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Should there ever be a pill to boost entrepreneurship,
let us hope that School of Science Adjunct Professor Dr
Benjamin Xiaoyi Li has invented it. The pharmaceutical
arena in which he competes is notoriously hard to survive.
It entails a costly and lengthy research and development
period; fiendishly complex regulation; and is a field that
despite technology-inspired structural change is still
dominated by “Big Pharma” multinationals. Yet the
intrepid Mainland-born Thai-Chinese scientist and his
listed company, Lee’s Pharmaceutical Holdings Limited,
have not only beaten the odds. They have gone on to lead
healthy and productive lives, clearly demonstrating how to
combine entrepreneurial success with social commitment.

Since founding his company in 1994, Dr Li has built
up a distinctive multi-service model spanning the range of
a major pharma enterprise while still an SME. He has
achieved this through a genius for academic and corporate
partnerships, a concentrated focus on the Mainland
market, and a deep personal desire to improve patient
outcomes. In creating such a therapeutic cocktail, he has
been inspired by his own days as a collaborative
researcher, first in undertaking his PhD in pharmacology
at the University of Illinois in Chicago and later at the
renowned Parke-Davis Research Division of then
Warner-Lambert. He has been impelled, as a former
Mainland hospital pediatrician, by witnessing parents’
grief over their children’s illness and knowing what it is
like to be a doctor without the tools to cure. He was also
deeply affected by watching his own mother waste away
and being unable to intervene.

While Dr Li cannot afford the thousands of PhDs that
a Pfizer or GlaxoSmithKline employs, he has instead
harnessed collaboration with university researchers, who
are likewise seeking to discover new therapeutic
understanding and pathways to transfer knowledge to the
community. It is a win-win-win situation for academics,
business, and treatment-seekers, and many faculty
members, including senior School of Science researchers
such as Prof Nancy Ip and Prof Karl Tsim, have been
involved over the past 15 years of association with

HKUST.

In addition, Dr Li has attracted cutting-edge
biotechnology SMEs from east and west to work with him
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on innovations further down the pipeline. It has taken
patience, perseverance and passion, especially given the
Mainland’s past reputation on intellectual property.
Fortunately, Dr Li has plenty of all three and, fueled by
integrity and trust, is sparking a sea change.

Lee’s now partners with more than 20 international

companies, marketing proprietary and licensed-in
pharmaceutical products in Mainland China to assist with
hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and burns and
wounds healing, among others. Headquartered at Hong
Kong Science Park, the company has regularly been
selected as one of Forbes magazine’s “Asia’s 200 Best
Under a Billion” enterprises. In 2015, Dr Li received the
honor of EY Entrepreneur of the Year China in the
pharmaceutical and life sciences category. Best of all, the

company is helping save lives.

While continuing to develop Lee’s, Dr Li is also
fostering future discoverers and entrepreneurs at HKUST.
He has provided scholarships for Life Science research
postgraduates studying traditional Chinese medicine or
drug development; and pledged to establish a scholarship
scheme for School of Science undergraduates on the
fast-track international research enrichment program. In
becoming an Adjunct Professor in 2013, Dr Li has enabled
students as well as researchers to access his business
insight and experience.

He sees the need for more young people to have the
courage to launch their own enterprise, and to do so with
a social purpose in mind. It can be all too easy in operating
a business to let figures become the guiding force,
especially in the Mainland market where large numbers
regularly swim before the eyes — over 100 million now
suffer from diabetes, for example. Yet for Dr Li, these are
not the only calculations that count. Believing strongly
that all are equally deserving of treatment, he is also
working on rare diseases.

For being in business in his view is not about personal
gain, but an all-round responsibility to improve people’s
lives, whether building a market or putting a smile on a
single patient’s face. In providing such a sterling example
of socially driven entrepreneurship, we are delighted to
honor Dr Benjamin Li today.
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