
Pandemic Pushes Life Science 
Companies to Innovate, Shift Focus

LIFE SCIENCES: Leaders Share Insights at Virtual Roundtable Meeting
� BY JAY HARN

With COVID-19, the world’s spot-
light has been on life science compa-
nies and San Diego is one of the hubs 
of the industry. Recently RSM and the 
San Diego Business Journal sponsored a 
virtual roundtable meeting to hear some 
of the thoughts and insights of several 
leaders in the industry.

Panelists were Wayne Woodard, chief 
executive officer of Argonaut Manufac-
turing Services; Oliver Rocroi, vice pres-
ident – communications with the Cali-
fornia Life Sciences Association; Mark 
Herbert, chief business officer at Scien-
tist.com; Najjam Asghar, chief financial 
officer of Sorrento Therapeutics; Moder-
ating the panel was Adam Lohr, partner, 
life sciences senior analyst with RSM; 
Edward Robles, partner, tax services 
San Diego Life Sciences industry leader, 
RSM; Justin Chaitin, business develop-
ment director, RSM; and Barbara Cho-
dos, president and publisher of the San 
Diego Business Journal.

What follows is a sample of the con-
versation. Remarks have been edited for 
space and clarity.

Some of  the first things discussed 
were how has each of their companies 
reacted or adapted to the pandemic? 
This was new ground for each of them.

Wayne Woodard, CEO of Argonaut 
Manufacturing Services felt adapting 
and bringing a sense of normalcy was 
crucial for his employees. “We didn’t 
have a rule book when this started back 
in March. So, we kind of had to figure 
out…first off… ‘are we really an essen-
tial company?’ I think we all probably 
felt we were, but, we had to make up 
our own definition for it. Nobody tried 
to shut us down, as we were trying to 
provide diagnostic support to those who 
needed it quickly. For us it was almost 
surreal, because we would get on the 
roads and nobody was there. We had to 

be at work to keep things moving, to cre-
ate capacity and capability for people who 
needed diagnostic kits. So that part of it 
was rewarding, but I think when we look 
back at it, what we’ve tried to do as much 
as possible is provide as much normalcy 
as we could and to make accommodations. 
I think that has had a positive impact on 
our employees.”

Najjam Asghar, CFO of Sorrento Thera-
peutics felt that the expectations from a life 
sciences company, saw a shift in the mind-
set of its employees as they were helping 
address a global pandemic directly:

“We are an oncology company that has 
one of the largest antibody libraries, and 
we were using that to develop immune 
therapy treatments from an oncology per-
spective. And in the beginning of Q1, when 
we saw the spread of this global pandem-
ic we thought we could help by leverag-
ing our antibody library and developing 
an antibody therapeutic. We believe that 
anti-body therapeutic solutions is poten-
tially going to be the solution to the glob-
al pandemic. 

“There was no real playbook on how to 
operate during a pandemic, but eventual-
ly people got used to it while practicing 
social distancing in a safe manner. And 
so far, we have been very successful in de-
veloping and maintaining a safe working 
environment for our employees while op-
erating as an essential business. We believe 
our scientists to be heroes because they 
are tirelessly working through a pandem-
ic. Our COVID strategy is not just a vac-
cine. We have multiple therapeutic and di-
agnostic treatments in the works. All our 
R&D people are passionate, they want 
to solve the problem which the world is 
facing. They work day and night to make 
things work.”

As a B2E platform, Mark Herbert, chief 
business officer at Scientist.com saw chang-
es in the types of projects they were called 

on to help facilitate to help companies 
keep going during the pandemic.

“The ability to adapt to the pandem-
ic really became evident with the plat-
form we’ve developed. We connect ser-
vice providers with biopharma organiza-
tions. You can think of us as an amazon.
com or match.com for the pharmaceu-
tical industry. And the best thing about 
our platform from a legal perspective is 
biopharma clients sign one single market-
place agreement and automatically have 
contracts in place with a network of over 
3,600 suppliers. So it gives companies a lot 
of optionality as it pertains to managing 
shelter-in-place restrictions, as well as giv-
ing your researchers remote access to drive 
their internal testing funnels.”

“The majority of  our business is 
pre-clinical in nature. About 85% of  the 
overall volume of  transactions placed 
through our marketplaces are for pre-
clinical services. The other 15% is for 
regulatory development and commer-
cial service, and you can think about peo-
ple shoring up their clinical budgets be-
cause a lot of  the clinical activities were 
put on hold due to the pandemic and the 
risk associated with patients entering a 
clinical trial. A lot of  those monies were 
reallocated to preclinical budgets, and 
there were restrictions around shipping 
compounds from France to the US or 
France to Germany. So, the nice thing 
about our legal structure coupled to our 
supplier intelligence databases, is that 
we can build out the connectivity, and 
contain border supplier networks for our 
clients,” he said.

