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2010 AACC Annual Meeting
Tony and I attended the 2010 AACC Annual Meeting and Expo in Anaheim, California.  We had a scheduled meeting with Nicola Raw of GE Healthcare, met with Val Buschey of Thermo Fisher at the suggestion of Tim Brady, paid a courtesy visit to Suzanne Kennedy of our distributor Mo-Bio, met with several of our vendors, and made initial introductory contact with several potential commercial partners. Highlights of these encounters are summarized below.

As always, we examined the molecular assay offerings of the major instrument manufacturers, looking for trends that might affect associated consumables.

Finally, we combed the booths of the various exhibitors with the salient question posed by Tim Brady firmly in mind:  what product offerings could incorporate our sample collection tools (either to replace an existing solution or to augment kitted consumables which presently lack a product like ours)?  As follow-up to this exercise, Tony will review the synopsis on each of the exhibitors contained in the Annual Meeting Agenda to compile a list of applications in answer to Tim’s query.

Meeting with Nicola Raw, Head of Strategic Initiatives, Life Sciences Consumables, GE Healthcare
Nicola was introduced to us by Li-Li Lee of GE Healthcare’s Whatman division, with whom Tony had made contact in his initial efforts to obtain technical information concerning our 903 dot-blot project for the CDC Global Lab Group.  We gave a 30-slide presentation to introduce Sierra Molecular, provide an overview of our sample stabilization platform, illustrate existing applications and formats, and indicate the path of our commercial development.

We expressed three discrete objectives in introducing ourselves.  First, we believe the CDC project justifies a collaborative R&D effort to improve RNA yields on the 903 specimen cards, perhaps including funded development within (or lead by) our lab.  Second, we see promise in funded development of high-value products currently within our development stream.  Finally (and ultimately), we see the opportunity for a broader commercial relationship supplying innovative, IP-supported sample collection tools to augment existing and future consumables offerings by GE Healthcare for molecular assays.  Nicola agreed that each of these potential relationships merited exploration, once an NDA was signed.  She will facilitate the prompt delivery of GE Healthcare’s standard NDA to me promptly so that discussions can proceed to the next level. 

Nicola expressed enthusiasm for our technology and eagerness to continue the discussions.  She also said she needed to spend some time thinking about GE Healthcare’s broader strategy in molecular diagnostics and research to see the broader potential applications of our tools within their lines of consumables.  She didn’t particularly tip her hand about what sectors she might have been considering; but revenue generated in the global health context seemed to come-up in the discussions on several occasions.

In that context, and in response to our comments about funded development opportunities, Nicola referred us to a grant initiative for global health currently being underwritten by GE Healthcare, called “Healthymagination”. This is a grant-making program for product R&D aimed at reducing cost, improving quality, and increasing access for global health solutions.  She suggested that she could be a useful internal reference for any application we might submit.

In all, the meeting could not have gone more smoothly or met with greater interest.

Mo-Bio
We met with Suzanne Kennedy of Mo-Bio, as well as their new salesman, whose card I neglected to pick-up.  Since the AACC focuses on human diagnostics – an area not within the scope of their distribution of our chemistry – “Lifeguard” (Genelock Environmental) was not on display.  Suzanne said they would be featuring our product at an upcoming environmental microbiology meeting in Seattle, including a presentation at the poster session.

Suzanne indicated a particular interest in bench-testing our Hemolock Whole Blood Tubes for possible distribution within the veterinary sector.  We agree to discuss this further in the coming weeks.

Medical Wire
As always, we connected with David Ellis and Richard Seuke of Medical Wire, which manufactures our swab kits.  There is great interest in an ongoing relationship; but, as always, the issues are order volume and how to underwrite the cost of manufacturing prior to generation of revenue from sales.  They probably need to make a minimum of 550,000 units for the kits to be cost effective.  The sponges, which are sourced from Italy, are the problematic element of the kits.  David suggests we explore creative ways to work together; and this would probably be a useful point for Suni to involve herself in the process.

SSI Diagnostoka – MiraVista Diagnostics – Statens Serum Institut
SSI Diagnostika (Europe) and MiraVista (USA) are the consumables distribution arms of SSI.  We met with Sandy Johnson, and American sales representative, who in-turn set-up a meeting for us with Mette Bendixen Jensen, who manages sales and business development for SSI Diagnostika,  We gave her an introduction to Sierra Molecular, based on an abbreviated version of the GE Healthcare presentation and explained, in detail, how our Genelock Multiplx Tubes are presently being used by infectious disease researchers at SSI.  We explained that the company is beginning to explore distribution relationships and, given the enthusiastic adoption of our technology by SSI, we thought that SSI Diagnostika and MiraVista seemed like a natural place to start.  We gave Mette the name of Dr. Jørgen Skov Jensen, the PI on the SSI research utilizing our multiplex tubes.  She intends to contact him for feedback and to meet with other business development people in Copenhagen to sound-out enthusiasm for the possibility of distributing our products.  She was guardedly optimistic that discussion would move forward at some preliminary level.

Other Interesting Discussions
We discussed the utility of our penetrable septum cap design for Simport’s plastics business with James Dahl, Director of Sales, and Gary Steinke, Strategic Accounts Manager.  They will refer this issue, and the samples we left with them, to the CEO for potential follow-up.

We discussed the utility of multiplex-oriented sample collection tools with Gareth Wilson, and engineer at Randox, whose molecular strategy is betting heavily on multi-analyte arrays.

We had a number of discussions with potential distribution channels. John Pelletier, Director Commercial Solutions with New England BioLabs, referred us for follow-up to Ted Davis, Director of Product Development, and Bill Jack, Director of Research (last-name@neb.com).  We spoke to Ginger Sterling, Diagnostics Product Manager of Pall Life Sciences about the compatibility of our blood stabilization strategy with their emphasis on leukocyte separation.  Ginger is sending Tony a variety of sample preparations kits as well as referring the suggestion of a potential commercial relationship internally within Pall.

We discussed the potential for solid-format compounding of our chemistry with Kristine Modorow of Biolymph.  Tony had a poor experience with Biolymph in his Sierra Diagnostics days; but the issue is worthy of re-exploration in preparation for kitting discussions that may arise with Thermo Fisher.
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