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“Catalonia is one of the three most dynamic hubs in healthcare and

Scaling-up the
BioRegion of
Catalonia: key
findings and
recommendations

life sciences worldwide”, according to Joseph Damond1, an experienced biotech industry executive with a sound international insight.
Around 1,060 companies operate in the BioRegion of Catalonia (including biotech, pharma, medtech, healthtech, CROs, service and
goods providers and distributors, as well as investing organizations).
In addition to these  are 89 research institutions (research centers,
universities, university hospitals, large research infrastructures, technology centers and science and technology parks with life sciences
and health activities), complemented with a network of healthcare
agents providing diagnosis and treatments to patients.
The life sciences and healthcare sector in Catalonia generates
€31,087 M per year and represents 7.2% of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP). In total, more than 223,000 people are employed by the
sector, representing around 7% of the working population in Catalonia (2016).
Catalonia ranks top among Spain’s autonomous communities in
terms of internal expenditure on biotech R&D activities, reaching
€454.7 M in 2015 (29.5% of Spain’s total and higher than its GDP 
share, 20%). The increasing attractiveness of investing in BioRegion
start-ups has resulted in a threefold increase in the period 2015-2017,
compared to the previous period 2013-2015. This sound investment
ecosystem is growing stronger with both local and international investors. In the 2015-2017 period, up to 214 investment operations
took place, 24 of these involving international capital. These 24 operations accounted for €198.1 M, which is equivalent to almost 60%
of all capital raised. Regarding pipeline progress, focusing for example on the therapeutics clinical pipeline, there are currently (2018)
18 drug therapies being developed by Catalan companies, 11 more
than in 2013. In addition, three molecules are already in Phase III.
The new therapies advancing to the market are also growing substantially in the medtech, diagnostics and healthtech areas.
The notable, even outstanding, increases in resources and outcomes are accompanied by a growing interest in Catalonia as “the
next place to be”. In fact, both the technology and the business
hubs of global multinational firms have been setting up facilities
at a good pace.
Early in 2018, the Financial Times group recognized Catalonia as one
of the best European regions for investment in 2018 and 2019. This
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is an exciting time for Barcelona and Cata-

Catalonia’s universities, research centers and

and one out of six (16.5%) biomedical publi-

lonia, with many promising signs of recov-

large R&D infrastructures, along with a set of

cations signed by researchers in the BioRe-

ery after years of crisis and uncertainty. The

policies focused on excellence that provide

gion are among the most cited documents

hard work of many stakeholders has given

the institutions with the flexibility and auton-

in the world, tripling the percentage of pub-

real momentum to Catalonia’s life sciences

omy they need to perform their activities.

lications of excellence expected as a result

sector, and we are now anticipating a posi-

of its volume of production.

tive “perfect storm” of factors that will help

As a result, the number of publications in

transform the BioRegion of Catalonia into a

the biomedical arena has nearly quadru-

Some of the BioRegion’s indicators of re-

major world player in innovation.

pled in Catalonia over the past 20 years,

search success even outperform those of

We are witnessing a rapid evolution of our
innovation ecosystem, which is scaling-up
from its start-up stage to a fully-deployed
industry, displaying exponential growth
and high impact potential. The current re-

Map 1. Map of Europe highlighting the group of countries used in this
report for comparison with Catalonia

port explores the driving forces that have
helped Catalonia to create such a thriving
life sciences and healthcare ecosystem and
it provides an in-depth analysis of its performance during the period 2015-2017.

FINLAND

Catalonia, one 
of Europe’s main 
innovation hubs

Population: 5.50 M
GDP: 223,765

IRELAND

In terms of GDP  and population, we can

Population: 4.78 M
GDP: 296,151.8

SWEDEN

Population: 9.99 M
GDP: 477,857.5

compare Catalonia to European Union
countries such as Sweden, Belgium, Denmark, Austria and Ireland. With a population
similar to that of Austria and slightly higher
than Denmark’s, and a GDP  similar to that
of Finland and Denmark, this can be considered a natural group for this European

DENMARK

BELGIUM

Population: 11.35 M
GDP: 438,484.6

Population: 7.75 M
GDP: 288,373.5

AUSTRIA

Population: 8.82 M
GDP: 369,217.9

region to belong to.
Barcelona is said to be one of the most
connected ecosystems in the world2. The
convergence of strategies from the Government of Catalonia, Barcelona City Council,

CATALONIA

Population: 7.49 M
GDP: 234,651

Mobile World Capital Barcelona Foundation
and certain universities, research and technology centers and companies, is already
helping to create a smart environment. It

Sources: Eurostat and Idescat (January 2018).
Population in million people. GDP in M€.

has become the new “place to be” in Europe: in fact, in the first semester of 2018, 17
multinationals announced new set ups in
the city or in the surrounding area.

