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B
iotechnology has been recognised as the appropriate driver to deliver 

economic gains through research and development, improvement of food 

security, the creation of entrepreneurial opportunities for industrial growth, 

health and environmental sustainability. In line with this, the Malaysian government 

has increased its support in driving the biotechnology sector forward through the 

implementation of the National Biotechnology Policy (NBP). International Business 

Review takes a look at the biotechnology industry in Malaysia and the various 

stumbling blocks faced in developing the industry.

Malaysia has been identified by 

the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) as one of the 

17 most mega-diverse countries 

in the world, harbouring the 

majority of the earth’s species. 

Malaysia is indeed blessed with 

natural resources in agriculture, 

forestry and minerals which 

hold immense benefit for 

the future generations. With 

the strong backing of natural 

resources, Malaysia is all set to 

venture into the biotechnology 

industry that can enable the 

improvement of food security, 

promote sustainability of natural 

resources and simultaneously 

create new business 

opportunities and employment 

for its people. 

Furthermore, in the pursuit 

of achieving the status of a 

developed nation, the Malaysian 

government has acknowledged 

biotechnology as one of the key 

strategic drivers to propel the 

country’s social and economic 

development. By 2020, the 

government predicts that this 

sector will employ up to 160,000 

people and will contribute 

up to 5% of the nation’s gross 

domestic product (GDP).

Launching 
the National 
Biotechnology
Policy (NBP)

In line with this pursuit, the 

government launched the 

National Biotechnology Policy 

(NBP) in 2005 to further develop 

three economic sectors namely 

agriculture, healthcare and 

industrial manufacturing. In 

addition to that, the NBP was 

also established to aid the 
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growth of an enabling ecosystem 

throughout the scientific, 

academic and business sectors 

within the nation. In ensuring 

the proper execution of the NBP, 

the Malaysian Biotechnology 

Corporation (now renamed 

as the Malaysian Bioeconomy 

Corporation) was set up in 2005 

as an agency under the Ministry 

of Science, Technology and 

Innovation (MOSTI). 

The NBP consists of nine thrusts 

that cover various areas of 

the industry. The NBP aims to 

transform and enhance the 

value creation of the agricultural 

sector through biotechnology 

as well as commercialise the 

discoveries of health-related 

natural products and bio-

generic drugs. The policy is 

also dedicated to increasing 

opportunities for bio-processing 

and bio-manufacturing in 

addition to establishing 

centres of biotechnology 

excellence through research 

and development. Through 

the implementation of the NBP, 

human capital development 

within the industry can be 

nurtured through education, 

training and research activities. It 

also provides the right financial 

support through competitive lab 

to market funding and incentives. 

Moreover, the NBP reviews 

ownership of intellectual 

properties and regulations 

relating to biotechnology 

processes and businesses. 

It also helps the industry in 

gaining global recognition. 

Apart from that, the NBP 

provides for a dedicated and 

professional government agency 

to spearhead the development 

of the biotechnology industry 

through the incorporation of 

the Malaysian Biotechnology 

Corporation (BiotechCorp). 

The NBP was conceptualised in 

3 phases whereby Phase I was 

focused on Capacity Building 

(2005-2010), Phase II on Science 

to Business (2011-2015) and 

Phase III to develop Global 

Business (2016-2020). According 

to Dr. Nur Athirah Yusof, a Senior 

Lecturer at the Biotechnology 

Research Institute in University 

Malaysia Sabah, the nation is  

still in the midst of Phase I  

and II where the local scientists 

are currently struggling to  

get sufficient funding for  

their research.

Stumbling Blocks
to Progress

The biotechnology industry is 

expected to generate RM248 

billion in revenue by the year 

2020. However, the industry is 

still facing critical challenges 

which include the lack of skilled 

human capital, weak industrial 

base as well as the lack of the 

relevant commercialisation effort.
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Malaysian biotechnology experts are on a constant hunt to get funding

for their reasearch and development of bio-products. 

The

Thrusts

9

National Biotechnology Policy

Biotechnology is essentially 

a multidisciplinary science 

and it is a sector that requires 

great human resource capacity 

to achieve progress. Dr. Nur 

Athirah states that the shortage 

of home-grown talents and 

expertise used to be a major 

barrier to the growth of this 

knowledge-driven industry. 

However, in recent years, she 

observed that more and more 

Malaysian biotechnology 

experts have started working 

overseas. Scouted out by 

other neighbouring nations 

like Australia and South Korea, 

our local experts are lured by 

the lucrative salary packages 

and benefits offered by these 

countries. As Malaysia boasts 

a fair share of world-renowned 

local scientists in its midst, it 

is rather unfortunate that we 

as a nation are suffering from 

brain drain while our very own 

scientists have to resort  

to migrating abroad to expand 

their careers. 

