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This year I have been dabbling in a new field of activity. For more than 20 years now I have been writing about IT, and for nearly ten years before that I was a practitioner.
I have seen a lot happen in that time. The biggest development has been the democratisation of information technology. In the 1970s computers had a mystique about them, but today computer usage is commonplace and the computer industry is much like any other.

I still enjoy the IT industry immensely. But late last year I asked myself if there may be more to life. I’m happy to report that there is. I have started to dabble in biotechnology, an industry that has all the hallmarks of the computer industry of 20 or 30 years ago.

After 12 months or so of studying and researching biotech, and attending conferences and meeting people and reading all I can, I think I’m now at the stage where I can make a valid comparison between biotech and computers.

What is biotechnology? There is no single definition, just as there is rarely a single definition of any term in computers. It means different things to different people, but generally speaking it refers to the application of technology to biology. Biology is, of course, the science of living things, so that makes biotechnology a pretty broad field.
Some people define it much more narrowly, to mean the application of technology to biology at the cellular or even the molecular level. Others expand this to include high technology medical devices, such as Australia’s successful Cochlear artificial ear.
Just about every definition includes such areas as proteomics and genomics (the study and manipulation of proteins and genes), an area which overlaps with molecular biology (the study of living things at the molecular level). Biotechnology also includes bioagriculture, which has been in the news lately with the ridiculous controversy over genetically modified foods and cloned animals. Antiscience and the politics of fear are truly alive in biotech, though the computer industry moved beyond that stage years ago.

But biotech can also include such activities as the cryogenic storage of blood and other living things. It can include the tracking of data about racehorse genes and the human brain. The mapping of the human and other genomes has led to a vast increase in the need for data storage and analysis, which has given rise to the field of bioinformatics, sometimes known as computational biology.
Here we see the biotechnology and the information technology industries intersect. Biotech is, increasingly about information and what to do with that information. The term “in silico” has arisen, to describe the phenomenon of carrying out simulated biological experiments on a computer rather than in a test tube (“in vitro”).

Partly because of this convergence, I have found a background in IT to be extremely useful in helping me understand the biotech industry. But even more useful is a comparison of the dynamics of the two industries – where the money flows, where the information flows, and who benefits.

These dynamics are very different, largely because of the different levels of maturity of the two industries. Commercial computing is now more than 50 years old the democratisation that the PC brought is only 25 years old, and the Internet explosion has been with us barely ten years.

By these standards, biotech is a pup. The industry dates, by most reckoning, from the 1980s. It is 30 years behind, and is not yet as mature as IT was when I joined the industry as a young computer operator in 1976.
There is big business in biotech-based drug discovery, but there is not yet widespread commercialisation. You notice this when you meet people in biotech. Every second one of them has a PhD, and I was surprised to learn that there is still a major divide between business and academia. I have been in meetings with biotech academics who have seriously debated the extent with which they should get involved with “industry”.

I came to biotech largely because I saw opportunities in market research and analysis, an area done to death in IT. There is virtually no-one doing this sort of work in biotech, and now I know why. Biotech does not have end users in the way IT does. We all benefit from biotech discoveries, but we don’t go out and buy them the same way we buy computers.
That means there aren’t a lot of vendors chasing a lot of users, which explains why there are so few biotech magazines – there is not the advertising base to support them. But it also means that it is virtually virgin territory for someone like me. Not only is there very little data about the industry, there is not even any agreement on what sort of data should be used to develop some industry metrics.

I still have a vast amount to learn, but the more I get into it the more interesting it becomes. I won’t give up my day job just yet, but nor will I ever again think of myself as just a computer person.
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