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KOREA’S BIOTECH MOMENT 
AND THE CAPITAL REFORMS TO SUPERCHARGE IT 

Executive Summary 

The global biopharma innovation map is being redrawn, and South Korea has emerged as one of its most 

consequential new hubs. Strong science, world-class clinical infrastructure, and a maturing capital ecosystem 

have positioned Korea as a source of first-in-class and best-in-class innovation. Targeted reforms to support 

capital, talent, and value accretion at home can allow Korea to transition beyond regional innovation engine to 

true global leader in biopharma. 

 

 

Large pharma’s continued shift towards acquisition over discovery as a primary pipeline mechanism is 

driving demand for innovative programs at outpaced speed.  This demand has created opportunity for 

global innovators to realize unprecedented value with efficient scale and expertise.  Given this, it is critical 

that the biopharma industry acts in a truly global manner and supports growing hubs capable of 

delivering high-quality work. This paper is part of a broader series exploring the unique attributes of select 

regional biopharma innovation hubs, with the aim of informing efforts to incubate the global network 

that will drive future health innovations. This task is of course a priority for the South Korean policy 

makers, but should also be the concern of the global community of drug developers. 
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Introduction 

Global biopharma activity – spanning R&D, 

manufacturing, and deal-making – continues to 

accelerate beyond traditional strongholds in the U.S. 

and Europe. Asia’s role in driving the global R&D 

pipeline has only continued to grow, with China (31%) 

and South Korea (10%) trailing only the U.S. (35%) in 

terms of geographic origination of novel compounds1. 

China’s ascent has been well-documented, driven by 

massive capital deployment, NewCo licensing 

structures, and its national strategic prioritization. 

While China may grab headlines, South Korea, despite 

a smaller scale, merits close examination. Korean 

innovator drug licensing deal value surged 113% 

year-over-year by July 2025, from $3.7 billion to $7.9 

billion, increasing Korea’s share of global licensing 

deal value from 2% to 3%. Out-licensing to 

international companies drove the majority of this 

growth, increasing 180% ($5.1 billion)2. These data 

indicate Korea is increasingly being selected as a 

partner of choice by Western pharma for innovative 

programs and not simply viewed as a hub of 

biosimilar drug development. 

The proof points are only growing. Orum Therapeutics 

attracted platform-based deals with both Vertex and 

BMS for its DAC-based degrader technology. ABL 

Bio's Grabody BBB-shuttle platform has drawn 

successive partnerships with Sanofi, GSK, and Lilly — 

three top pharma in three years, totaling over $6 

billion in potential deal value. Peptron has similarly 

drawn global attention for its SmartDepot long-acting 

delivery platform, entering a technology evaluation 

and joint research collaboration with Eli Lilly to 

explore once-monthly GLP-1 obesity formulations. 

Even legacy small molecule companies are breaking 

through, with Chong Kun Dang commanding a 

landmark upfront and milestone deal from Novartis 

for a Phase 1 HDAC6 inhibitor. Each of these 

transactions represents billions in potential value and 

signals the growing respect for Korean innovation in 

global biopharma's strategic calculus.  However, there 

are structural capital dynamics that fundamentally 

deny Korea the opportunity to maximize domestic 

talent development and capital ROI, and in this paper 

we will lay out the reforms and mechanisms we 

believe can elevate Korea beyond innovation 

incubator to true global scaled leader in the 

biopharma industry. 

Below, we assess Korea’s biotech ecosystem against 

ClearView’s framework for sustainable biopharma 

innovation – where interconnected components 

independently create value, but together enable 

continuous innovation, from early research through 

global commercialization (Figure 1). 

R&D Innovation Engine 

Academia provides inspiration, scientific 

advancements, and talent that collectively fuel biotech 

discovery.  This is particularly true in emerging regions 

such as Korea, Singapore, Australia, and Israel, where 

strong academic-driven discovery science and 

translational research have been primary engines 

behind their rising trajectories. 

