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Joseph Panetta is President and CEO and a member of the Board of Directors of 
Biocom, California’s largest and most-experienced leader and advocate for the life 
science industry.  Biocom works on behalf of more than 1,000 members to drive 
public policy, build an enviable network of industry leaders, create access to capital 
development, introduce cutting-edge STEM education programs, and create robust 
value-driven purchasing programs.  As President and CEO, he works with an 
experienced professional staff of 50, with offices located in San Diego, Los Angeles, 
Tokyo, and Washington, D.C.  Together with a 60-member Board of Directors, he 
leads initiatives that help members produce novel solutions that improve the human 
condition.   
 
Mr. Panetta oversees several subsidiaries of Biocom, including a Purchasing Group 
that provides more than $150 million in products and services savings to members.  
He is co-founder of the Biocom Political Action Committee, the Biocom Institute for 
education and workforce development, and chairman of the California 
Biotechnology Foundation, a joint initiative to inform legislators and the media 
about the state’s life science sector.  In 2014, Mr. Panetta was appointed by California 
Governor Jerry Brown to the Independent Citizens Oversight Committee, which 
serves as the governing and oversight board for the California Institute for 
Regenerative Medicine (CIRM) and is responsible for providing grant funding under 
the $3 billion California Stem Cell Initiative.  He is past chairman of the Council of 
State Bioscience Associations (CSBA) and founding chairman of the State Medical 
Technology Alliance (SMTA) 
 
Mr. Panetta holds a Bachelor of Science degree in biology from LeMoyne College, 
and a Master of Public Health degree in industrial and environmental health from 
the University of Pittsburgh.  He is a graduate of the Brookings Institution Program 
for Executives and the Harvard Program on Negotiation. Mr. Panetta brings a depth 
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Partnership. Mr. Panetta is a member of advisory boards of the Pharmacy School at 
UC San Diego, the Engineering school at San Diego State University, the College of 
Science and Mathematics at Cal State University San Marcos, and the National 
University School of Business and Management. He has received the following 
awards: the American Academy of Pharmaceutical Physicians Special Recognition 
Award; the CONNECT Distinguished Contribution Award for Life Science 
Innovation; and the Association of Pan Asian Communities Annual Leadership 
award, among others.  In June 2017, he was honored by LEAD San Diego with The 
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PANETTA: I didn't get here until 1988. So my history with that company was with 1 

Alaris at the time. So I don't know any of those guys from the '70s. We went to the 2 

UCSD library archives and read about IVAC and IMED. Unfortunately, the guy who 3 

founded it, Richard Craven—I think—passed away about four years ago. So, you 4 

can't get him. But there were a lot of names mentioned in there. So it is good. We 5 

could track down some of those guys and get them to show up hopefully. It is a good 6 

resource.  7 

JONES: This will be an oral history that will go in their archive and be available to 8 

the history of biomedical sciences and the biomedical industry. It's actually 9 

important stuff. So we're recording it. We want to get your story. Maybe we can start 10 

at the beginning. 11 

PANETTA: Where do you want me to start? 12 

JONES: Tell me about your family, your background, education, start early years. 13 

PANETTA: I grew up in Syracuse, New York and went to high school and college 14 

there. When I graduated from high school, I planned on going to medical school. So 15 

I went to school at a very good, small Jesuit college in Syracuse called Le Moyne 16 

College that had a great reputation for students entering medical school. By the time 17 

I had gotten to my senior year I had lost interest in medical school and didn't really 18 

know what I wanted to do. 19 

I graduated and thought I'll work for a couple of years and decide what I want to do 20 

from there. I got a job with a very large dairy products company based in Syracuse. 21 

Believe it or not, this company had been around for 50 years and they were starting 22 
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their first quality control laboratory. They had never had a quality control laboratory 23 

before. 24 

JONES: This is back in the late '70s, yes? I don't think we had that company on 25 

the–  26 

PANETTA: It's not on there. I didn't even put it on there anymore but it was a 27 

company called Byrne Dairy, B-Y-R-N-E, Byrne Dairy Products. It started way back 28 

in the early '20s by the Byrne family in Syracuse. I don't know what they were 29 

thinking but they hired me fresh out of Le Moyne College with my biology degree to 30 

start their quality control laboratory. 31 

JONES: That was a great opportunity. 32 

PANETTA: Yes. I didn't know the first thing about quality control or dairy 33 

products. About the only thing that I did know was that Le Moyne had given me was 34 

a very good, practical grounding in working in the laboratory. We spent a good 35 

balanced amount of time in class and in the lab. Something that today has given me 36 

a real appreciation here in San Diego for a good practical training in the biosciences 37 

in our schools here. 38 

JONES: You're thinking in terms of cultivating a work force for this industry. 39 

PANETTA: Yeah, cultivating a work force that can come out of school, especially 40 

the students with a four-year science degree who are able to hit the ground running 41 

and function in a laboratory. It's not all book learning or science. They actually know 42 

how to use laboratory equipment. A lot of our companies really appreciate that. I 43 

won't name schools but some are good at it and some are not so good at it and are 44 

improving all the time. 45 

JONES: That's your start. 46 

PANETTA: Yeah. I went to work in this laboratory and had a great time 47 

purchasing such primitive equipment as test tubes and just really basic stuff back 48 

then. I did that for about a year and a half. All that time I was thinking, I don't want 49 

to work in a dairy lab for the rest of my life in Syracuse, New York. 50 

JONES: Were you working with regulators? 51 

PANETTA: I was working with the New York State regulators. I actually had a milk 52 

tester's license that I had to study for and take a test for. So, I was a certified New 53 

York State milk tester at the time. I don't know where that would have led me in 54 
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terms of a future career. I actually had an offer before I left to go back to school. I 55 

had an offer from someone who did some of our overload testing for us on the side. 56 

He said “why don't you stay here and come into a partnership with me on the lab. 57 

You can help me to build the business.” I'm not sure if that would have been a good 58 

idea because when I look at the dairy business today and the efficiencies that we've 59 

created through biotech in a lot of ways, things like BST—that’s another part of my 60 

story—that kind of work probably isn't as lucrative as it was back when we would 61 

collect milk farm by farm and test it farm by farm. We had 75 dairy farms at Byrne 62 

Dairy. I got on their website. Today they have about 12. So that's what efficiency has 63 

done—they produce much more milk than they did back then. 64 

It became a matter of trying to figure out what I wanted to do. I had this dual 65 

interest, scientific research and eventually the environment. Back in the late '70s the 66 

environment was becoming a matter of very grave concern because of damage from 67 

things like acid rain and pesticides and the environment. Every day you would see a 68 

story in the paper. 69 

JONES: I guess especially upstate New York. That's acid rain country. 70 

PANETTA: That's acid rain country up there, also, manufacturing country, steel 71 

mills and chemical manufacturing plants. 72 

I applied to graduate school. I applied to a couple of schools to go on and get a PhD 73 

in research and a couple of schools to study environmental science. 74 

JONES: Where did you get the PhD idea? Where did that come from? 75 

PANETTA: The reason I didn't go to medical school was that I had worked in a 76 

hospital. I loved the patient interaction. But what I was seeing more in the hospital 77 

was that doctors were becoming so reliant on tests. I worked in the lab in the 78 

hospital part time as well. I thought medicine was going too much in the direction of 79 

technology and not so much in the direction of patient interaction. That wasn't for 80 

me. I decided I didn't want to do that. 81 

I was still interested in more of the human aspect of it. So I applied to a couple of 82 

schools and got into a couple of schools to get a PhD in human anatomy. I applied to 83 

a couple of schools in the environmental health arena. I got in and I weighed the 84 

two. My then fiancé and now wife, who is also a biology major and actually became a 85 

laboratory researcher herself, said to me she did not know what kind of a future 86 

there is in studying human anatomy. I bet there's more of a future in environmental 87 

health and environmental science. 88 



Interview conducted by Mark Jones, on September 1, 2015 

I took that as a signal. If we're going to get married, maybe you ought to think about 89 

something that you can support us on. So, I got into a couple of schools, a bunch of 90 

schools actually. I was thinking about going to the University of Michigan. They had 91 

a great program at the University of Michigan. I drove out there to see it. It was a 92 

two year MSPH program in water quality. I thought this was okay. 93 

We looked through Pittsburgh on the way back because I had also gotten into the 94 

