
Editorial

Dear Biozentrum Alumni,

For this current issue, we travelled to Bern and visited Biozentrum alumna Catherine 
Brun, who works as a scientific advisor at the ETH Board. In the interview, she reveals 
to us that leaving your comfort zone can be quite daunting but, in any case, it is a 
chance to try something new. This has also been her experience.

New experiences and learning shape the brain. That is what interests Flavio Donato. 
The new Assistant Professor of Neurobiology at the Biozentrum would like to under-
stand how nature has solved the problem of building a brain during development, 
how babies learn to learn, how they learn to create memories and to navigate the 
complex world. 

Prof. Richard Neher shares his experiences and point of view about Open Access 
publication and Roger Jenni, known as “Mister Neubau”, tells us about his increas-
ing learning curve during all the phases of implementing the “New Biozentrum 
Building” project. And we go back in time, giving you an impression of the sympo-
sium in honor of the Nobel laureate Prof. em. Werner Arber, who celebrated his 
90th birthday in June. 

And last but not least, we present the latest awards, honors and research papers.

We wish you enjoyable and interesting reading,

Your Biozentrum Alumni Board
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The new Biozentrum building has changed Basel's skyline.
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Alumninews As a postdoctoral fellow, you lived in Canada 
for a while. To what extent was this a challenge?
Catherine Brun At that time, I assumed that life in Canada 
would not be so different from ours here. However, I quickly 
realized that I had to step out of my comfort zone. To be honest, 
it certainly was a culture shock in the beginning. In Canada, 
you have to sell yourself more and constantly show how good 
you are. Although it wasn't always so easy, overall it turned into 
a very positive experience for my partner and me. Canadians 
are very open minded and welcoming. This helped a lot.

An Did others have the similar experience?
CB My colleagues from Portugal, Germany, Holland and France, 
we Europeans, all had the same feeling. It made me aware, for 
the first time, that we have all been shaped by a very similar 
culture in Europe. If you want to think and feel European, you 
have to go abroad, beyond the European borders. Then you rec-
ognize that much more unites us than separates us.

An After completing your postdoc, you returned to Switzer-
land and have been working for the ETH Board ever since. 
How did this come about?
CB In Canada, it became quickly clear to me that I did not 
want to stay active as a researcher. I had lost my interest in 
going deeper and deeper into detail. My dilemma was that 
I found the questions in science and the big ideas very fasci-
nating but in the end, in the lab you are faced daily with the 
question of why the experiment did not work. Since I had 
long been interested in science policy, strategies and fund-
ing, I looked for jobs in this field. I am still happy that I got 
this position as a staff member of the ETH Board because 
when you start a completely new job you never know what 
you will meet.

An It is not that easy to find alternatives to research. How was 
it for you?
CB A colleague, who had left research, advised me to look at 
what my earlier fellow students are doing now. I used my 
LinkedIn profile to get information and to help decide which 
direction I should take. I met with a lot of different people 
and asked them about their job. I also tried out some things 
myself, such as being part of a public science blog, which was 
run by the Canadian Cancer Society.

Leaving the comfort zone.

Leaving your own comfort zone can sometimes be quite daunting but above all  
it is one thing, enriching and in any case a chance to try something completely new.  

Catherine Brun speaks from experience. The Biozentrum’s alumna has not only  
ventured overseas but also set foot on new ground professionally.

Since 2015, Catherine Brun has been working 
as scientific advisor in the Science unit of the 
ETH Board. She studied biochemistry at the 
University of Fribourg and completed her  
master's degree at the Biozentrum under the 
supervision of Prof. Michael Hall. Subse-
quently, she did her PhD at the ETH Zurich 
and then worked as a postdoctoral researcher 
at Mount Sinai Hospital in Toronto, Canada.
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An And what is your job at the ETH 
Board?
CB I am part of the academic adminis-
tration; we work behind the scene to 
make the academic and scientific world 
run smoothly. As staff, we prepare all 
the business for the ETH Board. I belong 
to the Science unit and I deal particularly 
with the areas of professorships and 
equal opportunity. In addition, we 
ensure that the ETH Board can perform 
its controlling tasks. This includes ensur-
ing that appointed professors will fit into 
the planned strategy and that the funds 
provided by the Federal Parliament are 
properly used. We intervene when guide-
lines or standards are not being met.

