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Dennis Matthews, laser expert and co-director of the Center for Biophotonics Science and Technology under construction near the UC Davis Medical Center in Sacramento, expects to provide scientific muscle for commercial ventures. 

Sacramento Bee/Bryan Patrick 
Spotlight on research

Center to boost medical startups

By Mike Lee -- Bee Staff Writer
Published 2:15 a.m. PST Saturday, March 29, 2003
Sacramento's high-tech medical startups will get an injection of clinical expertise with a new $52 million effort by the University of California, Davis. 

The university's groundbreaking Center for Biophotonics Science and Technology is expected to give local companies the kind of scientific credibility they need to attract venture capital. 

And it will help UC Davis overcome a recognized weakness in translating top-flight research into commercial products. 
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The center, under construction adjacent to the UC Davis Medical Center campus on Stockton Boulevard in Sacramento, will bring together the nation's best scientists in an emerging movement to use light in medical tools. 

Its motto: Shedding light on life. 

"I can't think of anything that I am more proud of," said Barry M. Klein, vice chancellor for research at UC Davis. "It's great, whiz-bang basic research that can touch people's lives." 

The biophotonics industry is in the early stages of developing potentially lifesaving science using light to understand the inner workings of cells and tissues in living organisms. 

In October, the National Science Foundation awarded $40 million over 10 years to the multidisciplinary biophotonics effort spearheaded by UC Davis. Sacramento will be home to the only foundation-funded center devoted to the study of light in biology and medicine. 

Another $12 million is coming from state, federal and private partners. Allied institutions include Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, UC San Francisco, Stanford University and the University of Texas at San Antonio. 

Approximately 100 researchers across the country are part of the effort, which aims to commercialize technology. The center will help pay for some of their research and bring them together for research forums. 

"One of the things I always heard was that (UC Davis) had great ideas -- they just couldn't get them out the door," said Dennis Matthews, center co-director, laser expert and medical technology program leader at the Livermore lab. 

His coalition will try to change that reputation by providing scientific muscle for commercial ventures, educating a local high-tech work force, offering fee-based access to laboratories and matching commercial interests with clinical experts. 

"When investors look at these companies ... they always are concerned about whether there is a technology hurdle there that is going to be too high for a few guys in their garage to get over," Matthews said. "We are here to say, 'We have a lot of technological horsepower, and we will make sure they get over those technical hurdles.' " 

Biophotonics applications include using noninvasive techniques to identify and treat cancer cells, assessing DNA activities linked to aging and continuously monitoring glucose. 

Another main goal is to enable scientists and physicians to watch cells work in "real time." 

"If I want to see a single molecule or understand how it functions inside a cell, I don't have the technology to do that right now," Matthews said. 

"I can only look at cellular functions in past time. That's because scientists have to take a cell out of an organism, freeze, stain and slice it before it can be viewed under a microscope," he said. "That doesn't give a clear enough picture of what's going on inside the cell and how it is interacting with other cells around it." 

James E. Boggan, center co-director and professor of neurological surgery at UC Davis School of Medicine, said light technology has become indispensable to modern surgery. 

"The development of new medical laser technologies and techniques offers tremendous opportunities to improve the practice of medicine further, from developing better sutures to treating osteoporosis," he said. 

Medical center officials are in final negotiations with Stockton Boulevard Partners to lease space in a 40,000-square-foot building that is expected to be completed by fall 2004. The building is under construction at Stockton Boulevard and Second Avenue, where a Moose Lodge stood for more than four decades. 

In the last decade, UC Davis has invested more than $600 million in medical center expansion and improvements, adding 1.5 million square feet of research, clinical and academic space on the former state fairgrounds. 

Sacramento economic development leaders are hoping that the center, which has more than 20 industry partners, will help transform Sacramento into a biophotonics business hub. 

Roger Akers at the Sacramento venture capital firm Akers Capital LLC said the center is exactly what startup companies need to attract serious investors. 

"There are a lot of things going on in Sacramento ... that are going to put it on the map in the tech arena, and this is just one great example of that," he said. "It's going to be a tremendous catalyst for change." 

That would be especially welcome in today's soft economy, in which venture capital is increasingly scarce. Venture capital funding in biotechnology plummeted nationally from a $4 billion peak in 2000 to $2.8 billion last year. 

Paul Tupin's Roseville company, LifeWave, is the kind of venture likely to benefit from the local expertise and support that the biophotonics center can provide. 

LifeWave's feature product, LifeBadge, is envisioned as a credit card-size device worn by high-risk heart patients. By continually monitoring the chest cavity with extremely low-power radar, LifeBadge would sound an alert when it detects abnormal heart rhythms. It could also alert doctors or family members. 

"With a heart attack, timing is everything," said Tupin, a Silicon Valley refugee and former manager for Lockheed Martin and Optivision. 

In the last 15 months, Tupin has raised more than $1 million for his company -- an encouraging sign for a region that historically has suffered from a lack of venture capital. He also has been awarded a research development contract by the Army, which hopes to use his technology to monitor soldiers in battle. 

"I really expect our relationship with the biophotonics center to pay dividends as we mature," said Tupin. "They have the credibility that professional investors pay attention to. Being a partner gets us visibility on the investors' radar screen."
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