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The first JLINX residents on the Beerse campus, unveiled by (left to right):   
Stef Heylen, Debora Dumont, Nico Vandervelpen and Tom Aelbrecht.
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What’s brewing at JLINX?
With the launch of JLINX in April 2016, Johnson & Johnson Innovation further 
expanded the reach and diversity of its company incubation model. Based at the 
Janssen R&D campus in Beerse, Belgium, this multifaceted initiative is designed 
to nurture young companies in Europe with the potential to deliver healthcare 
breakthroughs. Meet our new innovation catalyst and find out what it’s adding. 

—  B Y  A N D R E A  D I N G E M A N S

“Johnson & Johnson’s model for driving 
innovation is characterized by extreme 
flexibility in ways to partner,” Jeanne Bolger 
tells me over the phone as she’s about to 
board a flight. She’s on her way to a meeting 
with a European entrepreneur who is 
developing something of potential interest 
for Janssen’s pipeline. As Vice President 
Venture Investments at Johnson & Johnson 
Innovation–JJDC (JJDC), the enterprise’s 
venture capital subsidiary, Jeanne works hand 
in hand with scientific and business experts at 
the London Innovation Center to identify and 
partner with early-stage companies worthy to 
invest in. 

Later-stage deals in our Pharma segment, 
including mergers and acquisitions, are 
driven by Janssen Business Development, 
while the incubator network JLABS provides 
a supportive environment for life science 
start-ups in North America—with no  
strings attached. 

JLINX is the latest addition to the  
Johnson & Johnson Innovation toolkit and 
it adds a new dimension—one that’s specifically designed to meet the needs of emerging life 
science companies in Europe. From its base at Janssen’s R&D campus in Beerse, Belgium, 
JLINX offers carefully selected companies the opportunity to exchange ideas and help  
each other while accessing a unique combination of resources: investment, infrastructure  
and expertise.

Celebrating the launch of JLINX in April 2016.
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WIN-WIN SOLUTIONS

“Through JLINX we are trying to accelerate healthcare breakthroughs and create a physical 
ecosystem of companies that are of strategic interest to Johnson & Johnson. These companies 
are generally working in areas sufficiently adjacent to our own areas of expertise in life sciences 
and healthcare that we are in a position to help them,” says Jeanne. “We have tremendous drug 
discovery capabilities on the Beerse site. The whole purpose of JLINX is to leverage the very 
significant R&D presence in Beerse to the benefit of early-stage companies pursuing research  
with the potential to transform human health.” 

The benefits flow in the other direction, too. Jeanne: “This initiative gives Johnson & Johnson a 
line of sight to early-stage companies in Europe that are innovating in areas of interest for our 
business—maybe not now but later. We want to build the ecosystem and win-win solutions. JLINX 
is also a way of bringing the outside world into the Beerse campus, so that our scientists there can 
learn from entrepreneurs. It’s another example of how we stimulate innovation for the ultimate 
benefit of patients.”

A SYNERGISTIC PARTNERSHIP

Several parties have come together to make JLINX happen and take it forward: Johnson & Johnson 
Innovation; JJDC, the investment arm, represented by Jeanne Bolger; the Janssen campus at 
Beerse, represented by Tom Aelbrecht; and Bioqube Ventures, an independent company co-founded 
and directed by Debora Dumont and Nico Vandervelpen. Both have over 20 years of experience 
with incubator management and with the venture capital and entrepreneur community in the life 
sciences sector across Europe. 

“These partners work closely together to identify promising companies and bring them into the 
JLINX community, connect them with internal expertise, operate the incubator in a dedicated 
building on the Beerse campus, and help to make these companies successful. Beyond this 
partnership, we rely on a global network of internal and external experts that we can tap into to 
support the companies. It’s a synergistic approach,” says Tom Aelbrecht, Head of Janssen Campus 
Strategy Office & Business Services in Beerse. 

Tom explains that the involvement of Bioqube Ventures provides independent expertise and 
oversight for company selection and venture syndication, a role that further strengthens 
confidence and trust in Johnson & Johnson among investors and entrepreneurs. “The Bioqube 
team is actively involved in the scouting, the due diligence, building investment cases and also 
building the investment syndicate, working with JJDC as a potential investor in JLINX companies.”