An Which institutions belong to the 
ETH Domain?
CB Included are the ETH Zurich, the 
EPFL in Lausanne, the Paul Scherrer 
Institute (PSI), the Swiss Federal Labora-
tories for Materials Science and Technol-
ogy (Empa), the Swiss Federal Institute 
for Forest, Snow and Landscape 
Research (WSL) and the Swiss Federal 
Institute of Aquatic Science and Tech-
nology (Eawag). The ETH Domain is sub-
ordinate to the Federal Parliament.

An What are the ETH Board’s tasks?
CB The ETH Board is the ETH Domain's 
strategic management and supervisory 
body. It is at the interface between the 
federal authorities and the ETH institu-
tions. Nevertheless, the individual insti-
tutes enjoy a large degree of autonomy. 
They are independent and manage them-
selves. The Swiss Federal Council defines 
the strategic objectives for the ETH 
Domain. The ETH Board is responsible for 
their implementation, allocates the fed-
eral funds, is responsible for controlling 
and makes recommendations. For exam-
ple, it defines the research focuses for the 
coming period, deals with large research 
infrastructures and publishes evalua-
tions, financial reports as well as position 
papers on specific topics.

An What interests you the most?
CB Above all, the new things that come 
with each strategy. The area of equal 
opportunity was completely new to me 
before I started my job here. 

An Do you also need to do research on 
what other institutions do?
CB Absolutely. And interestingly, I would 
never have thought that I would use so 
much of what I had learnt as a researcher 
still today. New questions or problems 
always arise and I have to find a suitable 
solution. I do research into the law and 
read manuscripts. I work closely together 
with my team, we are eight, but also com-
municate with colleagues from other 
units such as Real Estate, Finances, Com-
munication, Human Resources and Legal 
Services. The mix of people is very import-
ant in order to reach good solutions.

An How did you gain all your knowledge?
CB Learning by doing! Of course, my 
colleagues actively supported me and 
gave me enough time to learn the ropes. 
I became familiar with diverse scien-
tific institutions, first in Fribourg, then 
at the Biozentrum, later at the ETH 
Zurich and finally in Toronto. I don’t 
find it difficult to get involved in new 
things and the political arena has 
always interested me. I think that this 
combination has made many things eas-
ier. But it still remains a challenge, in a 
positive way.

An You studied Biochemistry in Fri-
bourg. Why did you choose the Biozen-
trum to do your master’s? 
CB I was looking for an exciting project 
for my master’s and came across Mike 
Hall’s research. The topic grabbed me 
immediately. The research group was 
very international and we only spoke 
English. I felt very free and it didn’t feel 
like work at all. That’s when I realized 
that I also wanted to do a PhD.

An Has anything in particular remained 
with you from this time?
CB My partner (she laughs). Our paths 
crossed for the first time in Basel at Uni-
Sport. He was studying Architecture in 
Muttenz at the time. Now we have a son 
and our second child is on the way.

An And so you went together to 
Canada?
CB Yes. My boyfriend also wanted to go 
abroad and try out something different. 
It is easier to get a visa for your partner 

in Canada, even if you are not married. 
But this open visa is coupled to the job 
of the partner.

An Could your partner work there as an 
architect?
CB No, that was not possible. It was not 
easy at all for him to find a job. How-
ever, he was lucky. A small company, 
where the boss’s wife was Swiss and 
was familiar with the standard of edu-
cation here, took him on as a carpenter, 
a profession which he had previously 
learnt.

An How do you manage family and 
work these days?
CB I work 80 percent and commute four 
days a week to Bern and on occasion to 
Zurich. My partner also works 80 percent. 
This helps us to share the childcare.

An Was it difficult for your partner to 
get a foothold in the work force when 
you returned?
CB Fortunately, that went well. If you 
follow your partner abroad, you have to 
live with the risk of not finding a job. 
But you are completely free. When we 
returned, my partner opened his own 
architecture business. Starting from 
scratch is something we both have 
experience in. 

> home 
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Flavio spent his childhood in Calabria, a 
region crossed by mountain ranges and 
numerous rivers. Its miles of coastline, 
where wild nature, golden sandy beaches 
and crystal clear waters meet, give it its 
beauty. This is where Flavio discovered 
his curiosity, his enormous interest in 
nature and natural phenomena of all 
kinds. “I was interested in everything: 
How differently the branches of the trees 
grew or how unique the different ani-
mals on my grandparents’ farm behaved.” 
He also had a special weakness for any 
kind of machines. “I wondered how they 
worked, what happens on the inside and 
how they are constructed.” Together 
with his two brothers – both of them 
now work in IT engineering – he 
unscrewed and disassembled various 
types of machines into their compo-
nents. His parents greatly supported the 
curiosity of the three brothers and 
encouraged Flavio to ask new questions 
and discuss answers. “When I was pur-
suing a goal, I should always use my own 
head. This attitude of my parents shaped 
my childhood,” says Flavio.

