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Greg Mario
CEO, TAXISPharma

After more than two decades as a manager 
and marketer for Big Pharma, Greg Mario 
co-founded Mario Family Partners, a biotech 
venture capital firm, in 2001. He earned his 
MBA at Duke and his undergraduate degree in 
biochemistry at Trinity College in Connecticut. 
He lives with his family in Princeton

How did you become CEO of TAXIS 
Pharma? 
In my capacity as partner of a small angel investment firm, 
I became aware of the TAXIS technology in February, 2009.  
What at first was a routine due diligence exercise, with the 
purpose of determining whether or not to invest funds, quickly 
evolved into a new business venture that I founded with my 
two scientific partners - Rutgers professors Ed LaVoie, Ph.D., 
chair of the department of medicinal chemistry, and Dani Pilch, 
associate professor of pharmacology.

Every now and then unique opportunities arise to disrupt 
markets.  The TAXIS technology addresses a significant unmet 
need in the antimicrobial space.  The increasing obsolescence 
of marketed antibiotics due to over-subrscribing, agricultural 
utilization and the natural adaptation of these pathogens 
demands new, innovative therapeutics to overcome resistance 
and maintain control of common outbreaks.  Given its unique 
mechanism of bactericidal action, if the TAXIS lead drug 
candidates yield a marketed antibiotic product, this technology 
would represent a transformational innovation in the treatment 
of multi-drug resistant bacterial infections, such as MRSA.  

Over the course of approximately a month since first 
meeting Ed and Dani, getting to know them and familiarizing 
myself with the antibiotic market and pipeline of drugs in 
development, it became clear to me that TAXIS presented a 
unique opportunity to contribute in a very meaningful way to 
the health and welfare of the global community while providing 
a good return on investment.  We formed the Company in 
March, 2009 and secured funding to build the program in 
September of that same year.

What qualities do you feel you need to 
possess in order to be a successful leader 
in the life science industry?
I’d like to break this question into two parts.  The first, ‘What 
does it take to be a successful leader?’  For the following 
qualities apply, no matter what industry or endeavor:
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Many books have been written on this topic and I 
do not fancy myself an expert in the field.  But I have 
a short list of things I think are crucial to successful 
leadership, including:

Honesty and Integrity - a great leader knows that 
success depends on engendering trust and confidence 
in the many stakeholders of a new business venture 
including employees, investors and collaborators/
partners.  To weather the storms of uncertainty that 
are certain to present themselves along the way, 
the successful leader needs to be backed by his/her 
constituents and the only way that can happen is if 
he/she is trustworthy.

Humility - while confidence is an absolute 
requirement, ego is one of the primary reasons for 
failure in the start-up world.  Successful leaders 
embrace the concept that they are only as good as 
their last performance; they earn it every day.

Courage - the successful leader is willing to take 
risks that others might consider unwise.  If they are 
wrong, they may fail.  But that’s their job - to make 
the tough calls when others cannot.

Discipline - Visionary abilities are a big plus, 
but you cannot manage what you do not measure.  
Building accountability into the organization from day 
one is a prerequisite for successful, sustainable growth.

The second part of the question, 
building upon the first, ‘What does 
it take to be a successful leader in 
the life science industry?’

Experience - spend time learning the business.  
It’s multifaceted and extremely complex.  There 
is no substitute for ‘paid training,’ so working 
for established pharmaceutical companies in as 
many functional areas as possible will provide the 
foundation for successful leadership of a start-up 
drug venture.

Surround yourself with great people - This certainly 
applies to all business ventures, but I place it here to 
elevate its relevance to the life sciences.  No matter 
how much experience a life sciences leader has, due 
to the complex nature of the business the successful 
leader in this space needs a team with deep 
experience in critical functional areas - chemistry, 
pathology, toxicology, regulatory, manufacturing - 
the list goes on.  It starts with just a couple of key 
folks and then must evolve and grow as the science 
warrants.

