
The Or igin of the Open Innovation Collaboration- AlphaBio Control was 
founded in 2011 to 
commercial ize the agr i-tech 
ideas of I tal ian agr icultural 
scientist, Alfeo Vecchi. 

- I t is a Br i tish/Ital ian 
company registered in the UK 
w ith i ts headquar ter s in 
Cambr idge and i ts pr incipal 
commercial off ice in the 
Ital ian ci ty of Reggio Emil ia. 

- The company operates at the 
forefront of agr icultural 
science in developing and 
commercial izing effective, 
sustainable crop protection 
solutions which comply w ith 
today's str icter  environmental 
norms.

- AlphaBio has a ful l  por tfol io 
of products or iginating from 
discover ies made at the 
convergence of natural 
chemistr y and microbiology.

CO-DEVELOPING NEW PRODUCTS WITH UPSTREAM 
AND DOWNSTREAM OPEN INNOVATION PARTNERS
AlphaBio Control?s strategy is to drive its projects from ideation to commercialization thanks to 
various upstream and downstream partnerships. Their experience shows how open innovation 
has to be considered as a dynamic process which is aligned to the needs of a project at specific 
points in time. This means that new product lines need to be developed in different stages under 
a different focus until they are ready to go to market. By extension this implies that partnerships 
often change as the project matures. 

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES

The company was f inanced at the star t enti r ely by i ts four  founding 
par tner s and focused on the development work alr eady under taken 
but not completed by their  r esearch dir ector , Alfeo Vecchi. The f i r st 
stage was to look at how  to generate income from his ideas and fund 
their  activi ties. Technology development took place around 3 pi l lar s: 
natural chemistr y, hybr id technologies and microbiology.

The SME established teams of people to work on the three pi l lar s from 
univer si ties and companies in I taly and the UK. Their  work was 
funded ei ther  by the company's ow n resources or  through UK 
government R&D grants. Despite the commercial r isks involved, the 
founders were convinced that their  company?s USP had a promising 
future as today?s agr i-food industr y is confronted w ith the need to 
become environmental ly sustainable. This is because AlphBio?s 
know -how  and IP in natural chemistr y and hybr id technology enables 
i t to develop crop protection solutions der ived from natural sources 
which offer  comparable r esistance to disease and pests as that 
provided by synthetic chemical products.



The OI Journey

To cater  to the speci f ici ty of each of i ts product 
development l ines, AlphaBio Control engaged in 
sl ightly di f ferent ways w ith par tner s according to 
their  di f ferent needs and the external exper tise 
r equir ed. For  example, in the area of hybr id 
technologies the SME had a f i r st project funded 
by the Innovate UK programme which produced 
results of highly improved eff icacy in low  dosage 
and they are now  looking to l icense the r esults. 
Another  hybr id technology formulates copper  
more effectively than existing formulations on 
the market. In this case they are fol low ing up 
leads to f ind par tner s (usually larger  companies) 
to pur sue a co-development agreement to 
develop the products and then a l icensing 
agreement to br ing them to market.

In the microbiology area AlphaBio has developed 
projects on biopesticides (a nematicide, a plant 
grow th promoter  and a soi l  ster i lant, among 
others). Again, the company used di f ferent 
par tner s at di f ferent moments in the 
development and commercial ization of the 
var ious products.  For  example, they work w ith a 
professor  in the depar tment of agr iculture at the 
Univer si ty of Naples and one of his team is 
funded by AlphaBio Control on a par ticular  
project to look at combining the Univer si ty of 
Naples? microbiology innovations w ith AlphaBio?s 
natural chemistr y so that they act in a synergistic 
way. They have since f i led a patent w ith the 
co-inventor s coming from both organizations. 
From this project alone the company has so far  

developed one formulated product which is 
r eady for  ear ly-stage commercial ization, and they 
have a number  of other  commercial ization 
projects in the pipel ine. According to Iain 
Fleming, co-founder  and CEO of AphaBio Control, 
they w i l l  be looking to develop r elationships w ith 
bigger  players to fund and co-develop the 
technology in order  to offer  them w ide scope in a 
r ange of di f ferent areas of crop protection, 
including disease, pest and nematode control as 
well  as plant grow th promotion.