LEVERAGING INVESTMENT

When JJDC decides to invest in a JLINX company, it does so along with other investors.  
This is important from a risk-sharing perspective and for maximizing value. As Tom points out,  
“We can only do so much with our dollars, so if we can leverage our investment, then we can do 
much more.”
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Importantly, there are no specific commercial rights attached to Johnson & Johnson’s 
relationship with JLINX companies. “We invest our scientific and business expertise in these 
companies, and typically our venture capital as well, and we hope it’s put to good use to create 
value and make the company successful. Although we’re not looking for commercial rights, we 
hope to see how that company evolves and the product matures, and through that learning cycle 
and the support we give we expect we’ll develop a good relationship. That lays a basis for finding 
each other in a good business transaction at the right moment in time,” says Tom.

“There are opportunities that are very promising but they require a range of supports and 
expertise that do not typically reside in small, start-up companies. That’s where the sweet spot 
of JLINX is,” Tom points out. “If we can help these companies to reach the next value inflexion 
point, business collaborations might emerge from that. Then you’re building on the  
full potential of this model.”

TAILOR-MADE FOR EUROPE

The combination of lab space and expertise with venture capital and coaching sets JLINX 
apart from the JLABS incubator network, which provides cutting-edge facilities with access to 
scientific, industry and funding expertise but not financial investment. The difference reflects 
the different needs of life science start-ups on either side of the Atlantic. 

“The JLABS model works very well in the United States and Canada because there is a lot 
more entrepreneurial activity there than in Europe,” explains Tom. “JLABS can pick and 
choose from a great number of life science entrepreneurs. We felt it would be very difficult to 
bring that model to countries in Europe, with the possible exception of the United Kingdom. 
In the European context you need to do far more to drive innovation: you need to go to the 
universities, identify scientists working on potentially transformational science and really pull 
them out of the academic environment. You have to make the scientists entrepreneurs.”

Jeanne elaborates: “I’ve travelled a lot across Europe in the past few years, and I would say that 
if you were to compress all of European life sciences together—London, Oxford, Cambridge 
and the rest of Europe—you would have Boston! But European scientific innovation is 
not compressed: it’s spread across different countries and cultures, with different funding 
mechanisms and the European Community on top of that. So it’s diluted and fragmented. But 
intrinsically it holds a lot of value. To tap that value you have to take a different approach from 
what works in a more homogeneous life science ecosystem, like the US.” 

Nico Vandervelpen from Bioqube Ventures sees promising signs on the horizon for European life 
science start-ups: “I’ve seen great change in the past 2–3 years in Europe. Tremendous efforts 
are being made to stimulate investment and a lot of venture capital is popping up.” But he agrees 
that Boston is still the hub for life science entrepreneurs. “Entrepreneurship is really part of the 
ecosystem there—and not yet in Europe.” 
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“JLINX and JLABS are complementary tools in the broader toolbox of Johnson & Johnson 
Innovation, each adapted to the ecosystem in which they operate. In the words of Paul 
Stoffels, JLINX is designed to foster the creative start-up culture in Europe that can accelerate 
breakthroughs,” Tom sums up.

EMERGING SCIENCE 

JLINX aims to build an entrepreneurial ecosystem around knowledge areas that are adjacent to 
Johnson & Johnson’s field of interest. There’s special attention for human microbiome research, 
alongside other emerging areas of healthcare research. 

Dirk Gevers, Global Head of the Janssen Human Microbiome Institute (JHMI) is working closely 
with the Innovation Center in London and the JLINX management team to identify promising 
research efforts that could benefit from JLINX. “There are quite a lot of interesting microbiome 
efforts ongoing in Europe and we want to bring them forward. We believe entrepreneurs are 
ideal partners for exploring the microbiome. Translating science into a concept for a commercial 
product can be a very difficult step and it’s fascinating that so many entrepreneurs are trying to do 
that. I think we can bring the expertise to help them make an early-stage idea work,” says Dirk. 

By the end of 2017, the JLINX facilities in Beerse will be equipped with a dedicated microbiome lab. 
“By offering venture capital, expertise and specialized equipment, the JLINX model holds promise 
for becoming the partner of choice for young companies in the human microbiome field,” says 
Debora from Bioqube Ventures.

