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Introduction

This update has been prepared by Assobiotec (National Association for the development of biote-
chnology – part of Federchimica) in cooperation with ENEA (National Agency for new technologies, 
energy and sustainable economic development) and provides a brief overview on the biotech sector 
in Italy in 2019. 

The work presents analysis and estimates based on information provided by the firms operating in 
the sector at the end of 2018, their 2017 financial statements, public data and data from the National 
Statistical System. The data, collected within the framework of the National Statistical Programme, 
will feed into the key biotechnology indicators produced by the OECD - Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, whose methodology is adopted in this study.
In a cross-cutting sector such as the biotechnology one, which is not recognisable within the existing 
industrial classification, the real number of firms is identified thanks to a process of progressive 
approximation. For this reason, data are continuously revised and the latest figures are provisional. It 
is likely that, a few months after the end of 2018, some of the newly-established biotech firms have 
not been identified yet. 
During the last 3 years, the total number of biotech firms remained pretty much stable, while the 
turnover generated by biotech activity grew by 16%, more than double the rate of the manufacturing 
sector (7%). During the same period of time, the biotech R&D investment increased by 17%, and 
the biotech employees, nearing the 13,000 units, rose by 15% within the national-owned dedica-
ted biotech R&D firms. The share of small and micro enterprises represents the 78% of the Italian 
biotech firms and, therefore, the biotech sector shows a higher average company size than the 
manufacturing sector. 
To sum up, the Italian biotech sector continues to grow in all its main economic indicators and to 
be research-intensive, experiencing a consolidation phase in terms of number of firms. All of this, in 
spite of the fact that the sector has been  waiting for a long time the setting up of a national strategy 
in favour of medium-long term research and innovation, to unlock its full potential for our country in 
terms of competitiveness, occupation and well-being.
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1. The Italian biotech industry in figures

The key figures of the Italian 
biotech sector

The evolution of the sector

* Provisional data
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Biotech turnover distribution

Distribution of firms by field of application

Intra-muros biotech R&D investment 

The Italian biotech sector  includes 
firms active in research and de-
velopment from a broad range of 
cutting-edge technologies for se-
veral application fields. The main 
target markets are represented by 
human Healthcare, Industry and En-
vironment, and Agriculture and Ve-
terinary. Genomics, Proteomics and 
Enabling Technologies firms – GPET 
– perform basic research activities, 
bioinformatics services and Big Data 
analysis. 

In the last 3 years, the biotech turnover grew by 16%, more than twice the rate observed in the ma-
nufacturing sector (7%). The medical and healthcare industry is the most developed sector among 
the biotech fields of application with half of the total firms recorded, 86% of the total biotech R&D 
investment and generating almost 75% of the entire biotech industry turnover. 
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Analysis by fields of application
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Analysis by dimension

Micro or small-sized firms account for al-
most 80% of the total sector, while large-si-
zed companies represent a share of 9%. 

The firm average size in the biotech sec-
tor is, therefore, higher than in the ma-
nufacturing sector, where micro-small 
and large-sized enterprises represent 
respectively 97% and 0.3% of the total. 

Most of the large companies are operating 
in the Healthcare sector, while the firms 
active in GPET account for a relatively lar-
ger share among the biotech micro-sized 
enterprises. Italian GPET firms are much 
smaller than foreign ones, for example, 
those which operate in the emerging mar-
ket of big Data analysis and genome se-
quencing. Unlike these latter, Agricultural 
and Zoo-technical firms represent only a 
relatively small proportion of the biotech 
micro-sized companies in comparison 
with other dimensional classes. 
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Distribution of firms by size
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1. The Italian biotech industry in figures

Micro: 1-9 employees
Small: 10-49 employees
Medium: 50-249 employees
Large: 250+ employees
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Biotech firms, registered offices
The Italian biotech firms are spre-
ad throughout the national territory, 
with more than 80% located in the 
Northern Center part of the country. 
Almost 90% of the biotech activity tur-
nover is concentrated in 3 regions and 
87% of the R&D investments in only 5 
regions. Lombardy, which boasts the 
bulk of Italy’s industrial fabric and the 
main national financial centre, ranks 
first among the other regions in all the 
indicators of the industry, followed by 
Tuscany, in terms of R&D investment*, 
and by Latium, in terms of turnover. 
The ranking of Tuscany in terms of 
R&D investment* is even more re-
levant if considering that the region 
ranks only sixth in terms of number 
of firms. 
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1. The Italian biotech industry in figures

Analysis by geographic distribution

Distribution of intra-muros biotech R&D 
investments 

Distribution of biotech turnover

* Intra-muros biotech R&D investments
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....of which, Italian 
capital dedicated 
biotech R&D firms

Total firms

Dedicated biotech 
R&D firms...

Growth dynamics of intra-muros biotech R&D investment 
(index number 2014=100)

Research-based knowledge development is one of the main assets to compete in the biotech 
sector. The prevalence of technological rather than cost competitiveness makes the biotech sector 
strategical for sustaining the growth potential, especially in a high per capita income country. 

Between 2014 and 2017, the total intra-muros R&D investments of the Italian biotech firms incre-
ased by 12%, reaching 1.5 billion euros in 2017. The growth of the intra-muros R&D investment 
dedicated to the biotech increased sharply, rising in the same period of time by 16% for the Italian 
biotech firms as a whole and by 29% for the Italian capital dedicated biotech R&D firms. 

R&D investment
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2. R&D investment

Values in thousands of Euros €/000
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Venture Capital investment
In 2018 Italy raised 157 million euros of Venture Capital funding in Life Sciences, representing 5% of 
VC investments in Europe and 1% at a global level. The number of deals financed in Italy accounts for 
12% of European and 2% of global ones. The average funding per deal in Italy amounts to 7.1 million 
euros, well below the level in the other countries. 

2. R&D investment
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