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ith many big deals already on the 
ledger this year, 2018 is on track to 
be a popular one in terms of M&A 
activity in the biotech/biopharma 

world. With key drugs dealing with lower sales 
due to patent cliffs and increased competition, 
the big players in the pharma and biotech space 
are looking to build their pipelines with new 
prospects to boost growth. Also helping fuel 
the acquisition pace is tax reform that enables 
companies to pay less in corporate taxes and 
repatriate cash at a reduces rate.

2017 was regarded as a lackluster year on the 
merger and acquisition front in the pharma/
biotech world by many industry analysts. “The 
strength exhibited by biopharma shares in 2017 
is perhaps surprising when considering the fail-
ure of M&A action to pick up. Widely considered 
a driver of investor enthusiasm, takeover activ-
ity actually dimmed over the year,” according 
to the EP Vantage Pharma, Biotech & Medtech 
2017 in review report.

“A paltry 179 deals were struck, raising just 
$80bn and thus making 2017 the slowest M&A 
year of the past five. These figures encompass 
global drug makers,” the analysis says. “Many 
blamed uncertainty over US tax reforms for 
holding big companies back from making bold 
strategic moves. Escalating valuations were an-
other culprit, while the hobbling of several of 
the industry’s serial acquirers, namely the spe-
ciality companies, cannot have helped.

Helping propel an uptick in pharma/biotech 
M&A transactions so far in 2018 is the imple-
mentation of the new tax law, which cuts cor-
porate tax rate from 35 percent to 21 percent 
and encourages companies to bring back huge 
cash held overseas at a one-time tax rate of 10 
percent. As a result, big pharma and biotech 
companies based in the United States can more 
failry compete with foreign counterparts firms 
that operate in better tax environments.

2018 opened with a surge in prime-time 
transactions during January as Sanofi acquired 

Ablynx and Bioverativ while Celgene landed 
Juno Therapeutics and Impact Biomedicines. 
On Jan. 22nd, Sanofi announced a deal repre-
senting an equity value of $11.6 billion (on a 
fully diluted basis) to acquire Bioverativ Inc., a 
biopharmaceutical company focused on thera-
pies for hemophilia and other rare blood disor-
ders. The transaction, completed on March 8th, 
expands Sanofi’s presence in specialty care and 
strengthens the company’s leadership in rare 
diseases. The deal also provides Sanofi with a 
leader in the growing hemophilia market and 
provides a platform for expansion in other rare 
blood disorders. 

One week after the announcement of the 
Bioverativ transaction, Sanofi agreed to pur-
chase Ablynx at a price per share of €45 in cash 
for the biopharmaceutical company, represent-
ing an aggregate equity value of €3.9 billion. 
The deal, bolsters Sanofi’s R&D strategy with 
Ablynx’s innovative Nanobody technology plat-
form. Nanobodies are proprietary therapeutic 
proteins based on single-domain antibody frag-
ments, which combine the advantages of con-
ventional antibody drugs with some features 
of small-molecule drugs. The acquisition also 
expands the French drugmaker’s growing rare 
blood disorders franchise with Ablynx’s late-
stage investigational caplacizumab acquired 
thrombotic thrombocytopenic purpura (aTTP) 
treatment.

On Jan. 7th, Celgene revealed the signing of 
a definitive agreement to buy Impact Biomed-
icines, which has been developing the highly 
selective JAK2 kinase inhibitor fedratinib for 
myelofibrosis and polycythemia vera. Celgene 
made an up-front payment of $1.1 billion and 
is also responsible for $1.25 billion in contin-
gent payments based on regulatory approval 
milestones for myelofibrosis. Additional future 
payments for regulatory approvals in other 
therapeutic indications and sales-based mile-
stones are additionally possible. A New Drug 
Application filing for fedratinib in myelofibrosis 
is planned for mid-2018.

Celgene’s busy January continued when 
the Summit, N.J.-based biopharma company 

agreed to purchase Juno Therapeutics Inc. for 
$87 per share in cash (representing a total of $9 
billion) net of cash and marketable securities ac-
quired and Juno shares already owned by Cel-
gene (9.7 percent of outstanding shares). Juno 
is regarded as a pioneer in the development of 
CAR (chimeric antigen receptor) T and TCR (T 
cell receptor) therapeutics with a broad, novel 
portfolio assessing multiple targets and cancer 
indications. Adding to Celgene’s lymphoma 
program, JCAR017 (lisocabtagene maraleucel; 
liso-cel) represents a potentially best-in-class 
CD19-directed CAR T undergoing a pivotal 
program for relapsed and/or refractory diffuse 
large B-cell lymphoma (DLBCL). U.S. regulatory 
approval for JCAR017 is on track for 2019 with 
potential worldwide peak sales of $3 billion.

February deals inlcuded Merck’s AUD 502 
million ($394 million) agreement to purchase 
the Australian oncolytic immunotherapies 
manufacturer Viralytics Ltd. to strengthen its 
presence in the fast-growing immuno-oncolo-
gy market. The proposed acquisition of Viralyt-
ics adds the investigational oncolytic immuno-
therapy Cavatak, supporting Merck’s strategy 
to broaden its pipeline with the best scientific 
assets. According to Reuters, the deal came at a 
time of booming merger and acquisition activi-
ty in the biotechnology sector, with $27.5 billion 
of transactions agreed in January alone as large 
drugmakers continue to seek promising assets 
to improve their pipelines.

Roche Holding AG agreed to purchase the 
remainder of U.S. cancer data company Flatiron 
Health that it di dnot already own for $1.9 billion 
to speed development of cancer medicines and 
support the Swiss biotech company’s efforts to 
price them based on how well they work. Roche 
already owned owns 12.6 percent of Flatiron, a 
privately held company backed by Alphabet Inc. 
that taps into data on individual cancer cases to 
help physicians chose promising approaches 
for their patients.