FigurE 1. Some major companies setting up new innovation centers in
Catalonia in 2018

Research Excellence 
For 30 years, Catalonia’s successive governments have been investing in higher education and scientific excellence, with specific
programs designed to attract top-level researchers in all disciplines3, and funding topnotch universities and research institutions4.
In fact, the real drivers of this success are
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other European companies. The total number of ERC grants received in Catalonia

Map 2. ERC grantees and publications in Nature and Science by country

since 2007 is equal to that of Belgium and
Sweden and higher to that of Austria. The
BioRegion’s research productivity indicators
are also comparable to the indicators of
these countries.
Catalonia’s

research

organizations

FINLAND

firms are also leaders in attracting H2020

IRELAND

funds. Despite representing only 1.2% of the

89
101

European Research Area population, Catalonia has already attracted 4.6% of H2020
FET Flagship

funds5.

156
140

and

SWEDEN

Regarding the “SME

Instrument”, 176 small and medium-sized

181
333

Catalan firms have secured €72.7 M for 189
innovation projects, more than any other
country in this group of European economies used for comparison.

BELGIUM

290
248

AUSTRIA

208
252

Table 1. EU contribution in €M to
different countries.
Country

CATALONIA

280
190

H2020 funds
attracted

Belgium

1,555.5

Sweden

1,135.5

Austria

925.8

Catalonia

830.0

Denmark

821.7

Finland

723.7

Ireland

566.1

304
382

DENMARK

ERC grantees by country

Publications in Nature and Science by country

Sources: AGAUR (2007-March 2018); Web of Science (2013-2017)

Graph 1. Finance raised in the BioRegion of
Catalonia is on an upward trend, especially
regarding private investment (in M€)

164.3
47
85.8
18.0
13.6

135.8

Source: CDTI and Cordis 2018.6

A growing international 
investment ecosystem
Since 2008, at the beginning of the crisis,
investment in Catalonia’s life sciences and

107.3
56.5
30.3
20.4

21.9
9.8
7.8
4.3

16.3
9.2
2.9
4.3

40.4
28.6
8.2
3.6

36.2
23
8.8
1.0
3.4

65.4
56.3
9.2

2013

2014

2015

healthcare companies has multiplied by
12. Specifically, in the 2015-2017 period, BioRegion start-ups attracted investments of
almost €340 M, more than threefold the
amount reached in the previous two-year
period (2013-2015)7.

2011
IPO

2012
Public

VC
Investment

Co-Development or
Collaboration agreements

2016
Total

2017
Moving
average

Source: Biocat.
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The investment ecosystem is solid and it is becoming stronger. In
addition to local, specialized investors like Ysios Capital, Caixa Capital Risk, HealthEquity, Inveready and Alta Life Sciences operating in

Figure 2. Success stories in the BioRegion of Catalonia
in terms of funds raised

Catalonia, the BioRegion is seeing a spectacular growth in international investors participating in life sciences and healthcare companies. In the space of 10 years, their presence has increased from 0 to
more than 40. In the past four years alone, investors have increased
from 6 (2014) to 41 (June 2018) (Graph 2). International investors participating in companies in the BioRegion come from 16 different

2015

countries. Almost 50% of these are from the US.

1-10M€

11-50M€

ClinicPoint

Minoryx Therapeutics

Galgo Medical

Oryzon Genomics

Genmedica Therapeutics
Greenaltech

Graph 2. International investors participating in
companies in the BioRegion of Catalonia
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Linkcare
QMENTA
Peptomyc

BioRegion firms can boast some success stories in terms of raising

SOM Biotech

funds, in both the €11-50 M and the €1-10 M range. In the 2015-

Transmural Biotech

2017 period alone, more than 214 investment operations took place.

Top Doctors

Despite only 11% of these operations corresponding to international
capital, 60% (€198.1 M) of the total investment was obtained. This
international funding was mainly focused in the biotech (€118.4 M),
techmed (€64.1 M) and healthtech (€15.6 M) industries.

