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Along the Value Chain

TS B MESE

China is already the second
largest pharmaceutical market
in the world and with increasing
concerns about health, the
market is sure to grow. Hong
Chow, General Manager of
Roche Pharmaceuticals China,
talks with The Bridge about the
China market and how one of
Switzerland’s most successful
companies has positioned the
country as an integral part of its
world operations.
by Mark Andrews
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C an you outline Roche’s history of operations in China?

Roche first came to China in 1926, but at that time we only had a
commercial presence. Then in 1994, we entered China by purchasing
our current site in Shanghai’s Zhangjiang Hi-Tech Park and built
a manufacturing plant. In 2004, we were the first multinational
pharmaceutical company to establish a fully-owned research site in
Shanghai. Then in 2007 we brought in clinical development - initially it was
only for China and then it was upgraded for development work for the whole
APAC region.

What is Roche’s business focus in China?

We are now one the first drug companies to establish a full pharmaceutical
value chain spanning from early stage research to development,
manufacturing and commercialization of novel medicines in China. The
research work we do here is not just for China, and the Shanghai site is our
third largest strategic centre globally. Currently we market 16 products
covering eight treatment areas, mainly oncology, virology and transplant.

Why has Roche chosen Shanghai as one of its three main R&D centres
in the world?

Our business expansion goes where the patients are. And if you look at
oncology Chinese patients account for 25% of the world’s patient population
and there is still a high unmet medical need. Our purpose is “Doing now
what patients need next.” We focus on science to meet patients need. Roche
is the pharmaceutical company with the highest R&D spend globally, and
we spend almost 20% of our sales on it worldwide amounting to CHF9.9
billion in 2016. In China we have decided to increase investment and build
a new innovation centre here with an investment of an additional RMB860
million.

What specific research work is targeted for the Chinese population?

Our research site in China focuses on hepatitis B (HBV) because it is the
most prevalent disease in China. There are about go million virus carriers
and so it is high on the medical need list. The first result from our research
activities here is that we will see a couple of compounds soon entering into
human phase 1 trial for HBV. To date we have filed over 160 patents - half of
them have been granted - which show our high productivity. We have said
at the start that we are ‘in China for China’ and of course if we are successful
we will bring the compounds to the world. We are in China for the world
too.

Can you outline the recent changes made by the Chinese Food and
Drug Administration (CFDA) and how they affect you?

In the 13th five-year plan China states that it wants to become a leader
in biotechnology. In order to become a leader, China needs to create an
innovation eco system. This includes a regulatory framework to bring new
drugs to market much earlier. In the past, it would often take an additional
four to six years after US approval to get Chinese approval due to differences
in requirements. From the end of 2015, we are very happy to witness the
Chinese government’s determined initiatives to accelerate new drug
approvals. On March 17, 2017 CFDA released the "Adjustments to relevant
issues regarding the imported drugs registration (draft for commenting)”.
These adjustments aim to encourage innovative drugs (not approved
worldwide) to conduct clinical trial simultaneously with Global after China
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HA approval, so as to shorten the approval time
gap compared to other countries. The positive
moves are promising for Chinese patients and
also for innovation-driven companies like
Roche.

We will actively cooperate with Chinese
government to shorten the approval time for
new drugs. At present, we are able to conduct
phase III trials in China simultaneously in
global. We expect to see earlier approvals of
our ‘new-to-China’ products (products already
launched in USA, Japan and Europe) that benefit more Chinese patients.

How do you see the Chinese pharmaceutical market changing?

With the new policy and the 13th five-year plan putting more emphasis
on innovation, we really see a more favourable environment. Trials are
starting earlier, requirements are harmonised, there is lots of emphasis on
developing science talents and we are in an industry where this is our core
competence. So overall, I am very optimistic.

In Roche, we rely a lot on collaboration so it makes it easier for us to
be able to collaborate with local academic institutes and companies. Our
new innovation centre will enable us to do this better with both local
companies and academics because we will have this big open space where
we will have laboratories, and it will provide a platform for exchange.

The pharmaceuticals industry had a troubled time in China a few
years back with concerns over ethical practices in the selling of
drugs. How has the industry made progress in addressing these
issues?

Joint efforts have been made to promote and strengthen ethical business
practices in the pharmaceutical industry. At Roche we use very high
compliance standards and for us it is a good development, because
it means the whole industry environment becomes more compliant.
Our peers and our customers are operating in a much more compliant
environment.

Compared to those companies outside the pharmaceutical industry,
we have much stricter rules than most because our products are drugs,
and we are in the business of saving lives. In terms of interaction with
our customers we apply very stringent rules that are not found in other
industries. Having said that, we have introduced a lot more mechanisms
to ensure a full compliance, and we do lots of training, not only classroom-
based, but also training via WeChat and webcasts.

What do you think China can learn from Switzerland with regard to
innovation?

Switzerland although it is a small country has a lot of great companies
and we always say in Switzerland that innovation is without national
boundaries. Swiss companies are open to the world and tap into innovation
globally and I think this is a Swiss advantage.

Swiss culture and that of Roche is diverse and inclusive, very open to
ideas, and so we really encourage different thoughts, diverse talents and
create an environment in which people can speak out and put their ideas
forward. Our approach is very innovative in creative thinking, but at the
same time we are also very disciplined when it comes to quality assurance;
we apply very stringent processes to ensure high quality and compliance
standards. People say we operate like a Swiss watch, precise and reliable. o
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