
Editorial
Dear Biozentrum Alumni,

Discoveries and innovations – that they are really dealing with something unprece-
dented, must be meticulously proven, whether in the field of basic science in respect 
to journal publications or in applied research when making an application to a patent 
office or sometimes even in a court of law. But why, for Nobel Prize laureate Prof. Randy 
Schekman, the publication of research findings in a high-ranked magazine is no longer 
a seal of quality, the Biozentrum alumnus explains in this issue. Patents and also law 
courts belong to the daily routine of the second alumna that we will introduce: Isabelle 
Schubert, who has been working for Novartis for 20 years. Simon Ittig and Christoph 
Kasper have also had to deal with patents. Until recently budding scientists at the 
Biozentrum, they have now ventured into new territory and are well on the way to 
establishing their own business. Also Prof. Fiona Doetsch, Prof. Kelly Tan and Prof. em. 
Gottfried Schatz have dared to explore new territories. While the two neurobiologists 
are establishing their research groups at the Biozentrum, the emeritus has discovered 
a life beyond active science.

We wish you enjoyable and interesting reading.

Prof. emeritus Hans-Peter Hauri, President of the Biozentrum Alumni Board
Prof. Erich Nigg, Director of the Biozentrum and Member of the Alumni Board
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Speaking from the soapbox.
Brisk and sometimes bracing walks from his flat to and from the Biozentrum – this is the first 
thing that comes to the famous Californian’s mind when recalling his sabbatical year working in 
the lab of Prof. Gottfried Schatz in the early 1980s. In ALUMNInews the Nobel Prize Laureate 
Prof. Randy Schekman shares his memories from that time, tells us how “the” one phone call has 
changed his life and why he is actively engaged in changing the publishing landscape.

ALUMNInews How did you get to work at the Biozentrum?
Randy Schekman My best friend Bill Wickner and I were out 
to dinner with our wives. We both had a sabbatical year com-
ing up and talked about where to go with our young families 
and we decided it would be great fun to work together again 
as we had in Arthur Kornberg’s lab at Stanford. Bill and I were 
both most impressed with the Biozentrum, and particularly 
with Jeff Schatz’ groundbreaking work on the import of pro-
teins into mitochondria. I had just earned tenure in my ap-
pointment at the University of California, Berkeley, and hoped 
that a sabbatical in his lab and his perspective would provide 
more inspiration to return to Berkeley and tackle a biochemi-
cal dissection of vesicular traffic in yeast. So we wrote to Jeff 
and he immediately and graciously agreed to host us.

AN What has remained vivid in your memory from that time?
RS Our family time and the trips around Europe including 
driving around Switzerland, skiing in Austria and a train trip to 
Venice. My daughter lauren was born at the women’s hospi-
tal in Basel, just two months after we arrived. It was a tough 
year because we didn’t get much sleep! And then in an ardu-
ous trip back to the states we arrived in New York to discover 
that the airline had just gone bankrupt and our flight to San 
Francisco would not be honored by any other airline. In a 
panic, I purchased tickets from another airline but as we were 
about to board, the plane had only room for three of us. My 
wife handed me a toothbrush and I said I would get home as 
soon as possible. Fortunately, one passenger didn’t show up!

AN You were a member of the Biozentrum Scientific Adviso-
ry Board. What were your tasks?
RS I enjoyed several years on the Biozentrum Advisory Board 
and helped to evaluate some of the members who were be-
ing reviewed for reappointment and to provide general advice, 
such as in the administration of the PhD training program and 
on transitions in the leadership of the Biozentrum. And every 
year I visited, I made a stop at a store near the hotel to pur-
chase the typical local biscuits, the Basler Läckerli!

AN last year you received the Nobel Prize in Physiology or 
Medicine. How did you react when you were informed?
RS The call came at 1:20 am. A call in the middle of the night 
usually delivers bad news but I knew going to sleep that 
night that Nobel season was imminent and just in case I tried 
to forget, a news article from Stockholm announced “Five 
discoveries that have not yet won the Nobel Prize”. One was 
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for the work of Rothman and Schekman. I assured my wife 
that this was meaningless speculation but still found it a bit 
unsettling. Fortunately, I had just returned from Frankfurt that 
evening so I was tired and jet lagged and I fell asleep at 9 pm, 
aided, I admit, by a sleeping pill. I was so deeply asleep that 
at first I didn’t hear the phone ring but my wife did and she 
blurted out “this is it!”. Somehow I stumbled to the phone 
and was instantly reassured and simultaneously elated by 
soft words spoken with an unmistakable Swedish accent. It 
was Goran Hansson, Secretary of the Physiology or Medicine 
committee, who congratulated me on winning the prize. He 
next reassured me this wasn’t a hoax, but I wasn’t concerned 
because I recognized his voice as we had served together 
on the Jeantet Prize committee. And after so many years of 
being told this could happen, the first inelegant words that I 
uttered were “Oh my God, oh my God”.

AN How has this prize changed your life?
RS I travel too much and give too many interviews! But on 
the positive side, I do have a soapbox from which to speak 
out on issues, which I feel particularly strongly about. My 
three principle issues are the importance of public higher ed-
ucation and of public support for basic science in the face of 
excessive pressure to spend precious resources on “transla-
tional” science as well as the pernicious influence of “impact 
factor” in the evaluation of what we publish and the journals 
in which we chose to publish.