Moving cutting-edge science 
towards patients 
There are currently (2018) there are 18 drug therapies by Catalan

Transplant Biomedicals
2018

Ahead Therapeutics

Abac Therapeutics

Bionure
Elma Care
Mediquo
ProteoDesign

Source: Biocat (Updated to May 2018)

companies in the pipeline, up from only seven in 2013. This shows
that BioRegion is progressing steadily from a cutting-edge science
system to the business landscape, advancing therapies to clinical
development. The next obvious step is for these therapies to enter
into late clinical development and to reach the market over the

B i o c at R e p o r t 2 0 1 7 – S c a l i n g - u p t h e B i o R e g i o n o f C ata l o n i a

s

FigurE 3. Pipeline of biotechnology companies of the BioRegion of Catalonia (therapeutics)
dermatology

vaccines &
infectious diseases
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and blood
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JAN12006-01
Spherium Biomed
SOM0226
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SOM Biotech
Spherium Biomed
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inflammation

AX-024
Artax
Biopharma

BN201
Bionure

ophtalmology

muscoskeletal, pain,
nephrology
central nervous system

Source: Biocat’s Directory and clinicaltrials.gov (updated to June 2018)

coming years. If we focus on medical devices, diagnostics and other
health technologies, the market is also progressing at the same lev-

Graph 3. Origin of researchers working in the
BioRegion of Catalonia

el, but it is slightly more difficult to quantify as to what extent.

Attractiveness to talent

20.9%

International competition and an increased focus on research and

13.8%

innovation as the key to economic and technological leadership

8.3%

11.4%

21.7%
48.2%

have made talent a primary asset for countries and industries.
Catalonia attracts professionals from around the world to a research,
development and innovation system recognized as a worldwide

70.0%

65.3%

40.4%

benchmark of excellence in research in areas such as biomedicine,
photonics, energy, economy and nanotechnology.
Since 2001, ICREA (the Catalan Institution for Research and Advanced Studies) has been hiring top-notch scientists and academics to compete with other research systems on a similar footing,
which has contributed to a large extent to boosting the excellence
and competitiveness of Catalonia’s research system. The program is
100% funded by the Catalan Government. There are currently 254
ICREA researchers from 26 different countries, 29% of them work-

Predoctral(FI)

Postdoctoral (BP)

Senior (ICREA)

CAT + OTHER SPANISH AREAS
OTHER UE STATES + US

REST OF THE WORLD

Source: Secretariat for Universities and Research 2017.

B i o c at R e p o r t 2 0 1 7 – S c a l i n g - u p t h e B i o R e g i o n o f C ata l o n i a

s

Graph 4. Yearly evolution in companies in the BioRegion of Catalonia (2005-2017)
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1,017

968

934
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1,032

2016

1,060

2017

Source: Biocat and Crunchbase.

ing in life sciences. In 2017, ICREA researchers attracted €90 M in competitive funds,

Graph 5. Yearly evolution of employees in companies in the BioRegion of
Catalonia

40% in life sciences. Since the beginning of
the program, ICREA researchers have created 24 spin-offs (5 of them in 2017) which
have raised €90 M. Most ICREA spin-offs
(20) work in life sciences.

43,859

46,227

47,112

2011

2012

47,764

49,284

51,393

53,731

A land of 
entrepreneurs 
According to the recent Global Entrepreneur Monitor report8, entrepreneurial
activity increased over 8% in Catalonia in
2017, above the European average (7.8%).
The company creation rate is about one
new company per week. The main source
of this activity within the BioRegion are
spin-offs from top research institutions
(one out of five new companies created

2010

2013

2014

2015

2016

since 2005 have their origin in those top
research institutions).

Sources: Biocat and SABI.

There are 1,060 companies operating in the
life sciences and healthcare industries in
Catalonia. The 2016 turnover of the BioRe-

According to data from the Asebio 2017

only collects data on some of the compa-

gion companies was 8% of Catalonia’s GDP 

Report, Catalonia accounts for more than

nies that use biotechnology, not the total

(€17,802 M), with a 2.4% average annual

40% of the total investment raised by com-

number of companies that operate in the

growth between 2000 and 2016.

panies in the biotechnology sector in Spain

BioRegion and who also work in the field

(58.9 million euros out of a total of 145.8) in-

of medical and healthtech technologies.

According to data provided by the indus-

cluding private capital injections, injection

For this reason, the total investment figures

try’s employers’ organizations, Catalonia

of funding from listed corporations, ENI-

stated by Asebio are significantly lower

is the leading Spanish autonomous com-

SA loans and other regional corporations.

than those included in this Biocat report.

munity in pharma companies (51.2%)9.

