Canada holds tremendous investment opportunity in biotech: Hamer
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Agriculture, and particularly agricultural research, is fast gaining attention as the place to
invest as the world struggles to feed a growing population and wean itself from fossil fuels,
says Dr. John Hamer from the U.S. life sciences investment firm Burrill & Company.
Hamer gave the first of two keynote addresses to kick off the first day of the Agricultural
Biotechnology International Conference (ABIC 2010) in Saskatoon. He spoke of past
challenges in agbiotech investment, as well as future opportunities.
Hamer says that while a small information technology firm might be able to start out of
someone’s garage, the long regulatory times involved in agbiotech innovation make this
impossible. This makes finding a partner with deep pockets essential, which means a
willingness to share knowledge of the innovation.
“Most of these companies are working with university germ plasm, which puts them about
eight to 10 years from commercialization,” he says.
Another challenge is that some venture capital firms had their fingers burned both in the
economic crisis of 2008, and in investments that were “oversold and under delivered,” such
as in biotech and solar energy. Venture capitalists are now cautious, waiting for proof that
the company really has figured out how to capture value from their ideas.
Along with his words of caution, Hamer also spoke of promising territory in agbiotech:
bioenergy. Bioenergy promises to lower carbon emissions, and even allow farmers to grow
their own fuel and increase their efficiency in the process. A critical component of
bioenergy is feedstocks, that is, what to use to make the energy, whether it be hybrid

poplar trees, cereal straw, or palm oil.
This points to opportunity for the less populated and prosperous areas of the world as the
venture capital begins to move closer to the feedstocks. Burrill & Co., for example, recently
set up shop in Brazil to jump into the second largest private capital market in the world
(after China). The company has set up a $200 million fund to pursue opportunities. A similar
push for the company is underway for Canada, with its agricultural and forestry feedstocks.
“We see Canada as a place of tremendous opportunity,” Hamer says.