“We also saw a big push, especially 
across our top pharma clients -- to ad-
vance their pre-clinical pipelines, not slow 
anything down. This has resulted in the 
best year in company history with $300 
million of  revenue to date -- that’s about 
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Adam Lohr
Moderator
Partner, Life 
Sciences Senior 
Analyst
RSM

In January 2019, Lohr was selected 
as a senior analyst in RSM’s cutting 
edge Industry Eminence Program, 
which positions its senior analysts 
to understand, forecast and commu-
nicate economic, business and tech-
nology trends shaping the industries 
RSM serves. These senior analysts 
advise clients on conditions influenc-
ing middle market leaders. His focus 
is on the technology and life science 
industries.

Lohr has over 12 years of  ac-
counting and finance experience, 
serving private-equity-backed and 
private-closely-held companies in 
the middle market. He focuses on 
high-growth companies that are 
globally active in life sciences, tech-
nology, and consumer products in-
dustries. He specializes in providing 
financial audit services and helping 
clients respond to technical, regu-
latory and economic changes that 
impact their business.

Panelists

Najjam Asghar
Chief Financial 
Officer
Sorrento 
Therapeutics

Asghar serves as 
the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) of 
Sorrento Therapeutics, Inc. leading the 
functions of Finance, Accounting and 
Tax. Prior to his appointment as the 
company’s CFO, Asghar served as the 
company’s Chief Accounting Officer 
since June 2019. Prior to joining Sor-
rento, he served NuVasive, Inc. from 
October 2015 to June 2019, leading 
various accounting and finance func-
tions. He was instrumental in several 
acquisitions to build upon NuVasive’s 
portfolio of products, segments, geo-
graphic expansion and helped the com-
pany achieve its goal of more than $1 
billion revenue. He worked at Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers from June 2003 to 
September 2015 where he served var-
ious S&P 100 and S&P 500 clients in 
North America and Asia in the audit 
and assurance practice.
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The first chart illustrates the amount of life science PE&VC activity as a % of all PE&VC 
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115% over last year. Not to mention, we obvi-
ously have a couple of  months remaining where 
people are trying to close out their yearend bud-
gets. And so, we feel our model was positioned 
well to navigate through the unknowns and un-
certainties associated with COVID; for example, 
travel restrictions, closures, and shelter in place 
restrictions. We’ve been very fortunate to be on 
the positive side of  the pandemic -- things hav-
en’t slowed down. I think all of  society, not just 
biopharma and healthcare, have truly embraced 
e-commerce as the wave of  the future, wheth-
er it’s having food or supplies delivered to your 
home, or outsourcing pharmaceutical services 
to advance your internal pipeline. In hindsight, 
we were just very fortunate to be well positioned 
prior to the pandemic.”

One of  the silver linings of  the pandemic has 
been the increasingly positive public perception 
of  life sciences and the pharmaceutical industry 
as there becomes a significantly broader under-
standing of  what life sciences are by the com-
munity. And the capital markets have responded 
very well. Oliver Rocroi vice president – commu-
nications with the California Life Sciences As-
sociation agreed.

“I think a lot of  that starts with the fact that 
we were all forced to start to have to research 
what pandemic really means, what vaccine dis-
covery looks like and what therapies are avail-
able. There was so much information, there was 

almost information overload about data, and then 
the rest of  the world stopped. No sports or TV 
shows, you started to run out of  stuff  to watch. 
So, I think that the general public, as a whole, had 
a much deeper understanding of  the life sciences. 
And I think, many of  the companies represented 
here, California in particular, really rose to the 
occasion of  taking on this challenge. I think for 
once our industry did a really good job with ex-
ternal public relations. The pharmaceutical indus-
try doesn’t always have the best reputation. We’ve 
been getting beat up for awhile over pricing and 
all of  a sudden it gave us an opportunity to real-
ly put a positive spin on what it means to actually 
do the difficult things we do,” he said.

“I think there’s a deeper appreciation, especial-
ly early on when so many people were just scared. 
We have members in just about every county in 
California, 58 different sets of  local orders, how 
they interplayed with state orders, how those inter-
played with federal orders and those orders were 
changing all the time. You had people, who had to 
take care of  their personal lives, kids, the lack of 
supplies and stores, and then companies, some of 
whom are very small. We would have to interpret 
things that they had never considered before. Do 
I need to give my employees a letter so that they 
don’t get pulled over by the CHP? How did they 
deal with the stigma of  living in a neighborhood 
and being the only car driving down the street on 
the way to work? But no, I hope this elevated pub-
lic awareness continues because I think goodwill 
of  our sector really depends on our ability to not 
forget and not allow people to forget that we pro-
vide so much value, playing our part combating this 
pandemic, not only to the state, but for the world.”