Among the long list of Korean academic institutions, 

two stand out, each demonstrating clear progress in 

transitioning from a more engineering-dominant 

environment toward meaningful drivers of innovation: 

• Seoul National University (SNU): Ranked 

1st in Korea and top 10 in Asia in biological 

sciences, SNU boasts publication and 

citation volumes in areas such as oncology, 

genetics and biochemistry, placing it among 

leading international research institutions 

• KAIST: Traditionally regarded as an 

engineering-focused institution, KAIST has 

made meaningful strides in leveraging this 

foundation to become a more integrated 

bio- and biotech player, with expanding 

global biopharma collaborations reflecting 

this progress 

Building on this strong academic foundation, Korea 

has steadily increased the scale of its investments over  
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Figure 1: Components of a sustainable biotech ecosystem 

R&D Innovation Engine: A strong academic network and research culture are in place to generate a durable pipeline 

of high quality assets, enabling true first in class (FIC) or best in class (BIC) innovations.  

Clinical Evidence Generation: Ability to run high-quality trials through strong clinical infrastructure, including efficient 

patient recruitment, site excellence, and advanced data systems, enabling rapid first in human studies and subsequent 

scaled trials. This data must be generated under rigorous quality control and align with international standards of care, 

such that partners treat it as decision‑grade and regulatory agencies accept it as a basis for bridging studies on the 

path to approval. 

End-to-End Biopharma Ecosystem: Interconnected bio clusters and dense national networks link academia, hospitals, 

innovators, and contract service providers, creating an end-to-end value chain from early research through commercial 

manufacturing. This connected cross-functional capability set reduces scale up time, cost, and variability, while 

enabling quality, safety, and vertical scale. 

Management Talent Pool: A pool of skilled, experienced operators who can blend scientific depth, strategic insight, 

and operational discipline. This includes the ability to evaluate and prioritize science, manage development and capital 

risk, guide portfolio and resource allocation, and orchestrate coordinated execution from early discovery through 

global commercialization to translate innovation into sustainable value.  

Integrated Policy, Regulation & Government Support: Alignment with international standards and coordinated 

government funding, incentives, and programs accelerating the translation of early-stage science from lab to market 

by absorbing early scientific and financial risk, shaping market conditions, and strengthening public-private 

investment. 

Risk Capital: A mature ecosystem provides financing across all stages, backed by investors with expertise and risk 

tolerance to fund translational work, underwrite early clinical development, and enable companies to build focused 

pipelines and retain value as they scale for global markets 
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the years, positioning it second globally in R&D 

expenditure-to-GDP ratio, with total R&D spending 

reaching approximately $92.2 billion in 20243. A 

significant share is allocated to biotechnology, which 

accounted for approximately 19% of the national 

government R&D budget in 2021. This combination of 

fertile academic foundation and large-scale 

investment has made Korea exceptionally prolific with 

respect to scientific publications and patent filings, 

with biotech patent growth exceeding 14% annually – 

outpacing the U.S. and Europe and placing Korea 

consistently at the global top of patent productivity. 

Korean firms discovered more than 1,300 new drug 

candidates between 2022 and 2024, accounting for 

roughly 10% of global discovery output and ranking 

Korea third worldwide in new drug discoveries4. 

Partnering activity indicates that this discovery engine 

is not limited to incremental, me-too expansion but 

increasingly oriented towards differentiated 

innovation.  Within Asia (excluding China), 72 deals 

were announced between 2024 and 2025, and more 

than half (51%) involved Korean biotechs. Of these, 

43% were product-focused, and within that subset, 

45% (14 deals) were FIC programs. In addition, 57% 

centered on technologies and platforms that licensees 

can leverage to create new products, with Korea 

leading across discovery (8 deals), protein engineering 

(5 deals), and delivery platforms (3 deals)5.  

Korea's R&D innovation engine is best understood 

not as broadly strong, but as capable of producing 

world-class science in focused domains where it has 

deliberately built expertise. Bispecific antibody 

engineering, targeted protein degradation, novel 

delivery platforms, and selective small molecule 

chemistry have each produced assets that global top 

10 pharma has paid billions to access. These are not 

random outputs of a broad pipeline — they reflect 

concentrated scientific conviction in areas where 

Korea's academic base, engineering heritage, and 

manufacturing fluency create genuine differentiation. 

This foundational activity has been garnering global 

interest, with large global players deploying local 

search and evaluation and actively partnering with 

Korean biotech. Korea's strongest path forward runs 

through more of exactly this: identifying and doubling 

down on the modalities where it has earned the right 

to compete globally, rather than deploying capital 

and talent broadly. 

