
By Chris Meehan

he popular painkiller Vioxx
would never have made it to

the market if its maker, Merck
& Co., had known ahead of time
that the medicine had serious
side effects, medical researchers
say.

But when the company
released the so-called Cox-2
inhibitor several years ago,
there was no solid data
predicting that a portion of

patients would eventually
develop heart problems.

Today, with biotech
companies such as the locally
based CeeTox coming into being,
drug conglomerates have tools to

help them decide earlier in the
development process if a drug may

prove to be toxic.
As a result, the story of Vioxx is
one that Jim McKim is hoping
won’t be repeated.

“If they had understood the toxicity

or potential adverse side effects” early
on, Merck might have been able to
avoid all of the problems that it now
faces, said McKim, president of a new
drug-testing laboratory in Kalamazoo.

CeeTox is one of more than a dozen
biotech startups working at the
Southwest Michigan Innovation Center
to develop breakthroughs in biotech
research and development.

Of all the companies at the center,
McKim’s is probably farthest along
the line in showing promise, say
Innovation Center officials.

This is something that McKim likes
to hear. But it is not surprising.

“We’re at the right place at the right
time with the right product,” McKim
said.

“We can test potential cancer drugs,
different antidepressants, drugs for
Alzheimer’s and diabetes” before they
are even tested on animals, he said.

McKim operated a drug-testing
laboratory for Pfizer Inc. in Kalamazoo
before it laid off employees and moved
its research-and-development

operations to other locations.
As a single parent, McKim said,

he didn’t want to move and ultimately
decided to stay in town and to open a
start-up biotech firm with help from
the Innovation Center. He then hired
other Pfizer scientists who wanted to
stay here.

“We all develop roots in
Kalamazoo,” he said. “We all have a
bit of entrepreneurial spirit.”

His team of researchers have
collectively analyzed more than 3,000
new chemical entities and been able
to predict with strong confidence how
they would fare if tested on animals.

The company’s name is derived
from the process that it uses in testing
potential drugs. With a variety of
equipment, it measures blood
concentrations in relation to anything
that might prove toxic, said McKim.

“We can have data back to a drug
company in two to three weeks,” he
said. ‘Right now we’re at capacity.
We’re currently testing 200
compounds.”

Future looks busy for biotech startup
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