Mark Herbert
Chief Business Officer
Scientist.com

Herbert has 20+ years’ experience in 
pharmaceutical and biotech research across multiple platforms 
and therapeutic areas. He last served as Interim President of 
Arcturus Therapeutics. Previously, he was Head of U.S. Busi-
ness Development at WuXi AppTec. Mark previously served 
as Director of Pharmaceutical Sciences at Aragon Pharmaceu-
ticals, Inc. which was acquired by Johnson & Johnson in 2013. 
He is an author or inventor on over 35 peer-reviewed manu-
scripts and patents and has led or contributed to the submis-
sion of 13 investigational new drug (IND) applications and 
one new drug application.

Edward Robles
Partner, Tax Services
San Diego Life Sciences  
Industry Leader
RSM

Robles has 20 years of Big Four public accounting ex-
perience, including 15 years in San Diego. He serves both 
public and private strategic growth companies and is expe-
rienced in serving clients in a variety of industries. Robles is 
experienced in coordinating global tax service delivery for 
U.S.-based multinational corporations and foreign-head-
quartered clients with significant United States operations. 
He has significant experience with ASC 740, including as-
sisting with purchase accounting, reviewing and preparing 
multi-national tax provisions, and analyzing uncertain tax 
positions. He has served the biotech, life sciences, technol-
ogy and SaaS industries.

Oliver Rocroi
Vice President of Communications 
and External Affairs
California Life Sciences Association

Oliver Rocroi serves as vice president 
of  communications and external affairs 

for the California Life Sciences Association (CLSA). 
Based in CLSA’s Washington, D.C. office, he is respon-
sible for the development and implementation of  ex-
ternal communication strategies, directing the associa-
tion’s advocacy activities while incorporating strategic 
communications and alliance development objectives.

He has significant public relations, advocacy, govern-
ment affairs, and campaign expertise developed over his 
twenty year career, having spent time as a legislative staff-
er, professional consultant, lobbyist, and public relations 
professional before leading CLSA’s state advocacy team in 
Sacramento for three years.

He has been directly involved with over 15 legislative, 
congressional, and state-wide campaigns in addition nu-
merous regional ballot measures, local and county gov-
ernment campaigns, and public education initiatives. He 
is a graduate of  California State Polytechnic University 
Pomona, with a degree in Aerospace Engineering.

Wayne Woodard
Chief Executive Officer
Argonaut Manufacturing Services

With 28 years of  management experience in operations, 
supply chain and general management, Woodward’s prima-
ry focus (in three different industries) has been on build-
ing global operations capabilities with particular emphasis 
on working with external manufacturing services compa-
nies. Woodward most recently worked at Thermo Fisher/
Life Technologies through its Ion Torrent acquisition. He 
previously worked at Affymetrix, Electroglas and Ridge 
Technologies. Wayne began his career in manufacturing 
at Sun Microsystems. Wayne focuses intensely on execu-
tion and detail, which is why he also bottles his own wines.
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The following two charts (first is U.S. the second is global) show the number of clinical trial 
starts per week as well as the % of those starts that were focused on COVID-19. I also included 
the 2019 average weekly starts as a reference point.  
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Mark Herbert added: “I think that the key 
word is trust. If  you look at the public at large 
and the trust it had in the biopharma community 
prior to the pandemic, it was very low. Whereas, 
once COVID hit, people started to ask, ‘what 
are our options?’ Who is our hope? And bio-
pharma became the only option. So, trust in 
the industry has increased quite a bit in 2020. 
And I think that trust has obviously been re-
alized across the capital markets; if  you invest 
it’s been a great year.”

“I remember growing up and my family tell-
ing me big pharma has a cure for cancer and 
they’re just keeping it under lock and key be-
cause they want to sell us, you know, a daily, 
chronic drug for the rest of  our lives. You be-
gin to realize that’s just, hogwash, it’s hearsay 
because people don’t understand what biophar-
ma is actually doing. The associated probabil-
ity of  successful drug discovery is fairly low. 
You have to take a lot of  shots on goal to get a 
therapeutic that’s actually commercialized. But 
the interesting thing about COVID is that it 
instilled trust in the general populace that was 
not there previously. You know, many people 
were focused on healthcare costs and secrecy 
as I previously mentioned, and now they’re fo-
cused on hope, which I think is a good thing 
for all of  us,” Herbert said.