Clinical Evidence Generation 

South Korea’s mature, sophisticated hospital network 

and robust population-level healthcare engagement 

(driven in part by universal NHI coverage) contribute 

to a highly efficient and concentrated clinical trial 

environment. With 210 Ministry of Food and Drug 

Safety (MFDS)-designated major trial sites, 99.6% 

population coverage under NHI, and 12.8 hospital 

beds per 1,000 people (nearly three times the OECD 

average), Korea possesses the site density, 

population-level data, and care capacity needed to 

enable rapid patient identification and enrollment at 

population scale7. Experts estimate clinical trials in 

Korea run about 40% faster and at 40% lower cost 

than comparable U.S. trials6. In 2024, Korea ranked 

sixth globally for industry-sponsored clinical trials, 

behind only the U.S., China, Australia, Spain, and 

Germany.  

Clinical trial capabilities are further strengthened by 

advanced data infrastructure. Most major hospitals 

employ electronic medical records (EMRs) and are 

advancing clinical data retrieval system (CDRS) to 

efficiently screen patients against protocol criteria. 

Additionally, the Ministry of Health and Welfare’s 

2024 – 2028 Medical AI R&D Roadmap aims to 

leverage AI to improve trial prediction, automate 

testing, and streamline data analysis, reducing 

operational complexity and risk for sponsors7.  

Korea’s clear trial advantages do require some 

nuanced navigation, but all consistent with any 

regional trial ecosystem.  Language and cultural 

differences can complicate protocol implementation, 

requiring culturally adapted materials and qualified 

medical translators, and limited ethnic diversity (about 

5.2% of residents are of non-Korean descent) limits 

racial diversity in trial cohorts.  But these limitations 
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do not materially preclude the benefits for rapid first-

in-human evidence generation that Korea offers. 

End-to-End Biopharma Ecosystem 

South Korea’s bio-innovation infrastructure extends 

well beyond hospital networks. Korea has developed 

an ecosystem that tightly integrates academia, 

research institutes, medical institutions, and industry. 

In June 2024, the government officially designated 

five bio clusters (including Daejeon and Incheon–

Gyeonggi, discussed below) as focal points within this 

ecosystem. 

Daejeon is home to KAIST, as well as bioventures such 

as Peptron, Alteogen, LigaChem Biosciences, and 

Orum Therapeutics, which have secured high profile 

partnership and licensing deals from large biopharma. 

Daejeon also lies near Osong, where the MFDS is 

located, reinforcing linkages between discovery, 

development, and regulation. In parallel, Incheon 

hosts leading contract development and 

manufacturing organization (CDMO) and biosimilar 

players, including Samsung Biologics and Celltrion. 

This region is also evolving from a pure 

manufacturing base into a full stack bio hub, with 

recent additions such as SK Bioscience’s Global 

Research and Process Development Center and 

Macrogen’s Songdo Global Genome Center.  

Korea’s multiple bio clusters are well-connected 

through dense transport infrastructure, including 

Korea Train Express (KTX) high speed rail and major 

expressways. The Korean government has also 

announced plans to create a bio mega special zone as 

part of “mega special zones" dedicated to national 

strategic priorities, offering flexible regulatory 

exemptions and aiming to better integrate and reduce 

fragmentation across regional clusters. 

Importantly, Korea is making systematic investments 

to advance R&D toward first  and best in class 

modalities while preserving and reinforcing its 

manufacturing edge. Recent investments by Korean 

CDMOs signal early progress toward higher-value 

capabilities. Samsung Biologics has launched 

operations at its ADC dedicated CDMO facility while 

cell and gene therapy (CGT) focused players such as 

ENCell and CHA Biotech’s Matica BioLabs are 

operating purpose-built capabilities from the outset.  

Together, these moves increase Korea's ability to 

compete on the value of what it manufactures, not 

just the scale and cost efficiency of manufacturing 

itself. 

