SPC BIOTECH BIODEGRADABLE POLYMER PLANT, HYDERABAD, INDIA

Hyderabad-based SPC Biotech Private Ltd plans to set up a manufacturing unit to make high-end, biodegradable polymer. These biodegradable polymers are increasingly finding use in the medical industry as absorbable medical implants. Starch-based products, like corn, rice and sweet potato, have attracted many researchers making biodegradable plastics because of their recycling capacities. It is the first project of its class in South East Asia.

The company proposes to manufacture these high value products from renewable agricultural products like cornstarch and rice, which are abundant in India. This in turn boosts the economic status of the agricultural sector, considered the backbone of the Indian economy.

The company has purchased 4 acres of land in Shapoorji Pallonji Biotech Park to establish a pilot plant destined to make polilacticos plastics. The project will have a capacity of 5,000t/yr. The company will offer its end products to the medical industry as absorbable medical implants which would be much safer to use than metal implants.

The biodegradable plastic unit is considered to be the first of its kind in the country and will manufacture lactic acid based bio-absorbable medical implants, lactic acid, its esters and derivatives with cornstarch as the basic raw material. The company will get technical support from the Shanghai Institute of Industrial Microbiology, China, and Vichy Biomaterials, France.

Corn-based plastics are already available in the US. Dow Cargill, Novamont and Mitsubishi are some of the leading companies in this growing segment, whose products are more environmentally friendly compared to petroleum-based plastics.

TECHNOLOGY
Shanghai Institute of Industrial Microbiology, one of South East Asia's premier research institutes in fermentation technology, have agreed to give the necessary technical know-how for the manufacture of lactic acid, its esters and derivatives using corn starch as the basic raw material.

Vichy Biomaterials is providing the necessary technical know-how for the manufacturing of bio-absorbable medical implants.

There are about 14 companies manufacturing such implants worldwide. The bio-absorbable implants are made from biodegradable or green plastics, which are normally derived from non-petroleum sources. These implants can be absorbed back into atmosphere. The cornstarch based plastic technology, initially developed by US Chemist Patrick Gruber, involves fermenting cornstarch into lactic acid and vacuum distilling and polymerising it into polylactic acid, which is a form of plastic.

PROJECT MAKEUP
The biodegradable polymers unit at Shapoorji Pallonji Biotech Park would entail an investment of Rs.21 crore ($4.6 million) and is expected to start commercial production by April 2006.

MARKET RATIONALE
There is a huge potential for bio-absorbable polymers, from cups and plates to stents (which are used in cardiac surgery). SPC biotech has identified a specific utility of biodegradable plastic in the form of medical implants. In India the market for medical implants is estimated at about $4.2 million, of which most is imported at exorbitant prices. SPC has obtained the licence from its French collaborator to sell its products in Asia-Pacific, Middle East and South Asian countries. These materials, when implanted, do not require a second surgical intervention for removal and also do not cause distortion to magnetic resonance imaging.

Worldwide the trend is shifting towards bio-absorbable implants, essentially because this removes the need for repeated surgery. This also makes the cost of orthopaedic treatment much cheaper though the implants are actually costlier than the metal ones. The total world market for commercial products developed from absorbable polymers is estimated to be over $1.5 billion, with more than 60% of revenue generated from sales of bio-absorbable sutures. The other 40% is attributed to orthopaedic fixation devices in the form of pins, rods and staples for wound closure and dental applications.
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