Graduate School of Public Health in Pittsburgh. I went through there and talked to 95 

the people in the School of Public Health. They gave me this real sense of being 96 

connected to some of the real practical problems in environmental health in 97 

Pittsburgh, which, of course, is a steel city; Alcoa, U.S. Steel, Gulf Oil. I saw that a lot 98 

of the lecturers at the school were folks who were professionals in those areas, 99 

corporations as well. 100 

I thought Michigan is great. It has got a great reputation. But I think I'll get a more 101 

practical education in Pitt. So, I went to school at the University of Pittsburgh and in 102 

two years got my degree in public health, my Masters in public health with a 103 

concentration on environmental and industrial health science. 104 

I had another decision to make. My program in industrial and occupational health 105 

was a dual degree in the sense that I had training in occupational health and I had 106 

training in environmental health. I could have gone in two directions. I could have 107 

gone into a manufacturing environment on the industrial environmental side, 108 

human exposure in manufacturing and that kind of thing or I could go to more of 109 

the environmental side, water quality, air quality and those kinds of things. I actually 110 

was made an offer to go to work at the Allegheny County Health Department on the 111 

environmental side. I thought this is great. But something in me said I want to do 112 

something more on the large policy level. 113 

I got in the car one day out of the blue in August of my final year. I drove down to 114 

Washington D.C., drove down to the EPA. This was 1979. So you could literally walk 115 

into any government building in D.C. without having to show any ID, without 116 

having to go through a scanner, nothing. I walked into the EPA and actually just 117 

started knocking on some doors and said I'm looking for a job—actually knocking on 118 

doors in the water quality program because my concentration in environmental 119 

health had been in water quality. EPA was hiring like gangbusters back in 1979. 120 

JONES: Three Mile Island. 121 

PANETTA: Three Mile Island and I don't know if we had Hooker Chemical and the 122 

incident up in Buffalo, New York. I forget what that was now with all the buried 123 
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chemicals. All the big environmental laws were being passed, the Clean Air Act, the 124 

Clean Water Act and the Toxic Substances Control Act. They were hiring up like 125 

gangbusters. I was given an offer in the water program. But it was a one year 126 

temporary job. They said don't worry. It will convert over to a permanent job. 127 

As I was walking out, just out of complete serendipity, I ran into a woman who ran a 128 

part of the program in pesticides and toxic substances. She said we've got full time 129 

jobs because we're not as glamorous as water. They are a pay grade higher than the 130 

water jobs. I said sign me up. I don't know anything about pesticides, but I'll learn. 131 

So, I went to work at the EPA in the pesticides and toxic substances group. I was part 132 

of an incredible group that, for the first time, was reviewing all of these different 133 

kinds of chemical pesticides that had been approved over 50 years by the 134 

Department of Agriculture with almost no data at all. That was the way it used to be 135 

done. I ended up running teams of scientists and environmental toxicologists, 136 

environmental scientists, economists, industrial hygienists to review the health risks 137 

of all these various pesticides and to make decisions on what was needed from the 138 

manufacturers in the way of data, whether they were enough of a threat to workers 139 

of the environment that certain uses ought to be pulling off the label and making 140 

recommendations to our assistant administrator on all that stuff. 141 

I then ended up working on one that was incredibly controversial called ethylene 142 

dibromide or EDB. It was being used to fumigate citrus that was being shipped to 143 

places like Japan to disinfest it of the eggs laid by the Mediterranean fruit fly. It was 144 

an issue out here in California. That became such a big issue that I ended up in 145 

meetings with the White House with policy makers over there because citrus fruit 146 

was such a huge market for the U.S. I got more exposed to that kind of policy and 147 

ended up then looking for a job in the policy office at EPA. I spend two years as a 148 

senior policy analyst in that office working on pesticides and toxic substances policy 149 

overall for the agency. Five years of that –  150 

JONES: Tell me just a little bit about the substance of that work. How was the 151 

policy formulated? What was the process? 152 

PANETTA: The agency at that time was about 12 years old. Policymaking was a 153 

foreign thing to the agency at the time. They were so busy trying to implement laws 154 

that they weren't really focused on what their policy should be from an 155 

implementation standpoint. In other words, what was their policy going to be on the 156 

number of permits that they wanted to issue for new drinking water plants? What 157 

was their policy going to be on turning over responsibility to the states for managing 158 

these various laws? 159 
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So, the substance of that work was literally, for the first time, to set up a system 160 

under which we would measure and report out and work with our Reno offices on 161 

implementation of all of these different laws and regulations in a way that we could 162 

actually measure our progress and report back to the President on our progress. 163 

It was very controversial in the program offices because no one had ever made them 164 

do any of this before. So, it was a free for all in the program offices. It was just do 165 

whatever you want to do. Come to work every day. Nobody ever asked you what you 166 

did. Nobody asked you how much of it you did. Nobody asked you what your plan 167 

was to turn it over to anybody else. 168 

When I went to work for Anne Gorsuch, the administrator at the time, we began to 169 

implement these programs. The folks who had been there for a while got pretty 170 

ticked off. Then my boss ran into some issues around some of her assistants who 171 

were less than above board about some of the meetings they were having with 172 

industry. She didn't hire any of those folks. They were all given to her by political 173 

appointees. She was finally forced to leave the agency. After she left, that was the 174 

end of what we were doing on policy. And after she left, I decided it was time for me 175 

to leave too. 176 

My wife was a researcher at the Red Cross blood research lab in Washington. She 177 

was working on a test for a new type of hepatitis that had been detected that they 178 

were calling non-A, non-B hepatitis at the time. Of course, now we know it as 179 

hepatitis C. She said to me, if we want to have kids I feel really uncomfortable 180 

coming to work in a hepatitis research lab every day. 181 

I said I want to leave EPA. Maybe it's time for me to go get some experience on the 182 

corporate side. I looked around. I had all this experience interfacing with my 183 

program office folks at the EPA. The ideal opportunity that came up was to go to 184 

work for a chemical company and be on the other side of the fence. So, I took a job 185 

as a manager of regulatory affairs for a company called Pennwalt Corporation in 186 

Philadelphia. 187 

Pennwalt, at that time, was probably more than 100 years old. It had originally been 188 

called the Pennsylvania Salt Company. That's how far back their history went. By 189 

then, they were just a very diverse group of companies that made everything from 190 

centrifuges, to Piezo electric film, to agricultural chemicals, to dental equipment, 191 

incredibly diverse. 192 

JONES: A conglomerate. 193 
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PANETTA: Yeah. It was a great opportunity to go to work at a 10,000 people 194 

Fortune 100 company. I decided to take the job and go there. My wife, at the same 195 

time, got a job with what was then called ICI Americas, their pharmaceuticals 196 

division, now called AstraZeneca. She became a clinical data analyst with 197 

AstraZeneca. 198 

We lived in Wilmington and I commuted up to Philadelphia every day to go to work 199 

at Pennwalt which was great. It was a great opportunity to work for a global 200 

company. It gave me great management experience. It gave me a great opportunity 201 

to understand working with regulators from the industry side and great 202 

management in the company. 203 

One day I got a call from the research folks at Pennwalt. They said we'd like some 204 

help from you on the regulatory side in Washington. We're doing some experiments 205 

with bacteria and trying to grow up bacteria in a fermenter to see if we could 206 

potentially use these bacteria to produce proteins. That's the next big thing. But we 207 

don't know much about the containment rules. We don't know much about –  208 

JONES: Recombinant proteins. 209 

PANETTA: They weren't recombinant yet but they were thinking about how they 210 

could get into recombinant proteins. I started to work with them a little bit. We got 211 

to the point where we needed to get senior management approval to begin to work 212 

with recombinant organisms. As they said, we understand fermentation and we want 213 

to move to the next step. 214 

So, we went to make a presentation to the CEO and the president and chief 215 

operating officer. I went with them because I had to explain the safety issues. We 216 

made this presentation about how we thought biology could really benefit the 217 

Pennwalt Corporation of the future and that this was the next big thing. These two 218 

folks were chemical engineers. I'm guessing they were 60 years old at the time. They 219 

looked at us and they said gentlemen, Pennwalt Corporation is a chemical company. 220 

We don't do biology here. I thought that's not very forward looking. It's not very 221 

futuristic. But okay. I've got a good job. I'll go back and do my job. 222 

About a month or two later, just out of the blue, I got a call from a recruiter who I 223 

knew. In passing one time, I had mentioned to him that we were working on this. He 224 

called and said I'm working with a company called Mycogen Corporation out in San 225 

Diego. They need a regulatory person. They're working with growing up microbes in 226 

a fermenter to produce proteins. Didn't you say you were interested in that stuff? I 227 

said I'm absolutely interested in it. 228 
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JONES: I've got Elf Aquitaine here. 229 

PANETTA: Pennwalt became Elf Aquitaine. They were acquired by ELF in France 230 

and that's what they became. That's what they are still today. 231 

JONES: So, Mycogen was looking for –  232 

PANETTA: Little old fledgling Mycogen –  233 

JONES: Two years old at that time. 234 

PANETTA: Five years old, was not even five years old probably. They knew they 235 

were doing something really tricky. They had a bacterial organism, pseudomonas 236 

fluorescens, that they were creating a recombinant organism by taking the protein 237 

that comes out of bacillus thuringiensis that was traditionally from the '40s used as a 238 

topical spray insecticide but not very effective when you're up against the hard core 239 

organelle chlorine types of insecticides. But it was becoming more popular because 240 

of the environmental issues around pesticide use. Of course, I had that experience in 241 

working at EPA. 242 

He said they really want to talk to you. I said okay. Where are they? San Diego. I said 243 

where is that? Somewhere in Southern California. I go to Sacramento a lot. Where is 244 