AN For some time now, you have refused to publish in top 
journals such as Cell, Science and Nature. Why?
RS I believe that the pressure to publish in just a few select 
venues has distorted our value system in the assessment of 
scholarly achievement. The journals Cell, Nature and Science 
(CNS), and their spin-off journals, have shamelessly exploited 
our desire for exclusivity in their business plan to sell mag-
azines. These journals artificially limit the number of papers 
they accept, typically to fewer than ten percent, simply to 
exploit that human weakness. The CNS journals employ pro-
fessional editors rather than active scientists to decide which 
papers will make the cut, because they can be counted on to 
base their decisions to an alarming extent on which papers 
will generate “buzz” in the form of more citations to feed 
a quest for ever higher “impact factors”. I’ve compared this 
business plan to the women’s haut couture industry, which 
is built on the allure of exclusivity. We must return the control 
of our academic decisions to active scientists who care more 
about fundamental discoveries than buzz.

AN Could your refusal cost the career of your PhDs and Post-
docs?
RS No, I will help my students and fellows find appropriate 
positions as I always have done. And I will continue to pro-
mote the careers of my former colleagues even if they suc-
cumb to the pressure to publish in a CNS journal.

AN You are the Editor-in-Chief of the still young journal elife. 
How is elife different to the established journals and what’s 
your vision?

Prof. Randy Schekman receiving his Nobel Prize medal and diploma.

RS First of all, elife is supported by three of the most im-
portant scientific funding agencies in the world: HHMI, the 
Wellcome Trust and the Max Planck Society. They initiated 
this effort because they saw the distorting influence of those 
journals that base decisions on market values. Investigators 
funded by these agencies were increasingly having import-
ant work delayed and incurring excess expense in chasing 
endless additional experiments in a quest for the elusive goal 
of a CNS paper. elife started with the assumption that all 
journals should be open access and in our case there was no 
question that we would employ the most liberal standard. 
Our journal was launched with a commitment to review work 
based on scientific values and not potential citations. There-
fore, we have developed a unique, open review format where 
the referees and an editor confer in an online consultation 
session to decide if a paper merits publication. Our turn time 
from submission to acceptance for those papers that fare 
well, currently around 20 percent acceptance, runs around 
100 days, considerably better than the turn time at most se-
lective journals. At elife, we particularly wish to encourage 
young scholars because we know that the most important 
thing in the launch of a career is the speedy publication of 
one’s most important work.

AN Finally, who is the private Randy Schekman?
RS I’ve changed over many years. As a young man I was 
more private, insecure and not particularly introspective. 
later, I found more pleasure in helping others achieve their 
goals and in helping the scientific and academic community. 
Now, for the most part, I am quite open about my views and 
feelings and with age I have developed greater security and 
knowledge of my limits. I love my family, my friends and life. 
My favorite movie is “A wonderful life” because it quite neatly 
expresses my views on loyalty and commitment to the public 
good. I can’t imagine a more fulfilling life than that of the 
scholar uncovering the secrets of the natural world.
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ALUMNInews How does one become a patent attorney?
Isabelle Schubert A prerequisite is a degree in science or en-
gineering, then three years of training in a patent law firm, in 
industry or at the European Patent Office, followed by quite 
a tough final examination – which only about 30% manage to 
pass. That’s why we are not a dime a dozen (she laughs). But 
the high failure rate is not the only reason. Many people just 
can’t imagine how exciting this profession can be.

AN And how did you become interested in it?
IS In a fairly direct way. Most stumble across this profession 
by chance while studying science. However, my goal was 
clear to me already as I started at the Biozentrum. I originally 
wanted to study international law. But, as things sometimes 
happen in life, after one year in Canada, I was not drawn 
to my university place in Fribourg but rather back to Basel, 
where, one could say, I followed in my stepfather’s footsteps, 
who introduced me to this also very internationally orientated 
obtion.

AN What fascinates you about your job?
IS The job’s many facets and that I am constantly in a pro-
cess of further educating myself. On the one side, I have to 
keep my finger on the pulse of developments in science, in 
order to understand and analyze the inventions and to be 
able to identify what is in fact new, is applicable in industry 
and is in principle patentable. But also case law is evolving 
further. Furthermore, as a patent attorney, one has a very 
deep insight into a company and deals with many profes-
sional partners on every level. In the case of a new patent, 
our first contact is with scientists or medical doctors involved 
in scientific research and development. Whereas when the 
patent of a block-buster drug is running out, the company 
management comes into play. But I also maintain constant 
communication with people in marketing, regulatory affairs 
and the legal and license departments. And the best is that 
from year to year one is getting better and with time can also 
share one’s knowledge with younger colleagues.

AN Nevertheless, after 20 years at Novartis, don’t you some-
times yearn for something new?
IS To be quite honest, it is constantly new. Only in May, 
I began a new job and in the first fifteen years I changed 
jobs internally every two years, also in regard to the area of 
science. I worked with dyes, and then was involved in the 
Seedcare department, then in the field of nutrition and finally 

Alumni portraits

A heart and soul patent attorney.
Even before she began her studies, Isabelle Schubert knew which career path she would take. 
When asked about her profession, her eyes beam with delight. Her work as a patent attorney not 
only gives her joy but also keeps her on her toes because it requires staying on the ball with the 
newest developments in science, the law and business. But this keen jogger, yogi and horse rider 
keeps more than mentally fit.