What do you want people to know 
about TAXIS Pharma?
TAXIS has successfully established an independent 
antibiotic drug discovery operation that includes 
in-house chemical design and synthesis, in vitro 
screening and in vivo testing of drug candidates.  
This process has yielded a highly predictive structure 

activity relationship methodology that informs the 
chemistry and allows for an efficient utilization of 
capital (low burn rate and rapid NCE optimization).  
In just 4 years, the Company has identified lead 
candidates that display strong efficacy signals, by 
both intravenous and oral routes of administration, 
in the MRSA-infected urine model.  It is anticipated 
that IND-enabling studies will begin in this year 2014 
with the potential of moving ahead with human trials 
in 2015.

You focus on developing phar-
maceuticals to target multi drug 
resistant bacterial pathogens. Talk 
about why this is important?
It’s not hard to find stories about outbreaks of 
common pathogens these days - Google MRSA or 
Klebsiella, two bacteria that are just examples of 
the many emerging resistant strains afflicting society 
in recent years - but the industry and regulatory 
agencies appear to be waking up to the threat.  A 
small number of pharmaceutical companies have 
reinvested in the space since most firms exited 
antibiotic drug discovery over the past decade and 
small, innovative start-ups like TAXIS continue to find 
funding for university programs that drive the basic 
scientific understanding of these deadly diseases.  

Bacteria are very effective at self-preservation.  
The same pathogenic strains, such as the plague, 
that caused millions of deaths hundreds of years 
ago are still around today.  The only thing holding 
back pandemics of epic proportion are new drugs.  
TAXIS is well positioned to satisfy a significant 
societal healthcare need with its promising, novel 
antibiotic technologies.  

Tell us about what makes your 
company’s culture stand out?
At TAXIS, we have created an environment that 
enables and empowers its employees.  Risk-taking is 
encouraged; mistakes are expected, not punished.  As 
long as we continue to learn and adapt, constantly 
improving, we will find a drug in this technology 
if one is to be found.  TAXIS is not about me and/
or the scientific founders, it’s about a team of 
dedicated individuals focused on one simple goal - 
improving the human condition through innovative 
drug technology.  It’s easier to work very hard for 
TAXIS when we all share the same motivation - we 
are all here to save lives via better medicine and want 
to prove that we are capable of doing just that.

When hiring talent, how do you 
find what you are looking for?
TAXIS is very fortunate to be expanding its team 
while the pharmaceutical industry continues to 
contract.  There are so many talented individuals 

who have unfortunately been displaced from Big 
Pharma over the course of TAXIS’s incubation.  And 
while we can’t compete with Pharma in terms of 
salary and benefits, we reward our best performers 
with significant ownership in the Company.  
There is no secret to our hiring success - if you are 
motivated, capable and believe in meritocracy, you 
can find a home here at TAXIS.

How do you continue to transform 
the company?
The first order of business was to establish a plan 
and get it funded.  Over the first two years, we 
painstakingly built out a completely in-house 
discovery and screening operation, transitioning 
from outsourced dependencies as quickly as we 
could.  This allowed us to manage the Company 
as effectively and cost-efficiently as possible - a 
requisite in this difficult angel financing environment.  
We are now moving from drug discovery to drug 
development, working diligently to optimize one of 
our lead candidates for IND-enabling study.

You have developed a licens-
ing agreement with Rutgers and 
UMDNJ. Please touch on the impor-
tance of this? 
University research in medicine is the foundation 
of innovation in many therapeutic areas of the 
pharmaceutical industry.  Rutgers is one of the leaders 
in the field, having placed in the top 10 of research 
grant awards for a number of years, and I understand 
why: Rutgers does not passively act as licensor.  Instead 
their philosophy is to play the role of partner, actively 
engaged in advancing their licensee businesses and 
treating them like a true investment not just at the 
licensing negotiating table but throughout the life of 
the project.  I am very grateful for their continuing 
contributions and support. 

How do you continue to be 
innovative? What inspires you?
Chemistry!  I love chemistry.  To imagine what is 
possible in the life sciences and then actually go and 
do it -- to make drugs to combat diseases that inflict 
so many people as a common occurrence -- that gets 
me pretty fired up every single day.  
We are continuously innovative thanks to the caliber 
of our Team.  They never cease to amaze me with 
their creativity, work ethic and competitive nature.  
Everything that TAXIS is is a result of their hard work 
and perserverence. 

Think ahead. Where do you see TAXIS 
Pharma in the next five years? 
Exit - ha!  Of course, what else do investors want to 
hear? n


