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The Francis 
Crick Institute

It will conduct research into the 
prevention, diagnosis, and treatment 
of neurodegenerative conditions, 
cancer, heart disease, infections and 
stroke.

The Crick was established partly 
in response to a 2006 government 
review which concluded that the 
country was “at risk of failing to 
reap the full economic, health and 
social benefits that the UK's public 
investment in health research should 
generate”, and called for increased 
collaboration between funders and 
greater innovation in biomedical 
research. The Crick is a consortium 
of six of the UK's most successful 
scientific and academic organisations 
– the Medical Research Council,
Cancer Research UK, the Wellcome
Trust, University College London,
Imperial College London, and King's
College London. The Universities
will house researchers at the Crick
and give the institute access to their
associated hospitals. The idea is that
by combining specialist knowledge,
expertise and resources from each
of these organisations, the Crick
Institute will undertake ground-
breaking research across a range
of scientific disciplines and help
laboratory discoveries to be turned
into treatments as quickly as possible.

Experiments lie at the heart of 
the Crick and indeed the Institute 
itself is taking an experimental 
approach to many aspects of its 
own operation. For example, there 
will be none of the departmental 

divisions that are ubiquitous in 
academia. The need to chase grants 
will be mitigated by a pot of core 
funding for each lab. Publishing 
pressures will be diminished, too, 
allowing researchers to focus on 
adventurous, longer-term research. 
Instead of departments, scientists 
will move between so-called “interest 
groups” as their work develops, while 
researchers in different fields have 
been carefully allocated offices and 
labs to encourage interaction and 
collaboration. 

There is also a degree of 
experimentation about the approach 
taken by the Crick to intellectual 
property. The Crick aims to nurture 
partnerships with pharmaceutical 
and biotechnology companies 
with the primary aim of advancing 
science. The first collaboration, 
with pharmaceuticals group 
GlaxoSmithKline (GSK), is already 
in operation. GSK will provide 
important research tools to the 
collaboration, including access to its 
non-development compound library 
and other key reagents. Scientists 
from each organisation will work in 
integrated teams and it is hoped that 
this interchange of skills and ideas 
could lead to significant discoveries. 

In view of the potentially high value of 
the findings generated by this type of 
collaborative approach, however, there 
will need to be robust mechanisms in 
place to establish exactly who it was 
that invented any patentable concept, 
and who owns the intellectual property 

rights. The Crick has made it clear that 
they intend to retain ownership of their 
intellectual property, but the motivation 
of the collaborating partner is unlikely to 
be entirely altruistic. The alternative, co-
ownership of rights, brings difficulties 
and is unlikely to be of interest to the 
Crick or any collaborators. For example, 
in the UK, exploitation of jointly owned 
rights must be handled contractually, 
with written consent needed from one 
party for the other party to enforce its 
rights. This issue is complicated further 
when the same asset is protected in 
multiple jurisdictions because different 
countries have different laws on this 
matter. 

At the moment, however, the focus 
for the Crick appears to be on 
translation, and commercial valuation 
is considered less important than 
getting a partner capable of driving 
the science forward. “We’re adopting 
a somewhat different approach to 
many institutions, which are always 
thinking about how much money they 
can make out of a discovery,” says 
director Sir Paul Nurse. 

Nevertheless, how the Crick 
navigates this issue of controlling 
the intellectual property that it is 
involved in creating may ultimately 
determine whether the approach of 
advancing scientific understanding 
by collaborating with industry will 
be successful. If so, this is one 
experiment that could truly influence 
the future of biotech research. 
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This autumn sees the opening of the Crick Institute, 
the largest biomedical research institution under 
one roof in Europe. Costing £650 million, the 
Institute boasts a floor space equivalent to 17 
football pitches, and 4km of laboratory benching, 
to house 1,600 scientists and support staff. 
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“Experiments lie at the heart of the Crick
and indeed the Institute itself is taking 
an experimental approach to many 
aspects of its own operation

”