Isabelle Schubert completed her Masters in 

Molecular Biology at the Biozentrum in 

1989. She then left for a year to go to the 

Venezuelan Institute for Scientific Research, 

close to Caracas, and returned to the 

Biozentrum for a further year. A two and a 

half year practical work position followed at 

the patent attorney company, the “Paten-

tanwaltskanzlei A. Kerr & Co”, in the Basel 

region. In 1993, she received her Certificate 

in Intellectual Property law from the 

University of london and then earned the 

qualification of European Patent Attorney in 

1995. Isabelle Schubert has been working 

for Novartis for more than 20 years and 

during this time has managed various 

international patent attorney teams in the 

USA, Great Britain, China, India and Basel.
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in pharmaceuticals. Over time, I also moved to dealing with 
patent disputes, to take over tasks in the financial area and 
immersed myself in the life Cycle Management program.

AN Has a patent ever turned out to be a complete surprise? 
IS This shouldn’t really happen (she laughs). Our goal is to 
be able to fairly accurately anticipate the strengths of a pat-
ent or the developments in case law. The more innovative 
and unique an invention, the easier it is to carry the patent 
application through right to the end, as hardly anyone would 
attempt to challenge this. There are also inventions that are 
not so distant from the prior art. In such cases, it is not un-
usual that a court will have to decide if the patent is valid and 
infringed or may be copied by others. Then it gets exciting 
again for us. Should the decision be in our favor, we as a 
team are naturally very pleased because, on the one hand, 
it confirms our assessment and, on the other hand, this also 
involves a lot of money.

AN Being under time pressure is also part of this profession. 
How do you deal with stress?
IS I think that generally the work pace has increased in many 
professions. I very consciously set aside time for other things. 
I find a balance through jogging, yoga, meditation or horse 
riding and naturally when I spend time with my family. And 
also during my working day, I take small breaks to prevent 
going home stressed, which I don’t want to do to my family.

AN Speaking of family: You have two daughters. How do you 
manage to balance your commitment to your job and your 
family?
IS I have been very fortunate that part time work was always 
possible. When our first daughter was born, I and later also 
my husband reduced our work to 80% and had an alternate 
day free so that we needed day care for only three days 
a week. When our second daughter arrived, I temporarily 
worked only 60%. Now that the girls are 13 and 17 years old, 
I can work fulltime again, one day, however, is a home office 
day. Clearly, you must make some compromises when you 
are not at home full time, so things like homemade cakes are 
not often to be found at my place. But as the children grew in 

age, we always found a good solution, whether it was to have 
a nanny, daycare or, until recently, with the help of a house-
keeper. And of course, there are times when it does become 
much. And then it’s important to reload the batteries.

AN Some of your team are not just next door, but work on 
other continents. Does this require a special approach from 
your side?
IS Today we have many tools at our service to simplify our 
communication. Along with our regular telephone calls, we 
also have an exchange over a type of “Skype” and a chat 
platform. We can also share our desktop and simultaneously 
work on the same document. However, this doesn’t simply 
turn the employees into a team. Only last week we devoted 
two days to team building programs via video. And one has to 
be aware, that a part of the message may not come across. 
In a telephone conference, I sometimes need to add that all 
in the room are nodding in agreement.

AN Besides the science you learnt, what has remained from 
your time at the Biozentrum? 
IS Mainly the long-term friendships. I still have contact to 
colleagues from the lab and I also meet some from my time 
as a student now and again. Here at Novartis I also come 
across familiar faces from my Biozentrum days. » Home
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The other life of Gottfried Schatz.
About forty years ago, a letter of complaint reached Basel’s City Council. A resident living 
opposite the Biozentrum complained that the constant nocturnal light from this new building 
was disrupting his marital life. Prof. em. Gottfried Schatz and his team were among the offenders. 
Being passionately dedicated scientists, they often worked late into the night. Today, the 
emeritus professor still works with the same passion, lecturing and writing essays and books.

Emeriti

The large, old oak wardrobe in the living room of his small 
house in Reinach should not really be there at all. The Schatz 
family took it with them to their new US home, over forty 
years ago, on what was to be a one-way trip. However, in 
1974 Prof. em. Gottfried Schatz brought his family back to 
Europe. The oak wardrobe which like its owners had seen 
much of the world, came along too.

like many of the professors in the early days of the Biozen-
trum, the Austrian Gottfried Schatz came to Basel from the 
United States. Along with the other professors of the found-
ing generation, he had tried to master scientific research at a 
time when Europe and particularly Germany and Austria were 
still paralyzed by the aftermaths of the Nazi regime and the 
turmoil of war. “That’s why most young European scientists 
at that time had to venture abroad,” recalls Gottfried Schatz. 
“Many of us learned the ins and outs of modern biology from 
immigrants whom our home countries had expelled only a 

few decades before. Our hope was to bring our experience 
and the American way of doing science back to Europe,” he 
remembers.