San Diego? South of Los Angeles somewhere? Yeah. Down in the Mexican border? 245 

Yeah. I said all right. I have to be in Sacramento in a couple of weeks. I'll fly down 246 

and talk to them, which is exactly what I did. 247 

I'll never forget the conversation I had with these folks. I had never talked to anyone 248 

in a biotech company before. Here I was coming out of a Fortune 100, back then 249 

maybe three billion dollars in sales chemical company, 10,000 people, well 250 

established in Philadelphia and around the world. I said to the CEO, Jerry Caulder, 251 

tell me, what's your business model? He said we're going to produce the first 252 

genetically engineered pesticides. They are going to replace a whole class of chemical 253 

pesticides. The plan is to have these commercial within three years. At the time, he 254 

said the plan is for the company to be profitable by 1995. Of course, all biotech 255 

companies were going to be profitable within five or six years, right? 256 

JONES: Sure. 257 

PANETTA: I said what are your revenues right now? He said our revenues are 258 

really the revenues we receive from – the company had gone public the year before I 259 

got there – our stock sales and our investors. We've got $18 million in the bank and 260 

that should last us at least a year. He said that like we're in fine shape. We've got a 261 
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year of capital in the bank. I said what happens after that? He said we issue more 262 

stock. We raise more money. I said that's an interesting model. 263 

I was intrigued with the technology. I was intrigued, as I had been at Pennwalt 264 

Corporation, with the idea that there was the potential to create this new class of 265 

environmentally friendly pesticides. We went back and forth for about a month. I 266 

decided to take the job. 267 

JONES: You had to assess the risk, had to balance the risk. Did you have to sell it 268 

to your wife? What were your deliberations like? 269 

PANETTA: I went back and told my wife about this. She said wow. That doesn't 270 

make a lot of sense to me. But they invited us both back out here for a weekend. We 271 

came back out and spent the weekend on the beach enjoying the 72-degree weather 272 

in San Diego while it was 95 degrees with 95 percent humidity back in Wilmington. 273 

We went back and my wife actually said to me maybe we should think about this. 274 

She said something funny. She said what a lot of people who come out here say to 275 

me now. She said do it for a couple of years and we'll come back. We'll just go out 276 

and enjoy the beach out in California for a couple of years. She and I both had grown 277 

up in Syracuse. I went to Le Moyne and she went to Syracuse University. We met 278 

working in the hospital lab together. We were East Coasters. So, we thought this 279 

would just be a fun little diversion for a couple of years. 280 

JONES: It worked all right. 281 

PANETTA: Oh yeah. We didn't know where it was going to go. But we thought we 282 

can always come back. At the same time I thought, this technology is incredibly 283 

promising. If we can make this work, this could be a huge thing. So, we came out 284 

here in 1988. At Mycogen we had a challenge on our hands. The microbes that we 285 

were growing in the fermenter that produced the recombinant protein were then 286 

going to be released into the environment as a formulated pesticide product but as a 287 

live organism. 288 

Things were happening in places like Monterey where ordinances were being passed 289 

where you couldn't release genetically modified organisms into the environment. So 290 

we had a problem. We didn't know what we were going to do about it. Until one of 291 

our scientists Frank Gartner and one of our founders Andy Barnes came up with an 292 

ingenious idea. They said, “what if we kill these organisms and keep the protein 293 

intact?” We can still use them for the same intended purpose. 294 
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They came up with the idea of using iodine fixative that would kill the cells. The 295 

iodine fixative also acted to harden the cell wall. So, we got a double benefit out of it 296 

in the sense that it took care of the environmental question of releasing live 297 

organisms. It also created a product that would last longer on a leaf surface because 298 

of the hardened cell wall. 299 

JONES: So, the bugs are going to consume it and then break down the cell. 300 

PANETTA: Yes. The problem with BT as a natural product is it typically only lasts 301 

on a leaf surface for a couple of days. So if you don't catch the bugs in the right stage 302 

of their life cycle, it doesn't work. But this product could last for 14 days. It would 303 

last through the various cycles of growth of the insects. 304 

We got approval. It was not easy because we had to do a lot of the same kinds of 305 

tests that you would do for chemical pesticides. But we didn't have to do any of the 306 

long-term toxicity tests that take years. 307 

JONES: When Mycogen first talked to you, they came to you because they saw this 308 

problem looming and you were brought in to solve this problem? 309 

PANETTA: Yes. The problem that they saw was they didn't know the first thing 310 

about taking products like this to EPA to ask for approval. 311 

JONES: Nobody did, right? 312 

PANETTA: Nobody did. But they knew that I had been there. And they knew that 313 

I knew the whole agricultural chemicals regulatory world from my time at Pennwalt. 314 

So, they took a chance on me and I took a chance on them, was what it came down 315 

to. I was brought in to figure out how to get these things approved and to get them 316 

approved. 317 

We began to do the testing around 1989. It took us a little over a year. We made the 318 

submission of all the data to the pesticides group at EPA. They had to be satisfied 319 

that we, in fact, had a process that would kill all these organisms and that there 320 

would not be any that would escape into the environment. We had to prove that. Of 321 

course, because they were proteins and they broke down, there was not any concern 322 

about chronic toxicity, cancer or any of those things. We did not have to do any of 323 

the typical tests that you have to do on a pesticide. So, it only took us about a year to 324 

get the data package together. 325 

By 1991 we had approval. We began to sell the product. The sales went pretty well. 326 

There was only one problem. By 1991, a company call Monsanto was already 327 
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beginning to take the genetic sequence that we were putting into the bacterium to 328 

express the protein to spray out onto the corn crops and cotton. They were already 329 

inserting it into the seeds themselves and getting the plant to express it on its own. 330 

We realized we better shift gears pretty quickly. 331 

JONES: At that time, it must have been still a long way off before it was approved. 332 

You could get into the market and still get five to ten years, right? 333 

PANETTA: We thought. Jerry Caulder, our CEO, and Al Kern, who was my boss at 334 

the time, who ran commercial development said, Joe, you better go learn more about 335 

what it's going to take to get these genetically engineered seeds approved. We might 336 

find ourselves going in that direction. I went to meetings in Washington and 337 

wherever there were meetings being held on the planning process for doing the 338 

various tests that would be required to get those kinds of products approved. 339 

In the meantime, we bought a couple of seed companies that had some great 340 

technologies in Texas and in Wisconsin, particularly, the one in Madison, 341 

Wisconsin, called Jake's Seeds that had a laboratory that was working with the same 342 

kinds of things that Monsanto was working with. In fact, they had also acquired a 343 

company that had this technology themselves that Monsanto had been working with 344 

as well. We ended up in court over the whole thing with Monsanto. In the end, we 345 

won a $375 million judgment over who actually owned the technology.  346 

JONES: Was it patents? 347 

PANETTA: It was over patents and who owned the patents. We went on then from 348 

that point around 1991 to begin working on genetically engineered seeds using some 349 

of the same sequences that we already had. 350 

JONES: Where did that technology come from? Was it Jake's? Is that what you 351 

said? 352 

PANETTA: It was Jake's and it was a couple of small companies also that Jake's had 353 

acquired. They were small seed companies in the Midwest.  354 

JONES: Did they get the technology out of some university? Did they get a 355 

molecular biologist? 356 

PANETTA: I am not really sure. 357 

JONES: I can look at the patents. 358 
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PANETTA: I am not sure where they got it from but they owned it. They had some 359 

great scientists in the lab in Madison, Wisconsin who were working with it. So, we 360 

got into this race. We teamed up with what is now Syngenta and what was then 361 

Novartis Seeds. We also teamed up with a very well established corn seed company 362 

in Iowa, Pioneer Seeds, to commercialize the technology. We just went into an all-363 

out race to do the regulatory work, the field trials, everything we needed to put 364 

together a business around genetically engineered crops. By 1994, we were ready to 365 

go to the federal government to ask for approval about the same time Monsanto was. 366 