But although he loves his home so much, 
it could not offer him an opportunity to 
pursue his passion for nature and biology 
after he finished school. And so it is not 
surprising that Flavio turned his back on 
his home town at the age of 18 and began 
studying biotechnology in Rome. A big 
step. During his studies, Flavio got to 
know the neurobiologist and Nobel laure-
ate Rita Levi-Montalcini, whose lecture he 
visited one day. “This was the birth of my 
new love. I would say it is here that I dis-
covered the beauty of the brain.”

Flavio and the journey to the  
center of the brain.

Flavio Donato, a new Assistant Professor of Neurobiology at the Biozentrum, was  
born in 1982 in a small town in Calabria, the toe of Italy’s boot. In this issue, he talks 
about his childhood, why, in his eyes, the brain is a self-assembling machine and why 

you can still start playing the saxophone at the age of 28.

And in a way, a circle closed. For Flavio, 
the brain is also a beautiful, extremely 
complex machine. But on top of that, 
“it’s even a machine that builds itself,” 
says Flavio. But how? “I would like to be 
the one who one day manages to crack 
this code a little.” Looking at the brain 
at the beginning of its development, it is 
like a blank sheet of paper on which it 
leaves its own traces and writes its expe-
riences. It is especially learning at this 
early stage that Flavio is interested in. 
Babies can absorb and learn huge 
amounts of information in a very short 
time span. However, their brain power 
is quite limited compared to that of the 
adult brain. It’s not yet able to build up 
lasting memories.

“For a long time, we thought a baby’s 
brain was only an immature version of an 
adult brain and worked with the same 

rules. Meanwhile, we know that babies 
are already able to perform very complex 
tasks. For example, they can calculate 
probabilities, distinguish between differ-
ent languages or think mathematically,” 
explains Flavio. “The difference to us 
adults is that they use different neurons, 
signaling pathways and even sometimes 
different parts of the brain for these chal-
lenges.” So babies and adults learn in dif-
ferent ways, to achieve similar results. 
Another difference is between the learn-
ing outcome of adults and babies. 
Although a baby’s brain can create a 
memory of an event, it is usually forgot-
ten again when they are younger than 
three years old. “Experiments have 
shown, however, that these events are 
not simply erased from the brain, they 
just cannot actively remember them. In 
the end, these memories also influence 
our character and our personality,” 

Immunological identification of markers for distinct populations of neurons in 
the entorhinal-hippocampal network.
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Likewise, Flavio’s memories have shaped 
his personality and life path, consciously 
or unconsciously. After completing his 
studies, Flavio first moved to the FMI. 
Afterwards his journey took him to the 
northernmost tip of Europe, to Norway. 
“All three countries have left their mark 
on me,” says Flavio, in retrospect. 
“Research in Italy makes me think of 
great ideas, which unfortunately often 
cannot be realized because of the limita-
tions of the system at universities.” For 
young researchers in particular, it is dif-
ficult to get into the position in which 
they can pursue their ideas. In Norway, 
it was the ambition and passion that cap-
tured him. “I could feel their passion 
even when they prepared a coffee, as 
well as when they conducted research.” 
For Flavio, Switzerland is a perfect mix-
ture of experience, passion and creativ-
ity, as well as the willingness to bring all 
this together. 

And so Flavio came back to Basel, to the 
Biozentrum, beginning of May. Here he 
wants to pursue his plan and explore 
why infants are such fascinating learn-
ing machines. In recent years, he has 
spent a lot of time adapting the methods 
used to examine an adult brain to the 
brain of an embryo. Today, the right 
methods are available. “Now we can 
start asking new questions. I would like 
to understand how babies learn to learn, 
how they learn to create memories and 
how they learn to navigate the world 
around them. It would be incredible if 
we could follow the evolution of the 
brain in this process, because I firmly 
believe that if we understand how 
nature has solved the problem of build-
ing a brain during development, we will 
also understand how it works.”

Recently, Flavio quoted John Locke in an 
interview. He believes that memories are 

the foundation of personal identity, as 
they make us the person that we are, 
shape our current perception, and influ-
ence our future decisions. Flavio himself 
is an example of this.
 