From 1968 to 1974, Gottfried Schatz worked as a professor 
at Cornell University in Ithaca, USA. “I heard of the Biozen-
trum through the grapevine and read a journal report full of 
admiration for this new interdisciplinary institute even before 
the building had been completed,” recounts Gottfried Schatz. 
For Europe in those days it was a very visionary idea. And so 
he did not hesitate for a moment to accept a position here, 
even though it was not easy for his family to pack their bags 
once again and leave the USA. “All of us at the Biozentrum 
felt from the start that it was something very special. We 
were all on a high,” says Gottfried Schatz. “We had sufficient 
research funding and quickly received recognition. Prof. em. 
Werner Arber’s Nobel Prize in 1978 boosted our reputation 
even further, both in Switzerland and abroad.”
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The emeritus established a name for himself as a leading 
figure in the area of mitochondrial research. That this became 
his field of interest was, as so often is, a coincidence. As a 
chemistry student in Graz, Gottfried Schatz taught himself 
biochemistry, a discipline that in the 1950s received little at-
tention in Austria. He stilled his appetite by reading scientific 
publications. “In those days, I would copy all the abstracts 
that interested me from a journal by hand and requested 
reprints from the authors,” relates Gottfried Schatz. “Most 
of them sent me one or two, but one sent me a large airmail 
package containing over 250 articles on mitochondria. This 
collection became my textbook which kindled my enthusiasm 
for these cell organelles. Reading these reprints, however, 
also showed me that many questions still needed to be tack-
led and so I found my field of research – or it found me.” It 
was only many years later that Gottfried Schatz personally 
met the scientist whose work had inspired him to take this 
path. It was David Green, one of the most famous mitochon-
dria researchers at that time.

In 1999, after more than 40 years in research, 25 of them 
spent as Professor of Biochemistry at the Biozentrum, 
Gottfried Schatz reached emeritus status. And still today, 
15 years later, he visits the Biozentrum with a heavy heart. 
“I miss research every day,” he admits. “Doing research at 
the Biozentrum was pure delight.” In his opinion, retirement 
opens a new phase of life. It should be perceived as a chance 
to venture forth into new directions. “It was important for me 
to make a clean break – to go ‘Cold Turkey’, so to speak – and 
to tackle something new.”

For Gottfried Schatz, this new phase of life has become one 
of the most rewarding of his life. “It has given me more time 
with my family, virtually unlimited freedom and has allowed 
me to define myself anew. After retiring from the Biozen-

trum, I began to write about science, describing what science 
means for our daily life and how it has changed our way of 
perceiving our existence.” His first essays were published 
in the “Basler Zeitung” and then in the “Neue Zürcher Zei-
tung” and provoked an astoundingly positive echo. Since 
then Gottfried Schatz has written three volumes of essays 
(one of them in English) as well as “A matter of wonder” 
(Feuersucher), a biography of his scientific generation. “With 
a pounding heart, I just finished writing a novel that will be 
released next spring,” revealed the author. “It is about the 
generation before me which lived between two worlds: the 
old Austrian-Hungarian Empire and the modern era. The novel 
also tries to show that doing research requires not only intel-
ligence, but also courage and endurance.”

Besides writing about the world of science, giving up to fifty 
lectures a year for Rotary Clubs, student groups, government 
representatives, various companies and scientific congress-
es, Gottfried Schatz also presents scientific experiments 
in kindergardens. He wants to bring science closer to the 
people. “I think it is important to start at an early age and 
show children that science is cool,” explains the professor 
emeritus with conviction. “The aim is not to cram facts into 
the childrens’ heads but to arouse their curiosity. We need 
to show them the wonders of science.” Although he remains 
in contact with his former field of research, it is no longer 
with the earlier intensity. “When doing background research 
for my lectures and essays, I continue to discover aspects 
of biology which I had not known about. I now may have a 
broader knowledge,” he says but adds with a laugh: “a mile 
wide and an inch deep.”

In his “retirement”, Gottfried Schatz is anything but retired. 
His message in a nutshell: There is life after retirement! 
» Home

Emeriti
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New Professors

Between worlds.
Canada, Germany, New York, Basel. Prof. Fiona Doetsch is used to being at home in different 
worlds. She joined the Biozentrum this summer but still has a transition lab in New York 
and in her research she also bridges two worlds, that of Stem Cell Biology and that of Neuro- 
science. Hence, it is of no surprise that she considers one of the beauties of science to be 
the excitement of discovering unexpected new worlds.

Fiona Doetsch, born in Canada, is Professor 

of Stem Cell Biology and Neuroscience. She 

studied Biochemistry, History and Philoso-

phy of Science at McGill University in 

Montreal and then moved to the Rockefeller 

University in New York for her PhD. She was 

a Junior Fellow at the Harvard University 

Society of Fellows, and then a Fellow at the 

Radcliffe Institute of Advanced Studies at 

Harvard University before joining Columbia 

University in 2003, first as an assistant 

professor, then in 2011 as an associate 

professor. Fiona Doetsch is married and has 

a seven year old son.

ALUMNInews Doetsch sounds very German. Do you have 
German roots?
Fiona Doetsch Yes, my father was born in Berlin, in Germa-
ny, but moved to England when he was very young. My 
grandparents returned to Germany later and I visited them 
in Braunschweig for many years. I also took German in high 
school and later I worked summers in labs in Germany. So, 
then I became quite fluent in German. Unfortunately, I have 
lost this eloquence but I am now, of course, trying to improve 
again.