JONES: How did you feel about this race? Because you were seriously under 367 

resourced in comparison to Monsanto, I would assume. 368 

PANETTA: Yes, it was David and Goliath but we enjoyed it. It was fun. It was fun 369 

from the standpoint that it was all for one and one for all. Great comradery within 370 

the company, our CEO created a great environment. 371 

JONES: Was it Jerry?  372 

PANETTA: It was Jerry. It was hard work. At the same time, we did a lot of things 373 

to come together and have some fun. We all enjoyed each other's company for the 374 

most part. There were always little social issues within any biotech company. For the 375 

most part we had a great time. We were there from 7:00 in the morning until 10:00 at 376 

night sometimes. We were working hard and we knew who the opposition was as 377 

well. We were all in it to win the race or at least to come in at the same time. So, we 378 

did. We ended up doing what we had to do, working with Novartis and Pioneer who 379 

were great partners for us. By 1995, we had obtained approval for our genetically 380 

modified seeds.  381 

JONES: Ahead of Monsanto? 382 

PANETTA: Same time. They came out literally within a week of each other. Then 383 

it was off to compete with each other. After we got that approval, our new CEO Jerry 384 

decided to back off and do some investing in some other things. Carl Eibl became 385 

our CEO. Carl had been our general counsel. Carl and a few other folks, Jeff Guise 386 

over at Wilson Sonsini and a few other patent lawyers looked at the patents and said 387 

we think we own this technology, not Monsanto. They had the guts to say we are 388 

going to sue them and we did. We took them to court. It was a battle here in San 389 

Diego in the U.S. District Court and we won. We won the patent battle and a $375 390 

million judgment. 391 

JONES: Again, this is a very risky thing to do because Monsanto could string this 392 

thing out. What was your strategy? 393 
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PANETTA: The strategy was to hire the best, hardest working outside patent 394 

lawyers we could find. That's what we did. We set up a war room where we spent day 395 

and night putting together our case. Monsanto, of course, sent in their lawyers in 396 

their $2000 suits who thought they'd make us look like fools and, basically, the 397 

opposite happened. We ended up with the rights. Here we were the cat that ate the 398 

canary. 399 

By 1997 or so, we were drawing the attention of some folks at one of Monsanto's 400 

rivals, Dow AgroSciences, and the Dow Chemical Company for two reasons. The 401 

Dow Chemical Company was interested in our fermentation technology which we 402 

had literally put on the shelf because we were working with the seeds. The Dow 403 

AgroSciences folks were interested in the seed business because they too saw that as 404 

a wave of the future. So, we began working with them more. 405 

By 1998, they made the board and our shareholders an offer to acquire the company. 406 

I was on the senior management team by then. I was a corporate VP. We decided 407 

that the offer that they made was one that we wanted to take and we went along 408 

with it. It was good. It was good for the shareholders. By that point, Mycogen was 15 409 

years old, still not profitable. A lot of investment had been made in growing the 410 

company. By that point, we had about 600 employees, about $250 million in 411 

business. It was a good time to sell for the benefit of the shareholders who had 412 

waited so long and invested so much in the company. So, we sold the company to 413 

Dow AgroSciences. 414 

Part of the business went to Midland, Michigan, the fermentation business and the 415 

other part of the business went to Indianapolis where their AgroSciences group was 416 

based. Within a year they asked me to move there. After they acquired us, they had 417 

given me a great position as global leader of government affairs in their biotech 418 

group. It was a great opportunity for the future. 419 

JONES: That was because they were just getting started in biotech and they really 420 

didn't have it all put together. 421 

PANETTA: Yeah. I took the job. What I found within a year was that going to Dow 422 

AgroSciences was almost like going back to Pennwalt in the sense that it was a large 423 

corporation. I found myself constantly in meetings. I felt boxed in, in terms of the 424 

decisions that I could make on my own, that I had been able to make on my own at 425 

Mycogen before. At the end of a year, they said we want you to move to Indianapolis. 426 

I said I don't think that's what I want to do. 427 
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Within about two or three months, Jerry Caulder and some of the folks on the 428 

Biocom boards came to me and said Biocom is a great organization. I knew Biocom 429 

because at the time we housed Biocom at Mycogen. Biocom's offices were at 430 

Mycogen. 431 

JONES: So Jerry was involved in organizing it. 432 

PANETTA: Yes. Jerry, David Hale, Bill Rastetter, Duane Roth, David Robinson, it 433 

was some of the early folks in Biotech here. They asked me if I'd come and take over. 434 

Biocom at that time was about four or five years old. It was essentially a great 435 

networking group for local companies and CEOs. It had been very successful in 436 

beginning to develop relationships with city government, the permitting department 437 

downtown, the fire warden, anybody locally who had anything to do with helping to 438 

streamline the process of constructing biotech facilities. 439 

They realized they needed to have more advocacy interface in places like 440 

Sacramento and Washington. I had that experience both by being in Washington 441 

and by working at places like Mycogen and Pennwalt. I didn't want to leave. I looked 442 

at my wife, Karen, and I said I don't know the first thing about running a trade 443 

association. I had been active in trade associations like BIO. At the time it wasn't 444 

even called BIO. It was called the Industrial Biotechnology Association. At the same 445 

time, we said if we want to stay in San Diego we better jump on the opportunity 446 

because there doesn't seem to be much else for a guy who understands Ag biotech in 447 

a town that's developing drugs. So, I said all right. I'll take the job. 448 

JONES: It was important to stay in San Diego. You settled there. You liked it. 449 

PANETTA: We loved it here. Our kids were just starting high school. Our 450 

daughter was just starting high school. Our son was just starting middle school. 451 

JONES: That's a tough time to move kids. 452 

PANETTA: Yeah, and we loved being here. We had pretty much become 453 

immersed in San Diego. We really didn't want to leave. 454 

JONES: You had been here since the mid '80s or late ‘80s? 455 

PANETTA: 1988. 456 

JONES: There had been a lot of growth in the local industry. Could you just talk 457 

about your observations of what your sense of what was going on here and how it 458 

was taking place? 459 
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PANETTA: There were one or two other guys who did regulatory work here when 460 

I came here. One of the things we always used to talk about was where are we going 461 

to go if our companies fold? At that time, there were not a lot of biotech companies 462 

here. There were not a lot of jobs in regulatory affairs because so many companies 463 

were early stage research biotech companies. They were not even thinking about 464 

clinical trials or anything that would involve regulatory work at the time. 465 

My other hat at Mycogen was that I ran facilities, environmental health and safety, 466 

and all of our quality assurance as well, which was not a small job. I could have 467 

stayed on that side probably and looked for a job in that area. But back in the late 468 

'80s, early '90s, it was hard to recruit people here because the industry was still very 469 

much in its infancy. The concern was it was incredibly expensive to come here and 470 

buy a house. We had a house in Wilmington, Delaware. It was a 2200 square foot 471 

house that we had paid $85,000 for a couple of years before. To buy anything close to 472 

work, even back in 1988, that size was about $350,000. People aren't going to make 473 

four times what they're making back there. So, it was tough. 474 

At the time we were still celebrating the success of Hybritech, which had been sold 475 

to Lilly by then. It was one of the first companies to actually produce a biotech 476 

product, the PSA test for prostate cancer that they commercialized back in the late 477 

'70s-1980. There were some companies that were well along in clinical trials but back 478 

then it was still tough to raise money. 479 

I've heard the story a bunch of times from Bill Rastetter about how I literally was out 480 

of cash until he made a phone call to someone at Genentech to fuel the company 481 

through getting their approval of their Rituxan product. So, it was a touch and go, 482 

wild time for the industry here and also a time when we didn't yet have the 483 

experienced senior management folks and CEOs that we now refer to as the group of 484 

cereal CEOs and cereal entrepreneurs. But there wasn't any cereal yet to be had back 485 

then. 486 

So, not a lot of experience and yet San Diego was becoming one of the big biotech 487 

centers in the country. Yet, Boston and San Francisco were better known as biotech 488 

centers than San Diego was. I think it would be fair to say that back in the late '90s, 489 

for the most part, we were here working in a very insular way to develop the biotech 490 

industry, not a lot of connections outside of San Diego. 491 

JONES: There was not a lot of capital here. 492 

PANETTA: No. The capital was all up in San Francisco. There were only one or 493 

two venture firms here, primarily Forward Ventures that Ivor Royston started after 494 
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Hybritech and Enterprise Ventures that Drew Senyei had started that was more 495 

focused on investment and medical devices. In some ways, back then the medical 496 

device industry was probably as large as the biotech industry here as well. 497 

JONES: There were a lot of docs at UCSD inventing things. 498 

PANETTA: Yeah. Alaris was big but a whole slew of other types of products in 499 

ophthalmology and diagnostic testing. Gen-Probe had gotten off the ground by then, 500 

which Ivor Royston was involved in as well. So, by 1999, we were on the brink of 501 

really becoming well known as a biotech cluster here. 502 

JONES: Did you have ideas about what needed to be done in order to promote this 503 

the right way? 504 

PANETTA: Yes. Since I had been at Pennwalt and Mycogen, one of the things that 505 

had almost become a part of my everyday life was working internationally. At 506 

Mycogen, we had offices in Europe and South America. We worked a lot in Australia 507 

and Japan and had Japanese partners. At Pennwalt, we had the same thing, offices all 508 

over the place. Even at Mycogen, I spent a lot of my time flying around the world to 509 

our various sites working with folks, getting the regulatory approvals we needed 510 

through the European union, working with the Argentinians and the Chileans where 511 

we would grow seed in the opposite seasons that we have here, they had down there. 512 