Management Talent Pool 

Ultimately, it is the people who make a biotech 

ecosystem grow and thrive. Technical talent in Korea 

is strong, but the bench of leaders capable of 

translating early science into clinical and commercial 

return — navigating development risk, guiding capital 

allocation, and building global partnerships — 

remains thin. Much of this talent continues to be 

trained in the U.S. and Europe, with ongoing brain 

drain reflecting persistent gaps in social and economic 

incentives. Korea's human capital has historically been 

concentrated in roles tied to a fast-follower, export-

driven model — biosimilars, large-scale 

biomanufacturing, and incremental chemistry — 

rather than in the end-to-end strategic and 

commercial capabilities that convert scientific strength 

into globally retained value.  

The Korean government has launched several 

targeted programs to attract overseas and returnee 

biotech leaders: 

• Brain Pool and Sejong Science Fellowship 

Programs: The Brain Pool (BP/BP+) Program 

provides $0.2 – 0.6 million per year to R&D 

institutions to attract outstanding overseas 

researchers. For 2026, the government increased 

the BP/BP+ budget by roughly 40% to $38.4 

million, including an institution-led BP+ track 

that supports five local research institutions with 

up to $2.1 million per year for up to five years. 

The complementary Sejong Science Fellowship 

earmarks approximately $80.9 million in 2026 to 
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support the return of about 130 postdoctoral 

researchers from overseas 

• K-Tech Pass Fast-Track Visa: Top overseas 

experts in biotech receive expedited F-2 

residence visas with housing and education 

support, spousal work permits, eligibility for 

permanent residency after three years, and a 

50% income tax reduction for ten years 

• National Scientist Designation: Approximately 

20 world-class domestic researchers are selected 

per year to receive approximately $70,000 in 

research funding annually for ten years. National 

scientists will also receive top-level benefits, 

including roles to shape the national R&D 

policy. Many top universities such as SNU and 

KAIST also started to implement policies that 

allow professors to work past retirement age 

and receive funding 

These programs, however, have tended to capture 

additional technical and academic talent, and have yet 

to drive material expansion in strategic and 

commercial leadership capable of connecting 

molecular differentiation through clinical evidence 

generation to commercial value and return on 

investment. This gap has a dual consequence — it 

makes it harder to identify which emerging science 

genuinely deserves concentrated capital, and harder 

to translate promising assets into the compelling 

value narrative that attracts scaled, sophisticated 

investment. This scarcity also compounds the 

structural pressures that push Korean biotechs toward 

early out-licensing: even when capital constraints and 

KOSDAQ incentives force a company's hand, deals are 

often struck without full visibility into what is being 

surrendered. 

Integrated Policy, Regulation & 

Government Support 

Korea is advancing its biotech ecosystem on two 

fronts – first, converging its policy and regulatory 

frameworks toward Western standards and second, 

deploying intensive financial support to de-risk 

capital-intensive biotech R&D. 

On the policy and regulatory front, MFDS has 

streamlined clinical trial authorization, with 

investigational new drug (IND) reviews typically 

completed within approximately 30 working days and 

institutional review board (IRB) approvals generally 

taking about three weeks. This contributes to an 

average clinical trial start up time of roughly 150 days 

from site decision to first patient in. These speed 

advantages have yet to translate into domestic market 

approvability advantages, where MFDS review 

timelines and requirements are still seen as arduous 

and burdensome. 

These gaps are now being openly discussed and 

addressed. Key initiatives announced or enacted 

include: 

• K-Bio Leap Strategy: The government plans to 

substantially shorten regulatory and 

reimbursement timelines  

• Preferential Pricing Framework: The 

government is discussing a market access 

mechanism that would provide preferential drug 

prices for domestic and multinational companies 

generating social value, such as new job creation 

and clinical investment8 

• Pharmaceutical Pricing System Improvement 

Plan: Broader reform has been announced to 

provide more incentives to innovative R&D and 

new drugs while securing domestic supply of 

essential medicines 

As Korea navigates these policy reforms, it must 

balance a core economic challenge that increasingly 

constrains Chinese-domiciled innovators — in which 

'favorable' pathways to reimbursement and national 

formulary inclusion act not as economic upsides for 

innovators but rather as national healthcare cost 

management mechanisms. As international price 

spread becomes increasingly scrutinized, robust 

domestic pricing for home-grown innovations will be 

required to enable robust global revenue.  Otherwise, 
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an artificially discounted domestic price creates an 

anchor point that international payers and MFN 

benchmarks will use to set prices globally.  Korea 

should therefore support robust access and price for 

domestic innovative programs, recognizing that the 

GDP returns of a globally commercialized innovative 

treatment far outpace the incremental cost savings of 

locally-sourced, heavily discounted innovative 

medicines. 