THE FIRST JLINX COMPANIES 

The clear strategy underlying JLINX is evident from the first wave of seven companies that have 
joined the JLINX community. 

Three of these companies are pursuing promising research in the microbiome space. S-Biomedic 
is exploring skin microbial strains that appear to protect against acne, eczema and rosacea. Caelus 
Health is developing gut microbiota-based products for early intervention in cardiometabolic 
disease, such as type 2 diabetes and metabolic syndrome (prediabetes). Clarity Genomics 
is applying a unique and dynamic multiomics platform, based on the interaction of human 
microbiome communities with their host, to enable biomarker discovery, strain identification and 
patient stratification for translational and clinical development programs. 

In the fall of 2016, Professor Peter Verhaert presented ideas to the JLINX team and the company 
ProteoFormiX was founded less than 6 months later. As the name implies, ProteoFormiX is 
establishing a unique analytical platform to identify disease-associated ‘proteoforms’ (such as 
peptides) using innovative mass spectrometry–based technology. ProteoFormiX is focusing on the 
analysis of easily accessible body fluids and tissues, which are collected, stored and catalogued by 
clinicians and biomedical researchers in hospitals and research institutes around the world. 

Another JLINX pioneer, called eTheRNA, is developing RNA-based immunotherapies for particular 
cancers and infectious diseases. This approach aims to boost dendritic cell activity and maturation, 
which may lead to a more comprehensive, sustainable and safe enhancement of immune responses. 
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The company’s founder and CEO Dirk Reyn is keen to connect with microbiome researchers 
through JLINX because “immunotherapy is probably influenced by the microbiome.” 

A second cancer-focused JLINX company is Octimet Oncology, which is developing selective 
MET kinase inhibitors that show potential as personalized cancer treatments. This company is 
a spin-out from Janssen and has secured a license to continue the development of a promising 
but deprioritized asset. “Janssen’s Oncology TA has shifted its focus to large molecules, and this 
compound falls slightly outside the core areas defined by the disease area strongholds,” explains 
Timothy Perera, founder and CEO of Octimet Oncology. 

Completing the line-up of new residents is Calypso Biotech, which is focusing on the 
development of a monoclonal antibody targeting IL-15 to treat autoimmune disorders.

JJDC has invested in S-Biomedic, Caelus Health and Calypso Biotech. Investment syndicates 
without Johnson & Johnson funding have been successfully built by the companies eTheRNA 
and Octimet. “We can benefit from JLINX in other ways,” says Dirk Reyn from eTheRNA. 

All seven companies have taken up residence in the JLINX facility on the Beerse campus while 
maintaining activities elsewhere in Belgium (eTheRNA), the Netherlands (Caelus Health), the 
United Kingdom (Octimet Oncology) or the United States (Clarity Genomics). 

WHY JOIN JLINX? 

For Dirk Reyn, access to microbiome  
know-how was the most important driver 
to join JLINX; interaction with Bioqube 
Ventures and oncology experts were other 
reasons. He is a seasoned entrepreneur—
eTheRNA is the third life science company 
he’s founded—and he’s very willing to help 
coach others in the JLINX community who 
are just starting out in business. He can 
also share his insider’s knowledge of big 
pharma, as a former Janssen employee who 
worked on the Beerse site from 1989 to 2006 
before starting his first company. “The mix 
of experienced business entrepreneurs and 
scientific leaders within JLINX is helpful,” 
Dirk comments.

Tim Perera developed the business plan for 
what is now Octimet Oncology during a boot 
camp at the Beerse campus a couple of years 
ago. (See boxed text for the history of boot 
camps at Beerse.) “My initial plan was to set 
up the business in the Oxford region, where I’m from originally, but then this option to have 
a base at Beerse came up. I think the opportunity to have at least informal access to Janssen’s 

The patio area in the JLINX facility is a comfortable 
meeting place for the  JLINX community.
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high-level expertise will be a boost for the company,” says Tim. He also likes being part of a 
dynamic community: “I’ve already received very helpful advice from Dirk Reyn, and I’ve been able 
to help a Janssen colleague who’s interested in doing what I’ve done.” 