AN What is your research about?
FD We study adult brain stem cells. For a long time people 
thought that we are born with a fixed number of neurons, 
the cells which allow us to learn, think and move, and that 
neurons just disappear over time and die. But it turns out that 
in certain parts of the brain new neurons are born every sin-
gle day. These new neurons are continuously made by stem 
cells that are present throughout life. What are the molecu-
lar and cellular pathways that an adult stem cell undergoes 
to become a neuron? Which micro-environment supports 
this? And how do stem cells respond to certain physiological 
stimuli, to injury or under normal conditions? Our research 
bridges two worlds: the world of stem cells and the world 
of neuroscience.

AN There are different kinds of stem cells. Can you explain 
the differences?
FD Embryonic stem cells are extracted from a blastocyst, 
a few days after fertilization. Adult stem cells are found in 
normal tissues and make cells for only that specific tissue. 
Induced pluripotent stem cells are made from differentiated 
cells, such as skin cells. In somatic cell nuclear transfer or 
therapeutic cloning the nucleus of one cell is transferred to 
an oocyte. Recently, scientists are also directly converting 
one differentiated cell into another type without going via 
a stem cell state. Each type of stem cell has advantages, 
limitations and different ethical questions for both research 
and medical applications.

AN What are your future research goals?
FD I think one of the greatest beauties of science is that you 
never know where you are going to end up! Our primary goal 
is to try to understand the biology of stem cells. Recently, we 
developed a new method that allows us to purify stem cells 
in a dormant and an active state directly from the adult brain. 
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This is an important advance, allowing us to study how these 
cells can be regulated by intrinsic signals and by external sig-
nals. This is going to be a major area of focus in our research 
from now on. Still, I know that we are going to end up in all 
sorts of different areas (she laughs).

AN How can your research be medically applied?
FD Our finding that adult neural stem cells are a kind of glial 
cell has wide implications, as it may be possible to harness 
other glial cells to act as stem cells or to reprogram them to 
give rise to neurons. We also discovered that in the stem cell 
niche near the brain ventricles, the blood brain barrier has un-
usual properties. Some signals from the circulating blood can 
selectively access this adult neural stem cell niche. It may 
therefore be possible to stimulate the endogenous stem cells 
via this route. On the other hand, stem cells and their proge-
ny in the brain may be a source of brain tumors, if they begin 
to divide in an uncontrolled manner. It may also be feasible 
to deliver anti-cancer drugs using this natural delivery route.

AN It is said that one day stem cells may be used to repair 
damage to the brain. Does our brain have its own regenera-
tion capability, too?
FD Absolutely. If the brain is damaged, rewiring of existing 
cells can occur or new cells can be added. After a stroke, 
and in patients with multiple sclerosis, there is evidence that 
both rewiring and brain regeneration takes place. There is 
not complete repair because of damage and other inhibitory 
factors present. However, the brain potentially has an amaz-
ing capacity for self-repair. We hope that by understanding 
the biology of adult neural stem cells and their niche, it will 
be possible to eventually use the brain’s own stem cells for 
brain repair.

AN Your husband also works at the Biozentrum. What is his 
job?
FD David is a microbiologist and a geneticist. He is affiliated 
here with Attila Becskei’s lab and collaborates with him in the 
EUCOR trinational Masters Program in Biotechnology. His 
scientific approach is independent and eclectic. So, he looks 
forward to sharing ideas and exploring new collaborations in 
the scientific community of Basel.

AN What about your seven year old son. Is he also as inter-
ested in science as his parents?
FD Yes, absolutely. He loves looking at cells through micro-
scopes. In New York we went to his school and taught a little 
lesson about brains and taste. David and I did that together 
and it was a lot of fun to go there. We showed samples of 
brains from different animals, the lizard, the mouse and the 
sheep, and this was really fascinating for the kids.

AN What has changed the most for your family?
FD We love the tranquility of the streets of Basel. New York 
was loud, here the birds are louder than the cars. New York 
is very exciting but the activity can make it hard to think as 
deeply about the most important things in science and life.

Adult neural stem cells give rise to neurons (green) and astrocytes (red) 
in vitro.

New Professors
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New Professors

Ready, steady, go!
Anyone looking for Prof. Kelly Tan will rarely find her in her office but rather in the lab. She 
just joined the Biozentrum as SNSF Professor in Neurobiology in October and is eager to 
get started with her experiments. If it was up to her, as soon as possible. She lives for science – 
and for her team.

Prof. Kelly Tan, born in Paris, studied biology 

at the Bordeaux II Victor Segalen University 

in France. She earned her PhD in the field of 

Neurobiology at the University of Bern and 

subsequently moved to the University of 

Geneva as a postdoctoral fellow, where she 

began her research on basal ganglia. In 

2011, she was awarded the Pfizer Prize and 

one year later the prestigious SNF Ambi-

zione Fellowship, with which she continued 

her research in Geneva before she came to 

the Biozentrum.

ALUMNInews You have only just arrived and are already in 
the starting blocks. Why the hurry?
Kelly Tan I admit that the time plan leaves little room. I would 
love to start with the first experiments in January. But I know 
it will be tight. It usually takes six to twelve months before a 
lab is set up and working. There is a lot of material to order 
and a long delivery period has to be sometimes taken into 
account, applications need to be made and staff recruited. At 
the moment I have a team of three. In my case I was lucky 
enough to be able to start organizing already in April while 
still in Geneva and that’s why I have had a head start. Perhaps 
I am too optimistic, ambitious or naïve (she laughs).

