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Dr. Joshua Lederberg

A NobelPrize-winning geneticist,
Dr. Joshua Lederberg is presidentof
The Rockefeller University, chairman of

the New York City Partnership's High Tech-
nology Committee, and a memberofthe

Partnership's board ofdirectors. He

received his BA from Columbia University

and his PhD from Yale.

Prior to joining The Rockefeller,
Dr. Lederberg was associated with both
the University of Wisconsin and the
Stanford University School of Medicine,
where he spent almost 20 years. Today, as

president of one of the world’s leading bio-
medical researchcenters, Dr. Lederberg
presides over a research community of

some 1,400 scientists, technicians, and sup-

port staff; manages an annual operating

budget of $70 million; and sees his insti-

tution as an integral contributor to the
economic diversity of New York City.

 

Institutions like The Rockefeller University are inextricably intertwined in
their operations, their mission, andtheir future with the life of New YorkCity.

If New York doesn’t thrive, we won't thrive. I also believe that the city’s aca-
demic and researchinstitutions have important contributions to maketo its
economic,social, and cultural vitality- andthat we'revery dependent on the

- outcome of such collaborative efforts.
Yet, simply because New York is such a unique center of business,finance,

and telecommunications~ and because our scientific resources are decentral-

ized-many people fail to associate the city with technology or to appreciate
its enormouslyrich scholarly/research community. When I talk about that
community’s involvementinthecity, the reaction of many business executives
is, “Do any of your professors really care?” My response is yes—the majority of

my colleagues would very much enjoy being involved in helpingthecity find

solutions to the complex problemsit faces. Yet these academic experts have

little access to information about the economiclife of New York and to the
raw material they need to exercise their imaginations aboutthe kinds of

contributions they can maketo its growth. .
“At the federallevel, there are very explicit mechanismsfor consultation

and manyof thecity’s professors participate in a wide range of projects—
whetherin health-care policy, defense planning, agriculturalissues,industrial
development, or technology transfer. But very little of this activity occurs at

the municipallevel in New York. I'd like to encourage more involvementin
this area.

Turning to high technology, I believe that just keeping New York City

functional is a very high priority. We have enormous advantages as a world
capital~a place that can bring togethertheintellectual resources ofour insti-

tutions to focus not only on problems at a municipallevel, but also on those
problemsas they are interwoven with every aspect of international finance,

technology policy, technology transfer, and the managementof technology in

large corporations. ;
NewYork, afterall, is really the very top of the spinal cord of entire indus-

tries. Putting it modestly, the city can continueto justify its central place as
a businessandfinancial capital only by having the widest possible array of
technological resources readily available. Increasingly, we are operating in a
technological world system, and we mustbringintellectual input to play in

shaping that system. Our academicinstitutions offer us access to people with

deeply specialized skills, skills that could not have been developed in any other
environment-and that equip them to make unique contributions.

In making comparisons between New York City and Silicon Valley, I think
we should remember that what has dominatedthe city’s economyis not high
tech versus low tech, but service versus manufacturing. As it is currently

constituted, the city’s economyis dominated by service-based businesses; and

those services, in turn, generate a demand for technological support. Histori-

cally, this service intensity has both justified and been the sourceof the high

cost of doing business in NewYork.It is imperative that we stress this as the
basis of the city’s real strengths: This is the proper conceptual framework for
integrating the city’s high-tech resourcesinto its overall economy and we need

to address the growth of new industries in the city within this context.

From timeto time, I’ve been approached by many people from different
jurisdictional and governmentallevels, all of whom expressed concern about

the level of biotechnology activity in New York. This is a subject in which I

have a fair amount of experience- specifically, the 20 years I spent at Stan-

ford. Based on that experience,I feel that most of the proposals I’ve seen are
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,:- fundamentally untimely and misplaced: They focus on areas in which New
~ York City may not have unique competitive strengths relative to the cost

of doing business. The issue has to be turned around and viewedin termsof
_ New York’s very special needs and capabilities - the qualities that would
enable it to distinguish itself. We should avoid engagingin a futile effort to
be a latecomer or imitating what has already been created elsewhere.

__°. With respect to biotechnology, New York mighthaverivalled Californiaif it
.. had gained a foothold earlier in the industry's development. Atthis stage, even

when it comesto mounting a “me too” effort, we lack special advantages

_ compared to other locales—and the present financial and industrial climate

doesn’t really offer much encouragementto new entries in biotech. And while

I believe there are a numberof specific steps the public sector could take to
improve the situation vis-a-vis biotechnology, I also think that an analysis of

the return the city would receive on its investments is essential.