So we could grow twice as much seed by taking advantage of places like Chile and 513 

Argentina. 514 

JONES: Was Monsanto doing that too? 515 

PANETTA: Monsanto was doing the same. Everybody was doing that. When I 516 

came to Biocom I thought one of the things I would really like to do is to give this 517 

industry some global exposure. I came here with the idea that we needed to build 518 

this organization so that it would act as a real marketer for San Diego biotech. 519 

Fortunately, I had a great partner in Julie Meier Wright who ran the San Diego 520 

Economic Development Corporation at the time. She had been Pete Wilson's 521 

secretary at Trade and Commerce when he was governor. Pete had started a group 522 

called the Governor's Biotechnology Advisory Council back around 1993 or so. 523 

My boss, Jerry Caulder, served on it but Jerry sent me to the meetings because he felt 524 

that I had the experience dealing with government folks. So, I would go up and sit in 525 

these meetings that Julie would run for Pete. We would talk about things like how 526 

could the state help to grow the biotechnology industry? What was the industry 527 

shaping up to look like? 528 
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When Pete served his two terms and retired, Julie came down here to run the EDC. 529 

Julie and I began to work together from the start to create a presentation that we 530 

began to give to folks here and outside of San Diego that we titled the San Diego life 531 

science ecosystem of innovation. Our first big opportunity came when in 2000 the 532 

biotechnology industry organization decided that it would have its annual 533 

conference in 2001 in San Diego. BIO itself started the conference back in 1994. Its 534 

predecessor had had a couple of small get togethers in San Diego but this conference 535 

had grown to become a big international conference by that point. BIO decided to 536 

have it here in 2001. 537 

One of my first tasks right out of the gate was to work with the Biocom board and 538 

with the industry in San Diego to make sure that we took advantage of this 539 

convention as an opportunity to really showcase what was happening here in 540 

biotech. That was a big part of the goal. Julie and the EDC were great partners. 541 

Another goal was to begin to establish more of a presence in Sacramento where we 542 

had built relationships through the governor's biotechnology council and in 543 

Washington because the concern that I had and our board leadership had was that 544 

while BIO was a great organization in Washington representing the industry, we felt 545 

that we needed our own representation as a San Diego biotech industry in 546 

Washington. 547 

JONES: Was there any way that interests were not completely aligned there or you 548 

felt it was important to get some face time for San Diego specifically? 549 

PANETTA: We felt that our local legislators, our members of Congress, should 550 

have the interaction with our local biotech industry in Washington and that they 551 

could help to drive a lot. We had also had some experience in that regard. When 552 

Lynn Schenk was a member of Congress from San Diego, she only served one term 553 

from 1992 to 1994, but she was largely responsible for the passage of the first 554 

Prescription Drug User Fee Act. That was largely through relationships that 555 

companies here in San Diego had with Lynn. 556 

We thought that it was important to continue having that kind of relationship and 557 

having a presence in D.C., which with an organization at that time, we only had six 558 

people on the staff and our only public policy person was a person who dealt with 559 

city hall for the most part. 560 

One of things that I began to do was to travel to Washington more. We had an 561 

assistant that was here when I got here, April Bailey, who got her degree in PoliSci at 562 

San Diego State and spent a year as an intern on Capitol Hill. I said, “You are going 563 

to be the foundation of our Washington D.C. program, April.” Let's figure it out. 564 
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JONES: She had the talent to do that. 565 

PANETTA: She had the talent. She had the drive. She was here. She was at 566 

Biocom. We began to build that program. We began to do more, largely beginning 567 

with the BIO conference to promote San Diego. I began to travel more to places 568 

around the country. I became engaged in a group called the Council of State 569 

Bioscience Associations that was sponsored by BIO. I moved into more of a 570 

leadership role there and began to travel around to the different state organizations 571 

and talk about what we were doing here in San Diego. 572 

It began to pay off in the sense that we got more attention for what was happening 573 

here in San Diego. When I came here there was one pharmaceutical company, 574 

Johnson & Johnson, that had a presence here. We began to see more pharmaceutical 575 

companies taking an interest in having a presence in San Diego. We would talk to 576 

these folks at conferences. We would invite them here. 577 

JONES: Put them in touch to say you need to go to Scripps and UCSD. 578 

PANETTA: Yes, come and see what we have got going on here. Can we set up 579 

meetings for you? Can we bring folks into Biocom who you can talk to? It really 580 

began to work to get some exposure. It began to pay off. 581 

The other thing we began to realize at that time was that capital was still pretty 582 

scarce. So, we thought we should build some programs to help companies to raise 583 

investment capital. We began to focus more on the venture world. We created a 584 

whole suite of visiting offices for venture capitalists from out of town who might 585 

want to come to San Diego and spend a week. We would give them office space so 586 

they could work out of it at Biocom. That paid off as well because, in the end, we got 587 

two or three venture firms that moved down to San Diego, Domain Ventures, 588 

Thomas McNerney, up in the Bay Area. Sophie Nova came down here as well. 589 

JONES: These are people that would come into your offices. 590 

PANETTA: Yes. Domain, of course, still has its headquarters here. They moved 591 

down from Orange County. The other thing we realized was that we needed to 592 

continue to grow the talent base here as companies were evolving and maturing. It 593 

had, at that point, evolved into a pretty solid research and development cluster. It 594 

was still not yet a development in commercialization cluster. 595 

One of the things that we began to focus on was what we still called creating the 596 

home grown work force, training people in manufacturing, training people in basic 597 

management, putting together programs that would help young CEOs and young 598 



Interview conducted by Mark Jones, on September 1, 2015 

executives to be mentored by more experienced CEOs and executives. Those 599 

programs continued. We have got programs for scientists in management. We have 600 

got programs that we helped to create in San Diego State, degree programs in 601 

regulatory affairs, one that started out as a two year program at one of the 602 

community colleges and is now a four year program because that community college 603 

is one of the first in the state to have been given approval to go to a four year degree 604 

program in fermentation engineering. We have continued to try to keep pace with 605 

what the professional development needs that are in the industry. 606 

By 2008 or so, when the economy began to turn and we saw a whole change in the 607 

focus of investing in biotech companies –  608 

JONES: Venture capital just evaporated. 609 

PANETTA: Yes, venture capital evaporated and venture capital that was invested 610 

was being focused more on acquiring technologies and trying to get those 611 

technologies developed by experienced outside experts, not building companies with 612 

300 or 400 people in them and building facilities that were monuments to the 613 

company. 614 

JONES: And San Diego hadn't really had an anchor. 615 

PANETTA: No, San Diego had not had an anchor. What was great about that was 616 

a lot of people who had come out of biotech companies had a chance to work as 617 

experts, became contract researchers. A lot of the folks in these biotech companies 618 

were now in companies with no more than 25 or 50 people in them because the 619 

investors didn't want to invest in creating these huge companies that would 620 

potentially be acquired. What would you do with all the physical facility and all the 621 

people that you had hired? Better to contract out and have experts do all of this 622 

work. 623 

We began to focus more on, at that point, building the framework around the 624 

contract research community here in San Diego and connecting companies with the 625 

best talent that existed which is good for small companies because at that time and 626 

even today we’ve got 700 members at Biocom. The majority of them are companies 627 

with 25 or 50 people. If you try to spread across that number of companies the ability 628 

to hire experts in every field at each company, they're just not out there. If you can 629 

find an experienced contract researcher who can go to work for five, ten, twelve of 630 

these companies at one time, they can all benefit by that experience. That's a much 631 

more successful way to do things. So, we've been working a lot in that arena as well. 632 
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The other thing we realized was that these small companies especially with the need 633 

to conserve capital could benefit by a program that would allow them to purchase 634 

everything that they needed to run their companies successfully and supply their 635 

companies, if we could provide it on a discount through a large group purchasing 636 

program. We created a separate for profit entity within Biocom called the Biocom 637 

purchasing group that provides 35 different types of supplies and services under 638 

contract to our members. 639 

JONES: How many of them make purchases, what percentage would you say? 640 

PANETTA: Ninety-five percent take advantage of it. The largest contract is for 641 

laboratory supplies. The next largest is for office supplies. One of the larger ones that 642 

we created about three years ago is for healthcare benefits. It essentially gives our 643 

small companies the ability to purchase at a discount level that only a large 644 

corporation would be able to negotiate. That's been really successful for our 645 

members here in San Diego. 646 

JONES: The inflection point for focusing on this kind of collective stuff and 647 

contract research, did you say 2008 or even before that had you gone? 648 

PANETTA: 2008. 649 

JONES: This is a conscious strategy at some point. Was it your thinking that 650 

maybe we have got to give up the idea of building a Genentech here? 651 

PANETTA: That has always been a controversial topic in biotech in San Diego. At 652 

one point, a lot of us were ringing our hands about how we didn't have a Genentech 653 

here and asking what is it going to take to have a Genentech here? Companies like 654 

