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Cell Therapy

At the Heart of Wallonia
Most known for its dedication to cellular therapy research, the Belgian region 
of Wallonia is growing in business ventures, results output and employment 
levels. These growing aspects make it easy to believe that Wallonia will 
continue to thrive and develop as time goes on

In the area of cellular therapy, Wallonia’s successive Marshall Plans 
have played a vital role in the region’s growth, with significant 
resources provided by the regional government to support 
innovation in this sector. R&D is intensifying in Wallonia, thanks to 
an increasing number of initiatives and companies active in this 
fast-developing field. The powerful ecosystem of cellular therapy 
research laboratories creates a culture of technological, scientific 
and entrepreneurial excellence. Today, Wallonia is the leader in 
industrialising cellular therapy products, and displays a level of 
innovation and dynamism seen in very few areas of Europe.

Dynamic Ecosystem

Wallonia has seen its biotechnology sector grow significantly over 
the past decade, and now finds itself at the cutting edge of cellular 
therapy. Jean-Claude Marcourt, Walloon Vice President and Minister 
for Economy, Industry, Innovation and New Technologies, explains: 
“One important factor has been the creation of the Walloon 
health cluster. This initiative, with its incredibly vast international 
reach, creates the perfect ecosystem for the new biotechnology 
companies to prosper. Wallonia has always supported, and will 
continue to support, innovative companies” (1).

A thriving ecosystem has indeed grown up around cellular therapy. 
Wallonia has 30 research labs focused on this kind of therapy, 
originating from five universities (Université Catholique de Louvain, 
Université de Mons, Université de Liège, Université de Namur and 
Université libre de Bruxelles). It counts five Walloon companies 
– Bone Therapeutics, Celyad, Promethera BioSciences, Novadip 
BioSciences and Orgenesis/MaSTherCell (see Table 1) – and among 
them, three are spinoffs out of Université libre de Bruxelles and 
Université Catholique de Louvain. 

Alongside cellular therapy organisations that develop products, 
there are also approximately 15 service companies supporting 
the sector, including MaSTherCell, Aseptic Technologies, Ovizio, 
Pluriomics, Biion/Sapristic, Quality Assistance and Univercells.
In addition to this, Wallonia has solid clinical expertise in university 
hospitals, as well as centres of excellence in first-in-human studies. 
In fact, Belgium is the European leader in Phase 1 clinical trials. 

A further demonstration of the strong growth in this sector led 
to the creation, in 2011 of MaSTherCell, a platform launched 
with the support of BioWin and the Government of Wallonia. 
This platform rapidly developed into an automonous contract 
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M2 
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Jobs in full
time 

equivalent
           Company research ventures

Bone
Therapeutics

2006 >90 Phase 3 >2020 YES
250 (+600 
to come in 

2016)
110

Bone Therapeutics is currently preparing  
the initiation of its first US clinical trial for the 
treatment of osteonecrosis of the hip  
with PREOB®

Celyad 2007 213 Phase 3 2019 YES 200 95

Celyad is developing a unique immuno-oncology 
programme called Natural Killer Receptor T 
cells, or NKR T cells. The lead asset is in clinical 
development and first results are expected in 2016

Promethera
Biosciences

2009 62.9 Phase 2 2018 YES 420 36
One of Promethera Biosciences’ promising 
projects is HepaStem: a cell product composed of 
heterologous human adult liver progenitor cells. 

Novadip
Biosciences

2013 35.15 Phase 1/2 >2020 YES 500 18

 Novadip Biosciences' new facilities include work 
space for the growing 16-person team, plus two 
R&D/QC laboratories and state-of-the-art GMP 
cleanrooms for producing clinical batches.