This raises the whole issue of what is meant by “economic development”
in a city like New York. In my view, economic development has two objectives:

-”_ first, maintaining the efficiency of the city’s operations so that it can sup-

" port a healthy infrastructure and a job scale that ranges up and down the
economic ladder, And second,in support of thefirst objective, economic devel-

’. opmentinvolves planning for new programsthat will be self-justifying and

' self-sustaining.
- Looking at biotechnology from this perspective, I think there should be

- ‘some incubatorfacilities available in New York; but they need be only modest

in scale. Once they grow beyond a certainsize, the cost disadvantage of

_ expansion may exceedtheinefficiencies associated with separating the

incubator from production facilities. I almost think of these New York-based
facilities as marsupial pouches rather than incubators; they would provide

developmental nurturingjust after the gestation stage of the fundamental
fe. researchiin our own university laboratories.

_ <s- [have no doubt that more things would be hatched here morereadilyif
there were facilities in which they could be carried a few steps further before

-. théy were transferred t6 established plants. In my view then, incubational
biotechnology workwill probably be just a small piece of New YorkCity’s
high-tech “action.” Nevertheless,a little would go a long way in enhancing

- ‘the efficiency of technology transfer from university labs to industry.

_-. From theinstitutional point of view, I think we could be doing much moreto
|~_- strengthenthelink between our universities and thecity’s industrial base. We

|. definitely have a different culture here, and it’s taking a while for New York’s
-- research community to catch up to the possibilities that carefully structured

- relationships with the business communityoffer. Issues I took for granted 10
“years agoat Stanford- sensitive matters of licensing and so on—are new here.

... Thepatterns of historical experience aredifferent.
josey, At the sametime, someof the negative statements made aboutbiotech-
nology in New York area little off base. Manyof the city’s academicsare

indeed consulting with industrial organizations, but the nature of their con-

~nectionis a little different. Where every other professor in California might
Y leave’auniversity position and start a company, professors in New York
*choose to actas consultantsto established firms while maintaining their

“Nuniversity affiliations. One model isn’t necessarily more desirable than the

other;they'resimply different. These two approaches are also converging.

"Andof course. manyof these small companies are going up ina puff of smoke.

AttheHigh Technology Committee, we’ve talked about creating some kind
ofmechanism for encouraging interchanges between thecity’s business sec-

“torandits universities. While it’s prematureat this stage to set up formal
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structures,I do think it’s important that we find ways to makeit easier for
the people in these communities to meet each other, make friends, and’discover

challengesof joint interest. : ‘
This brings me backtoapoint I madeéarlier.Universitiesaiare centers of

intellectual excellence and specialization. It’s not axiomatic that the knowl-
edge they offer can betransferred to issuesof.‘business, civic, or national
import, but there are innumerable instances in‘which the economiclife of a
community can benefit from this specialized knowledge. From this perspec-
tive, alerting government officials and executives in the financial and indus-
trial sectors to the resources thatthecity’s universities and research centers

have to offer is extremely important;it's perhapsthe most important message
I'd like to convey. rae

I see definite possibilitied’for synergy here,particularlyin terms of New
York’spivotal role as a center for thecollection anddistribution of capital. It’s

hardly possible to haveaccesstotoomuchinformation or too manyresources
in determining how to structuremajorinvestmentdecisions. Such decisions
often involve very technical questions aboutthe.justification for the place-
mentof dollars in this pharmaceuticalcompany,in that electronicsfirm, or
for the developmentof a newtypeof software, and soon. This is whereI see
a strong opportunity for interaction between academic experts, with their

specialized knowledge, and the businesslife of the city, at both the financial

and industriallevels. I’d like to encourage the cultivation of more of these rela-

tionships and see them work forthe benefit of the city and everyone involved.
The Partnership offers a vehicle designed to foster these productive .

communication links; out of its work will come any numberof proposals and
creative solutions for building on NewYork's strengthsand bypassing somean
the peculiarities that history has burdened uswith. :

I know that, for myself, the opportunity torub shoulders, not only with nmy
colleagues but with business leaders and péople of influence in other spheres,'
has enriched my knowledge of what the worldis likeand how different types

of organizations operate. From this perspective, there really is no placelike
NewYork.
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