Risk Capital – Public 

On the public financial side, Korea has mobilized 

significant public capital to de-risk R&D. The National 

Growth Fund, a KRW 150 trillion won (approximately 

$105.6 billion) public-private growth vehicle targeting 

national strategic priorities over the next five years, 

has earmarked approximately $1.6 billion for bio and 

vaccines in its 2026 deployment plan9. This 

complements the Korea Drug Development Fund 

(KDDF), which committed approximately $1.5 billion 

to support more than 1,200 innovation projects 

through 203010. These funds are reinforced by R&D 

tax credits of roughly 20 – 40% (up to 50% for SMEs), 

mid-teens investment credits for biopharma 

manufacturing, and bio-cluster advantages such as 

expedited licensing and access to regional funds11. 

Within the National Growth Fund, the Korean 

government has announced plans to create a 

dedicated Phase 3 clinical trial fund of 150 billion won 

(approximately $105.6 million), seeded with 60 billion 

won (approximately $42.2 million) in government 

capital alongside policy banks and private investors.  

Despite the scale of government support, progress 

has been halting to date. Public bio R&D budgets are 

fragmented across ministries and project lines, with 

only a small share flowing into late stage 

development12.  Empirical analysis of Korean R&D 

subsidies demonstrates no statistically significant 

improvements in financial performance compared 

with matched, non-subsidized biotech firms, and 

Technology Incubator Program for Startups (TIPS) 

program evaluation similarly found no significant 

revenue growth differential between funded startups 

and rejected applicants13,14. These findings indicate 

these grants, while effective in creating R&D activity 

and patent generation, have yet to show commercially 

viable returns.  

The recently announced “4UP” plan represents an 

attempt to address these gaps by dissolving 

ministerial silos and establish a growth ladder that 

links funding across stages.  Selected promising 

bioventures will receive “Scale-up TIPS” support of up 

to $2.1 million in R&D and commercialization funds, 

and ventures with enterprise value above $70 million 

entering clinical stage will receive up to $14.1 million 

worth of technology guarantees15. However, fully 

closing the “Death Valley” that drives Korean 

bioventures to give up clinical trials due to capital 

constraints will likely require additional institutional 

mechanisms – such as Western style crossover or 

hybrid public-private funds that integrate public and 

private capital, absorb clinical risk, and retain value 

domestically. 

Risk Capital – Private 

Closing the institutional gap in funding Korean 

biotech requires more than reallocating public funds – 

it demands a stronger local VC foundation willing to 

underwrite translational risk. The composition of 

private capital reveals a deeper structural problem. 

Korean venture funding skews early and yet has short 

hold expectations against global norms.  More than 

half of invested capital flows into seed through Series 

A rounds, leaving a pronounced shortage of 

structured crossover and follow on capital capable of 

scaling promising early stage innovators into globally 

competitive, late stage companies.  Those investors 

have a systemic bias towards return on investment in 

a 5-7 year window, which runs antithetical to the 

patient capital required to maximize biotechnology 

value.   

In this context, the predominant pathway for Korean 

innovators to secure additional growth capital is a 

listing on the Korea Securities Dealers Automated 
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Quotations (KOSDAQ) market. KOSDAQ has been an 

instrumental tool for the Korea biotech industry, with 

multiple success stories of companies accessing 

scaled capital through public listings and 

subsequently advancing their scientific platforms.   

However, KOSDAQ listing criteria explicitly treat 

global out licensing prior to IPO as a key milestone.  

This requirement effectively delegates technical and 

commercial due diligence to multinational 

pharmaceutical partners while limiting risk and 

accelerating time to ROI for institutional VC investors.  

Those short term gains, concentrated within a small, 

insular VC audience, comes at substantial cost to the 

broader ecosystem.  This pain point is further 

exacerbated by Korean bio focused ETFs, which 

concentrate capital in a small set of KOSDAQ listed 

companies with established licensing track records, 

amplifying deal making among incumbents rather 

than expanding support for new translational 

programs and vertical capability builds. 