AN You are usually to be found in the lab together with your 
team. Why?
KT I like interacting and discussing science with people. Be-
sides, it’s my job and responsibility to instill good lab practic-
es and show my team how research functions. This is why 
I involve them in every single aspect of setting up our lab. 
This way, they can one day also decide whether pursuing an 
academic career is the right path for them or not.

AN What is the main focus of your research?
KT We are mainly interested in the basal ganglia, a brain 
network that controls movement. We investigate how neu-
rons are connected with each other and the alterations of the 
same circuit in pathological conditions such as in Parkinson’s 
disease. Our aim is to find how one can reverse such remod-
eling. This knowledge could have an important impact at the 
translational level.

AN What exactly is Parkinson’s disease?
KT Parkinson’s disease is a neurodegenerative disorder. It 
progresses slowly and leads to significant motor impairment 
such as slowness of movement or loss of movement, tremor, 
rigidity and postural instability. The loss of dopamine neurons 
and therefore dopamine neuromodulation is key and grad-
ually alters the activity of the basal ganglia. The underlying 
cause for the progressive death of the neurons still remains 
unknown. So, we first need to understand the system itself 
and how it works under normal conditions, in order to then 
come up with targeted ideas for drug development, as cur-
rent medications mostly fight the symptoms rather than the 
cause.

AN There are eight neurobiology groups at the Biozentrum. 
Isn’t the overlapping of research areas and the pressure of 
competition inevitable?
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New Professors

KT Definitely not. Overlappings are certainly not a prob-
lem. I don’t think that our areas of research are competitive 
but rather complementary. Personally, I think sharing ideas 
and discussing findings are the most effective way to do 
research. Without this exchange, you make mistakes that 
others could have drawn your attention to beforehand. The 
sharing of knowledge is in my opinion the heart of science 
and so there may be areas where I could collaborate with 
other groups.

AN From Geneva to Basel. Why the Biozentrum?
KT The main reason is that at the Biozentrum many groups 
work in the field of neurobiology. So, the environment is ideal 
as it offers everything at once: It is young and experienced, 
dynamic and diverse and technically well equipped. As I al-
ready mentioned, the individual research areas complement 
each other and yet each group has its own niche. What more 
could you want?

AN Women are still in the minority within the circle of pro-
fessors. What is your opinion?
KT Women still represent a minority but I think much is 
happening in this regard. The approach to research, the way 
of communicating and the scientific community as a whole 
is changing. All possibilities are open to us. All the same, 
women sometimes still need to contend with the problem 
of prejudice.

AN Have you experience female discrimination?
KT I guess that I am not the only woman who had to deal 
with the usual clichés and I honestly do not pay much atten-
tion to the comments nor to those who make them. I feel 
good with myself and concentrate on the quality of my work. 
At the end of the day what really matters is your contribu-
tion to science and I will let my work speak for itself. At the 
Biozentrum, I seem to be in the right place: After all, four of 
the eight Neurobiology groups are led by female professors. 
» Home

Optogenetically-targeted neurons.
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Seizing the opportunity.
Academic scientists have the reputation of only thinking about their next publication. With 
Simon Ittig and Christoph Kasper it’s different. They have ventured into new territory 
and are well on the way to establishing their own business. What it takes is a good idea, some 
courage, a down-to-earth approach and – what many people forget: The patent – before 
any findings are published!

Applying for a patent, writing business plans, setting up 
timelines, finding funding and collaboration partners, tap-
ping into new application possibilities and further develop-
ing the new technology in the lab. No day is routine and in 
Simon Ittig’s and Christoph Kasper’s work day, there are 
many “firsts”. Until recently they were budding scientists 
conducting research at the Biozentrum. Now they have 
taken the step to independence. In their venture, they can 
count on the University and the Biozentrum, which have 
facilitated the young entrepreneurs with financial support 
and the provision of facilities and the infrastructure of the 
Biozentrum for establishing their start-up “Type 3 Technolo-
gies”. Their idea: A new technique for effective and targeted 
protein transport into cells. The current method of choice is 
still DNA transfection. However, this technique has several 
disadvantages, for example, the introduced protein often 
remains in the cell much longer than is physiological or de-
sired. “We have overcome this problem with our new meth-
od. Employing a sophisticated bacterial nanomachine, the 
so-called type III secretion system, the proteins of choice 
can be extremely efficiently and synchronously injected into 
almost all eukaryotic cell lines,” explains Simon Ittig. But 
despite the great progress made by the young scientists, 
the lab work is far from finished – they continue to optimize, 
develop and test.