It should be noted, however, that Asebio

In addition, 11 of the 20 companies chosen
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by Asebio to feature in their successful case studies report are from

This is in fact one of the main assets and challenges of a thriving

the BioRegion.

ecosystem: availability of investable teams. Although the current

Another piece of data that helps us to visualize the real weight of

scarce, the capabilities are evolving rapidly because there is a

the BioRegion in health innovation in Spain is the Catalan presence

large base of professionals that are able to adapt to the start-

proportion of first-timers is higher, and seasoned teams are still

in national competitive grant calls.

up rules, and also because it is very easy to import talent from
abroad and establish it in Barcelona.

For example, BioRegion companies have received 11 of the 15 Headstart Funding grants awarded by EIT Health Spain in 2018, obtaining
up to 50,000 euros to accelerate their time-to-market and increase
their chances of attracting private investors. With regard to the re-

Building the future by leveraging the 
BioRegion of Catalonia’s potential

search results transfer program CaixaImpulse, 54 of the 78 projects

Catalonia’s potential and its scientific quality, which are similar or

selected since the beginning of the program are from the BioRegion.

even higher than comparable European countries, offer untapped

Another state call recognized in the sector is that of the Botín Foun-

opportunities for investment. This is a huge gap to be filled during

dation, which also reflects the weight of Catalonia: 41% of research

the coming years.

groups funded by the life sciences program and 33% of projects.
If we project a 20-25% CAGR (Compound Annual Growth Rate) over
Catalonia also relies on a wide network of CMOs, CROs, hospitals

the average investment rate in past years, we can predict reaching

for trials, consultants, regulatory advisors, market access specialists,

€500+ M in private investment in life sciences by 2025. Catalonia

technology, etc. Any company can execute operations at the top

can multiply in seven years the total investment, investors and its

level just by using local providers and professionals.

position as a life sciences hub with outstanding figures in Europe.

Graph 6. Life sciences venture financing (M€) by country (2000-2017)
6,736.1

1,778.8
1,491.3

1,034.5

1,125.5

592.8

483.5
289.2

FINLAND

CATALONIA

Austria

DENMARK

BELGIUM

SWEDEN

IrEland

SWITZERLAND

Sources: Crunchbase and Biocat.

B i o c at R e p o r t 2 0 1 7 – S c a l i n g - u p t h e B i o R e g i o n o f C ata l o n i a

s

Given the evolution of the
sector, in terms of social
impact, Biocat expects at

Table 2. Catalonia can multiply in seven years the total investment,
investors and its position as a life sciences hub with outstanding figures
in Europe
CURRENT

2025

€130M/year

€500M/year

International investors investing in BioRegion startups

41

+100

Products in clinical development (therapies)

18

50

Catalonia: most innovative life sciences hub in Europe

#5

#3

least 10 advanced products
and technologies to reach
patients by 2025.

Yearly investment in innovative emergent life sciences
companies

Source: Biocat.

Recommendations
The following section reviews the BioRegion’s assets and shortcomings both by main development areas and by key underlying enablers, in order to gather a few recommendations addressed to the

• Improve tech transfer incentives for researchers

• Foster a closer relationship between scientists, pharma and investors to better define proof of concept initiatives

• Strengthen local drug discovery platforms

different stakeholders.

• Provide specific public funding in this stage; for example, by

Capabilities, shortcomings 
and recommendations, by
development area
Regarding the BioRegion’s knowledge system, professional net-

matching them with private investment funds
• Further involve the CatSalut health system in streamlining clinical
trial capabilities
• Improve the innovative capabilities of the Catalan health system
• Implement innovative public procurement programs

works and healthcare providers’ assets and immediate needs, the
excellent scientists and solid research ecosystem require clear stim-

testing area, based on specialized research capabilities and local ex-

Capabilities, shortcomings 
and recommendations, by
key underlying enablers

pertise, is attracting increasing interest from investors. However, we

Targeting the key enablers, the BioRegion of Catalonia has an ex-

lack market perspective, a connected and comprehensive drug dis-

cellent network of academic TTOs who foster knowledge transfer

uli to foster tech transfer, along with a systematic approach in order
to translate papers into solutions for society. The proof of concept

