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Optimism in biotech 
increases as businesses 
start year on sound 
footing despite 
dismal 2009
Even though 2009 was a histor-
ically challenging year for the 
Canadian biotechnology sector, 
many B.C. firms still managed to 
boost their valuations and meet 
major milestones such as sign-
ing significant licensing deals 
and releasing promising clin-
ical data. 

Simon Pimstone, president 
and CEO of Xenon Pharmaceut-
icals Inc., said that a low level 
of government support and 
an absence of major pharma-
ceutical companies in Canada 
put the biotech industry at a 
disadvantage. 

“How [well] this province 
has done is actually quite 
remarkable when you have that 
decline in government support 
and absence of pharmaceutical 
investment,” Pimstone said dur-
ing a speech at the Biopartner-
ing North America conference 
in Vancouver last month.  

Pimstone, who is also chair-
man of LifeSciencesBC, added 
that the economic downturn 
has been a missed opportunity 
for governments in Canada to 
show their support for biotech-

nology research. Nonetheless, 
the share price of many publicly 
traded B.C. companies increased 
last year, including:
•iCo Therapeutics Inc. (TSX-
V:ICO), from a 52-week low of 
$0.11 to $0.45; 
•Angiotech Pharmaceuticals 
Inc. (TSX:ANP; Nasdaq:ANPI), 
from a 52-week low of $0.33 to 
$1.33;
•Protox Therapeutics Inc. 
(TSX:PRX), from a 52-week low 
of $0.17 to $0.67; 
•Cardiome Pharma Corp. 
(TSX:COM; Nasdaq:CRME), from a 
52-week low of $3.22 to $5.52;
• Q L T  I n c .  ( T S X : Q L T ; 
Nasdaq:QLTI), from a 52-week 
low of $1.57 to $4.84; and
•OncoGenex Pharmaceut-
icals, Inc. (Nasdaq:OGXI), from 
a 52-week low of US$2.90 to 
US$14.35. 

Peter Brenders, president 
and CEO of national industry 
association BIOTECanada , 
noted that licensing deals in 
Canada increased 22% in 2009 
to $1.9 billion.

“Venture capital money 
hasn’t been strong in a long 
time in the life-sciences space,” 
said Brenders. 

“Companies have found new 
ways to survive and grow their 
business.” 

Spanish defence 
contractor demands 
repayment for airport 
security cameras
A Coquitlam firm whose recent 
customers include airports 
and other businesses using 
its thermal imaging cameras 
to detect potential swine flu 
victims has run afoul of a 
Spanish defence contractor 
that alleges the company sold 
it faulty surveillance cameras. 

Aerospace & Defense 
Partners SL (A&DP) has filed 
a suit in B.C. Supreme Court 
demanding that Cantronic 
Systems Inc. repay $1.7 
million that it was paid for 
25 high-sensitivity mid-wave 
infrared cameras. 

The cameras were to be 
installed at a Spanish airport 
for long-range security sur-
veillance, but A&DP alleges 
the cameras are inoperable 
because they were not built to 
the specifications required in 
the related contract. 

As well, A&DP claims that 
only 23 of the 25 cameras 
ordered were delivered and 
that those were delivered late.

Cantronic could not be 
reached for comment by press 
time.
cgc@biv.com

Need treatment, will travel
Private-care supporters say medical tourism could save Canada’s health system

Noa GloubermaN

Millions of patients travel 
to places like Belgium, 

Costa Rica and South Africa 
annually to undergo urgent 
or elective medical proced-
ures. Whether it’s to avoid the 
high costs, long waits or poor 
quality they associate with 
their local health systems, 
the prognosis remains: med-
ical tourism is fast becoming a 
multibillion-dollar industry.

“What if we could trans-
form our most costly so-
cial program – health care 
– into a revenue generator?” 
asked Brian Day, an ortho-
pedic surgeon and founder 
of Vancouver’s Cambie Sur-
gery Centre. “As outrageous 
as that may sound, I believe 
it’s achievable.”

Day, who is also a private 
health-care advocate and 
past president of the Can-
adian Medical Association 
(CMA), pointed to countries 
like Singapore, India and 
Thailand that have already 
recognized the profit poten-
tial of medical tourism – a 
global industry that, in 2008, 
was worth approximately $80 
billion.