Simon Ittig und Christoph Kasper met each other as PhD 
students. Already at that time, they could both imagine be-
coming independent one day. But it was when they worked 
together in Prof. Cécile Arrieumerlou’s lab that the ball started 
rolling. “We began discussing and were both full of enthu-
siasm about this project,” remembers Christoph Kasper. “At 
that time I said to Simon, if this method works, it would be 
the perfect idea for a start-up.” They didn’t delay in taking the 
project into their own hands. Convinced by the idea, they 
enrolled in the semester course “Venture Challenge” at the 
University and became familiar with the necessary know-how 
for establishing and financing a company. “It was important, 
for instance, to bring Unitectra, the technology transfer or-
ganization, on board early. They look after the whole package 
surrounding patents,” says Simon Ittig. “Applying for a patent 
is a huge job but it is of great importance for a start-up and 
it must be broadly supported to protect the technology and 
to leave no loopholes open. We had to convince Unitectra 
about ourselves and our project, for them to take over the 
expenses for the patent,” reports Christoph Kasper. “Hence 

the patent rights are owned by University of Basel. However, 
if our technology is successful, we can acquire a license from 
the University.”

The pair of entrepreneurs is currently being financially sup-
ported by government and the University’s funding programs. 
For the next months, they will be planning the important step: 
the launching of their own company. According to Simon Ittig 
and Christoph Kasper the conditions in Switzerland are ex-
tremely conducive for this. “There are many foundations and 
also the Commission for Technology and Innovation (CTI) of-
fers world-class support tools.” The financing is secured until 
the end of 2015, with a major contribution being provided by 
the CTI. But they are still looking further into the future: “We 
are already planning up to mid 2016 and are trying to organize 
funding until then and are constantly on the look-out for new 
collaboration partners. From them we can learn much includ-
ing what functions well and what we could improve and can 
also access new openings for applications of our technology.”

Their most valuable insight: published findings can no longer 
be patented. It is crucial to be aware of this, otherwise you 
can block your own path to setting-up your own business. 
“That publishing is no longer the first priority and initially has 
to be shelved, requires much understanding from your pro-
fessor,” emphasizes Simon Ittig. Despite some hurdles, their 
ambition and motivation keeps driving them forward. » Home

The founders of T3T: Christoph Kasper and Simon Ittig.
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Awards and honors.

Two professors elected to the Academia 
Europaea
Prof. Silvia Arber and Prof. Mihaela Zavolan have been ap-
pointed as members of the Academia Europaea – an hon-
or which they share with six other Biozentrum professors. 
The neurobiologist, Silvia Arber, has been appointed to the 
section Cell Biology, the systems biologist, Mihaela Zavo-
lan, to the section Biochemistry & Molecular Biology. Arber’s 
research aims to answer fundamental questions on how 
neuronal circuits are established and function. Her research 
has led to the important discovery that the motor system is 
comprised of functional modules at various levels, ensuring 
the precise interplay between neurons and muscles. Mihaela 
Zavolan studies so called microRNAs (miRNAs), which regu-
late the expression of protein-coded genes and thus control 
cell differentiation, metabolism and immune response. The 
European, non-governmental, scientific Academia Europaea 
was founded in 1988 and has about 2 800 members.
Furthermore, the Executive Council of Basel has awarded the 
Science Award 2014 to Prof. Silvia Arber for her exceptional 
research contributions and recognition of her commitment to 
the promotion of young scientists. » More

Michael Hall – new member of the US 
National Academy of Sciences
Prof. Michael Hall has been elected as member of the US 
National Academy of Sciences (NAS) in recognition of his 
significant research contributions in the field of cell biology. 
With his discovery of the regulatory protein TOR – Target of 
Rapamycin – he uncovered fundamental mechanisms of cell 
growth and cancer development. From the Biozentrum, Prof. 
em. Walter Gehring, Prof. em. Gottfried Schatz and Prof. em. 
Werner Arber, have all been honored with joining the ranks of 
this distinguished society. Furthermore, Hall was presented 
with the Sir Hans Krebs Medal by the Federation of European 
Biochemical Societies (FEBS) for “outstanding achievements 
in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology or related sciences”. 
» More

News

Peter Scheiffele awarded Robert Bing Prize
The Swiss Academy of Medical Sciences (SAMS) has award-
ed Prof. Peter Scheiffele with the Robert Bing Prize 2014. 
He investigates the development and dissolution of neuro-
nal connections and discovered that the neuronal adhesion 
molecules, neuroligin and neurexin, play an important role in 
synapse formation. His work on the formation and dissolution 
of such neuronal connections contributes to the fundamental 
understanding of neurodevelopmental disorders, such as au-
tism and schizophrenia, and provides directions for potential 
treatment strategies. The Robert Bing Prize is awarded ev-
ery other year to younger researchers for outstanding work 
which has helped in the recognition, treatment and cure of 
neurological diseases. » More

http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/two-professors-elected-to-the-academia-europaea/
http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/prof-michael-n-hall-new-member-of-the-national-academy-of-sciences/
http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/prof-peter-scheiffele-awarded-robert-bing-prize/
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Obituary.

