
UCD helps BioAtlantis develop
novel animal health product
As a result of successful collaboration with UCD researchers, Tralee-based biotechnology company, BioAtlantis,
has launched a pioneering animal health product, GutCare, on the world stage.  

CASE STUDY
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Who: UCD School of Agriculture & Food Science 
and BioAtlantis, Tralee, Co. Kerry

What: Development of seaweed-based products 
to improve animal health

When: Ongoing since 2004
Why: Need for a natural alternative to growth 

promoters banned by the EU in 2006   

The collaboration started in 2003 when company founder,
John T. O’Sullivan, approached Professor John O’Doherty,
UCD School of Agriculture and Food Science, for assistance
with developing a seaweed-based product to promote
better animal health. Since then the collaboration has borne
substantial fruit for both parties. BioAtlantis has added a
breakthrough product with significant international sales
potential to its portfolio and UCD has become an interna-
tionally recognised centre of research excellence in the use
of seaweed bioactives in animal nutrition.

A key driver in the partnership was the ruling from Europe
in 2006 that banned the use of in-feed growth promoting
antibiotics. This was a major blow to the farming community
throughout the EU and O’Sullivan and O’Doherty were keen
to develop an effective natural alternative that could be
validated by independent scientific research. 

Since the research and development for GutCare began,
Professor O’Doherty, along with Professor Torres Sweeney,
UCD School of Veterinary Medicine, have conducted
numerous in-depth studies and published approximately 40
academic papers on their findings. While the initial research
has focused on the pig as an animal model, it is hoped that
human applications can be developed for use in treating or
alleviating symptoms associated with gastrointestinal
disorders such as irritable bowel syndrome. 

“Professor O’Doherty has been absolutely pivotal to what
has been achieved,” says John T. O’Sullivan of BioAtlantis. “I
was proposing something unusual, but also novel and he
was open minded where others may not have been.  His
team at UCD was invaluable in helping BioAtlantis develop
our concept into a commercially viable product.  I also felt
that establishing a strong scientific basis for what we were
doing was critical and in this regard the connection with UCD

has given us something money can’t buy which is validation
and credibility. You can’t underestimate the value of this for
a small company trying to break into a global market.”  

BioAtlantis’ idea of using seaweed extracts to promote
animal health struck a chord with Professor O’Doherty from
the outset as his father fed carrageen moss to calves on
the family’s farm in Co. Clare. “We identified a number of
sugars with potential and designed an experiment with pigs
to test their efficacy and were very pleased with the
results,” O’Doherty says. 

In a nutshell, the researchers could see a significant
improvement in intestinal microflora and a reduction in
harmful bacteria.  These findings were deemed very
encouraging and led to Professor O’Doherty pressing ahead
with a programme of research. Two patents have since
been taken out on the IP related to the development of the
technology and BioAtlantis is now leading a €1.68 million EU
research project in conjunction with UCD to validate the
efficacy of naturally-derived products in enhancing pig and
poultry health, immunity and productivity.

“John T. O’Sullivan was very insistent that while the idea
might be good it had to stack up scientifically,” O’Doherty
says. “This meant a lot of studies and a lot of publications
but we have become major world leaders in this type of
research as a result. A number of our Masters and PhD
students have taken this as their specialist area and we
have built up a valuable knowledge cluster. We’ve had
support along the way from Science Foundation Ireland, and
from Enterprise Ireland and the outcome is a really good
product that works and has the potential to turn BioAtlantis
into a very significant biotechnology company in the years
ahead.”   
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