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A SYNTHETIC BIOLOGY REVOLUTION
The MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology’s (LMB’s) Professor
Jason Chin has pioneered a revolutionary technique to make
proteins made up of entirely new amino acids (the building
blocks of proteins), that are not found in nature. In 2012, he
successfully applied this technique to the fruit fly, which shares
many of its genes with humans, opening up the possibility of
using his approach to study processes important to behaviour,
learning and neurodegenerative disease.
Jason’s research group at LMB has invented an entirely new toolkit for science,
allowing proteins to be engineered with unprecedented precision. This not only
provides a new way of investigating how diseases work at the molecular level, but
also gives scientists the ability to produce new treatments with exceptional
properties.
“Sooner or later I think that more drugs will be protein therapeutics, and our
ability to ‘soup-up’ these proteins with synthetic biology approaches could vastly
expand their scope,” says Professor Chin. For example, a biotech company in San
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Diego, Ambrx, is carrying out a clinical trial of a protein therapeutic for growth
deficiency. The protein incorporates synthetic amino acids, which they hope will
make the drug more stable in the blood so that patients need to take less of it
than they normally would.
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