The cichlids’ egg-spots: How evolution creates 
new characteristics
Biological evolution is in general based on the progressive 
adaption of traits through natural or sexual selection. How-
ever, ever so often complex traits with completely new func-
tions arise such as insect wings. So far, it is largely unknown 
which genome modifications lead to such evolutionary inno-
vations. Studying the color markings of male African cichlid 
fish, Prof. Markus Affolter from the Biozentrum and Prof. Wal-
ter Salzburger from the Department of Zoology were able to 
show that the evolution of their conspicuous color markings, 
so called egg-spots, is linked to the insertion of a mobile ge-
netic element – a “jumping gene” – in the regulatory region 
of a newly identified pigmentation gene. The presence of 
the “jumping gene” leads to an alteration of gene expres-
sion in pigmentation cells and therefore to the development 
of the characteristic egg-spot patterns. These egg-spot pat-
terns play a central role in mating behavior of these cichlids. 
» More

Bar codes for nerve cells
To process and transmit meaningful information individual 
nerve connections must be unimaginably diverse and at the 
same time precise. The limited number of genes in the hu-
man DNA raises the question how the diversity of neurons 
and neuronal connections can be encoded. Through alterna-
tive RNA splicing a huge diversity of nerve cell receptors are 
created and impart each nerve cell its own identity. Prof. Pe-
ter Scheiffele’s research group together with scientists from 
the University and the ETH Zurich has demonstrated that 
some 1 400 different RNA splicing variants form the diverse 
neurexin variations, a receptor that serves as an important 
connecting link between the nerve cells. Combinations of the 
different receptor molecules function like a bar code, giving 

News

Obituary for Walter Gehring 
(1939 – 2014)
The Biozentrum is mourning the death of Prof. em. Walter 
Gehring who died on May 29th, 2014. He was not only a great 
scientist but also an outstanding human being and an influen-
tial mentor. His enthusiasm for all aspects of science and his 
visionary ideas have motivated and inspired generations of 
young scientists at the Biozentrum. He has founded a wide 
scientific family and always kept close contact with his for-
mer collaborators throughout the world. Gehring’s work has 
focused on the mechanisms by which the cells of an embryo 
acquire their specific functions and their proper place, ulti-
mately forming the diverse organs within the adult organism. 
Gehring and his collaborators discovered a specific DNA se-
quence, the homeobox, typical of a group of regulatory genes 
which control a large number of subordinate genes and thus 
play a key role in the development of all organisms. During 
the past two decades, they also succeeded in working out a 
detailed description of eye development, which showed that 
the apparently diverse eyes of insects and vertebrates have 
evolved from a common structure. Gehring’s fundamental 
work caught the attention of his colleagues around the world 
who presented him with many prestigious prizes. » More

Research.

http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/the-cichlids-egg-spots-how-evolution-creates-new-characteristics/
http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/obituary-for-walter-gehring-1939-2014/
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News

Long antibiotic treatments: slowly growing 
bacteria to blame
Due to growing antibiotic resistance, infectious diseases are 
becoming increasingly difficult to treat. But even non-resis-
tant bacteria can survive antibiotics for some time, therefore 
treatments need to be continued for days or weeks. Prof. Dirk 
Bumann and his team demonstrated that abundant slowly 
growing bacteria are the biggest challenge for treatment. By 
measuring the proliferation of individual Salmonella the sci-
entists revealed that in host tissue some bacteria grow very 
rapidly which cause increasingly severe disease. However, 
most bacteria reside in tissue regions with limited nutrient 
supply, restricting the growth rate. The slowly growing Sal-
monella are present in large numbers, and readily restart their 
growth once antibiotic levels in the tissue drop, thus driving 
transfection and relapse. A better understanding of the phys-
iology of slowly growing bacteria could help to shorten the 
duration of antibiotic therapy. » More

Research.

Aberrant mTOR signaling impairs whole body 
physiology
The protein mTOR is a central controller of growth and me-
tabolism. Deregulation of mTOR signaling increases the risk 
of developing metabolic diseases such as diabetes, obesity 
and cancer. In a recent study, the research group of Prof. 
Michael Hall was able to show that mTORC1 activation in 

Nanoscale “velcro” used for molecule 
transport
There is much traffic in our cells. Many proteins, for exam-
ple, need to travel from their production site in the cyto-
plasm to the nucleus, where they are used to read genetic 
information. Tiny pores in the nuclear membrane enable their 
transport into and out of the cell nucleus. The team of Prof. 
Roderick lim has created an artificial model of the nuclear 
pore complex (NPC) to study the biophysical basics of this 
transport. The researchers discovered parallels in behavior to 
the velcro strip as we know it. On “clean velcro”, the particles 
stick immediately. However, when the “velcro” is filled or 
“dirtied” with specific import proteins, it is less adhesive and 
the particles begin to slide over its surface just by diffusion. 
With the nanoscale “velcro” selective particles can be trans-
ported. The discovery of this principle could be translated into 
practical applications, for instance nanoscale conveyour belts 
or escalators. » More
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the liver of mice reduces hepatic lipid metabolism, loco-
motor activity and body temperature. They observed that 
mTORC1 hyperactivation enhances the level of the stress 
hormone FGF21 by depletion of the amino acid glutamine 
while glutamine administration reversed this effect and thus 
prevented the physiological impairments. Human cancers 
often exhibit aberrant mTORC1 signaling and glutamine ad-
diction. The researchers could show that also in human liver 
tumors mTORC1 signaling correlates with FGF21 expression. 
These findings provide evidence that treatment of glutamine 
addicted human cancers with mTORC1 inhibitors such as 
rapamycin might have beneficial effects by blocking tumor 
growth and by preventing deregulation of whole body phys-
iology. » More

each cell a distinctive molecular identity. Furthermore, they 
discovered that the detected variants of neurexin varied in 
the different regions of the brain: The more complex a region 
of the brain, the greater the range of neurexin variants that 
were found » More
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