We thought if we designed it for today’s eighth grader then 
it would be so futuristic that by the time the eighth grader 
graduated it would still be relevant,” she said.
However, like the other JLABS incubators, the Houston site has 
no vivarium, and resident companies use JLABS’ connections to 
access outside animal facilities.
Chris Pack, a senior scientist at Metaclipse Therapeutics 
Corp., a cancer immunotherapy company in JLABS @ TMC, 
told BioCentury that Metaclipse moved from Atlanta to Texas 
to take advantage of the funding opportunities of the Cancer 
Prevention Research Institute of Texas (CPRIT) program, 
whose terms include having headquarters based in Texas. 
But JLABS and TMC in particular were the draw to Houston. 
“Houston is a natural fit for cancer,” he said, and added that 

JLABS’ core facilities such as flow cytometry and biacore were a 
big draw for his company. 
“They probably have several million dollars of equipment that 
you use maybe a couple of times a year that wouldn’t make sense 
for a small company,” he said. 
CPRIT was established by Proposition 15 of the 2007 Texas 
Constitutional Amendment Election which provided the state 
with $3 billion to support research and commercialization of 
cancer therapeutics, cancer prevention programs, and to recruit 
top research talent to Texas. CPRIT has awarded nearly 1,000 
grants worth a total of nearly $1.5 billion since 2010. 

FUNDING GAP
DePinho believes funding from CPRIT is starting to make a 
difference in the region.
First, he said, it’s enabled the city to draw “rainmakers” like 
James Allison, Andrew Futreal and Raghu Kalluri. 
Allison, who discovered the T cell regulator CTLA4, is chairman 
of immunology at MD Anderson, and was recruited from 
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center (MSKCC) with a $10 
million CPRIT award in 2011. He is also a co-founder of cancer 
immunotherapy company Jounce Therapeutics. Futreal is 
chair ad interim, genomic medicine at MD Anderson, and was 

TRI-COASTAL SPREAD
Total National Institutes of Health (NIH) funding for select academic 
institutions in the San Francisco Bay Area (blue); Boston and Cambridge, 
Mass. (green); and Houston, Texas (purple) in 2015. Source: NIH Research 
Portfolio Online Reporting Tools (REPORT) website 
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recruited from the Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute with a $7 
million CPRIT award in 2011. Kalluri is chairman and professor 
in the Department of Cancer Biology at MD Anderson, and was 
recruited from Harvard Medical School with a $3.5 million 
CPRIT award in 2012. 
Second, said DePinho, is that the fund provides non-dilutive 
capital. In approved grants, for every dollar the company spends, 
CPRIT provides two dollars. “In terms of recruiting people and 
in terms of company creation that’s been a godsend.”

Houston lags far behind not only the established hubs of the Bay 
Area and New England, but also emerging hubs of San Diego 
and New York, based on company formation and seed and series 
A financing. Its closest comparator is the Pacific Northwest (see 
“Companies Formed” & “Seed and Series A Funding”). 
Since 2010, 23 biotech newcos were founded in Houston, 
including those belonging to the new JLABS incubator, 
compared with 180 and 187 for the Bay Area and New England, 
respectively. San Diego, New York and the Pacific Northwest 
produced 87, 66 and 24 companies in the same time frame, 
respectively.
Numbers are based on data captured by BCIQ: BioCentury 
Online Intelligence, and exclude consulting firms, CROs, finance 
and investment companies, medical device companies and 
companies without active websites.
For venture activity, the difference is even greater. Houston 
companies raised $53.7 million since 2010, $24.9 million of 
which was raised since the start of 2015. Houston’s 2010-2016 
total is less than 3% of the amounts raised in the Bay Area and 
New England, less than 10% of the amount raised in San Diego, 
and less than 20% of amount raised in New York and the Pacific 
Northwest.
But while Houston lags on the commercial front, it is competitive 
by several measures of research quality and productivity, 
according to DePinho.

“Last year we ranked number one in IP commercialization 
revenue, and number one in the country in corporate alliance 
revenues,” said DePinho. In addition, the University of Texas 
system — fueled largely by MD Anderson — formed the highest 
number of public-private partnerships in 2015, beating out 
NIH, the University of California system and MSKCC. 
Nevertheless, Houston still trails the Bay Area and Boston 
hubs for NIH funding, with the University of California San 
Francisco receiving more in 2015 ($560 million) than the major 
Houston academic organizations combined ($417 million). The 
combined Bay Area universities received $1.11 billion in 2015, 
and Boston and Cambridge academic centers received $1.34 
billion (see “Tri-coastal Spread”). 

REGIONAL STRENGTHS
In contrast to Marcus’ concerns about the region’s lack of 
relevant research capabilities, DePinho contends that MD 
Anderson has “arguably the most mature drug development 
capabilities in an academic setting,” and is capable of generating 
an IND-worthy small molecule compound once a year and one 
biologic per year.
In addition, he said a new IRB process at TMC promises to 
enable faster clinical trials for companies occupying the TMC 
space.
DePinho noted that MD Anderson has spun out several 
companies including Kodiak Sciences Inc., which was founded 
in the Bay Area, and DNAtrix Inc. and OncoResponse Inc., 
which remained in Houston. 
But measuring newco formation isn’t the only parameter for 
MD Anderson, said DePinho.
“There are some assets where starting a company might be the 
right thing to do” but sometimes out-licensing to pharma is a 
better strategy, he said. “Quite frankly it has more to do with 
what is the best path that would likely ensure the development 
of a drug to help as many patients as quickly as possible.”
TMC’s Robbins believes that in addition to learning lessons 
from other hubs, Houston can grow by capitalizing on its own 
strengths, which aren’t limited to cancer. He said the region is 
also a leader in nanotechnology, bioengineering, bioinformatics 
and cardiovascular research, and thinks it is on its way to 
becoming a center of excellence for neuroscience, infectious 
disease, tropical medicine and children’s health.
He added that it will be important to see one of those areas 
produce some significant breakthroughs with commercial 
impact.

“I think the fact that JLABS is here 
is nice but it’s insufficient. We really 
need to see a strong nucleus of the 
leadership of the institutions.” 
Joel Marcus, Alexandria Real Estate Equities
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While Houston might not need a large company like Biogen Inc., 
Amgen Inc. or Genentech Inc. — now part of Roche — to lead 
a biotech surge, it does need “some big hit, some blockbuster 
drug or platform that would have the effect of a Genzyme in 
Boston or a Genentech in San Francisco or an Amgen in L.A.,” 
said Robbins. Genzyme Corp. was acquired by Sanofi in 2011. 
He added that the biotech industry in San Francisco was “built 
off the back of the semiconductor revolution” that established 
the necessary infrastructure of VCs, bankers, and lawyers. He 
noted that in Houston, there’s been an active effort to build 
similar capabilities, which are relatively lacking. On the other 
hand, there is a large amount of philanthropic money, and a 
lot of willingness among some sectors to kick-start a hub, said 
Robbins.
“We’ve got six law firms who provide all of our companies, 
emerging start-up companies in the life sciences, with pro bono 
legal advice,” he said “Because everybody realizes that Houston 
is the next coast.”

COMPANIES AND INSTITUTIONS MENTIONED

Accelerator Corp., Seattle, Wash.

Amgen Inc. (NASDAQ:AMGN), Thousand Oaks, Calif.

Baylor College of Medicine, Houston, Texas

Biogen Inc. (NASDAQ:BIIB), Cambridge, Mass.

Cancer Prevention Research Institute of Texas, Austin, Texas

Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, Boston, Mass.

DNAtrix Inc., Houston, Texas

Genentech Inc., South San Francisco, Calif.

Harvard Medical School, Boston, Mass.

Johnson & Johnson (NYSE:JNJ), New Brunswick, NJ

Jounce Therapeutics, Cambridge, Mass. 

Kodiak Sciences Inc., Palo Alto, Calif.

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, New York, N.Y.

Metaclipse Therapeutics Corp., Houston, Texas

National Institutes of Health (NIH), Bethesda, Md.

OncoResponse Inc., Houston, Texas

Rice University, Houston, Texas 

Roche (SIX:ROG; OTCQX:RHHBY), Basel, Switzerland

Sanofi (Euronext:SAN; NYSE:SNY), Paris, France

Stanford University, Stanford, Calif.

Texas A&M Health Science Center, College Station, Texas

Texas Medical Center, Houston, Texas

University of California San Francisco, San Francisco, Calif.

University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center, Houston, Texas

Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute, London, U.K.

TARGETS AND COMPOUNDS

CTLA4 (CD152) - Cytotoxic T-lymphocyte associated protein 4
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