March M&A activity in March included Dan-
ish drugmaker Lundbeck’s deal potentially 
worth $1.1 billion to purchase buy Prexton 
Therapeutics, a specialist in treatments for brain 
disorders. Prexton’s drug candidate foliglurax is 
undergoing Phase II testing for the treatment of 
Parkinson’s disease, with first data expected to 
be available during first-half 2019.

A big deal was announced by Novartis during 
April when the Swiss company entered into an 
agreement to acquire AveXis Inc. for $8.7 billion. 
The acquisiton of the U.S.-based clinical-stage 
gene therapy company was finalized on May 

15th. AveXis’ lead product candidate, AVXS-101, 
has the potential to be first-ever one-time gene 
replacement therapy for spinal muscular atro-
phy (SMA), a disease that results in early death 
or lifelong disability with considerable health-
care costs. Granted breakthrough therapy des-
ignation by the FDA, AVXS-101 is expected to 
be launched in the United States during 2019 
and represents multi-billion dollar peak sales 
potential. In addition, AveXis offers a valuable 
gene therapy platform, with potential beyond 
SMA, and scalable manufacturing to accelerate 
potential future gene therapy programs and 
launches for Novartis.

The largest industry deal of the year by far 
occurred in May with Takeda Pharmaceutical 
Co. Ltd.’s proposed 45.3 billion pound ($62 bil-
lion) acquistion of Shire plc, creating a global, 
values-based, R&D-driven biopharmaceutical 
leader with headquarters in Japan. The acquisi-
tion represents the largest overseas purchase by 
a Japanese company and will vault Takeda into 
one of the world’s top 10 global drug manufac-
turers.

The Takeda-Shire transaction unites com-
plementary positions in gastroenterology and 
neuroscience, and provides leading positions in 
rare diseases and plasma-derived therapies to 
complement strength in oncology and focused 
efforts in vaccines. Expected to close during the 
first half of 2019, Takeda shareholders will own 
50 percent of the combined group. 

Eli Lill and Co. announced a pair of acquisi-
tions within five days of each other during May. 
First up was a $1.6 billion transaction reported 
on May 10th that strengthens Lilly’s clinical 
portfolio with ARMO BioSciences Inc.’s lead im-
muno-oncology asset and PEGylated IL-10 pe-
gilodecakin, which is being studied in multiple 
tumor types. ARMO BioSciences is a late-stage 
immuno-oncology company that has been 
developing a pipeline of novel, proprietary 
product candidates designed to activate the 
immune system of cancer patients to recognize 
and eradicate tumors. 

Lilly then expanded its oncology pipeline 
with the acquisition of AurKa Pharma Inc. Aur-
Ka was established by TVM Capital Life Science 
to develop the oncology compound AK-01, an 
Aurora kinase A inhibitor that was originally dis-
covered at Lilly. The compound represents a po-
tential first-in-class asset that AurKa Pharma has 
been evaluating in Phase 1 studies in multiple 
types of solid tumors.

J&J’s Janssen Biotech Inc. announced during 

bioannualreport
State of the Bio Industry
This yearly review analyzes recent news developments, trends 
and outlooks in the areas of biotechnology, biosimilars, bio-
pharmaceuticals, biologics, biomarkers, and biobanks. 

W
BIG DEALS IN 2018

   By Andrew Humphreys • andrew.humphreys@medadnews.com

8 Copyright © 2018 Evaluate Ltd. All rights reserved.M&A fails to pick up

M&A fails to pick up

The strength exhibited by biopharma shares in 2017 is perhaps surprising when considering the 

failure of M&A action to pick up. Widely considered a driver of investor enthusiasm, takeover 

activity actually dimmed over the year. 

A paltry 179 deals were struck, raising just $80bn and thus making 2017 the slowest M&A year of the past five. These 

figures encompass global drug makers - medtech M&A is detailed later.

Source: Evaluate® January 2018Five years of M&A – deal values and volumes
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Many blamed uncertainty over US tax reforms for holding big companies back from making bold strategic moves. 

Escalating valuations were another culprit, while the hobbling of several of the industry’s serial acquirers, namely the 

speciality companies, cannot have helped. 

Whatever the reasons, the analysis below suggests that a big drop in small and mid-sized takeovers pushed transaction 

volumes, and total deal values, lower. 

Year <$250m $250m-$1bn $1-10bn $10-25bn $25+bn

 Count Avg ($m) Count Avg ($m) Count Avg ($bn) Count Avg ($bn) Count Avg ($bn)

2017 67 69 18 620 8 2.5 1 11.9 1 30.0

2016 72 54 28 564 14 2.8 1 14.0 1 32.0

2015 134 57 32 521 26 2.9 3 16.4 1 38.7

2014 86 47 35 524 23 3.6 1 16.0 2 49.3

2013 52 86 30 479 14 3.6 1 10.4 0 -

M&A totals by valuation category* Source: Evaluate® January 2018

* Where deal values disclosed.

5 Biotech Stocks To Buy  
With Amazing Pipelines

1. Amgen Inc. (AMGN)

2. Seattle Genetics Inc. (SGEN)

3. Spectrum Pharmaceuticals Inc. (SPPI)

4. Gilead Sciences Inc. (GILD)

5. BioMarin Pharmaceutical Inc. (BMRN)

Source: InvestorPlace (March 27, 2018)

Top 5 Biotech  
Stocks for 2018

1. Celgene Corp. (CELG)

2. Gilead Sciences Inc. (GILD)

3. Exelixis Inc. (EXEL)

4. Enzo Biochem Inc.

5. AbbVie Inc. (ABBV)

Source: Investopedia (May 3, 2018)


