The Italian Biotech Industry
Economic Update 2021

Introduction
This report, prepared by Federchimica-Assobiotec (National Association for the development of
biotechnology) in cooperation with ENEA (National Agency for new technologies, energy and sustainable economic development), updates the overall picture of the Italian biotech industry on the basis
of the latest data and analysis completed by the end of June 2021.
This report is based on the information observed and provided by companies operating in the sector
at the end of 2020, their 2019 financial statements, which have been registered in 2020, other
public data and data from the National Statistical System.
Because of the wide range of biotech applications, the biotech industry cannot be identified through
the standard industrial classifications of economic activities and can only be analysed and observed
by means of dedicated statistical surveys. In this respect, the gradual improvement of the representation of the existing Italian population of biotech companies is the main contribution of the current
update. All the variables being presented have been revised, based on newly acquired evidence.
Considering, for example, the 696 companies estimated in 2019 which consolidated to 751, we
expect a growth this year in the number of companies operating in this field (provisional count
referring to 2020 is 721).
With reference to the consolidated data, the overall picture that emerge from the current report
shows a growing trend both in terms of number of companies and for all the main economic
variables, despite at a lower rate when compared to the data observed up to 2016. Only the overall
revenue is slightly decreased in 2019, when compared to 2018, however the operability and profitability do not show significant changes. This discrepancy is mainly due to a different value allocation
within industrial foreign-controlled groups and, in minor case, to the increased competition within
some fields of the pharmaceutical market related to the expiry of patents during 2018.
Revenue of nationally-owned dedicated biotech R&D firms in 2019 is increased by 23% when
compared to the previous year, and well above the 12,3% annual average rate registered between
2014 and 2019. To be pointed out also their performance in terms of R&D intra-muros* expenditures, which have raised of 11,4% in 2019 compared to the previous year, and of 46,7% between
2014 and 2019, compared with a growth of only 31,5% in the intra-muros R&D expenditures
recorded for the overall Italian firms over the same period.
The number of employees and researchers involved in biotech activities within the nationally owned
dedicated biotech R&D firms shows the same growing trend.
*(Intra-muros or Intramural R&D expenditures are all current expenditures plus gross fixed capital
expenditures for R&D performed within a statistical unit during a specific reference period, whatever
the source of funds, Frascati Manual 2015, OECD)
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The key figures of the Italian biotech sector
Biotech
active firms

Biotech R&D
dedicated firms**

... of which, nationally
controlled biotech
R&D dedicated firms

Number of firms*

751

404

382

Biotech turnover*

11,373,674

3,964,292

1,244,174

Total R&D investments*°

1,784,248

469,288

231,548

Total biotech R&D
investments*°

583,264

457,706

224,901

Biotech employees*

13,246

6,256

4,329

Biotech R&D employees*

4,621

2,993

2,035

Values in thousands of euros €/000

*Last available data, 2019
**Dedicate at least 75% of their investments in biotech R&D activities
°Intra-muros R&D expenditures

The evolution of the sector
Number of biotech firms in Italy
800
700
600
500

478

505

574

592

2011

2012

624

658

686

724

736

738

2017

2018

751

721

2019

2020*

544

400
300
200
100
0

2008

2009

2010

2013

2014

2015

2016

*the number of active companies operating at the end of 2020 is provisional and underestimated as several
biotech companies which have been recently set-up, inevitably slipped through the 2020 survey
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Analysis by field of application
Distribution of biotech active firms by field of main application
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Despite most of the biotech companies
are still concentrated in the field of
Healthcare sector, between 2014 and
2019 it has been recorded a growth for
those companies which develop biotech
applications for Industry & Environment
(White Biotech) and for Agriculture &
Veterinary (Green Biotech) fields.
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Distribution of biotech turnover
by field of main application

Distribution of biotech intra-muros
R&D investments by field of main application
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Leaving out annual fluctuations, in terms of total revenue over the overall industry, the companies
which are mainly active in the above mentioned fields have grown in the last five years, reaching in
2019 a share of 19% and 7% respectively. Between 2014 and 2019, these sectors have seen an
even faster growth in biotech intra-muros R&D investments, with an increase of 52% for Industry &
Environment and of 64% for the Agriculture & Veterinary field. However most of investments (88%)
are still concentrated in Healthcare.
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Size analysis
Distribution of biotech active firms by size class
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While the share of micro or small
firms exceeds 80%, large firms
represent only 9% of the total.
With a constant growth, exceeding
20% overall in 2020, the innovative
start-ups significantly contribute to
the growth in terms of number of
biotech companies in Italy.