Veronika Oudova, CEO of S-Biomedic, says that the company is leveraging the full potential of 
JLINX as an investment and incubation model: venture financing led by JJDC, access to skin care 
expertise through Johnson & Johnson’s Consumer division and to Janssen’s R&D capabilities 
at the Beerse campus, support from JHMI and the exchange of ideas with other companies. The 
company’s initial focus on a microbiota-based solution for acne could lead to a pharmaceutical 
or consumer product, and JLINX can support exploration of both options thanks to its cross-
disciplinary scope. 

Veronika takes care of the business side of S-Biomedic while co-founders Bernhard Pätzold and 
Marc Güell concentrate on the science. “For us, one very important motivation to join JLINX is 
the community and networking effect, especially as JLINX pays particular attention to early-stage 
microbiome companies,” Veronika explains. “Regardless of the target, all young biotech companies 
face the same challenges in their life-cycle and it is great when you can ask someone ‘next door’ 
how they solved the problem or offer a solution to an issue you have already experienced yourself. 
Shared facilities enable you to leave your own bubble which is challenging but also a great 
opportunity to learn.” 

“The experience of the JLINX management team should be a great support in business activities 
like strategy planning, fundraising, networking and partnering. We have already received some very 
valuable advice and hope to continue this kind of mentoring process as part of JLINX,” Veronika 
adds. She says her scientific colleagues are very excited by the potential of the JLINX laboratories. 
“We’ll have access to a lot of great equipment that would otherwise be beyond budget. It will speed 
up our research and make it much easier.” 

For Peter Verhaert, founder of ProteoFormiX, JLINX is providing an opportunity to fulfill a long-
held dream. “I’ve been working for 25 years to realize my dream of bringing innovative peptide 
analytics into the biomedical/pharmaceutical arena. I’m convinced that specific proteins and 
peptides have underestimated potential as inventive diagnostics and even therapeutics. After I 
heard about JLINX and had a few brainstorm sessions with the Bioqube Ventures team, it dawned 
on me that the best way forward might be to start my own company.”

JLINX enabled him to take the leap from academia to business. “The value of being among 
peers going through the same process of establishing a biotech start-up is priceless. Without 
the encouraging support of Bioqube Ventures and the JLINX community, I would not be where 
I am now. And although I don’t think I have ever been more out of my comfort zone than when 
conceiving the business plan for ProteoFormiX early this year, I can’t remember the last time when 
I have felt this satisfied and happy in my work.”

Luc Sterkman, serial entrepreneur and CEO of the Dutch-based company Caelus Health, has 30 
years of experience in developing medicines and leading life science companies from start-up to 
stock market. He sees multiple advantages of pursuing microbiota-based research under the  
JLINX umbrella. 



T H E  P H A R M A  F R O N T I E R  —  3 0

“We’re proud to be among the first companies that have secured funding from JJDC through 
JLINX. We were also attracted by Janssen’s strategic interest in microbiota research, the great 
affinity we feel with Dirk Gevers and his team at the Janssen Human Microbiome Institute, and 
Janssen’s broad know-how in the diabetes field. The location of the JLINX incubator on the 
Janssen campus in Beerse gives us access to additional facilities and support for R&D, including 
great capabilities for biostatistical analysis and researchers with long experience in developing 
antidiabetic drugs, who make excellent sparring partners. Finally, we’re looking forward to 
interacting with the Bioqube Ventures team and the other JLINX companies.”

GATEWAY TO GLOBAL RESOURCES

These comments confirm the wisdom of 
creating a dedicated JLINX facility on 
Janssen’s campus in Beerse, where the 
exemplary scientific entrepreneur Dr. Paul 
Janssen founded his pharmaceutical business. 
“This campus is the largest R&D ecosystem in 
Europe and entrepreneurs feel very privileged 
to be part of it,” according to Nico from 
Bioqube Ventures. “When we embarked on 
this initiative, the sceptics thought we’d  
have trouble enticing companies to come 
here, ‘in the middle of nowhere’, as they 
put it. But we haven’t heard one negative 
comment from any of the companies we 
were most interested in. People go where the 
knowledge is.”