Another  interesting development project, which 
is r un in col laboration w ith external par tner s, 
involves a plant pathogen which grows at ver y 
low  temperatures in soi l  and can be used to 
control over w inter ing grubs. In this case, 
AlphaBio Control teamed up w ith a UK-based 
advisor y ser vice that promotes the use of 
biopesticides globally, cal led CABBY, and also the 
Br i tish Antar ctic Sur vey in order  to car r y out 
proof of concept work and test the eff icacy of the 
technology. According to Iain Fleming, ?We are 
now  looking at per ipheral toxici ty of that and in 
due course, once we have proved the value, we 
w i l l  then be looking to work w ith par tner s to 
co-develop that technology.?

As the company cur rently enter s the rol l-out 
phase w ith some of i ts products, the SME has a 
clear  understanding that they w i l l  need to 
continue their  commercial ization route w ith 
external par tner s. In another  case, where a 
par tner  has signalled an interest in 
commercial izing one of their  inventions, the IP 
w i l l  r emain w ith AlphaBio Control. The two sides 



are negotiating what each can contr ibute to the col laboration: as 
AlphaBio Control has the basic data on the natural chemistr y, their  
contr ibution w i l l  be to develop the r egulator y application. The 
par tner  company, on the other  hand, holds data on the synthetic 
chemistr y and access to i t in r egulator y terms. The latter  w i l l  also 
contr ibute a major  par t of the f inancial backing for  the 
commercial ization phase, whi le AlphaBio Control w i l l  r eceive an 
upfront fee calculated on the value of the r egulator y work. In 
paral lel, the SME is negotiating royalty fees based on revenue 
str eams.

Impact of the OI Collaboration
I ts exper ience of open innovation projects has helped the company 
develop ski l ls in managing col laborative dynamics. Star ting from 
the ini tial idea, i t has learned to progress steadi ly through the 
di f ferent stages of a r adical innovation process in which open 
innovation targets and par tner s can change over  time. Thanks to 
the honed interpersonal ski l ls of Alfeo Vecchi, the company has 
been able to bui ld a network of r elationships and impose i ts work 
ethics. These put an impor tant focus on tr ust and integr i ty, making 
sure that they look after  the people they work w ith. In the case of 
bui lding new  al l iances, the SME highlights i ts abi l i ty to l isten to 
r esearchers and understand their  unique offer ing. AlphaBio 
Control?s task is to use their  technical understanding and combine i t 
w i th their  ow n commercial know -how  and dir ect i t towards a 
market oppor tuni ty.

Since i t was established, AlphaBio Control has f i led several patents. 
The company is sti l l  r elatively ear ly-stage and the r evenues they are 
generating, although l imited, are beginning to accelerate. I ts 
pr ior i ty is to continue to work towards secur ing a large, str ategic 
industr ial par tner  to help take for ward their  technologies to the 
commercial ization stage and thereby achieve a major  impact on the 
company?s bottom-l ine. 

Key l essons

OI  IS UPSTREAM AND 
DOWNSTREAM

BUILDING OI  RELATIONSHIPS 
IS AN ART
Ski l ls in maintaining complex 
r elationships upstr eam w ith other  
scientists/technology par tner s and 
dow nstream w ith market 
par tner s are often l inked to the 
abi l i t ies and dynamic personali ty 
of a key member  of the company.

GROWING THE BUSINESS 
THROUGH  OI  PARTNERSHIPS
The resources of small companies 
are often too l imited to do 
ever ything on their  ow n ? both in 
terms of staff  and funding ? so 
they must therefore manage their  
network successful ly in order  to 
bui ld their  business.

This SME star ted i ts business by 
piggybacking on i ts founder?s 
established contacts and research 
work. By necessi ty, the company 
has become involved in 
managing a r ange of di f ferent OI 
r elationships both upstr eam and 
dow nstream.

   CONTACT DETAILS
   ALPHABIO CONTROL

   ST JOHN'S INNOVATION CENTRE, COWLEY ROAD

   CAMBRIDGE CB4 0WS ? UNITED KINGDOM

   TEL:  +44 1223 911766, WWW.ALPHABIOCONTROL.COM

The INSPIRE project has received funding from the European Union?s Horizon 2020 research and                                  
innovation programme under grant agreement No 691440 ? INSPIRE.

IAIN  f l eming

Co- f ounder  & CEO 
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