Micro: 1 - 9 employees
Small: 10 - 49 employees
Medium: 50 - 249 employees
Large : 250+ employees
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Size analysis
Revenue and R&D investments share distribution, by size class and field of application
About 96% of the revenue and 82% of the R&D intra-muros investments of the Italian biotech
industry are concentrated within the medium/large firms.
However, the data seems to be affected by the field of application: among the firms active in the
Industry & Environment field, the intra-muros R&D originates from small or micro firms; such share
is increased up to 56% for firms operating in the Agriculture & Veterinary fields.

Biotech revenue
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17%
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16%

20%
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80%
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Total

100%

100%

100%

100%

3%

78%
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Micro: 1 - 9 employees
Small: 10 - 49 employees
Medium: 50 - 249 employees
Large : 250+ employees

Biotech intra-muros - R&D investments
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Geographical distribution analysis
Number of biotech active firms
> 40%
15% - 39,99%
5% - 14,99%
1% - 4,99%
< 1%

Biotech turnover

On a local level, the industry’s
distribution has not shown any
significant change. Even if the
presence of the Italian biotech
companies is widespread in the
national territory and despite a slight
growth in the share of the southern
regions (from 16,6% in 2014 to
19,2% in 2019), the industry remains
mainly concentrated in the north of
the country (60%).
Considering the economic variables,
the gap between the north and the
south of the country is even wider,
with over 85% of the revenue and
75% of intra-muros R&D investments,
concentrated in only 3 regions
(Lombardy, Tuscany and Latium).
Campania is the only southern region
which stands out for shares and R&D
investments.

Biotech intra-muros R&D investments
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The pandemic impact on the industry
Between May and June 2021 a survey has been carried out by distributing a brief questionnaire to
a sample of companies among those of the reference population. The aim, for which we thank all
the participants, was to provide an overall picture of the industry one year after the pandemic and
with the norms that have regulated the economic and work related activities. In particular the
following aspects have been taken into consideration: internationalization, business’s characteristics,
financing and investments, production, liquidity e financial requirements, employment rate, turnover
and future perspectives.
It has been observed that the firms’ reduced size and the vocation towards export (despite in most
cases for less than one third on the overall produced) have not stopped them from facing the new
conditions, showing strong resilience and a good degree of adaptation. Roughly 70% of the firms
interviewed have claimed a stable turnover, if not increasing. Those which underwent a decrease,
with percentages going from 20% to 50%, are expected a return in one year.
In favour of the firms involved into the pandemic have been dedicated special aids and loans granted
by the government but only a restricted number of those firms requested them. The anti-Covid
regulations determined the cancellation of exhibitions and events and, from an employment point of
view, this situation has requested the adaptation to new habits (social distancing, hygiene and face
masks and, where possible, smart-working).
Despite the limits in force, the vast majority of firms interviewed have been able to organize themselves relying on their own resources, according to the given the context. As far as the employment
rate hasn’t been changed, and thanks to a good planning, business has been allowed to continue
as usual. Actually in some cases, there has been an increase in workforce.
Quite interestingly, we can also observe that most firms have been able to continue their R&D
activities protecting in this way the share of industrial activities aimed at innovation.
With reference to future perspectives, it seems like that the activities will concentrate on multiple
areas: in particular, new activities/research fields will be planned in order to respond to the population’s needs (i.e.g. screening activities, prevention). Despite this difficult year, firms have shown the
ability to reorganize themselves, often creating a network with the institutions, in order to face as
best as possible undefined circumstances and unexpected events.
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