Early out licensing systematically undercalls the value 

that could be realized with incremental progress into 

clinical validation. First-in human validation alone can 

unlock upside value tens to hundreds of times greater 

than early out licensing — value that could return to 

domestic innovators in service of vertical integration 

builds and talent pool expansion.  Instead, that value 

is structurally denied to Korea in favor of early, 

discounted returns flowing to a narrow subset of 

investors. 

KOSDAQ reforms are underway, but at present they 

focus on market structural reforms that likely improve 

clarity and quality of listed companies.  At the start of 

2026, KOSDAQ tightened its delisting standards, 

requiring listed companies to maintain a market 

capitalization of at least $10.6 million. This threshold is 

scheduled to be raised sequentially to $21.1 million in 

202816. In parallel, Financial Services Commission (FSC) 

announced KOSDAQ reform to split the market into 

premium and growth tiers and prohibit dual listings to 

improve listing quality17.  While these new measures 

aim to impose greater market discipline and improve 

listing clarity, they do not structurally address the 

misdirected incentives mentioned before.   

The most structurally important vehicle missing from 

Korea’s risk capital landscape is the crossover fund, a 

hybrid instrument that invests in late-stage private 

biotechs and participates in their public market 

transitions, bridging the institutional gap between 

early-stage private capital and a more mature IPO.  

Crossover investors play a foundational role in 

enabling biotechs to remain private through the 

highest-risk clinical stages, raising institutional rounds 

sized to support Phase 3 programs and 

commercialization rather than pursue premature exits. 

No equivalent investor class exists in Korea today.  

Korea Venture Investment Corporation (KVIC) already 

operates a foreign fund manager program that 

commits government-backed limited partner (LP) 

capital to qualifying international fund managers 

entering the Korean market, functionally creating an 

opening for crossover capital expertise to enter the 

Korean VC ecosystem18. Activating this mechanism in 

the context of a purpose-built Korea biotech 

crossover vehicle could bring multinational VC scale 

and global credibility to the domestic market, 

enabling catalytic growth and domestic ROI that 

builds off the robust innovation ecosystem that Korea 

has crafted. 

Intentional navigation by Korean firms will also be 

required to engage Western VCs amid competing risk 

capital hubs in Asia.  It is critical that Korean 

government and industry make a compelling case – 

showing that there is evidence of potential for healthy 

exits and global value capture. In the near-term, the 

proof points likely must come from those Korean 

biotech who have already secured partnerships with 

global players – and who are positioned to leverage 

that capital foundation to diversify their own late-

stage clinical and commercial capabilities. Ultimately, 

the success of a few Korean biotechs executing 

against global vertical integration could do more to 

reshape investor interest and close gaps in strategy 
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and commercialization talent than any single policy 

intervention. 

The Path Forward 

Korea now stands at an inflection point. It possesses 

the foundational capabilities to drive world-class 

FIC/BIC innovation at scale.   

✓ Scientific depth comes from world-class 

institutions and biotech incubator hubs.   

✓ Clinical infrastructure enables faster and more 

cost-effective trials.   

✓ Strong value chain capabilities allow 

candidates to mature rapidly.  

The 113% surge in licensing deal value in 2025, driven 

predominantly by out-licensing to international 

partners, is not an anomaly. It reflects years of 

foundational investment and signals that Korea has 

earned a place in Western biopharma’s strategic 

calculus. For global executives and investors who have 

not yet engaged seriously with the Korean ecosystem, 

the window for early positioning is narrowing. 

However, at present the potential of this system is 

undersold by a capital access ecosystem that 

structurally precludes global leadership opportunities 

in favor of rapid ROI to a narrow investor set.  The 

practical consequence of this structure is early value 

transfer that is rarely named explicitly. Korean 

biotechs face intense institutional pressure to partner 

assets prematurely, and this structural requirement to 

out-license before value has been maximized is a 

material headwind for scaled biotech innovation. 

Rights leave Korea and value accrues abroad. The 

domestic early investor is made whole, but the 

company – and the larger K-Bio ecosystem by 

extension – enters the public markets having already 

surrendered the majority of its future economics.  

These limitations are fueling a growing movement 

across Korean biotechs and investors alike to pursue 

hybrid operating models that bridge Korea to major 

U.S. hubs such as Boston, the Tri-State area, and 

Silicon Valley.  Vehicles like KHIDI's Boston Bio 

Innovation Center create pathways for multinational 

collaboration. Investor arms like KIB's Sonesta fund 

invest directly into U.S.-based venture opportunities. 