covery platform and public and private funds to be able to prepare

despite being understaffed, underfinanced and who are not coor-

a preclinical regulatory package for an area that is currently based

dinated or working together at country level. We also have a net-

on a solid network of experts and providers and knowledge from

work of professionals and providers from the local pharma industry

local pharmas but which needs early-stage financing. With regard

but do not have enough C-level management teams with years of

to clinical development, the BioRegion has professional expertise,

experience in founding and scaling-up start-ups and serial entre-

a network of top-level hospitals and specialized CROs, but there is

preneurs. We do have local mid pharmas and some big pharma

still too much bureaucracy and absence of integrated business de-

headquarters but the three levels are not well connected (start-ups,

velopment of clinical trial capabilities. Finally, Catalonia has an inte-

local mid pharmas, big international pharmas), nor do we have mid-

grated health system (CatSalut) that would favor market access, but

tier innovative companies. On the fiscal side we have clumsy fiscal

which lacks innovation alignment from within the system.

incentives and lack the necessary culture whereby tax incentives are
considered effective mechanisms for promoting R&D+i. An entre-

Consequently, our recommendations regarding the different devel-

preneurial culture, business angels, local VCs and new entrant in-

opment areas are:

ternational VCs are not enough if we do not have an organized and
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comprehensive public view of the relevance of private investment in
promoting innovation in health.
Consequently, our recommendations for the ecosystem’s different
key stakeholders are:
• Better funding for TTOs, mainly by channeling PoC funding
through them
• Promote coordinating structures beyond the TTO level
• Attract, retain, train and mentor C-level talent

• Encourage local pharmas to capture innovation from local companies
• Encourage big pharmas to scout for innovation in Catalonia

• Promote partnerships between established pharma companies
and innovative start-ups
• Establish an R&D tax credit system

• Develop enterprise investment schemes for business angels and
investors
• Attract capital through tax stimuli

• Commit public funding through smart public-private instruments

Recommendations for 
public stakeholders
From a public action perspective, a healthy ecosystem should rely
on natural selection of the best initiatives and should not be directed top down. However, there are several ideas that should permeate
public actions in order to contribute to the success of the ecosystem. We outline some of them here:
• Promote and defend basic science: all major innovations can be
traced to specific scientists working in a free, creative scientific
environment in which they can develop their ideas and embrace
risk. The market should not direct basic research, scientists should
first of all be free to pursue their curiosity.
• Leverage existing facilities: Catalonia has built specific facilities
and platforms that can be scaled-up to become global innovation centers. Examples include the Banc de Sang i de Teixits and
associated advanced cell therapy and production platforms.
• Take advantage of the high quality and centralization of the Catalan health system by promoting an open data sharing scheme
that, while keeping personal patient data anonymized, can pool
current health and future omics data into an open access data
lake that can be analyzed by scientists and companies all over
the world. This invaluable resource of data-driven research should
evolve into a powerful tool to improve citizens’ health, and the
Government should foster an alliance between society, industry,
scientists and the health care system.
• Support for entrepreneur training at all levels, incentivizing varied
careers and migration of academic scientists into industry and
back to academia to increase influx of talented scientists and entrepreneurs in the public and private sectors.
• Promote smart-investment initiatives, combining public funding
and stimuli in simple ways such as (1) funds to finance smart proof
of concept tests; (2) funds to match existing private investment
funds, and (3) tax stimuli for business angels, entrepreneurs and
investors.
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Notes
1

Executive Vice President,for International Affairs,at the
Biotechnology Innovation Organization (BIO).

2

Startup Ecosystem Report, https://startupgenome.com/
barcelona-report/

3

ICREA Program, https://www.icrea.cat/

4

CERCA centers, http://cerca.cat/en/

5

FET Flagships are visionary, science-driven, large-scale research
initiatives addressing Scientific and Technological (S&T) grand
challenges. They are expected to run for approximately 10 years  
have a total budget of around 1 billion euros and bring together
a large number of research organisations, including academia,
large industry and SMEs. http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/
horizon2020/en/h2020-section/fet-flagships.

6

https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/dashboard/sense/app/93297a69-

7

The reason for this two-year period division is due to the Biocat

09fd-4ef5-889f-b83c4e21d33e/sheet/PbZJnb/state/analysis
report methodology. These are the periods covered by each
edition.
8

https://www.gemconsortium.org/

9

Farmaindustria (Spanish Association of Pharma Companies)

B i o c at R e p o r t 2 0 1 7 – S c a l i n g - u p t h e B i o R e g i o n o f C ata l o n i a

REPORT

In collaboration with:

