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I
t often seems that we now live in a new 

dark age of unreason in which the leading 

‘scientific’ luminaries are politicians, 

legislators and economists, many of whom, 

are the promoters of highly suspect credos, 

including those of man-made global warming 

and the precautionary principle. Many powerful 

environmental lobbyists consider that recent 

technological progress ought to be rolled back to 

the golden age of a ‘pre-chemical paradise’ (the 

EU’s REACH legislation is imbued with this type of 

thinking). In developed countries, the increasing 

affluent decadence of the population is matched 

by an increasing poverty of thought. Meanwhile, 

the world of man continues to be beset by real 

challenges. Feeding the ever-increasing world 

population by repelling the resurgent microbial 

attacks upon our food crops is one pressing 

example. And creating new treatments for the 

constantly evolving diseases that afflict human 

beings is another. 

One particular facet of this general malaise is 

the bioscience industries’ recent faltering ability 

to innovate. This crisis in innovation has grave 

implications for mankind’s continuing ability to 

maintain the health and nourishment of the 

majority of the world’s citizens.

The stark reality
Over the past 60 years, the agchem industry has 

created valuable inputs into agriculture, which 

have enabled the world to continue to feed its 

ever-growing population. Other contributions, 

including the use of fertilisers, farm automation 

and the development of higher-yielding crop 

varieties (using a range of plant breeding 

techniques), have all helped to greatly increase 

the volume of affordable food raw materials. 

However, as the regulatory burden has 

increased in line with public fears about safety 

(only some of which are justified by scientific 

facts), the profitability and attractiveness 

of the industry has decreased. Egged on 

by romantic ideas about the superiority of 

‘organic’ farming over modern practice, the 

majority of people in Europe (especially) 

now consider agrochemicals to be insidious 

poisons and GM crops to be capable of creating 

all kinds of health problems. This negative 

public perception has become enshrined 

in the regulatory burdens from which the 

industry now suffers. The upshot has been that 

innovation in the leading Western economies 

Crisis in 
innovation
There is little doubt that 
R&D in the agchem industry, 
and to a lesser degree the 
pharmaceutical sector, is in 
the doldrums. Dr Rob Bryant 
contrasts the fortunes of 
both industries to find out 
why these science-based 
industries appear to be  
failing to innovate
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Figure 1: New developments and launches of active ingredients
(April 1995 – April 2007)
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Figure 2: Growing importance of Japanese innovation

1998 - 2006
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Figure 3: Global launches of new pharmaceutical
actives (1997-2005)
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Figure 2: Growing importance of Japanese innovation

1998 - 2006
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Figure 3: Global launches of new pharmaceutical
actives (1997-2005)
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Figure 4: Development stage of pharmaceutical licensing deals
(2002-2005)
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Dr Rob Bryant runs a specialist consultancy, 

Brychem, which undertakes confidential 

studies on the fine chemical industry and 

its major customers.  His other company, 

Agranova, publishes information on the  

global agrochemical industry. 
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