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EXDUBA STUDENT AT FOREFRONT OF DECODING COVID

FRANCIS DESOUZA HEADS ILLUMINA, A US-BASED COMPANY WHOSE GENOME SEQUENCERS HELP PRODUCE VACCINES

DuBAl
BY ALEX ABRAHAM

Senior Assoclate Editor
n May 1987, five students
from Dubai were featured on
! the cover of Gulf News publi
cation Jurior News under the
headline ‘High Flvers'. The
brilliant students planned to pur
sue higher studies in the US.
Francis deSouza, then assis
tant headboy at St Mary’s Catho
lic High School, was one of them,
He had just passed 10 ‘O’ level
subjects with ‘A' grades, had a
passion for science and wanted
to use it to help humanity

Today.
and CEO of lUlumina,
based company that
sequencing machines that de
code the Covid-1% me.

“in late 2019, Zhang Yongz
hen, a virologist at Fudan Uni
versity in Shanghai, used an
[llumina NovaSeq, a photocop
jer-size machine, to decode the
Covid-19 genome. He published
the sequence online on January
10, 2020, deSouza said in an ex-

clusive interview with Gulf News.

Higher education at MIT
After passing out of St Mary’s
Catholic High School, deSouza
went to the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Techn;‘:;ogyln 1987 at

deSouza is president
a US
makes

Francis deSouza lived in Dubai from
1974 t0 1987, His father votked

tec, where he worked for eight
years and rose to be president.
DeSouza then came to [l

ENABLING THE NEW

“l am drawn to working
on the hard problems — the
big problems we face, [ want
to make 3 difference in those
problems,” deSouza said. “I am
now pmir;mtu about the po
tential for g NICS 0. trans

IN GENOMICS

of our life — from helping
us ﬂght cancer, to helping agri-
culture, from diagnosing chil-
dren with genetic diseases 1o
helping us fight the pandemic.
There is so much that genomics
can do to improve our life,”

Access to genomics
*Our focus is on democratis-
Ing access o genomics — bring
the pliC{ of genomic sequenc-
m' down. Since we started
ing out sequencers in

2 .
4 =

When we first brought
out the machine,

it cost $150.000 1
*\'(H\HL; 3 BCIM

l\”l 1Y ll COSIS

Our
price for
a genome at 5100
S

Francis deSouza |
President and CEO of lllumina

g is 1O
203118 I«

Sequ

price down by over 99 per cent.
When we first brought out the
machine, it cost $150,000 to
sequence a genome. Today it
costs $600, Our goal is to set
the price for sequencing a ge-
nome to $100,” he said.
DeSouza says the power of
genomics comes when everybody
has access to it — whether it is to
fight cancer, pandemic, genetic
diseases, cardiovascular diseases
or neurological conditions.
Nlumina is now working
with countries on  genomic
epidemiology — surveillance
on how the virus is spreading
and mutating. “We need the
genomic epidemiology surveil-
lance tools in every country,
because if there is a country
where the virus is rampant or
mutating, ultimately it will af-

What is a genome?

Germany Agex ;r:te is Jt'\
ofganism'’s comprete se

of genetic instructions. Our
bodies are made Up of millions

ofcels eachwithet oun

complete set ‘ofhslmwohs.

Sequencing the first human

gename tooklS years and cost
33 bilionToday it can

be donad} nless than aday for

about $1,000.

1t s the process of figuring out
meorderofommmues,

maﬂaf:ﬂm m
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