Melinda Richter, Head of JLABS, also 
emphasizes the importance of the capabilities 
in Beerse for nurturing entrepreneurial 
innovation. “JLINX represents an opportunity 
for the best science and technology ventures 
to have unparalleled access to the best resources Janssen has invested in at our Beerse campus 
over many years. Combining entrepreneurial talent with the resources of Janssen is an exciting 
opportunity for the industry to get better and more quality solutions to patients.”

Tom agrees that the Beerse campus has a wealth of R&D know-how and technologies to offer 
JLINX companies, but points to the broader context supporting this new investment and 
incubation model. “JLINX is an open community. I see the Beerse campus as an interface or 
gateway through which JLINX entrepreneurs can access the global resources Johnson & Johnson 
has built up to foster innovation.”

The interface works both ways, of course, so the global organization stands to gain much from 
JLINX. Bill Hait, Global Head of Janssen Research & Development, summed that up very 

At work in the dedicated microbiome lab at the  
JLINX facility in Beerse.
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eloquently in the press release announcing JLINX. “We believe the benefits of this  
collaboration will go far beyond developing successful new businesses. This new initiative  
will fuel the evolution of new models for scientific collaboration across the healthcare industry  
and foster the development of transformational solutions for the people who need them.”  
As of January 1, 2018, he will support this development in his new role as Global Head, 
Johnson & Johnson External Innovation.

“In a company as well-organized as Johnson & Johnson, it takes time for people to get acquainted 
with a new model,” Nico concludes. “But the market sees the value of JLINX, and we are up and 
running with the first wave of very interesting innovators. This is just the beginning.” 

Additional reporting by Guy Bultiauw

EVOLUTION OF THE  OPEN CAMPUS STRATEGY

JLINX can be seen as the latest incarnation of an evolving strategy to open up the Beerse 
R&D campus to the outside world, explains Tom Aelbrecht. He’s played a leading role in this 
development over the past six years as head of the campus strategic office.

The first step was inviting external biotech companies like Biocartis to set up operations on 
the site. It soon became apparent that the site couldn’t physically accommodate very rapidly 
growing companies indefinitely and that incubation would be a better strategy. The experiment 
also provided valuable lessons in how to adapt the campus to meet the needs of both host 
and tenant: for example, how to ensure security and confidentiality on both sides, and how to 
provide support within Janssen’s standard operating procedures.

“This experience was useful when setting up JLINX,” says Tom. “Both JLABS and JLINX were 
designed and created based on continuous learnings and exchange of experiences between 
teams in Europe and the US,” he adds.

Tim Perera and Thomas Stöhr from Octimet Oncology discuss data in their JLINX office.
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JLINX BOOT CAMP AND COMPETITIONS

The support JLINX offers is not limited to the companies that are deemed ready to join the 
community. The Beerse campus strategic office also runs JLINX Boot Camps to help academic 
researchers or start-up companies to turn their discoveries or bright ideas for healthcare 
products into investment opportunities. Participants receive training and coaching that helps 
them to sharpen up their business plan and prepare compelling pitches—or to understand what 
they still need to work on.

This effort builds on a history of boot camps on the Beerse campus. They were initially 
organized to help Janssen scientists think in terms of integrated healthcare solutions rather than 
drug development. Then the internal incubator concept was launched and boot camps were 
held to help R&D teams working on deprioritized projects to build business plans in preparation 
for exit. This in turn sparked the idea of running boot camps to help academic groups or start-
ups to translate their science into a potential product idea. That concept has now been fully 
incorporated into JLINX, with the first successful JLINX Boot Camp in 2016.

Similarly, in collaboration with the Janssen Human Microbiome Institute, JLINX has organized 
two pitching competitions focused on the human microbiome. JLINX will be collaborating  
with Johnson & Johnson teams to organize focused competitions across the different 
therapeutic areas.

SUPPORT FROM EUROPE AND FLANDERS

In the past year, JLINX has received € 2.1 million from the European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) and the government agency Flanders Innovation & Entrepreneurship (VLAIO – 
Hermesfonds). “This is an extra boost towards making our ambitions a reality. It helps to put 
this region on the map as a powerful player in healthcare, so that ground-breaking medical 
innovations will come more quickly to the people who need them,” says Stef Heylen, M.D.,  
Chief Operations Officer, Janssen Research & Development and Managing Director,  
Janssen Pharmaceutica.

The first JLINX Boot Camp participants.


