


Michigan's Van Andel Institute Achieves 'Fie ld of Dreams' 


he bui ld-it-and they -w ill-come approach may 

have worked for Kevin Costner in a movie, but 

imagine employing thot strategy in reoI life Imagine 

developirg a leodirg rreclicol research crd education 

fac ili ty from scratch w ithout federa l fund ing, a highly skil led 

talent pool or a medical and research state university nearby 

In Grand Rapids, Mich , lust 10 shart years ago, Jay and 

Betty Van Andel not only imagined it; they built their own 

field of dreams Founded to "enr ich the quality of life and 

enhance the health of generations to come," the Van Andel 

Insti tute (VA il-comprised of both the Van Andel Research 

Inst itute (VARII ann Van Andel Educat ion Institute (VAEII­

has already made stridc~ ' in basic and translational 

research to advance cancer diagnosi s, treatment and 

prevention and has bui lt a reputat ion among peer institutions. 

Expanded from a $4 million operation fi ve years ago to 

$430 mil lion today, its team of near ly 200 scientists 
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are currently collaborating on 167 cutting-edge research 

pro jects with 96 different institutions in 16 countries. 

Explains the founders' son and current chairman David 

Van Andel, "Educa tion and research have an impact on 

human health and the human genome. We don't want to 

duplicate what is already be ing done, but to add value." 

The Institute takes a strong stance on translat iona l-focused 

research-or commercialization. "Because it can't hove any 

impact if you can 't use it," he says. 

VARI is on independent medicol research organization 

committed to "f inding the genetic and molecular origins of 

d isease and translating those discoveries into the therapeutic 

strategies that w ill one day conquer illnesses and enhance 

lives" Its $60 million facili ty devotes 186,000 square feet 

and an a pen lab environment. Speci fic goals include 

erad icat ing cancer, but research on Parkinson's, Alzheimer's 

and other chronic diseases is expanding. 
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The Von Andel Educa tion Ins ti tute wor ks to improve 

educat ion through studying models fo r classroom teaching and 

learning. VAEI prOVides a Science Academy fo r four th and fifth 

graders to study how chi ldren learn science, w hich wil l help 

teachers beller teach and get kids excited earl ier. "We found 

to get students into science careers, you have to start 

younger," Von Andel says. "Remarkable advances in genetics 

aver the lost decode necessita te pro feSSionals w ith expertise 

in the new technolog y and techniques associated w ith 

contemporary genetiCS. To tha t end, VAEI is bui lding a graduate 

school award ing masters and doctorai degrees in molecu lar 

and cellular biology w ith on emphas is on translation. It s firs t 

students wi ll mat riculate in September af 2006. 

VAl's annual operating budget af $30 million suppo rts bo th 

VARI and VAEI. I 's funded by a combina tion of its endowment , 

research grants and private philanthro py. 

The biggesl challenge in build ing VAl, accord ing to Von Andel, 

wa s to esta lish on independent research organization in an 

area tha t hod no associat ion w ith a ma jor university and was 

not port of any bureaucracy. "The irony is," he says, "that our 

independence become on asse!. It enabled us to defi ne and 

redefine goals, to research what we feel is underutilized, to 

establish partnerships ond o ea e re la lionships. So what was 

a negat ive become a pos il lve. The medica l nd research 

community oVnd U5." 

Typically, re.>eorch gels funded in areas lhat hove a high 

track recar of success. II is easy to see how reakthroughs 
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can be overlooked - promising research under funded 

because o f far riskier, less guaranteed outcomes. The Inst ituie, 

however, is w ill ing to put liS capila l a t risk for pro jec ts tha t 

show potential. Scientis ts can conduct high ri sk, high reward 

research w ithout government bureaucracy, competing agendas 

or spec ial interest constraints. 

At trocting ta lent was not a problem, even in on area not 

preViously known for its life science industry. "I thought it would 

be hard, but people are excited to be here. They're not caught 

up in a bureaucracy that is 150 years old They hove the ability 

to def ine exact ly what is going to happen to their career. " 

"Now we' re in what I ca ll the matur ing phose. I'm most 

proud o f w hat we were able to do in five or six years what 

we though would toke 15," Von Andel no tes Awards swelled 

from $678,233 in 2000 to $35,666,293 in 2005 

"M ichigan desperately needed a positi"e economic message," 

says Von Andel The Inst itute expanded Michigan's economic 

development beyond the s alwarts of automo Ive and furn iture 

industries to at tract igh-tech corridor. 

According to Birgit Klohs, president of The ight place of 

G rea ter Grand Rap ids, a regi onal , non-pro it economic 

development o rganization, d iversifYing is d ifficult to do if there 

is no nascent industry to bUild from, but the board o f The Right 

Place recognized VAls impoct as on opportunity to "gel us into 

another indus try It changed our abili ty to change ourselves." 

The Right Pl ace conducted on in-depth onalysi s of w hat 

the G rand Rapids region would need to toke advan tage o f the 
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opportunity. "The first requirement was to develop incubato r 

space, which we did: says Klohs. Then the fi rst pr ivale equity 

fu d in the area was creared, which fi lled another requiremenT. 

·We also needed to create a GMp, or Good Manufacturing 

Practices lob thai tests new products as the FDA requires. 

Without a GMp, testing would need 10 be done ou l of sto le." 

A partnership between VAl and Grand Volley State University 

IGVSU) IS starting conslruclion soon on a GMP facility that 

w ill produce highly specialized trea tments su itable for use in 

human clinical tria ls. 

Recently, M ichigan Slate University announced that it s 

College of Humon Medicine w ill establi sh a new four-year 

medical school in G rand Rapids Companies locate where 

there are skilled lobar pools, so the need a 

educale is crilical 

Th e West Michigan Strategic Allian ce, in 

collaboration with Grand Volley State University, 

The Right Place and a number of other partners 

won a W IRED grant from the US Department of 

Labor's Employment and Training Adminisl ration 

o f $15 mi ll ion to fund the region's agenda. 

In spring of 2006, VAl broke ground on 

Phose II , which w ill odd approxima tely 

280,000 square feet to the exist ing 186,000 

square foot fac il ity. It will house la borator y spoc e, 

odlll il1lStrat ive offices and underground parking The expansion 

should house on add lliona l 400 new employees ond w ill 

support on operation in excess 01 $100 million annually. The 

expansion should continue to have on econom ic and 

educational impact on the community and the life science 

indu51ry in West M ichigan. 

Clearly. the momentum is accelerating. "li s gell ing to 0 

paint where I don'l have to push, iI's slartlng to take forward 

momentum itself." sums up Von Andel. 

David Von Andel 

Chai rman 
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