Even though Flavio only visits his home 
in Calabria once a year, this trip always 
takes him back to his childhood. “My 
mother prepares for my visits for weeks. 
Our fridge is filled with all sorts of fruits 
that I loved so much as a child. She keeps 
them for me or freezes them. There is 
always tons of food and each time she is 
disappointed, as we have no hope of cop-
ing with the quantities. That’s just part 
of it.” Here, at his parents’ is also his sax-
ophone, golden and shiny. Flavio only 
started playing it at the age of 28. “I know 
that’s pretty late. But even when we are 
older, our brain is still able to learn.” 

> home

Flavio Donato studied biotechnology at the Sapienza University of Rome and carried out his 
doctoral work in neurobiology at the Friedrich Miescher Institute for Biomedical Research, 
receiving his PhD from the University of Basel. Subsequently, Flavio moved as a postdoc to the 
University of Science and Technology in Trondheim, Norway.
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There is movement in the publication 
scene. More and more freely accessible 
scientific journals, so-called Open Access 
journals, are entering the market and 
scientists and academic institutions are 
more often questioning the current stan-
dard practice of fee-based publications.

Like many other researchers, Richard 
Neher also supports the current develop-
ments towards Open Access: “Scientific 
research is to a large extent publicly 
funded, therefore the research results 
should also be made freely available to 
the public.” Yet access to the newest find-
ings is still widely denied to persons out-
side the world of research, hampering 
the dissemination of knowledge and its 
transfer into practice. Moreover, the cur-
rent publishing system creates a prob-
lematic global distribution of knowl-
edge, since educational institutions with 
limited resources often lack the finan-
cial means to pay for highly-ranked 
journals. 

Many publishers profit from the com-
mon practice in a number of ways: The 
scientists use public funding for their 
research, review submitted manuscripts 
mostly without payment and then, as 
authors, have to pay to publish their pub-
lication. And, on top of this, the publish-
ers charge their readers, many of them 
researchers, steep fees for subscriptions 
and also keep the copyright. “The public 
sector pays several times, as both the 
research as well as the publication and 
subscription payments are financed with 
taxpayers’ money.” Also, offers in which 
the subscriber can only get prestigious 
“top journals” in a package combined 
with lower impact journals, pose prob-
lems. Several hundred academic institu-
tions around the world, including the 
University of California, have terminated 

Richard Neher about  
Open Access.

their contracts with publishing giants, 
such as Elsevier, due to the pricing poli-
cies and are currently negotiating new 
subscription contracts and Open Access 
models. 

Richard Neher believes that the pres-
ent-day publication system will undergo 
massive changes. “Open Access is gain-
ing in significance and will continue to 
grow. This does not escape the attention 
of the long-established publishers. They 
are trying to have it both ways, offering 
the classical subscription and very expen-
sive Open Access formats.”

Another advantage of Open Access is 
that, along with free access to research 
findings, the copyright remains with the 
author and that the material can be 
freely re-used. “The increased availability 
of preprints, public sharing of manu-
scripts prior to peer review, will further 
drive Open Access. Publications in peer- 
reviewed journals are indeed more rec-
ognized today but we need to get to a 
point where we evaluate the content of 
an article rather than going by the jour-
nal it is published in.” 

Research organizations, such as the 
SNSF or the ERC, promote Open Access 
policies. Their grant holders are required 
to publish their findings freely accessi-
ble. “Especially the large institutions and 
funding agencies have the power to 
change the publishing companies and 
the antiquated publishing system. Last 
year, European research organizations 
launched the Plan S initiative to acceler-
ate the transition to Open Access – there 
is a lot going on here at the moment.”

> home 

“We need  
to get to the 

point where we 
evaluate the 
content of an 
article rather 
than going by 

the journal it is 
published in.”
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Alumninews What is your first thought when you think about 
the coming relocation?
Roger Jenni A new home, setting off to new horizons and a 
new beginning. I think that above all the many meeting 
zones will give new impetus to our exchange and coopera-
tions. The old Biozentrum was built at a time when this hap-
pened as a matter of course. There were no computers and a 
microscope could not be reserved online, so we had to ask 
people directly. I'm already looking forward to the new 
entrance situation, where mornings and evenings you move 
through groups of people, and to the social meeting zones on 
the floors. I am sure that in the new building, we will again 
develop much more of a common identity than in the old one.