So, what will be next after the pandemic? 
After FDA approval of  several vaccines, will 
there be a shift in focus? Will vaccines that 
have been ignored for so long become back in 
vogue? Will it be therapeutics? Will it be bi-
ologics? What do you see as the next decade 
of  focus area?

Wayne Woodard, CEO of  Argonaut Manu-
facturing Services said that in his view diag-
nostics are the future. “We support not only 
biopharma, but also all these molecular diag-
nostic assays that have been created. Genomic 
tests are becoming the gold standard in diag-
nostics. I mean if  you wander around Sorren-
to Valley, you’re going to run across a lot of 
biopharma companies, but you’re also going 
to see several other companies in the diagnos-
tics business. Recognizing the importance of 
testing and what testing is going to be like in 
the next five to ten years is exciting. I don’t 
think we’ll be caught this flat footed again, I 
think that people will be creative and inno-
vative, especially with their focus on point of 
care assays, this will be an exciting place to 
be for some time. We feel like the molecular 
diagnostic market is just getting started. Our 
clients are not only developing diagnostics for 
viruses like COVID-19 -- they are doing the 
same for cancer, inherited diseases and other 
illnesses. Imagine all these other things that 
people are going to want to better understand. 
People are becoming much more comfortable 
with going to their doctor or pharmacy for a 
diagnostic test that will use genomic informa-
tion to guide them with next steps. This will 
be an incredible opportunity for all life scienc-
es in San Diego County. People in San Diego 
County have done some amazing work to as-
sist through the first phase of  this pandemic. 
As hard as it is to consider, I think the future 
is incredibly exciting when you look beyond 
our hardships today. We all now understand 
how critical it is to be ready to test a large 
number of  people very quickly using genom-
ic information and come up with a solution 
to get them back on the road. We must learn 
from this as we simply can’t do this again.”

Because life sciences are doing well right now 
and San Diego has such a great ecosystem for 
this category, the future of  growth and new 
businesses looks bright for the region, but find-
ing enough talent could be difficult. Najjam 
Asghar of Sorrento Therapeutics says it is chal-
lenging, but they have been able to hire more 
than 130 people in the last year. “Most of  the 
people who we hire, they’re not just your nor-
mal work force. They need to have a science 
major. Most of  our workforce is highly skilled 
and we have a hundred plus Ph.Ds in the com-
pany. This can be very daunting. So, it is a 

challenge to attract some of  those really high-
ly competent individuals. Every job, which we 
have posted, has had so many responses. There 
are a lot of  job opportunities available, espe-
cially the technical level ones, and when we 
post we have massive numbers of  people apply-
ing. San Diego is a small city, but it has very 
promising tech and biotech companies here.”

The buzzword in 2020 has been COVID, but 
in 2019, it was digital transformation. Both 
Mark Herbert and Oliver Rocroi had unique 
perspectives of  how the digital acceleration is 
going to be impacted.

“I would answer that question in one word – 
telemedicine. The increasing use of  the general 
population and being willing to change from 
the historically in-person interactions with 
physicians to doing that over a device means 
that insurers and doctors and other non-tra-
ditional tech or life science groups are going 
to need to hire people that understand how 
those transactions work. Then they need to 
just be able to handle that data in ways that 
are a little different. So, we all know digital 
health is on the rise more and more, so to 
Wayne’s point on the testing front that data 
from wearable tech can help us in the ability 
to predict the next pandemic,” Oliver Rocroi 
said. “Hopefully there are going to be new 
investments in areas that have been a little 
overlooked. I think this, is definitely on the 
rise – for example attention to antimicrobial 
resistance. I also think certain counties, cer-
tain cities in particular, are going to weather 
this workforce migration better. San Diego is 
going to be fortunate in storm that effort. Not 
to pick on San Francisco, but San Francisco 
is in trouble. It has big tech companies telling 
people they never have to come back to an of-
fice, while having just passed increases in sales 
tax, I mean, that downstream effect is, crazy. 
San Diego, I think, will benefit from the mix-
ture of  defense, biotech, traditional tech and 
the diversity of  that workforce, and hopefully 
attract some of  that new talent.”