Biogen Idec, what was IDEC back in 1999-2000, we thought would become the next 655 

Genentech or Genzyme but they did a reverse merger with Biogen and ended up 656 

shutting down here and moving to Boston. There have been a couple of those. There 657 

has never been a successful evolution here of a biotech company in becoming the 658 

next Genentech. 659 

On the flip side, the reason that that's not happening is that companies are being 660 

acquired because they're creating some very attractive science and technology. 661 

They're getting to mid-stage where they're in phase two clinical trials. We’ve got 662 

every pharma company under the sun watching what's going on here now with a 663 

presence here. 664 

JONES: It's just a recognition that the industry has gone in this direction. We have 665 

to go with it and we can. 666 
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PANETTA: We can and it is okay. What is great about it is that the folks who are 667 

selling these companies, the CEOs of these companies, I mean, the shareholders are 668 

selling the companies, but the CEOs of these companies are, for the most part, going 669 

on starting new companies and bringing along their talented senior management 670 

teams. I think that's okay. It is creating the potential for new drugs to be developed 671 

through the acquiring companies. 672 

The landscape has changed a lot here. When I talked about the way it was back in 673 

the late '80s, early '90s, the biggest change today here is the presence of all these 674 

pharmaceutical companies, whether it's Pfizer, Lilly, Celgene with large research 675 

facilities here or AstraZeneca, which operates essentially through an acquisition that 676 

they made here of a biotech company. 677 

JONES: What company was that? 678 

PANETTA: It was not Acadia. I can't remember the name of the company now. 679 

But they have largely kept it intact. Then you have got Johnson & Johnson, which is 680 

doing remarkably well with its J-labs here with 47 companies incubating within their 681 

J-labs. Every model under the sun, a couple of companies like Merck have had scouts 682 

here and nobody else. I think the two examples are Sanofi-Aventis and Merck that 683 

have one or two people here. GlaxoSmithKline teamed up with Avalon Ventures and 684 

invested about $400 million in the creation of ten new biotech companies here 685 

recently. They've already created six with Avalon. So, it’s a much different landscape 686 

from what it was. It's a different model probably than you see in places like Boston 687 

or San Francisco. The opportunity that these companies have to be a part of what's 688 

going on in biotech in San Diego is much different than what it was 10 or 15 years 689 

ago. 690 

JONES: Does that make your activities more national, more global? You're talking 691 

about AstraZeneca or whoever. They can be anywhere, right? 692 

PANETTA: Yeah. About five years ago, we created a brand new conference that's 693 

been growing every year that we call our global Pharma Biotech Partnering 694 

Conference. It takes place at the end of February each year. All of the major pharma 695 

companies send their licensing and business development people here. Even some of 696 

their very senior management people come to speak at this conference. It's set up as 697 

a partnering conference between primarily our biotech companies in San Diego and 698 

the licensing folks [phone rings]. That's been a huge change. I think it's going to 699 

continue to happen. 700 
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The folks from Japan – we've got an office in Tokyo that we opened about six months 701 

ago. We've got 20 companies from Japan that are members of Biocom now. We think 702 

there are huge opportunities in Japan for San Diego, not only in terms of our 703 

companies entering the Japanese market, but in terms of bringing Japanese 704 

companies here to take advantage of the venture communities that we have in 705 

California. Japan doesn't have much of a venture community but their biotech 706 

industry is evolving pretty quickly. 707 

We do a lot in regenerative medicine here, of course. One of my other hats is that I 708 

sit on the Independent Citizens Oversight Committee for the California Institute for 709 

Regenerative Medicine. Recently the grants that we've been approving have been for 710 

products that are going into later stage clinical trials and potentially 711 

commercialization. That's a huge thing here for us in San Diego. 712 

JONES: A lot of grants are coming down here? 713 

PANETTA: I'd say about half the grants are coming down here so it's a good split. 714 

One of our most advanced companies, Biosite, down here has been working with 715 

developing pancreatic stem cells that secrete insulin. They have been able to insert 716 

them into a pouch that can be implanted under the skin and basically act as an 717 

artificial pancreas. So, we have got high hopes for Biosite becoming successful and 718 

getting that product approved. They are in late stage clinical trials now. 719 

JONES: That could be huge. That could be Genentech. Diabetes is huge. 720 

PANETTA: People have asked me, is this three billion dollars that the state voters 721 

decided to invest in stem cell research worth it? My answer is if for three billion 722 

dollars all that we get is an artificial pancreas, it has been successful. I think three 723 

billion dollars is a pretty good investment in curing diabetes. We'll keep our fingers 724 

crossed for Biosite being successful. All sorts of other areas, Alzheimer's disease, 725 

Parkinson's disease, osteoarthritis, that are coming into later stage trials now. 726 

JONES: It is all fascinating stuff. Speaking of Alzheimer's, what is your take on the 727 

dispute between UCSD and USC and how does that impact people working in the 728 

field? What does it mean for you? 729 

PANETTA: First of all, it is unfortunate that there wasn't a more collaborative 730 

approach to how that study might be jointly managed by USC and UCSD. But this 731 

happens all the time. Researchers are given better offers to go somewhere else and 732 

they go. The bigger question for us is what is USC's end game? About a year ago, 733 

they came very close to acquiring the Scripps Institution here. Fortunately, that was 734 

thwarted at the last minute. 735 
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I know because I have been up there. Los Angeles wants to create a biotech 736 

community—they are actively working to create a biotech community. They have 737 

created a plan for a biotech community up there. They also have a good number of 738 

biotech companies in the Los Angeles area already. Los Angeles is going to push 739 

hard and even harder to bring to L.A. the assets that they need to create a biotech 740 

community. 741 

Our strategy is to sit down with them and to say we can do this in a way that we can 742 

both benefit. We have got a lot of folks down in San Diego whom you could tap into 743 

and who are more than willing to do business up in Los Angeles to help them to 744 

build a biotech cluster up there. We, at Biocom, for the last six or seven years have 745 

referred to ourselves as the Southern California Life Science Association, which 746 

means for us that we've got members all the way up beyond Los Angeles ourselves as 747 

an organization. We really think that there's a better opportunity if we work 748 

together to create one Southern California life science cluster that reaches from L.A. 749 

to San Diego than for these kinds of battles to go on. I think it could be done. If we 750 

do it successfully, L.A. will benefit and San Diego will benefit. 751 

You've got great research universities up there, UCLA and USC. There are some 752 

excellent biomedical research institutions up there, private institutes. There is a 753 

great base of investment capital up there and an international airport that we don't 754 

have here in San Diego. People don't always believe that that's an important thing. 755 

But I can't tell you how many times I've been in places around the world talking 756 

biotech at San Diego where people have said to me, I can't fly directly to San Diego. 757 

There's no non-stop flight to San Diego. I can go to San Francisco. I can go to Los 758 

Angeles but I can't fly non-stop to San Diego. 759 

JONES: Is that something you ever had in conversations with the city about? 760 

PANETTA: I was on one of the airport planning committees. There have been 761 

conversations going back to 1950 about building a new airport in San Diego. None of 762 

those ideas have panned out for various reasons. The latest was to build an airport at 763 

what is now Miramar Marine Air Station. The Marines said they were not really 764 

interested in that idea. That didn't go anywhere. There were plans at one point to 765 

put a binational airport down along the border. That didn't get anywhere. So, right 766 

now there's no plan for an airport. 767 

The airport we have is being renovated and upgraded but it's only being upgraded in 768 

terms of the number of gates and the facility. The runway isn't being changed. It's 769 

basically a short, one runway airport. You can't fly the jumbo jets in here. 770 

Fortunately, with some of the new planes, like the 787, they can land here. We can 771 
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have non-stop flights out of here, out of that airport. So there is an opportunity. 772 

We've got a non-stop flight every day between here and Tokyo now, which is helping 773 

us with some of the Japanese companies that we are trying to bring in. 774 

JONES: Who's flying that? 775 

PANETTA: Japan Airlines. We've got about 20 or so new Biocom member 776 

companies from Japan. Part of the reason for that is, in addition to the great 777 

partnering opportunities there are here, they can get here now. 778 

JONES: You're spending a lot of time up in L.A. talking to people? 779 

PANETTA: A little bit of time. 780 

JONES: Who are you talking to? 781 

PANETTA: We're talking to the L.A. County board of supervisors. We're talking to 782 

the Economic Development Corporation. We're talking to their local biotech group. 783 

Essentially, the folks who are at the core of trying to plan this –  784 

JONES: Their local biotech group would be? 785 

PANETTA: It's interesting. It's a group called Southern California Biomedical 786 

Council, but it is in L.A. We're talking to some of our members up there too. Folks at 787 

places like L.A. Biomed Research Institute and some of the companies up there. 788 