An Let’s stick to the old building: As a Biozentrum veteran, 
how do you feel about actually leaving it?
RJ When the excavator arrives and starts demolishing it, I’ll  
be a little sad. I have been here for 40 years now and the 
Biozentrum has become an important part of my life. I've had 
many jobs here, ranging from laboratory technician, a posi-
tion in the administration to IT. I married during my time 
here and I was called out of a Biozentrum meeting when one 

of my sons was born in the hospital next door. In short, I am 
very closely connected to this place. Nevertheless, the excite-
ment about the new building dominates. 

An What will be the biggest changes in daily work for the 
Biozentrum employees?
RJ For one thing, the utter transparency. Inside, virtually 
everything is made of glass. So, for example, from the 
researcher’s desk space outside the labs you can see what is 
going on in the labs and vice versa. And from every position 
you can see outside. This is very helpful for one’s orientation 
in this large building (he laughs). Then, of course, in a high 
rise building how you make your way around also changes, 
for instance, going to the third underground floor of the base-
ment to get to the highly specialized scientific devices, such 
as the NMR or the electron microscopes of the C-CINA. The 
research groups will also get new “neighbors”. This will nat-
urally bring changes in interactions.

An We are moving from the fully air-conditioned old building 
into a Minergie-compliant construction. How will that affect us?
RJ In terms of energy use, we can only gain, because, frankly, 

Being a pioneer means breaking  
new ground.

At the Biozentrum, he is known as “Mister Neubau”. Roger Jenni, Head of Technical 
Operations & Logistics, has accompanied the new building project since its inception. 
Here, he talks about the brilliance and the Achilles heel of the new building and about 

what happens when one sets out to find the source of the Nile.
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the old Biozentrum is a real energy guzzler. I estimate that 
the new Biozentrum will not even use half as much energy. 
Specific and stable temperatures will only be produced and 
maintained in the new building where this is necessary, for 
example, for work with cell cultures or microscopes. Other-
wise, the internal climate will vary with the outside tempera-
tures. However, to prevent it from getting warmer than 25°C, 
the blinds respond to the sunshine and close automatically.

An What is your absolute highlight of the new building?
RJ Exactly that, which makes it so complicated: its flexibility. 
Molecular biology research places highest demands on energy, 
cooling, stable temperatures, vibration-free conditions and 
much more, and since we have a broad spectrum of research, 
the needs vary from group to group. Since the initial plan-
ning, for instance, some research groups have left and new 
ones have joined and we have been able to flexibly adapt the 
conditions to suit their needs. The new building is a master-
piece of thinking ahead in technical terms and in what should 
be achievable tomorrow, for who knows what “rocket science” 
the future will bring.

An Is this masterpiece the reason why it is taking so long? 
RJ If we simply built an office building, it would have been 
finished three years ago and would have amounted to about one 
fifth of the cost. But here, various factors play a role in the inte-
rior design and construction. It's not just the leading edge tech-
nology itself, but also the challenge of getting it to work reliably. 
The research work needs 100 percent stability and precision 
from the start, otherwise the experiments don’t work. Further-
more, as we are building in a city and are restricted with space, 
we need to build upwards. On top of this, we will house some 
university facilities, such as IT-Services or the animal facility, 
which would usually be in separate buildings.

An Was this not foreseeable?
RJ When they set off in search of the source of the Nile, they 
too didn’t know what would await them at the end. Experi-
ence is the father of wisdom. If you set off to achieve some-
thing new, you always break new ground. And the new Bioz-
entrum construction is visionary. There are no models and 
so even top experts are faced with big questions. Already 
today, others, who in the meantime are meeting similar chal-
lenges, are turning to us and are grateful that they can profit 
from our experience.

An Should we not have lowered our sights a little? 
RJ No. From the research point of view we are not talking 
about «nice-to-haves» but rather «need-to-haves», in order to 
continue carrying out cutting-edge research and to thrive in 
the global academic competition.

An So what is the most important thing for the Biozentrum? 
RJ It is important that we make no compromises in quality, 
only in order to quickly reach completion. If we do not main-
tain the necessary attention to detail in the last ten percent, 
on the finishing straight, then all the efforts of the last five 

years have been in vain. That would be like giving up and 
turning back 100 meters from the goal when searching for 
the source of the Nile.

An The new Biozentrum building project is divided into dif-
ferent phases, such as the preliminary project or construction 
and execution phase. In which phase are we currently?
RJ We are now in the commissioning phase. It is very com-
plex. In line with the Swiss Association of Engineers and 
Architects guidelines, we now have to check whether every-
thing is in place and working properly. The closing phase will 
be next. We are talking about millions of assembled parts and 
700 units. Then the integral tests are carried out. Take the 
cooling system, for instance, which functions fine as a unit 
on its own. But does it also work when connected to the ven-
tilation or the electrical system? What happens if the power 
shuts down? Everything is closely interconnected. All 
together, there are seven integral tests. The authority approval 
only comes after this. 

