Singapore plans
future in science

BRAVE NEW WORLD: The
government believes a
thriving research sector
and patented discoveries
will reduce its dependence
on electronics industries

AFP, SINGAPORE

Singapore believes it has seen the
future, and its name is the Biopolis.

The sparkling new US$300 mil
lion suburban complex of angular
buildings, erected on hilly ground
next to the Ministry of Education,
is the nerve center of the city-
state’s campaign to become a glob-
al science hub.

Scientists from Europe, North
America and Asia are now relocat-
ing to the Biopolis, thanks to at
tractive salaries, an expatriate-
friendly environment and relatively
liberal rules on cutting-edge fields
like stem cell research.

At the same time, more
than 500 of Singapore's
brightest students are now
being sent to top foreign
universities to earn doctor-
ates and lead Singapore’s
charge into the brave new
world of biomedical industries in
the 21st century.

With assembly-line manufactur-
ing under long-term threat from
lowercost countries, Singapore is
banking on science as a new eco-
nomic growth engine

It hopes a thriving research
sector will produce a long-term
windfall from patented discoveries
and steadily reduce Singapore’s
heavy dependence on the cyclical
and increasingly crowded elec
tronics sector.

“Never fall in love with an in-
dustry,” said Philip Yeo, the co-
chairman of the Economic De-
velopment Board (EDB), the in-
vestment promotion agency that
was instrumental in Singapore's
rise as a top electronics production
center.

Now, as concurrent head of the
Agency for Science, Technology
and Research, Yeo is nudging Sin-
gapore toward “knowledge econo-
my” indus the
Biopolis, where brains, investment
and public funding are all in one
place.

“The day we rel
er,” Yeo said
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turned into poster boys and girls of
the agency to convince students to
take up science as a profession.

“In Singapore we don't glorify
footballers,” Yeo said

It will cost up to US$600,000 to
finance the education of each stu-
dent from a basic university degree
to a full-blown doctorate, eight
vears of study which the student
must repay with six years of ser-
vice to the government.

About 15 percent of the
academics are naturalized citizens.

One of them is Chinese-born
Liang Jing, 24, who is pursuing a
degree in biomedical engineering at
the University of Michigan. He is
the only child of an engineer and
his wife who migrated to Singapore
when he was 11.

“I do not come from a wealthy
family. Without this scholarship, 1
would probably do a local engi-
neering degree instead,” he said by
e-mail.

Liang said he wants to
someday head “a self-sus-
taining research institute in
Singapore that does not de-
pend on government funding
once established.”

Yeo says the country
wants “hungry kids from the re-
gion” to help power its scientific
ambitions.

“Intelligence is not enough. You
need hunger,” he said.

Science academics are in Yeo's
words “more expensive than an in-
fantry battalion” but Singapore can
well afford it — it has close to
UUS$120 billion in foreign reserves.

The first of the newly-minted
doctors will return in 2008 and
2000 to jobs with starting salaries
of more than US$40,000 a year, and
stand to earn much more in the
private sector after they complete
their government study bonds.

It's already well-known in the
scientific world that ‘Singapore is
out to lure some of the best names
in basic research.

One of those who have moved
is Alan Coleman, the British
scientist who in 1f delivered
Dolly the sheep, the world's first
cloned mammal

When the Biopolis is ful
pied, it can host about 2,000 scien-
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tists er d in stem cell, cancer
and other forms of fundamental
research aimed at finding cures for
the oldest and most debil-
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itating diseases.

lan Gray of British-based Paradigm Therapeutics is shown in this photo taken last Fri
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day at the company’s facililty at the Biopolis, a US$300 million complex of high-i

dedicated to basic scientific research in Singapore. The city-state is banking on lucrative medical and pharmaceutical patents to fuel its economic growth.

In buildings named Matrix,
Centros, Nanos, Genome, Helios,
Chromos and Proteos interlinked
by pedestrian skyways, scientists
in laboratory coats and jeans work
in meticulously planned surround-
ings at the Biopolis.

The buildings are clustered
around a courtyard with restau-
rants, a wine bar, a convenience
store and a hair salon.

There’s a laundry that also sells
laboratory coats.

Old trees have been planted in
the middle of the courtyard, with
artificial waterfalls and a carp
pond giving the Biopolis a park-
like atmosphere.

A prison next door where some
shirtless inmates can still be seen
from the laboratories will give way
to the further expansion of the
Biopolis, which will also have its
own business hotel, condominium
and gourmet restaurants.

“The key is to bring in critical
locate,” Yeo said.

The Singapore government itself
has an investment BioOne
Capital Pte Ltd, which manages
more than US$700 million in funds
invested in biomedical business
ventures worldwide including some
in Biopolis itself.

One of the foreign companies
now operating there is British firm
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Paradigm Therapeutics, which spe-
cializes in early-stage drug discov-
ery particularly for the central
nervous system, metabolic diseases
and pain. It now employs nine
scientists at Biopolis and plans to
double its staff over the next year.

Ian Gray, its director of research,
said Singapore’s stable infrastruc-
ture, English-speaking environment
and strong skills base in molecular
biology and cell culture were strong
attractions for his firm.

“We have samples that are stor-
ed at minus 80 degrees. We can't
afford for the power to go down for
any length of time,” he said.

A high-level panel has recom-
mended the doubling of Singapore’s
research and development spending
to more than USS7T billion over the
next five years, which means more
scholarships for Singaporeans, na-
tive or naturalized.

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong,
a British-educated mathematician,
announced over the weekend that
he will chair a new Research, Inno-
vation and Enterprise Council that
will oversee the ambitious drive to
make money out of science.

“There are risks in this approach,
but we have to do this,” Lee said. “If
we succeed, we will gain competi-
tive advantage that puts us ahead
for 15 to 20 years.”
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This picture taken last Friday shows the Biopolis, a US5300 million comple
buildings dedicated to basic scientific research in Singapore.



