
By Jeremy Turley
Forum News Service

BISMARCK — North 
Dakota Gov. Doug Bur-
gum announced Tues-
day, April 27, he has 
vetoed a bill that would 
give a select group of 
lawmakers more author-
ity to divvy up feder-

al funds that come in 
between biennial legis-
lative sessions.

Underneath the rejec-
tion lies a struggle for 
power between the 
executive and legisla-
tive branches that began 
shortly after the Repub-
lican governor took office 

in 2017. The tug-of-war 
has intensified during 
the current legislative 
session as lawmakers try 
to rein in the governor’s 
authority after Burgum 
and his administration 
dominated top-level 
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Genovac is a biotechnology 
company that specializes in 
discovering antibodies that 

can be used to make vaccines 
and other drugs — including 
antibodies that are effective in 
neutralizing two troublesome 
variants of the coronavirus.

Founded in Germany more 
than 20 years ago, Genovac 
was acquired by Fargo-based 
Aldevron but recently became a 

separate company 
based at the 
technology park 
on the campus of 
North Dakota State 
University.

Brian Walters, a 
former executive 
at Aldevron, 

led a management buyout of 
the antibody discovery unit of 
Aldevron and resurrected the 
name Genovac, which is a leading 
firm in the field with roots in 
Freiburg, Germany, where it still 

maintains operations.
“There’s some brand 

recognition still within the 
marketplace,” Walters said of 
Genovac, which was founded in 
1999 and acquired by Aldevron 
in 2004. It has completed 3,500 
antibody projects.

“The industry historically has 
come to Genovac for challenging, 
difficult targets,” which are 
disease-causing pathogens or 
forms of cancer, Walters said. 
“We’ve been doing it for over 
20 years and definitely have 
more experience worldwide than 
anybody else.”

Genovac is what’s called 

Looking for  
antibodies and answers

Walters 

Michael Vosburg / Forum Photo Editor

in a biosafety cabinet April 21 at Genovac in the business incubator at North Dakota State University in Fargo. 
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FARGO — A campaign 

to promote vaccina-
tion in North Dakota 
will include doctors 
as trusted sources of 
information to try to 
overcome reluctance 
to getting vaccinated 
against COVID-19.

It turns out, howev-
er, that some doctors 
and nurses are reluc-
tant to get the jab.

The North Dako-
ta Medical Associa-
tion estimates 90% of 
physicians have been 
vaccinated, based on 
the rates from large 
health systems and 
other databases, said 
Dr. Joshua Ranum, 
vice president of the 
physician’s group and 
an internal medicine 
doctor at West River 
Health Services in Het-
tinger.

A survey a few 
months ago by the 
North Dakota Nurses 
Association found 60% 
were planning to get 
vaccinated, but 40% 
were hesitant.

At Sanford Health in 
Fargo, 90% of physi-
cians and 78% of all 
workers have been 
immunized.

Essentia Health 
doesn’t have a break-
down, but estimates 
75% to 80% of its 
employees have been 
vaccinated.

Ranum said physi-
cians “have been the 
most ready to accept 

vaccination.” Surveys 
show that physicians 
are the most willing 
among health care 
professionals to be 
vaccinated, followed 
by advanced practi-
tioners, such as phy-
sician assistants and 
nurse practitioners, 
then nurses, he said.

“That seems to be 
the pattern,” noting 
hesitancy seems to 
increase the further 
removed workers are 
from clinical practice, 
Ranum said.

Among his fel-
low doctors, Ranum 
spoke to a couple who 
expressed reluctance to 
get vaccinated.

Their attitude was, 
“I’m young and I’m 
in decent health,” he 
said, recalling conver-
sations. “I want to give 
it a bit of time to make 
sure it’s well tolerated 
and effective.”

It’s possible since 
then that they’ve been 
persuaded by multiple 
studies showing the 
vaccines authorized for 
use are safe and effec-
tive. Ranum and all of 
his fellow physicians 
at West River Health 
Services in Hettinger 
have been vaccinated, 
he said.

Only a tiny percent-
age of those who have 
gotten the vaccine 
had adverse reactions. 
Administering the 
Johnson & Johnson vac-
cine was briefly paused 

Some health care 
workers still resist 
COVID-19 vaccine
Essentia, Sanford work to overcome 
hesitancy among doctors, nurses
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MOORHEAD — Police have 

arrested a 22-year-old Moor-
head man as the suspect who 
spray-painted hate-filled 
graffiti on the Moorhead Fargo 
Islamic Center mosque over 
the weekend.

Benjamin Enderle was 
booked into the Clay County 
Jail after being taken into cus-
tody in south Moorhead Tues-
day night, April 27.

Investigators are recom-
mending felony charges of 
harassment and criminal 
damage to property, accord-
ing to police spokesman Capt. 

Deric Swenson.
The recommended charges 

are enhanced due to “hate-re-
lated acts,” he said.

Reports have been forward-
ed to the Clay County Attor-
ney’s Office where the final 
charges will be determined 
and then filed.

Swenson said they aren’t 

looking for any 
other suspects.

According to 
Swenson, an 
employee of a 
local retail store 
helped “turn 
the tables” in 
the investiga-
tion by provid-

ing important details that led 
them to Enderle.

