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Expanding into the life sci-
ences practice area is nothing 
groundbreaking for law firms. 

The practice area has been an integral 
part of intellectual property law for 
nearly 30 years. But the area has long 
been considered one where special-
ized knowledge is essential. And now, 
firms taking a more holistic approach 
to life sciences might be seen as cut-
ting edge.

Brownstein Hyatt Farber Schreck 
in early October announced the 
launch of its own life sciences practice 
group, an all-encompassing practice 
that puts lawyers to work in all facets 
of a life sciences business — typically 
those in pharmaceuticals, medical 
devices or genetics — from securing 
patents and licenses for the science 
itself to working on the correspond-
ing business components. Rita Wu, a 
shareholder at Brownstein and chair 
of the new group, said she thinks the 
practice will remain a niche, but that 
its time as a subset of larger IP prac-
tices is over.

Like many attorneys in life sci-
ences, Wu made the transition to 
the legal profession after already 
developing a scientific background. 
Wu’s background is in cancer immu-
notherapy — harnessing a person’s 
immune system to target cancer cells 
the immune system has been trained 
to ignore. She completed her PhD in 
microbiology and immunology with 
a dissertation on determining how 
cancer cells invade a person’s immune 
system and if scientists can take off 
the “mask” that allows those cells to 
go undetected.

Despite loving the science, Wu did 

not plan to spend her career working 
in a lab. After attending a seminar for 
alternative career paths for scientists, 
she was directed to work in a law 
firm as a patent advisor at Fitzpatrick 
Cella Harper & Scinto in New York. 
In the legal world, she ended up put-
ting her technical expertise to work 
while staying involved in “cutting 
edge science.”

In the late ’90s to early 2000s, it 
was still novel but becoming com-
mon for law firms involved in patent 
work to seek out scientists to support 
the legal work. Wu said many law 
firms acknowledged that their patent 
attorneys could understand the basic 
science, but they needed specialized 
expertise to get deep into clients’ pat-
ent portfolios in order to prosecute or 
defend intellectual property challenges.

Now, the trend of turning life sci-
ences work into an industry group in 
its own right is driven by the compe-
tition in the space.

Other law firms such as Cooley 
and WilmerHale have made names 
for themselves as life sciences leaders 
through their combination of scien-
tific knowledge and legal expertise. In 
January, litigation finance firm Lake 
Whillans launched its Life Sciences 
Law Firm Index, which identifies 
law firms that are “most relevant” at 
every stage of a life sciences product’s 
life cycle. Although several large law 
firms with offices in Denver are rec-
ognized on the list for being among 
the best — such as Morrison & Foer-
ster, Arnold & Porter and Greenberg 
Traurig among others — the firms 
themselves are all large national firms. 

And while East Coast law firms 
typically lead the legal industry, the 
life sciences space has firms based all 
over the country rising to the top.

Wu said Cooley is recognized for 
its successful licensing practice. For 
Brownstein, she said, its attorneys’ 
life sciences expertise goes far back, 
but what is new for the firm is that 
the group is bringing together attor-
neys of different practices to work in 
the area. Particularly in government 
and regulation.

The group’s other attorneys 
include Sharon Caulfield, Cara 
Crowley-Weber, Kevin Cudney, Alex 
Dahl, Makan Delrahim, Peter Good-
loe, Mike King, Cate McCanless, 
Paul Prendergast and Emily Weber. 
The attorneys practice in intellec-
tual property, regulatory, corporate, 
policy, antitrust and business. Hav-
ing such breadth isn’t uncommon 
in other corporate areas, but what 
makes life sciences a niche, she said, 
is the fact that law firms still need 
people with the scientific expertise 
to know the science. And having that 
combination is expected to pay off in 
all directions. 

Wu said that attorneys deeply in-
volved in government work are likely 
to have different contacts than people 
dealing with regulatory compliance 
or patent work for a company. The 
firm’s new practice group can provide 
a bridge of the two, she said, so the 
business needs of a company can be 
better aligned with government or 
regulatory compliance going forward.

“Working with government rela-
tions and policy advisors who care 
about the science and understand the 
significance but also the impact on 
the people for whom the science was 
investigated was great,” Wu said.

The firm has put that experience 
to use thus far in its involvement in 
the drafting and passing of legislation 
such as the America Invents Act, the 

FDA Amendments Act of 2007 and 
the Hatch-Waxman amendments of 
2003. It has advocated for life sci-
ences companies before the Food & 
Drug Administration, the Centers 
for Medicare & Medicaid Services 
and U.S. Congress.

The practice area at large has 
gained attention in pharmaceuti-
cal cases, with litigation regarding 
biosimilars, products that are inter-
changeable with FDA-licensed bio-
logical products. 

One case, Sandoz v. Amgen, deals 
with whether a biosimilar manu-
facturer must engage in the “patent 
dance” of providing a patent applica-
tion to the patent holder for the prod-
uct it is comparable to and allowing 
it to make contentions before taking 
a product to market. Sandoz asked 
the U.S. Supreme Court to settle the 
dispute, but the case is stalled while 
the court is short one justice.

Wu said Brownstein’s practice 
group is watching the biosimilars 
issue, but she is particularly excited 
by the tangible effects of the practice. 
Because of her work, she has had the 
opportunity to meet renowned scien-
tists working in the area and she is 
able to work in a capacity that allows 
her to see the connection between 
the science and the people it touches. 

“Personally, getting to be involved 
in cutting edge science and helping 
to provide some recognition for these 
scientists has been the most reward-
ing thing, and it brings me to work 
every day,” she said. “You can think 
of IP and the life sciences industry as 
a little ivory tower  — what makes 
it less so is there is a tangible effect 
on the population at large. It goes 
beyond patent attorneys.” •
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Niche But Goes Big

All-encompassing approach makes life sciences a 'mainstay'
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