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strategy Aebischer, himself a neuroscien-
tist and medical doctor, has developed. 
As far back as 2002, the EPFL president 
had backed Henry Markram, then assis-
tant professor at the Weizmann Institute 
in Israel and set to move to the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology in the US, 
luring him to Lausanne instead.  Patrick 
Aebischer has been a strong advocate  of 
Blue Brain – the cornerstone of the Human 
Brain Project and hence of Neuropolis as 
well – since its official launch in 2005. 

Patrick Aebischer is fully signed up to 
Henry Markram’s vision that numeri-
cal modelling of the human brain will not 
only offer a greater understanding of the 
most complex of the human organs – right 
down to the level of the neural connection 
– but will also provide a tool for clinicians 
and fundamental scientists. Such a tool 
will help to predict and perhaps even treat 
afflictions of the central nervous system, 
such as Alzheimer’s disease. 

Though the project’s name suggests 
that Neuropolis will be devoted to the 
neurosciences only, its scope is meant to 
be wider. “Neuropolis will host compu-
ter infrastructures that will be devoted to 
simulating not only the human brain but 
also other fields of the life sciences. In this 
way, Neuropolis will become a shared re-
source centre for computational biology in 
the Lake Geneva region,” explains Patrick 
Aebischer. This concept was decisive in 
convincing the academic partners in Ge-
neva and Lausanne to invest in the project.   

Neuropolis is the direct result of a num-
ber of coordinated initiatives in imaging 
techniques and scientific computing that 
have been flourishing since the end of the 
1990s. These include the Swiss Institute 
of Bioinformatics (SIB); Vital-IT, a centre 
for computational resources in bioinfor-
matics; CADMOS, a centre for advanced 
modelling science; and the Centre for 
Biomedical Imaging. These initiatives had 
already required the engagement of the 
Vaud and Geneva political authorities. 

In presenting Neuropolis as a banner un-
der which to gather not only neuroscience 
research groups in the Lake Geneva region 
but also all the scientists who need super-
computers to simulate and analyse life, 
Patrick Aebischer has hit the bull’s-eye. 
“Neuropolis seals the alliance between 
the region’s different research groups 
that are already engaged in acquiring and 
processing data. The project is simply the 
natural evolution of all the breakthroughs 

that have been achieved in the past decade 
in terms of supercomputer computing 
power, knowledge on the human genome 
and the mathematics of complexity,” 
confirms Richard Frackowiak, professor 
at the UNIL, and head of neurology and the 
Department of Clinical Neurosciences at 
Lausanne University Hospital . 

Neuropolis could have been based so-
lely in Geneva. Indeed, with the decision 
to create an Institute of Translational and 
Molecular Imaging, things were already 
well under way before Neuropolis was 
even thought of. “For a long time now, 
Geneva has been developing strong com-
petencies in molecular imaging. We had 
already discussed the creation of an insti-
tute not only for the neurosciences but also 
for oncology, cardiovascular problems 
and pathologies linked to ageing when we 
were offered [the opportunity to] to join 
Neuropolis,” stresses Osman Ratib, head 
of the Department of Medical Imaging 
and Health Information Systems at the 
Geneva University Hospitals. A centre for 
the neurosciences that would be directly 
linked to Blue Brain was promoted in 2008 
by the Geneva State Council. However, 
the proposed project, named JonXion, was 
delayed and another solution on the Lau-
sanne site had to be found. 

THE HUMAN BRAIN PROJECT
Whatever the location, Neuropolis re-
mains an ambitious undertaking, particu-
larly on the scientific level. With its “global 
and holistic” approach, the project intends 
to “federate all existing knowledge into 
a global theory which would reunite the 
rules that determine the construction and 
the development of the human brain”, says 
Richard Frackowiak. In this way, Neuro-
polis could well become the missing link in 
the dialogue between neurologists, neu-
ropsychiatrists and even pharmacologists 
– a place where therapeutic substances to 
help patients suffering from neurological 
ailments can be determined in silico . 

Neuropolis also has a major role to play 
on the political front. Thanks to the ef-
forts of Patrick Aebischer, Blue Brain has 
become one of the priority infrastructure 
projects within Switzerland’s federal poly-
technic schools, allocated a hefty  75 mil-
lion francs for the period spanning 2013 to 
2016. With the Human Brain Project and 
Neuropolis, the Lake Geneva region pro-
ject hopes to secure a total sum of one bil-
lion euros over ten years from EU funds.  B
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organisation in Western 
Switzerland.

The Belgian company, UCB, is investing almost 
300 million Swiss francs in the construction of 
a new active biotechnology unit on their site in 
Bulle (Switzerland), where it will be producing 
Cimzia, an antibody-based drug which treats 
Crohn’s disease and rheumatoid arthritis, 
whose worldwide sales could reach the 1.8 
billion franc mark by 2020.  

What are the two main challenges that 
UCB Farchim has to meet?
The first consists in planning the recruit-
ment of collaborators as the construction 
evolves. We have already recruited about 
thirty people, some of whom come from 
Merck Serono. The second challenge will 
be to integrate a new team, of about 130 
people involved in biotechnology, with 200 
other employees who have expertise in the 
field of chemistry, and whose know-how is 
therefore not the same.  

