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On Thursday, surrounded by smiling legislators, members of the Malloy Administration and representatives from Jackson Laboratory, Governor Malloy ceremonially signed what has become known as the Jackson Laboratory Bill.  The legislation authorizes the Malloy Administration to borrow $291 million and use it to lure Jackson Laboratories to Connecticut.

At the event, Malloy proclaimed “what we’re talking about is the next generation of jobs, investing in an industry that is already worth $298 billion a year and is growing at 11 percent per year.”

Everyone who believes that Connecticut needs a better, stronger and more diverse economy should recognize the importance of investing public dollars into the bio-sciences, including genome related research.

An educated workforce isConnecticut’s greatest resource and that means we must have quality schools, colleges and universities.  That workforce, with some targeted investments by the state, will keep high quality jobs here in Connecticut and attract other companies to the state.

The debate is not about whether Connecticut should invest in bio-science but how and where it should invest.

One option would have been to use the money to set up a research fund (as was done with Connecticut’s Stem Cell Initiative).  Then researchers and research companies would compete for those resources and the state could use job creation as one of the prime criteria.

Another option would have been to use the funds to expand research programs at Yale and the University of Connecticut knowing that university-based research often spins off to create private jobs.

Or alternatively, the state could have taken the path of investing all of its funds in a single company.

Malloy chose the last option.

It’s somewhat like taking your kid’s college fund, walking up to the roulette table and putting everything down on Red 7.  There are actually strategies to win at roulette, but that isn’t one of them.

When Connecticut used financial incentives to convince Pfizer to build their world research headquarters in Groton there was much rejoicing. A decade later Pfizer simply packed up and moved to Massachusetts, China and other locations leaving its “world-class research facility” vacant.

Now in 2012, the “Malloy-Jackson lab deal” means that Connecticut will pay $192 million to build Jackson Laboratory a state of the art facility on state land.  Jackson Labs will own that building from day one.

Upon the creation of 600 jobs the state will give Jackson Labs the land under their building providing them with a valuable asset that is free and clear to use how they wish.

In addition, the state of Connecticut will provide Jackson Labs with $99 million to underwrite its initial research projects.

In return, Jackson Labs will create 300 jobs over the next ten years and 600 jobs over the next 20 years

According to the agreement,Connecticut will get some of the profit if Jackson Laboratories hits pay dirt with its research and in the meantime Jackson labs will provide good, high paying jobs.

The deal includes an assurance from Jackson Labs that they will give Connecticut residents preference when hiring and the labs will use Connecticut vendors when it is “cost-effective and scientifically sound” to do so.

Connecticut meet your new partner:  Jackson Labs – they say they specialize in “personalized genomic medicine.”

The basic notion is that as Jackson succeeds, Connecticut will succeed.

In the rush to put the “deal” together, including the need for a special session to approve the nearly $300 million in bond funds to get Jackson Labs here, policy makers didn’t have a lot of time to determine how Jackson Labs compared to other companies in the genome “industry”.

Jackson Labs assured the governor and legislature that they were a leader in the increasingly vital area of genome research and to prove it, Jackson showed state officials that the company received $62 million in research grants in 2008 and $61 million in 2009.

Much of the funding for bio-science and genome research comes from the U.S. National Institute of Health (NIH).

In 2010, the National Institute of Health handed out $20 billion in research grants.  Of that amount $17 billion went to institutions of higher education and $2 billion went to a total of 290 research institutes, Jackson Labs being one of them.

Of the total $20 billion in funds that NIH gave out, $1.9 billion was targeted to what NIH classifies as “Human Genome Research”

That year, Jackson Labs received a total of $46 million in NIH grants of which $13 million were classified as “human genome” research.

Where that places Jackson labs among the approximately 300 other research institutes and companies depends on what data is being used.

The following is a selection of research companies and institutes that received human genome research funds from NIH in 2010;

Jackson Labs (ME)                                      $13 million

Broad Institute (MA)                                  $30 million.

Cold Spring Harbor Labs (NY)                  $8 million

J. Craig Venter Institute (MD)                     $21 million

Fred Hutchinson Research Ctr (WA)        $21 million

SW Foundation for Biomedical Rsrch (TX)    $13 million

Scripps Research Institute (CA)                  $17 million.

And while human genome research might be one good measure of how well Jackson Lab does against it competitors, a better indicator might be the total amount of research funds companies get from NIH.

While Jackson Labs received $46 million in NIH grants in 2010, the Scripps Research Institute received four times that amount ($208 million) while the Fred Hutchinson Research Center got $210 million.

And finally, to put the challenges facing Connecticut as it looks to compete for bio-science jobs, it will have to recognize the single most important factor for companies will be the ability to partner with nearby high quality research universities.

Jackson Labs with its $46 million in NIH grant will need to work closely with Yale and UConn.

NIH grants to the major research universities;

Johns Hopkins                                            $610 million

Univ.of Pennsylvania                                    $482 million

UC –San Francisco                                       $475 million

Univ.of Washington                                      $474 million

Univ.of Michigan                                           $470 million

Univ.of Pittsburgh                                        $424 million

Yale does come in as one of the top 10 schools at $378 million while the University of Connecticut receives $63 million in NIH grants.

So the year Governor Malloy decided to put all our eggs in the Jackson Labs basket, his administration proposed and the legislature adopted the deepest cuts in state history to the University of Connecticut.

It does make one wonder whether a bit more analysis was needed before giving Jackson Labs $291 million in taxpayer funds.