There's an opportunity to expand up there and provide a lot of the services that we 789 

provide here to the companies that are up there. 790 

JONES: Could you talk a bit about the North/South split? The Bay Bayou just 791 

turned into, what is it? California Life Science –  792 

PANETTA: It's an interesting name. They call themselves now the California Life 793 

Science Association. We thought that was a very interesting choice of names for 794 

their organization. San Francisco needs a life science association. I don't think San 795 

Francisco needs a California Life Science Association as much as they need a Bay 796 

Area Life Science Association. 797 

We had a very strong partnership with Bay BIO. We were sister organizations. We 798 

did a lot of the same things. We worked in partnership on a lot of programs and also 799 

mirrored each other on a lot of programs. I'm not sure that there's a reason to have a 800 

California Life Science Association when you've got a group, first of all, as strong as 801 

Biocom down here with offices in Washington D.C., with the California 802 

Biotechnology Foundation that we have up in Sacramento that works to educate the 803 
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public and legislators throughout the state about the value of the biopharmaceutical 804 

industry here. 805 

To me, it is a curious endeavor that I and our board as well questions in terms of 806 

what the end game is there. It's not the California Life Science Association because 807 

you've got an entity here. Biocom is celebrating its 20th year as the advocacy 808 

organization for San Diego and Southern California. It's not the San Francisco 809 

Biotech Association so companies up there suffer by not having a Biocom that they 810 

can go to in San Francisco. So, it's not a North/South split. 811 

It would be nice if it was a North/South split because the North/ South split that 812 

we've had with Bay BIO functioned very well. It wasn't a North/South split. It was a 813 

North/South partnership. I'd like to try to go back to that. That would be a lot more 814 

successful of a model than the California Life Science Association and Biocom. I 815 

don't see those two as being reciprocal in most ways. 816 

JONES: Let me ask you to look back, this is from 1999 to the present, locally, San 817 

Diego, and maybe some of these other places. Carlsbad has had a lot of stuff going 818 

on. But working with people locally in government and maybe if you talk about 819 

some of those people and maybe has it changed a lot over time? What have the 820 

policies been? Have they been trouble, those sorts of issues? Also, Sacramento too, 821 

locally here and then working with – what kind of grades would you give? 822 

PANETTA: Locally, the grade I would give would be somewhere between a B+ and 823 

an A-. Going back to my time here, our mayor, when I came to Biocom was Susan 824 

Golding. She was a great supporter of the biotech industry. Within city government 825 

back at that time, the city created a biotech economic assessment team that would 826 

help with basic things like expediting the approval of permits to build biotech labs 827 

here. 828 

JONES: Did you have problems with that when you came to Mycogen? 829 

PANETTA: Yeah. We had just a classic problem at Mycogen. As I said, Mycogen 830 

was an agricultural biotech company located in the heart of the biotech cluster here. 831 

The difference, of course, with Mycogen was we were working with seeds and plants 832 

and crops and things like that. We needed a research greenhouse back in the early 833 

'90s. We wanted to put the research greenhouse right out behind the laboratory at 834 

Mycogen. 835 

I went to the city with a permit application to construct a greenhouse. The city 836 

permitting department responded. We could not build a greenhouse because you 837 

can only build greenhouses in areas that are zoned for agriculture. This was zoned 838 
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for laboratory research. We said but it's a laboratory research greenhouse. They 839 

didn't understand what that meant. They'd never seen anything like that before. 840 

We eventually got it approved but it took a long time before the city came around 841 

and began to work more with us. We would go down and make presentations and sit 842 

around the table with Mayor  843 

Golding with all our biotech executives to inform her more about what was 844 

happening in the industry here. Our county board of supervisors was also very 845 

engaged in wanting to understand what we would need to be able to grow here. 846 

When I was running the facilities group at Mycogen, they came to me one day and 847 

said we can't get our laboratory approved by the fire warden because we've got too 848 

many chemicals. The city only allows a certain number of chemicals in a laboratory. I 849 

said what do you mean? They said they're more focused on 55 gallon drums than 850 

pint bottles. We've got 100 pint bottles instead of five 55 gallon drums. They don't 851 

know how to deal with that. So we had to change basic stuff like that. 852 

The good thing is that all of our mayors, from Susan Golding to Dick Murphy to 853 

Jerry Sanders, even Bob Filner for the time that he was mayor, and now Kevin 854 

Faulconer has just been fantastic, have been our partners in ensuring that we've got 855 

the kind of environment we need. 856 

One of the things that we could do better here, and I've talked to city government, 857 

county government more, is to create more in the way of tax incentives and even 858 

possibly some investment in the biotech industry here. The County Pension Fund, 859 

for example, is a very large and well sustained pension fund that could invest in 860 

biotech very easily. It doesn't have to be the most risky biotech either. I'd give them 861 

a good B+ or A-. 862 

We spend more time in Sacramento killing legislation that could potentially be 863 

harmful to us. 864 

JONES: For example and has this always been true? 865 

PANETTA: It's been true for as long as I can remember. Initiatives to required 866 

labeling of genetically modified foods. 867 

JONES: That doesn't really impact San Diego that much. 868 

PANETTA: No, it doesn't but it impacts the industry from the standpoint that it 869 

casts a negative shadow on biotech in general. So, we're all in the same pond. 870 

Legislation that is more focused on some of the environmental challenges around 871 
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building biotech facilities, making it more difficult to get approval to build 872 

manufacturing facilities here. 873 

At the same time, under this governor in particular, we've had at least one big 874 

success working with the legislature and with him that gives biotech companies an 875 

exemption from the state sales tax on the purchase of research and manufacturing 876 

equipment. For large companies that's a big help in the universe of small companies. 877 

Our local legislators and some of the folks up in the Bay Area, the 120 legislators in 878 

the assembly and the Senate, a fraction of those folks work with us day in and day 879 

out and know us and understand the industry. A lot of them don't understand the 880 

value of the industry. We've made some headway with the governor's office relative 881 

to them gaining more of an appreciation of the value of the industry here and the 882 

importance of the state investing in the industry here. 883 

Realize that you point to the stem cell initiative of three billion dollars. That wasn't 884 

an initiative of the legislature or the governor. That was a citizen's initiative that the 885 

voters passed to fund stem cell research. My guess is we could never have gotten the 886 

legislature to pass something like that. But we should. 887 

When I started at Biocom in 1999, the U.S. was it, when it came to biotech. That's 888 

not true anymore. China is making huge investments in biotech. For three years 889 

Biocom had a program in China trying to look for opportunities to take advantage of 890 

the Chinese market. We decided that patent protection wasn't there and that their 891 

regulatory approval process wasn't mature enough yet. At the same time, their 892 

business practices weren't well evolved yet. 893 

JONES: Corruption problems? 894 

PANETTA: Yeah, all kinds of things like that. 895 

JONES: Wild West. 896 

PANETTA: Wild West, yeah. At the same time, they've thrown a lot of money at 897 

creating biotech industry in China. We're seeing other areas that are becoming 898 

competitive. Japan, under Prime Minister Abe, has made biotech a priority. Things 899 

are beginning to happen in some places in Europe. We spent a lot of time in 900 

Southern France looking at what's happening with their biotech industry there. 901 

JONES: Southern France? 902 

PANETTA: Southern France, Marseille, Nice. 903 
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JONES: Really? I hadn't heard that before. What's going on? 904 

PANETTA: There's a lot of investment being, especially in the Marseille area, in 905 

companies in immunology and cancer diagnostics and cancer for the most part. 906 

Some of those are becoming pretty successful companies. It's not just a nice place to 907 

go on a visit. I say to people all the time I don't need to go to Southern France to 908 

experience nice weather and the ocean. We've got it here. There's a lot of 909 

competition that we're beginning to see that's cropping up now. 910 

JONES: This is something when you started here that wasn't so much, but now 911 

yeah. 912 

PANETTA: Yes. We're seeing it a lot more. We also have to appreciate the fact that 913 

Massachusetts has made a huge effort in the last few years to attract companies and 914 

talent to Massachusetts. We can't take for granted the fact that we've got the largest 915 

biotech industry in the country and in the world in California because other people 916 

are beginning to grow their industries and attract companies and people from here. 917 

I'd give the state probably a B- in biotech. There's a lot of work to be done there. 918 

JONES: You have been steering the ship here for 15-16 years. I don't know how 919 

long you plan to carry on with it but looking forward, where's this going? What are 920 

the opportunities? What are the challenges? 921 

PANETTA: We are in the middle of working with our members to create a five 922 

year plan for life science in Southern California. It's our 2020 plan. In our 20th year, 923 

we're working on our 2020 plan. That plan is going to be a lot different from other 924 

strategic plans that we've done here. We've always, from the day that I got here, 925 

relied on our strategic planning process to help to direct us for where we want to be. 926 