Companies like Orum and ABL set up U.S. subsidiaries 

and center global corporate and commercial 

leadership hubs in those vehicles. 

This represents genuine progress, not failure: a Korean 

company that scales through deep U.S. integration 

while retaining its Korea ties is a materially better 

outcome than a domestic biotech out-licensed and 

hollowed out before its value is realized — much as a 

globally scaled Takeda reflects better on Japan than a 

small, stalled domestic entity ever could. 

What it reveals is that Korean capital is neither scarce 

nor risk-averse — it is willing to underwrite ambitious, 

long-horizon bets. It is simply doing so in Cambridge 

rather than Incheon, because no comparable 

domestic vehicle exists to enable domestic growth at 

comparable scale and magnitude of ROI. 

What Korea requires at this juncture is a number of 

structurally precise capital and policy interventions, 

executed with sufficient coordination and long time 

horizon to change the incentive architecture to reward 

domestic growth and scale. Three in particular stand 

out as the highest leverage. 

1) First, KVIC should direct its foreign fund 

manager program to focus on seeding 

dedicated Korea biotech crossover funds. 

Crossover funds are the missing bridge in 

Korea's capital stack, allowing scaled capital, 

vertical integration, and global development 

that can bridge to a well-capitalized IPO. No 

comparable investor class exists in Korea today 

– the closest parallel is the announced Phase 3 

clinical trial fund that remains in early 

structuring with impact still years away. 

Anchoring a purpose-built crossover vehicle 

that attracts multinational LPs and operators 

would import the capital discipline, regulatory 

credibility, and follow-on capacity Korea 
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currently is forced to abandon or source 

internationally. 

2) Second, Korean policy should deliberately 

extend capital-repatriation infrastructure to 

biotech specifically alongside its multinational 

collaboration efforts. The Reshoring 

Investment Account already offers Korean 

investors tiered tax exemptions for converting 

overseas capital gains back into domestic 

investment — the same logic should apply to 

Korean capital currently flowing into U.S.-

domiciled biotech vehicles, rewarding 

investors who drive capital and talent returns 

to the domestic ecosystem.  Applied to 

biotech, this could mean matching-fund 

incentives or preferential tax treatment for 

capital and returning talent that anchors 

leadership roles, R&D operations, and follow-

on investment in Korea, converting the current 

one-way outflow into a two-way bridge that 

still allows global integration without 

permanent capital and leadership drain.   

3) Third, the FSC should remove global out-

licensing as a de facto qualifying milestone for 

KOSDAQ biotech listings, replacing it with 

clinical progress milestones and scientific 

diligence that validates global viability without 

requiring companies to surrender value. 

KOSDAQ has been genuinely instrumental in 

giving Korean biotechs access to growth 

capital that would otherwise be unavailable, 

and this reform is not a retreat from that role 

— it is an adjustment to what the markets 

reward, so that going public no longer 

requires giving up the very asset a company is 

trying to scale. 

Conclusion 

Korea has done the hard, patient work of building a 

foundational innovation capability that most 

ecosystems never achieve — real scientific output, 

world-class clinical infrastructure, and comprehensive 

value chain components — and the global biopharma 

community is taking notice. Korea has established 

itself as a high-velocity innovation incubator, where 

FIC and BIC programs can move quickly from 

discovery to candidate to validation. 

The question is no longer whether Korea belongs in 

the conversation; it clearly does. The question is 

whether the structural mechanisms exist to convert 

that recognition into durable, domestically retained 

value and global leadership potential. 

The three interventions this paper calls for — 

anchoring a dedicated crossover vehicle, extending 

capital-repatriation incentives to biotech talent and 

capital, and realigning KOSDAQ around clinical 

validation rather than out-licensing — are precisely 

the levers that can drive Korea from incubator to 

global leader. 

By extending the runway for promising biotechs to 

stay private longer, retain rights further into 

development, and build scale from a position of 

strength, full-stack global leadership and domestic 

ROI becomes feasible over time. That destination is 

built on this foundation, and Korea has never been 

closer to being ready to lay it. 
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