An Can we move in then?
RJ Not yet, because that is when the so-called quality phase 
begins. During this phase, all the technical systems are tested 
to check their functional stability over a longer period of 
time. This is a prerequisite so that a research experiment can 
begin at all. It is the moment to start up the IT networks, 
check whether the emergency scenarios work, carry-out a 
technical rehearsal in the media kitchen, train Technical Ser-
vices staff and much more.

An Again: Can we finally move in then?
RJ Yes (he laughs). But some patience is still required. It will 
take about six months to be settled in over there. The sheer 
volume is the reason. We are talking about 230 labs, as well 
as 70 pieces of special equipment, which can only be moved 
at all by a few experts worldwide. The move has been planned 
to be carried out underground in a continuous flow. This is 
for safety reasons and because we would not be faster above 
ground. Each research group will have five days for packing, 
two days for moving and five days to unpack. Then the time 
will come for the special equipment, which can, in part, only 
be carried out at night and with special precautionary mea-
sures, such as dismantling the overhead tram wires. 

An You have accompanied the new construction project from 
the start. What impressed you the most?
RJ First and foremost, the flexibility built into this building, 
which is both its brilliance and its Achilles heel. I think it is 
ingenious that it has finally come together without sacrificing 
the vision. Of course, with such a complex building there are 
thousands of smaller, impressive details. Perhaps I should 
write a book about the construction. I already have a title in 
mind, but that remains my secret for now..

> home 
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On June 3, 2019, Prof. em. Werner Arber 
celebrated his 90th birthday. In his honor, 
the Biozentrum held a scientific sympo-
sium. Many scientists, well-known repre-
sentatives from politics, industry and the 
university as well as many friends and 
former colleagues did not miss the oppor-
tunity to personally congratulate the 1978 
Nobel Prize laureate and to celebrate the 
anniversary together with him. 

The symposium, which was opened by 
the Director of the Biozentrum, Prof. Alex 
Schier, was not only a journey into the 
past but also a look into the future. While 
the President of the University of Basel, 
Prof. Andrea Schencker-Wicki, paid tri-
bute to the “scientific super star” and 
thanked him for his commitment to rese-
arch and teaching, the Biozentrum and 
the University, Prof. em. Peter Philippsen 
presented an entertaining review of the 
last seven decades. Two young research 
scientists, Professors Martin Jinek and 

Marek Basler, who share Werner Arber’s 
fascination for bacterial defense strate-
gies and whose research is built on his 
achievements, provided a glimpse into 
the future. Finally, Werner Arber himself 
addressed the guests and closed the sym-
posium with some remarks regarding the 
implications of his findings and words of 
thanks. He was visibly touched by the 
many guests who attended, filling the 
lecture hall to its limit. 

Werner Arber can look back at a long and 
successful career in research. Born in 
1929, and having grown up in a farming 
family in Aargau, he made his way to 
study chemistry and physics at the ETH 
in Zurich. He began his doctorate at the 
University of Geneva in 1953, the year in 
which Watson und Crick first described 
the DNA double helix. This molecule fas-
cinated him from the start. A fascination 
that accompanied him throughout his 
whole life as a scientist.

After completing his PhD on bacteriopha-
ges in Prof. Eduard Kellenberger’s lab at 
the University of Geneva in 1958, he made 
various research stops at American uni-
versities, where, among other things, he 
acquired molecular biology tools for his 
later work on bacterial genetics. Two 
years later he returned to Geneva, where 
he was appointed Professor of Molecular 
Genetics in 1965. He first set foot in the 
Biozentrum in 1971. As Professor of Mole-
cular Microbiology, he followed his docto-
ral supervisor to the newly founded insti-
tute, which stood out of the European 
research landscape with its interdiscipli-
nary approach, modern “American style” 
atmosphere and its international culture. 
Werner Arber helped to shape the Biozen-
trum for 25 years, leaving behind hard-to-
fill footsteps. 

The highlight of his career came with 
receiving the Nobel Prize in Physiology or 
Medicine in 1978. He was awarded the 
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highest scientific distinction for his disco-
very and application of restriction enzy-
mes, which help bacteria to protect them-
selves from foreign DNA invading the 
cells. Already then, at a time when little 
was known about the relevance of restric-
tion enzymes, Werner Arber assumed 
that they might “play a role in the ecolo-
gical equilibrium in the true world, 
where bacteria live in mixed populations 
with a large variety of other bacterial 

strains and bacteriophages”. A daring 
hypothesis that should later prove to be 
correct. 