Orgenesis/
MaSTherCell

2011 8.5
Preclinical/

NA
>2020/NA YES

600 (+1,200 
end of 2017)

5/81

MasTherCell will double its production capacity 
by 2017. Five new cleanrooms will be added 
to the current 600m² facility. This extension 
will confirm MaSTherCell's position as leading 
European CDMO

TOTAL 409.55 1970 m2 340

*public and private funds

Figure 1: Key figures about cell therapy companies and their manufacturing facilities
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development and manufacturing organisation (CDMO). The 
company was acquired by Orgenesis, a leader in the emerging 
fields of cellular therapy and regenerative medicine for the 
treatment of Type 1 diabetes, in March 2015. MaSTherCell will 
be responsible for the development and commercialisation 
of Orgenesis’ product and will also maintain its CDMO core 
business activity in an independent way. 

Further to this, 2013 saw the conclusion of a move from research 
to the implementation of an industrial production tool: the 
Walloon Cellular Therapy Platform. This platform, initiated by 
two private companies (Bone Therapeutics and Promethera 
Biosciences), will support and facilitate large-scale production 
of cell therapy medicines. It has been established thanks to a 
public-private partnership: the Walloon Region and Sambrinvest 
contribute to the industrial innovation of the region. The 
platform, unique in this category, provides Wallonia with a new 
and particularly innovative high-tech cluster to respond to the 
development needs of the growing number of cell therapy 
organisations in Wallonia.

Impact on Employment

Besides the vital role they play in the progress of biotech and 
medical technologies in the health sector, it is also worth noting 
that these cellular therapy companies and small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in Wallonia significantly contribute to 
boosting employment levels. 

From 2005 to 2014, and driven by the presence of seven major 
pharmaceutical organisations – namely Baxter, Eurogentec, 
GSK Vaccines, IBA, IRE/IRE Elit, UCB and Zoetis – employment 
by the five companies dominating Walloon cell therapy 
research increased by 73% (an average annual growth of more 
than 8%) to reach over 16,000 direct jobs. When added to the 
approximately 32,000 indirect jobs created during the same 
period, this means that more than 48,000 people are employed 
by the health sector in Wallonia. With more than 300 people 
working in the industry, these five companies contribute 
significantly to these statistics. 

In Search of Investment 

According to a study carried out on behalf of BioWin, Walloon 
SMEs in the health sector have raised more than €995 million 
over the past 10 years (2005-2015), and more than €400 million 
of public and private funding has been invested in cell therapy 
research since 2006. 

This major appetite for investment, boosted once again by 
several recent initial public offerings (IPOs), demonstrates 
the technological maturity of a certain number of Walloon 
actors with upcoming product and services launches on the 
international markets. In the cell therapy sector, it began 
with Celyad on the Euronext Brussels and Paris in July 2013. 
This was followed in 2015 by Bone Therapeutics on the 
Euronext Brussels and Paris in February. During the same 

period, Celyad took the opportunity to attract new American 
investors via its IPO on the Nasdaq stock exchange. 

In addition to their presence on the stock market, the companies 
have also engaged in several rounds of fundraising. Promethera 
Biosciences raised €20.3 million during a third round of fundraising 
in late 2014. Novadip raised €28 million during its first appeal to 
American and Belgian investors in September 2015, in order to 
continue its technological breakthrough in cellular therapy. 

International Ambitions

All of these cellular therapy companies have a global orientation, 
either due to their clients, shareholders or partners. Celyad 
and Bone Therapeutics, for example, both have an office in 
Boston. Promethera Biosciences has a full team of 18 people at 
its US Operations and Manufacturing facilities in Durham, NC, 
following the acquisition of Cytonet’s key assets in April 2016.

On the other hand, certain foreign businesses have also 
recognised Wallonia’s added value in the cellular therapy sector 
and have established themselves in the region, just as Orgenesis 
did with MaSTherCell in 2015. Wallonia is therefore a very 
attractive destination for foreign companies wishing to open a 
European subsidiary. From a logistical point of view, Wallonia is 
very well placed thanks to its two regional airports, which bring 
the area to within two hours of most European destinations,  
as well as its effective road, river and rail networks. 

At the heart of Wallonia stands a philosophy of open 
innovation, which reflects the dynamism of a region that  
does not only embrace technological partnerships, but  
that also offers a powerful ecosystem.
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