Indeed, a recent Deloitte 
Center for Health Solu-
tions analysis estimated that 

750,000 Americans left the 
United States in 2007 to re-
ceive health care abroad. That 
number is projected to rise to 
12 million by 2012. 

Meanwhile, U.S. insurers 
are negotiating contracts with 
foreign hospitals expected to 
be worth $162 billion in two 
years.

“Although the U.S. is our 
closest neighbour and big-
gest trading partner, virtual-
ly none of that revenue comes 
to Canada, despite the fact 
that we could significantly 
discount U.S. health prices,” 
said Day. “Most American 

patients would surely prefer 
the option of being treated in 
Canada, and medical tourism 
could become our biggest in-
dustry.”

British Columbia is par-
ticularly well positioned geo-
graphically and culturally to 
attract patients from other 
countries, he said, count-
ing “the creation of long-
term, well-paying jobs and 
the benefits of investment in 
infrastructure, medical tech-
nology and research” among 
reasons for making the prov-
ince a haven for medical tour-
ism.

But public health-care ad-
vocates, who see the idea as a 
move toward privatization of 
the system, argue that med-
ical tourism in Canada would 
draw resources and staff away 
from the local population and 
into higher-paying private-
sector jobs.

“There’s a general short-
age of health-care profes-
sionals in the world, and de-
veloping a parallel private 
system of health care would 
only serve to pull resour-
ces from the public system, 
leaving the most vulnerable 
people in society, those who 
are chronically ill or disabled, 
who require medical atten-
tion frequently, to suffer dra-

matically,” said Reid John-
son, president of the Health 
Sciences Association of BC. 
“It’s already happened in 
other provinces; it will hap-
pen here, too.

“I have to ask: is there not 
one thing, one service, we as 

human beings can preserve 
and support without trying to 
grind a profit out of it?” 

But Day disagrees. 
“Canada’s health system is 

stuck in a time warp,” he said. 
“In the last B.C. election, the 
economy was the No. 1 issue. 
Health care was way down 
the agenda. If, in our home or 
business, 43% of our income 

were spent on a single entity, 
would we not give it a high 
priority?”

With reports pegging the 
annual cost of mental illness 
in Canada at $51 million an-
nually (Statistics Canada, 
2008) and the cost of waiting 
for treatment in just four of 
thousands of categories of ill-
ness and injury at $15 billion 
a year (CMA, 2008), the eco-
nomic impact of health care 
is the single biggest issue that 
will force reform, said Day, 
who supports some private-
sector competition for the 
government system as a pos-
sible solution.

While Johnson main-
tains that a for-profit mod-
el of health care is not the 
answer, Day said creating a 
market for medical tourism 
in B.C. would generate many 
benefits. “We must borrow 
from the best practices of the 
many countries that outper-
form us,” he said. “We must 
encourage private-sector in-
vestment – and international 
trade in medicine. This will 
allow us to maintain a sys-
tem that’s sustainable, and in 
which no one is denied neces-
sary care based on inability to 
pay.” •
nglouberman@biv.com

“Most U.S. patients 

would surely prefer the 

option of being treated 

in Canada, and medical 

tourism could become 

our biggest industry”

– Brian Day,
founder,

Cambie Surgery Centre

Hot spots
At least 10 regions around the globe host major medical tourism 
hubs:
1. Brazil: cosmetic surgeries
2. Cost Rica: dental and cosmetic procedures
3. Gulf States: Dubai’s “Healthcare City” provides advanced 
health-care services
4. Hungary: dental and cosmetic surgery
5. India: treated 450,000 medical tourists in 2007
6. Malaysia: cosmetic surgery and alternative medicine
7. Mexico: dental and cosmetic surgery
8. Singapore: 410,000 medical tourists in 2006
9. South Africa: cosmetic surgery
10. Thailand: 1.2 million medical tourists in 2006

Source: Deloitte center for HealtH SolutionS 

Reid Johnson, president, 
Health Sciences Association 
of BC: “is there not one thing, 
one service, we as human 
beings can preserve and 
support without trying to grind 
a profit out of it?”
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Accredited by the College of Physicians and Surgeons of BC
#700 1200 Burrard Street, Downtown Vancouver, BC

Serving Western Canada since 2004. 
Over 10,000 surgeries performed. 

Specializing in orthopedic, neurosurgery (back), 
gynecology, general, vascular and cosmetic. 

Call Toll Free
1-877-333-2728

www.asc-vancouver.ca 
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