What kind of qualifications do collabora-
tors need to work on your plant?
About one third of our staff will consist of 
high-level executives, such as managers 
and EPF engineers who can direct and 
supervise production operations, whereas 
the greater part of our personnel will have 
to be attested with a certificate of federal 
competence  (training/apprentissage) or a 
bachelor’s degree in engineering followed 
by custom in-house training.

Why did UCB choose Bulle to expand?
First, after Boston and San Francisco/Los 
Angeles in the USA, the region between 
Geneva and Bern hosts the third most im-
portant biotechnology cluster in the world. 
Second, not only is Bulle geographically 
central in this region but UCB also offers a 
high level of expertise and industrial per-
formance. And last, Bulle was able to put at 
our disposal the land that was needed for 
our company to expand.

3 QUESTIONS TO 
AMER JABER 
DIRECTOR OF 

              UCB FARCHIM IN BULLE
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PhytoArk to 
capitalise on 
Valais’ natu-
ral resources
A new technology platform is 
set to promote alpine plants 
in high value-added products. 
BY DINO AUCIELLO
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hytoArk, a business incubator 
based in Conthey (Valais), will 
be opening its gates in the early 
months of 2013. “The centre will 
promote its  natural ingredients 

destined for markets in the field of cosmetics, 
neutraceutics and phytopharmaceuticals,” 
explains Karine Bourgeois, project manager. 

Beauty products are a very promising 
market. To distinguish themselves from 
their competitors, companies in the sector 
are developing their own aromatic and me-
dicinal plant products, such as aloe vera or 
edelweiss. And in the flourishing market of 
functional foods – or more globally the world 

Gene Signal expands from cornea to retina 

A
s the global fight against eye di-
sease continues to gather pace, 
one Lausanne-based company 
is emerging as a potential leader 
in the field. During the Associa-

tion for Research in Vision and Ophthalmo-
logy’s 2012 annual meeting, Gene Signal an-
nounced positive results from a new study 
into the efficacy of aganirsen (GS-101), its 
lead compound: it has inhibited neovascular 
growth and leakage in the retina of animal 
models.

Gene Signal was founded in 2000 to deve-
lop targeted angiogenic (inducing vascular 
growth) and angiostatic (inhibiting vascular 
growth) agents, derived from genes that are 
exclusively involved with the angiogenesis 
process. Its most advanced product can-
didate, aganirsen, is currently in Phase III 
clinical trials for the management of neo-
vascularisation (the creation of new blood 

networks) associated with corneal graft re-
jections that are affecting about 35% of pa-
tients after five years. With no equivalent in 
this indication, aganirsen will benefit from 
a 10-year market exclusivity agreement 
from the moment the European Medicines 
Agency   registers Gene Signal’s agent as an 
orphan medicinal product. 

OINTMENT INSTEAD OF EYE DROPS
Thanks to a new formulation (an ointment 
instead of eye drops) developed by Gene 
Signal, aganirsen is now demonstrating its 
potential therapeutic efficiency not only for 
the cornea but also for the retina by inhibi-
ting the expression of the angiogenic protein 
IRS-1. Studies in animals suggest a role for 
the drug in human retinal neovascular di-
seases such as wet age-related macular de-
generation (AMD) and ischemic retinopa-
thy. Ischemic retinopathy affects 500,000 

Results so far from Phase III trials for a treatment for cornea graft rejection developed by a Lausanne start-up 
hold out the prospect of a revolution in the treatment of many disabling eye diseases. BY FABRICE DELAYE

new patients each year, while AMD affects 
2.4% of people over 50 years.

Importantly, the new results were 
achieved without affecting the normal 
process of forming blood vessels. With the 
growing demand for easy-to-use antian-
giogenic agents – anti-VEGF (anti-vascu-
lar endothelial growth factor) drugs such 
as Roche’s monoclonal antibody Lucentis 
have to be injected into the eye – an oint-
ment like aganirsen may revolutionise the 
treatment of many ophthalmological di-
seases, including some forms of glaucoma. 
Also, because of the results already gathe-
red for aganirsen in the phase III trials in-
volving corneal graft rejection, the CEO, 
Eric Viaud, is confident it will prove both 
safe and efficient in coming clinical trials. 
After raising 24 million swiss francs for the 
19-person company, he is now looking for 
major partnerships. B

of neutraceutics – PhytoArk is building on 
an environment conducive to the develop-
ment of novel extracts. “Food is knocking on 
personalised medicine’s door. And with the 
advent of food supplements, we’ll be see-
king for ways to prevent illnesses rather than 
treat them,” says Karine Bourgeois.

Alpine plants from the Valais are generally 
used in low value-added products such as 
herbal teas and sweets. “They are still unde-
restimated from a medicinal point of view,” 
says Karine Bourgeois, who explains that 
PhytoArk’s concept is unique in Switzer-
land, and rare in the rest of Europe.

Pharmalp, a company that develops wo-

men’s health products, has already joined 
the business incubator. Five or six start-ups 
specialising in exploiting natural ingredients 
will soon join them. PhytoArk will also open 
up to larger companies in the hope of esta-
blishing partnerships. B  

PHYTOARK, 
SOME FIGURES
Area: 1,500 square metres for 
a start-up incubator, a technology 
platform and a private platform 
for industrial-scale production.
Construction cost estimate: 
6.2 million Swiss francs
Shareholding: 60% City of Sion, 
20% City of Conthey, 
20% The Ark Foundation (Valais). 

EDELWEISS
Alpine plants from 
the Valais will be 

used in neutraceu-
tics and pharma.
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