Even after his retirement in 1996, Werner 
Arber remained true to science. He was 
active in the Swiss Science Council for 
many years and a regular guest at the 
Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings. He has 
been a member of the Pontifical Academy 
of Sciences since 1981, where he served as 

its President from 2011 to 2017. Throug-
hout his life, Werner Arber has retained 
his sense of curiosity, dealing with Dar-
winism and evolution, the value of scien-
tific knowledge to society and technology 
and creation. For him, nature’s fascina-
ting way of self-organization, this driving 
force is the creative power. 

> home



Alumninews 14     11

Honors.

Flavio Donato awarded ERC Starting Grant. 

In May this year, Prof. Flavio Donato started his own research group 
at the Biozentrum. Recently, the neurobiologist has been awarded a 
Starting Grant by the European Research Council, endowed with 1.5 
million euros over five years, for his pioneering research project on 
infant memory. In his ERC funded project, he will investigate the neu-
ronal circuits of the immature hippocampus, a brain region respon-
sible for learning and memory formation, aiming at better under-
standing how the infant brain produces long-lasting memories and 
how these memories, even if we can’t recall them, can affect learning 
processes and influence our behavior as adults.  > more

News

Susan Mango newly elected EMBO member.

Susan Mango, Professor of Molecular and Cellular Biology, has 
been elected as new member of the prestigious European Molecu-
lar Biology Organization (EMBO). With this lifelong membership, 
EMBO recognizes outstanding research achievements and the 
commitment to scientific excellence. Susan Mango joined the 
Biozentrum in January 2019. In her research, she investigates the 
mechanisms of organ formation in the model organism Caenor-
habditis elegans with a particular focus on the earliest stages of 
organogenesis from the pluripotent stem cell to the first specific 
cells. > more

Michael Hall received the 2019 HFSP  
Nakasone Award.

The 2019 Nakasone Award, given by the Human Frontier 
Science Program (HFSP), was announced during the World 
Conference of Science Journalists in Lausanne, in July. 
“Michael Hall’s groundbreaking research has spawned 
a whole new field of inquiry and has far-reaching impli-
cations to advance scientific understanding and improve 
human health,” said Warwick P. Anderson, HFSPO Secre-
tary-General. The HFSP Nakasone Award was established 
in 2010 by the Human Frontier Science Program to honor 
scientists who have made key breakthroughs in fields at the 
forefront of the life sciences. > more

https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/latest-news/flavio-donato-awarded-erc-starting-grant/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/archive/news-archive-2019/susan-mango-newly-elected-embo-member/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/archive/news-archive-2019/michael-hall-receives-the-2019-nakasone-award/
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News

T3 Pharma awarded highest endowed  
startup prize.

T3 Pharmaceuticals AG wins the W.A. de Vigier Foundation’s 
highest endowed award for startup companies in Switzerland 
of CHF 100,000. The spin-off from the Biozentrum works in 
the field of immuno-oncology and convinced the jury with 
their innovative therapeutic approach to fighting cancer with 
live bacteria. Cancer immunotherapy is considered to be a 
turning point in the fight against cancer: Unlike traditional 
therapies that attack the tumor directly, T3 Pharma’s immu-
notherapy stimulates the immune system to selectively re 
cognize and attack tumor cells. > more

Obituary.

Obituary for Heinrich Reichert (1949 – 2019). 

The Biozentrum is mourning the death of Heinrich Reichert, 
Professor emeritus of Neurobiology at the University of Basel, 
who passed away on Thursday, June 13, 2019, after a severe 
illness. With his death the Biozentrum has lost an outstanding 
scientist, a dedicated mentor and an extraordinary individual. 
Heinrich Reichert will remain an inspiration to his colleagues 
and we will remember him as an encouraging, enthusiastic 
and charismatic scientist. > more

Obituary for Max Burger (1933 – 2019). 

The Biozentrum is mourning the death of Max M. 
Burger, Professor emeritus of Biochemistry and former 
director of the FMI, who passed away on November 2 at 
the age of 86. Between 1970 and 1987, Max Burger was a 
professor at the Biozentrum, which he also directed for 
five years. In his research, the biochemist focused on 
the molecular basis of cancer, in particular the func-
tion of glycoproteins and cellular interactions, and viral 
transformation. Through his pioneering work in cancer 
research, Burger gave significant, new impulses to bio-
chemistry in Europe. > more

https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/archive/news-archive-2019/t3-pharmaceuticals-awarded-highest-endowed-startup-prize/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/archive/news-archive-2019/obituary-for-prof-heinrich-reichert-1949-2019/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/details/obituary-for-max-burger/
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News

Research.