Five years from now San Diego can be the global capital for personalized medicine, 927 

big data analytics in biotech and digital and electronic health. Our strategic planning 928 

process is focused on how we continue to build the infrastructure here at San Diego, 929 

to get there in 2020, to be able to say in 2020 we are the capitol of personalized 930 

medicine. 931 

JONES: What do you need to do that? 932 

PANETTA: We need to continue to grow the resources that we have here, the 933 

companies like Illumina that we need to keep here. We need to grow the fledgling 934 

companies that are being created in all of those areas, the digital health companies, 935 

the big data companies. We need to continue to develop the different talent base 936 

that goes into growing those companies, then goes into the traditional biotech type 937 
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of company that we've had here in the past. We need computer scientists, computer 938 

engineers, folks who understand the crossroads of electronics and computing and 939 

medical devices and therapeutics. We need to bring that talent here more. We need 940 

to interface more with folks in Japan, the Panasonics and Toshibas and Hitachis that 941 

are moving into that arena. Just as we brought the large pharma companies here, we 942 

need to bring the Toshibas and Panasonics to San Diego. 943 

JONES: When you talk about opportunities in Japan, is this principally what you 944 

have in mind, this future convergence of IT? 945 

PANETTA: Yes. That's part of it. The other part of it is – we brought on our first 946 

board member from Japan this past year. He runs a company called NF Corporation. 947 

It's a high-level electronics company that focuses on developing equipment for 948 

laboratory testing. We just had a conversation with Takegawa Electric Company the 949 

other day that just recently created a life science division with some very high end 950 

imaging equipment, cellular imaging equipment that they've developed. 951 

Part of it is the digital health side in Japan. Part of it is regenerative medicine in 952 

biotech. And a big part of it is the fact that a lot of the electronics companies in 953 

Japan are moving into biotech more. 954 

JONES: What's San Diego's competitive position? You were talking about 955 

personalized medicine and electronics, IT and so on. You have to compete with 956 

Silicon Valley and –  957 

PANETTA: In Silicon Valley, the Googles and Yahoos and Amazons are all creating 958 

life science businesses now. Some of our companies actually have partnerships with 959 

Google's life science crew. We have to also find ways to get them down here. The 960 

attractiveness here versus places like the Bay Area and Boston is that through no 961 

plan that we put together we've got a successful telecommunications sector down 962 

here. We've got a successful electronics sector. We’ve got these areas of high tech 963 

that are beginning to converge with the biotech industry, the medical device cluster 964 

that we have that other places don't have. So, there's attractiveness here in the fact 965 

that we've got all the basic elements that it takes to go forward to create the new era 966 

of personalized medicine and digital health that you don't have in other places. 967 

JONES: The academic institutions, the research institutions, locally, are they 968 

assisting you with this? What's their role? Do they see a role for what they're doing 969 

fitting into this? I don't know if he's still there. Is he still at Scripps? He's the 970 

personalized medicine guy. 971 
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PANETTA: He's leading the charge on digital health as both a researcher and a 972 

spokesman. 973 

The reason that we moved into this new Biocom office that we're sitting in is that we 974 

wanted to be close to the research institutes and the university. We see a growing 975 

partnership between the industry, the research institutes and the university. Perry 976 

Nisen, who has just come over in the last year to run the Sanford Burnham Prebys 977 

Institute led their efforts at Glaxo to develop drugs around the world. His reason for 978 

being here is to do more to interface what's being done in research and development 979 

at the Sanford Burnham Institute with the industry here and hopefully to create 980 

more products. Salk has a long time reputation for scientists having one foot within 981 

Salk and one foot within industry. 982 

JONES: More so than Scripps or UCSD? 983 

PANETTA: I'll talk about UCSD in a minute. Scripps was also partnered with some 984 

specific companies here like Pfizer. For the future, Scripps is going to have to figure 985 

out where it's going to go. UCSD is making a remarkable effort now under the 986 

current Chancellor Pradeep Khosla, the Vice Chancellor for Research Sandra Brown, 987 

some of the deans in the school from pharmaceutical sciences and engineering and 988 

bioengineering to connect more with the local community. 989 

Part of UCSDs challenge has always been that they've had a very bureaucratic tech 990 

transfer office. People don't tend to typically want to try to work with them because 991 

it's frustrating to do deals with them. They just created a new position, an associate 992 

vice chancellor for industry relations. One of his jobs is going to be to fix the tech 993 

transfer office. We're going to do everything we can to help to make that happen. 994 

UCSD is just a powerhouse of biomedical research that we could take more 995 

advantage of here if we had a closer relationship with them. That hasn't been the 996 

case in the past. 997 

The chancellor talks about how many biotech companies were created out of UCSD. 998 

To a large extent he's right. Scientists left UCSD and took their intellectual property 999 

and went and created biotech companies. We need to have that partnership between 1000 

the university and the industry and get beyond scientists leaving and starting 1001 

companies. I think we're going to begin to see that happen. 1002 

JONES: They did have CONNECT, right? CONNECT was trying to do some of that 1003 

bridging, weren't they? 1004 

PANETTA: Yeah. CONNECT is getting back to its roots these days. CONNECT 1005 

used to be a part of UCSD. Initially, CONNECTs responsibility was to work with 1006 
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areas like tech transfer and scientists coming out of the university, helping them to 1007 

get their companies off the ground, understanding how to get funding and manage 1008 

companies and things like that. About ten years ago, CONNECT divested itself from 1009 

the university, became an independent entity, began to grow in other areas and 1010 

create other programs. 1011 

JONES: What sort of stuff was going on? 1012 

PANETTA: Focusing on areas like, trying to work more with the biotech industry 1013 

where CONNECTs initial focus had been on the technology industries in San Diego. 1014 

JONES: That's because that's where Duane Roth was coming from? 1015 

PANETTA: Yeah. I don't fault Duane for it because that was Duane's background. 1016 

Duane realized that to build the kind of organization that he wanted to build he 1017 

would have to get it out of UCSD to get the kind of funding he needed from folks 1018 

like Qualcomm and others. They created a Washington D.C. office. That's great if 1019 

you're Qualcomm and a couple of other companies. Most three person companies 1020 

don't really need the Washington D.C. office. 1021 

So, I think CONNECT is getting back to basics now under Greg McKee. Duane raised 1022 

the image of San Diego and the image of CONNECT within the community which 1023 

was great. CONNECT is retreating back in a positive way to working with the 1024 

university, working with the tech transfer office and getting back to doing what it 1025 

was originally created to do when Bill Otterson created it.  1026 

JONES: Is there anything else we should know, Joe, anything else we should cover?  1027 

PANETTA: I don't think so. I've been trying to think as we've been going along 1028 

here what we've left out. But we've been pretty thorough. When you think about 1029 

where we've come from as an association, as a biotech cluster here, where we are 1030 

today and where we have the opportunity to be five years from now, we've come 1031 

from relative obscurity to a high level of awareness of who we are to potentially five 1032 

years from now being the global leader and not in the traditional way. If you look at 1033 

all these surveys that come out year after year after year over where's the largest 1034 

biotech cluster? Which cluster has the greatest number of companies? Which cluster 1035 

has the greatest number of employees? Which cluster has the highest amount of 1036 

financing? That's the way that clusters have been ranked up to now. 1037 

This cluster has the opportunity, five years from now, to be number one. Not so 1038 

much because it has more companies or more employees or more financing but 1039 

because it's moving in the direction of being at the forefront of biomedical research 1040 
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and development commercialization with the powerhouse that we've got here of 1041 

technologies. I'm thinking that five years from now, and I plan to be here five years 1042 

from now because I want to see out this five year strategic plan, we're going to be 1043 

very pleasantly surprised with where San Diego sits versus where it's been in the 1044 

past. 1045 

JONES: Okay. We should come back in five years and just do your review of this 1046 

strategic plan. 1047 

PANETTA: Absolutely, let's do it.  1048 

JONES: It's been a fun ride. It's a fascinating industry, right? 1049 

PANETTA: Thank you, yeah. I enjoyed it. It is a fascinating industry. 1050 

End of Interview



Recommended Citation: 
 
Panetta, Joseph D. Interview conducted by Mark Jones, September 1, 2015.  
The San Diego Technology Archive (SDTA), UC San Diego Library, La Jolla, CA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The San Diego Technology Archive (SDTA), an initiative of the UC San Diego 
Library, documents the history, formation, and evolution of the companies that 
formed the San Diego region’s high-tech cluster, beginning in 1965. The SDTA 
captures the vision, strategic thinking, and recollections of key technology and 
business founders, entrepreneurs, academics, venture capitalists, early employees, 
and service providers, many of whom figured prominently in the development of San 
Diego’s dynamic technology cluster. As these individuals articulate and comment on 
their contributions, innovations, and entrepreneurial trajectories, a rich living 
history emerges about the extraordinarily synergistic academic and commercial 
collaborations that distinguish the San Diego technology community. 