“And to add along that, I’ve obviously spent 
20 years in the biopharma community and, 
you know, a chief  digital officer was not 
something that I was familiar with until 
about the last one or two years. And I think 
every big pharma company, you know, even 
a mid-tier biotech company has that position 
in place. And so, they have embraced digita-
lization, they have embraced big data. How 
do we take data that’s outside of  a well-con-
trolled clinical trial and, you know, dissect, 
or tease out information so we understand 
how to expand our label plan or how to tar-
get a specific patient population. And again, 
this is all big data-driven, which, without the 
connectivity that we have today was never ac-
cessible,” Halbert said. “And back to San Di-
ego talent. I think the one thing that we ne-
glected to highlight is the richness of  our in-
stitutional ecosystem. You know we have all 
these young eager students that are just trying 
to get traction in the world. And then if  you 
compare it to San Francisco or Boston, you 
know we have a home market that’s actually 
somewhat accessible.”

Investment is still key. Mark Herbert add-
ed: “We need to invest, we need to devote 
resources. We need to have those fire extin-
guishers available in every doctor’s office, so 
when a pandemic does surface we have the 
ability to try to truncate or limit the spread 
at the start, as opposed to leaning on the bio-
pharma community to accelerate a vaccine. 
And I think, we’re going to have to have some 
other therapeutic interventions, whether it’s 
a direct antiviral or some post COVID type 
treatment to really handle the pandemic at 
large. But it’s encouraging to see the commu-
nity take a step back and realize that there 
is a need to invest in the future that doesn’t 
have commercial value today, but may have 
huge value in the face of  these, unknown, 
unforeseen pandemics that could emerge in 
the future.” n
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COVID-19 Illustrates 
How Quickly Life 
Science Ecosystem 
Can Adapt and Pivot

 n By ADAM LOHR, RSM

The SARS CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic has devas-
tated the health, safety and economic security of  bil-
lions of  lives globally. The pandemic has also placed 
significant pressure on the life sciences ecosystem as 
governments and the public depend on these compa-
nies to produce critical medications, diagnostic kits and 
medical supplies to combat the virus, and more impor-
tantly, innovative therapies and vaccines to rein it in. 
All this while continuing to produce the medications, 
devices, and diagnostic tools that billions of  people 
depend on for conditions other than COVID-19. This 
urgency has pushed life sciences companies to operate 
and innovate at an unprecedented rate and has illus-
trated how quickly the ecosystem can adapt and pivot 
in a time of  crisis.

Widespread shortages of  PPE, ventilators and tra-
ditional medications were avoided; on-going clinical 
trials, while impacted during the summer, have recov-
ered without major disruption; and drug developers 
have worked as an international team to develop hun-
dreds of  COVID-19 vaccine and therapy candidates 
in a matter of  months, a record for the Western world. 
While distribution of  vaccines under emergency use 
authorization has commenced with Pfizer's approval 
in December, infections are rising at an alarming rate 
throughout the United States and Europe, we are in 
no way out of  the woods just yet. But progress is be-
ing made and much credit should be given to our life 
science professionals, including all those in San Di-
ego that are also contributing to the pandemic efforts.

A byproduct of  the spotlight on life sciences has 
been the increased understanding of  the ecosystem 
and the long-term market opportunity by institutional 
and retail investors. According to our analysis of  initial 
public offering (IPO) data accumulated by Bloomberg, 
since 2018, life science IPOs have represented approx-
imately 25% of  all IPO capital raised and 44% of  all 
IPO activity (excluding Special Purpose Acquisition 
Companies, and holding companies). In 2020 those 
already impressive numbers surged to approximately 
31% of  IPO capital raised and 54% of\ all IPOs. The 
private capital markets have also taken an increased 
interest in life science companies. Specifically looking 
at private equity (PE) and venture capital (VC) invest-
ments in San Diego based companies, there has been 
an overall slowdown in the number and value of  deals 
in 2020, but our life science companies have proved 
to be a bright spot. Comparing the pandemic period 
of  March through October year over year, we see that 
the number of life science deals has stayed flat, but the 
amount of investment has nearly doubled.

In our opinion this indicates that the relative value of 
our life science companies has far exceed their non-life sci-
ence peers, which have seen double digit declines in terms 
of capital raised and deal count over the same period.

About RSM US LLP
RSM’s purpose is to deliver the power of being under-

stood to our clients, colleagues and communities through 
world-class audit, tax and consulting services focused 
on middle market businesses. The clients we serve are 
the engine of global commerce and economic growth, 
and we are focused on developing leading professionals 
and services to meet their evolving needs in today’s ev-
er-changing business environment.

RSM US LLP is the U.S. member of RSM Interna-
tional, a global network of independent audit, tax and 
consulting firms with more than 43,000 people in more 
than 120 countries. For more information,visit rsmus.
com, like us on Facebook, follow us on Twitter and/or 
connect with us on LinkedIn.
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