Development of a novel class of antibiotics.  
Prof. Sebastian Hiller

A number of pathogens protect themselves with an outer 
membrane that makes it difficult to combat them with anti-
biotics. In addition, the widespread use of antibiotics pro-
motes the development of resistant bacteria. In collaboration 
with academic partners including Prof. Sebastian Hiller, the 
Allschwil-based Polyphor AG has now discovered a new class 
of antibiotics known as OMPTA (Outer Membrane Protein Tar-
geting Antibiotics). These drugs target important components 
in the outer membrane of Gram-negative bacteria. Antibio- 
tics of this new class have the potential to successfully fight 
difficult-to-treat infections, even if the pathogens are already 
resistant or multi-resistant to conventional antibiotics. > more

Resistance can spread even without the use of 
antibiotics. Prof. Médéric Diard

Antibiotic resistance does not spread only where and when 
antibiotics are used in large quantities, conclude researchers 
from laboratory experiments. Reducing antibiotic use alone 
is therefore not sufficient to curtail resistance and should be 
done in conjunction with measures to prevent infection with 
resistant germs. In this study led by Prof. Wolf-Dietrich Hardt, 
ETH Zurich, and Prof. Médéric Diard from the Biozentrum, 
the researchers have discovered an additional, previously 
unknown mechanism that spreads resistance in intestinal 
bacteria that is independent of the use of antibiotics. > more

Unique fingerprint: What makes nerve cells unmistakable? 
Prof. Peter Scheiffele

Our brain consists of hundreds, if not thousands, of different types of nerve cells 
that control our brain functions due to their individual characteristics. But how do 
the different cell types manage to develop their diverse traits? In a genome-wide 
analysis, the team led by Prof. Peter Scheiffele has now discovered that alternative 
splicing leads to a broad range of variants of individual proteins, which ultimately 
allows to distinguish types of nerve cells. This process allows organisms to build 
a highly complex neuronal network with only a limited number of genes. In col-
laboration with the "Center for Scientific Computing" (sciCORE), a user-friendly 
website has been set up which allows scientists worldwide to investigate the role 
of individual splice variants in brain function. > more

https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/details/development-of-a-novel-class-of-antibiotics/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/latest-news/resistance-can-spread-even-without-the-use-of-antibiotics/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/latest-news/unique-fingerprint-what-makes-nerve-cells-unmistakable/
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Why strength training might come at the 
expense of endurance muscles. 
Prof. Christoph Handschin

In their recent work, Prof. Christoph Handschin’s team has 
more closely studied strength muscles and the myokine 
brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), which plays an 
important role in the formation of strength muscle fibers. The 
researchers have demonstrated that this factor is produced by 
the muscle itself and remodels the neuromuscular synapses, 
the neuronal junctions between the motor neurons and mus-
cle. BDNF not only causes the strength muscles to develop, 
but at the same time leads to endurance muscle fiber number 
decline. The findings provide new insights into age-related 
muscle atrophy. > more

Publisher Biozentrum, University of Basel, Klingelbergstrasse 50/70, CH-4056 Basel. Contact communications-biozentrum@unibas.ch. 
Editor Communcations Biozentrum. Texts Katrin Bühler, Heike Sacher, Evi Sonderegger. Layout Katrin Bühler

News

How neuromuscular connections are main-
tained after nerve lesions. 
Prof. Markus Rüegg

The protein complex mTORC1 promotes muscle growth and 
is important for the self-cleaning process of the muscle cells. 
After nerve injury, mTORC1 takes over an important function 
in skeletal muscle to maintain the neuromuscular junction, 
the synapse between the nerve and muscle fiber. The team 
led by Prof. Markus Rüegg has shown that the activation of 
mTORC1 must be tightly balanced for a proper response of 
the muscle to nerve injury. The study opens new insights into 
muscle weakness related to neuromuscular diseases or caused 
by ageing. > more

https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/archive/news-archive-2019/one-or-the-other-why-strength-training-might-come-at-the-expense-of-endurance-muscles/
https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/archive/news-archive-2019/how-neuromuscular-connections-are-maintained-after-nerve-lesions/