In addition, the lack of human 

capital funding also remains one 

of the industry’s main barriers 

that is impeding its growth. In 

order to elucidate the basic 

concepts of biotechnology, 

various research and studies 

need to be conducted from 

a fundamental base point 
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before moving towards 

commercialisation, the process 

of which is extremely costly. 

Linkages and interactions 

among government institutions 

and private sectors are still 

limited which in turn affects the 

development of a conducive bio-

products market. 

The lack of knowledge on the 

significance of scientific research 

in biotechnology and related 

aspects among government 

officials and decision makers 

is another crucial factor which 

affects the regulatory system 

needed to support the growth of 

biotechnology companies. Dr. 

Nur Athirah believes that budget 

restrictions in the research and 

development department in 

universities also play a major 

role in diminishing the interest 

among local students to venture 

into the biotechnology stream. 

As a result, the quality and 

quantity of human capital have 

decreased significantly.

Privatisation of 
Biotechnology

Private biotechnology 

firms play a massive role 

in the development of the 

biotechnology industry 

mainly because of their 

product innovations. From 

the perspective of private 

biotechnology firms, the lack 

of funding remains the most 

prevalent challenge for all the 

small and medium start-up 

biotechnology companies. 

The development of this 

knowledge-driven industry is 

also stunted due to the lack of 

human capital and the essential 

skill sets needed in the private 

biotechnology sector.  

One of the leading reasons for 

the huge gap in knowledge 

creation is the poor interaction 

between the public and 

private sectors. The absence 

of clear regulatory guidelines 

for the companies to register 

their products to gain access 

to the local market is also 

another contributing factor to 

the underdevelopment of the 

biotechnology industry. Lastly, 

there is also a general lack of 

knowledge on biotechnology 

• Adoption of policies, plans

 and strategies

• Establishment of advisory and 

 implementation councils

• Establishment of Malaysian  

 Biotechnology Corporation Sdn 

 Bhd (BiotechCorp)

• Capacity building in research  

 and development

• Industrial technology  

 development

• Develop agricultural,  

 healthcare and industrial  

 biotechnologies

• Develop legal and intellectual  

 property framework

• Incentives

• Business and corporate  

 development through  

 accelerator programes

• Bioinformatics

• Skills development

• Job creation

• Regional biotechnology hubs

• Develop BioNexus Malaysia

 as a brand

CAPACITY BUILDING

(2005-2010)PHASE 1
Setting up the building blocks

Key Development 
Goals for National 
Biotechnology Policy
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Like any other industry, the development of 
biotechnology in Malaysia will need some time 
before it can thrive to its fullest potential. In boosting 
the national biotechnology industry, a joint effort is 
required for the betterment of the nation’s sustainability 

and growth. Join the discussion on this topic at 

internationalbusinessreview.net 

• Develop expertise in drug discovery and  

 development bases on biodiversity and

 natural resources

• New products development

• Technology acquisition

• Promote Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)  

 participation

• Intensify spin-off companies

• Strengthen local and global brands

• Develop capability in technology licensing

• Job creation

• Consolidate strengths and capabilities in  

 technology development

• Further develop expertise and strength

 in drug discovery and development

• Leading age technology business

• Maintain leadership in innovation

 and technology licensing

• Create greater value through

 global Malaysian companies

• Rebranding of Malaysia as a

 global biotechnology hub

and related aspects among 

the decision makers. A good 

knowledge of the industry 

is crucial in constructing an 

effective regulatory system 

that supports the growth of 

biotechnology companies

in Malaysia.

For a Better 
Tomorrow

The good news is that all is 

not yet lost for the Malaysian 

biotechnology sector. First and 

foremost, the biotechnology 

industry enables all communities 

to fully benefit from the country’s 

rich and diverse natural 

resources. This is especially 

true for the agricultural sector, 

whereby local herbal products 

can penetrate the international 

market through the governance 

of the relevant legislative bodies 

and authority in commercialising 

high-value bio-products. There 

is no doubt that agriculture is 

the driver of the biotechnology 

industry. It is, therefore, an 

effective medium to increase the 

economic scale within the sector 

itself. In terms of healthcare, 

biotechnology could be used 

to enhance the healthcare and 

medical support sector thus 

ensuring better quality life for

all Malaysians.

SCIENCE TO BUSINESS

(2011-2015)

GLOBAL BUSINESS

(2016-2020)PHASE2 PHASE 3
Unlocking potential for the industry Attaining world class status
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