Swenson said the woman 

worked in loss prevention 
at the store, which he didn’t 
want to name yet. Through
her own investigation, she
matched up the jacket shown 
in a video of the suspect from 
the night of the vandalism 
with spray paint purchases,
and provided the tip to police.

It was a fairly quick arrest in 
the case as officers were called

Arrest made in mosque vandalism
Suspect detained thanks to important details from local employee

Enderle
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a contract research 
organization that 
discovers and develops 
antibodies for 
therapeutic, diagnostic 
and research and 
development markets. 
It has clients in North 
America, Europe, 
Australia and Asia.

Antibodies are 
proteins made by the 
body’s immune system 
to fight infections.

Genovac is leasing 
8,500 square feet of 
space at NDSU for 
its laboratories and 
offices. “It’s about the 
same footprint as our 
footprint in Germany,” 
Walters said.

The company has 
about 30 employees 
in Germany, mostly 
researchers, and has 
a core staff of five 
in Fargo expected to 
expand to 20 or 30 
within the next 12 to 18 
months, Walters said.

Because the United 
States is the center 
of biotechnology, it’s 
important to have a 
location where most of 
Genovac’s customers 
are, Walters said. 
Fargo is Genovac’s 
logical home given 
the company’s past 
association with 
Aldevron, the industry’s 
leading contract 
manufacturer of DNA, 
proteins and enzymes, 
he said.

“I’m really familiar 
with the marketplace,” 
Walters said. “It’s a 
very cost-effective 
location to work from,” 
with a customs office 
and good service from 
UPS and FedEx. “It 
makes (Fargo) as good 
a place as anyplace in 
the country and better, 
I would argue.”

The use of antibodies 
to make vaccines 
and other drugs is a 
growing part of the 
biopharmaceutical 
industry, an approach 
Walters said has been 
given a tremendous 
boost by the 
coronavirus pandemic.

That presents lots of 
opportunities, he said, 
as new technologies 
have emerged, 
fueling growth in 
biotechnology.

Genovac’s genetic 
immunization 
technology enables 
rapid antibody 
discovery and uses 
the most advanced 
screening technology. 
That means it can 
discover and develop 
antibodies for 
infectious diseases 
such as COVID-19 in 
days instead of months 
required by traditional 
methods.

“Because of our 
experience, expertise 
and technology 
advantages, we can 
respond to clients’ 
and society’s needs 
faster, and that can 
be crucial in outbreak, 
epidemic and pandemic 

situations,” Walters 
said.

Examples of biologic 
drugs derived from 
antibodies include 
Humira, used to treat 
rheumatoid arthritis 
and other inflammatory 
diseases, and 
Regeneron, an antibody 
treatment for COVID-
19. Antibodies can be 
used to treat a wide 
variety of diseases and 
even are used for pain 
management, Walters 
said.

Biologics involve very 
large molecules, such 
as antibodies, proteins 
or gene technology 
applications, as 
opposed to traditional 
drugs, derived from 
chemistry.

Genovac’s Fargo 
operation will involve 
discovery of promising 
antibodies as well as 
manufacturing the 
resulting drugs. It 
also will catalog each 
antibody’s attributes, 
a process called 
characterization, a key 
step in developing any 
drugs.

“We do a lot to 
understand each 
antibody we generate,” 
including whether it 
binds to its target and 
works as intended, such 
as blocking a cellular 
signal, Walters said.

Genovac will be 
hiring scientists with 
backgrounds in cellular 
biology, molecular 
biology, immunology 
and virology. The 
company is working 
with NDSU and 
University of North 
Dakota researchers on 
projects and is seeking 
partnerships with other 
researchers in the area.

A growing 
biotechnology sector is 
taking root in Fargo, 
with Aldevron, with 
about 600 employees, 
at the center. “I think 
Genovac will play an 
instrumental piece in 
that,” Walters said.

Newly discovered 

antibodies that produce 
new drugs have the 
potential to give rise 
to new companies, so 
a cluster of companies 
eventually could stem 
from Genovac, he said.

“A lot of companies 
form around a 
product,” Walters said. 
“Every project that we 
complete is potentially 
a new product.”

Before joining 
Aldevron, Walters was 
executive director of the 
Greater Fargo Moorhead 
Economic Development 
Corp., where he worked 
to promote Fargo’s 
emerging biotechnology 
presence. “That 
requires bringing 
certain enabling 
technologies to the 
area,” he said.

A growing biotech 
industry would 
help boost North 
Dakota’s research and 
development standing, 
which now ranks near 
the bottom of states. 
“To me it’s the next 
wave of economic 
diversification for the 
state,” Walters said.

Brian Kalk, executive 
director of the 
NDSU Research and 
Technology Park, said 
Genovac’s presence on 
campus broadens the 
scope of startups, many 
of which are involved 
in computer software 
development.

“I’m excited to 
see what that might 
bring,” he said. Many 
of those involved in 
software startups at 
the research park came 
from Microsoft’s Fargo 
campus. Aldevron, 
Genovac and other 
biotech firms could 
produce similar 
spinoffs, he said.

Also, Kalk said, “It’s a 
new pathway for NDSU 
graduates,” providing 
jobs for students with a 
background in cellular 
and molecular biology.

Readers can reach reporter 
Patrick Springer at 701-241-5522.
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A slide with thousands of test sites is used in a 
revolutionary antibody discovery process April 21 at 
Genovac in Fargo.
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