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“Take a clever business idea, add some profound financing and set up facilities in China is not a 
one size fits all guideline for stepping into one of Asia’s biggest economies”, remarked Dr. Kai La-
mottke, General Manager at Bicoll Biotechnology (Shanghai) Co. Ltd. Back in 2000 the company 
was founded as a private biopharmaceutical enterprise in Germany offering pre-clinical support 
in the area of drug discovery from natural products and medicinal chemistry. Before planning to 
setting up its subsidiary in China in 2001, the company’s management was aware that participat-
ing in China’s growth is not a simple proposition. It was clear that building up domestic contacts 
first and considering that conducting business in China is different, requiring flexibility and adapt-
ability were necessary components of Bicoll’s strategy, strengthened by the fact that no examples 
existed as guidance for the successful establishment of a company like Bicoll. Therefore, a novel 
business model tailored for the parallel set-up in Europe and in China was needed to address this. 
An early positive cash-flow was one of the most important milestones in Bicoll’s concept.

The Strategy
The decision to set up Bicoll in Germany and 
China nearly simultaneously was motivated 
by the initial business idea developed in the 
mid-1990s: integration of natural products 
into modern drug discovery and establish-
ment of facilities close to a rich fauna with 
extraordinary biodiversity. China with its 
huge plant biodiversity, its history in plant 
derived medication, and its reasonable re-
search infrastructure is still assumed to be an 
ideal site for drug discovery and develop-
ment from natural sources. Thus, scientific 
aspects were playing a major role for Bicoll’s 
step into China. Crucial factors for choosing 
Shanghai and the Zhangjiang Hi-Tech Park 
industrial zone as the location for an initial 
research laboratory were the superior chemi-
cal research infrastructure including skilled 
researchers and technicians, supply with 
lab consumables, solvents, and responsible 
chemical waste management. In addition to 
several pharmaceutical and chemical com-
panies, the industrial zone was and is home 
to a number of Chinese research institutes, 
which enables integration into the academic 
network. All these factors were prerequisites 
for producing and selling top-quality re-
search services. In return, the comparatively 
high costs of Shanghai as a research base 
had to be accepted. 

Bicoll: A Hidden Champion in Biotechnology

Being a genuine Sino-German enterprise 
right from the start, Bicoll could get familiar 
with the local business world and culture 
quicker then other enterprises entering the 
country who had to invest time and efforts 
to find the right domestic partner. Of great 
significance for a smooth workflow and suc-
cessful operations at two sites in China and 
Germany was the implementation of well-
defined communication tools. A standard-
ized communication and controlling system 
accompanied the first years of operations 
and expanded internally and externally 
with Bicoll’s economic growth. The manage-
ment team at the German headquarters, is 
also highly involved in most processes in 
China so that IP-critical knowledge can be 
separated between the two locations and the 
necessary information flow can be controlled 
in a very effective way. 

Future Outlook
Bicoll, combining both German and Chinese 
expertise, was a pioneer in being the first 
foreign, privately owned and economically 
viable biotechnology company in China. 
Now, after doing business in China for al-
most ten years now, Bicoll positioned itself as 
a biopharmaceutical R&D and service center 
with a high degree of unique competence to 
leverage its two locations for steady growth 
and successful partnerships. Effective col-
laborations with leading European and U.S. 
companies in the biotech, crop protection 
and pharmaceutical fields are evidence. 
“Before stepping into the market in China it 
seems to be wise to carefully consider what a 
company aims to do and achieve here. Expe-
rienced and reliable partners could help get 
an impression for what will be possible in 
pharmaceutical R&D in China in the years to 
come”, states Lamottke.
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