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Interview with

Prof. Gerard Krause
Prof. Rafael Mikolajczyk
Dr. Claudia Sievers

Epidemiological Research at the HZI –
a new Important Tool
Science at the Helmholtz Centre for Infection Research has acquired a new facet with the introduction of the
Infection Epidemiology Department. Epidemiology is the study of the distribution, causes and consequences of
both diseases and health in the population. Infection research at HZI has thus acquired new impetus. The following
comprises a discussion with Prof. Gerard Krause, Prof. Rafael Mikolajczyk and Dr. Claudia Sievers concerning the
tasks and goals of epidemiology at the HZI:

Why do you consider epidemiology to be so significant within infection
research?
Gerard Krause: The purpose of epidemiology is prevention and control of
diseases. Particularly in infection research, it makes sense to focus on the
characteristics of epidemiology because here we have, as opposed to with
cancer and other diseases, the aspect of human transmission. If I am able to
prevent, by means of vaccination or other measures, an individual from getting
an infection, then I have also prevented others thereby from being infected by
him. I am able to potentiate effects, and this ultimately constitutes the signifi cance of infection epidemiology.
G. Krause

Rafael Mikolajczyk: Another point is that we have experts for virological and
bacteriological problems at the campus. Epidemiologists can now add their
expertise regarding these problems by making observations regarding what
kind of effects human and animal diseases have at the population level. It is just
a continuation of this chain.
Claudia Sievers: Yes, I agree. Epidemiology marks the transition from basic
laboratory research into society. It is based on findings that are acquired in the
laboratory.

Regarding the topic of epidemiology, there is a strong association at the HZI
with the study centre. When the colleagues think of epidemiology, they automatically think of the study centre – and it is in Hanover. Is that correct?
Krause: No. The study centre is just one among many for us, but it remains of
course one of the most impressive and comprehensive facilities we have at HZI.
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That’s probably why it has such a high profile. It was built because we are a part
of the national cohort and there it’s typical that test patients are examined and
interviewed at study centres. Most epidemiologists conduct their research just
on the basis of the questionnaires or with data that have been collected in a
different context. For example, with registered physicians, in hospitals or with
company doctors…. For some studies – and this is actually much more timeconsuming – we visit the people in their homes.

Why do you then make this extra effort with the study centre, when this
method is not typical and epidemiology is also possible without?
Krause: With the study centre, examinations are possible that otherwise would
not occur at all, or not at the required level of quality.

You run an epidemiological laboratory. What is its function and
what makes it special?
Sievers: We detect previous infections through the antibodies in the blood and
look for current infections in nasal swabs and stool samples. The unique thing
here is that the samples that we have taken in the study centre are examined
here on the premises. This gives us the possibility of taking special circumstances into consideration in direct discussions with the epidemiologists regarding
the analysis.

There are many laboratories on campus. What is different in an
epidemiological laboratory?
Sievers: On the one hand, we are developing methods that have not previously
existed at HZI. In general, it is standard procedure for classic laboratories to
be involved in basic research in which the analysis of samples is more focused
on characterization at the molecular level with numerous possible aspects and,
moreover, requires only a few human or animal samples – this is analysis at
the model level. And then there are the big clinical labs that conduct therapyrelevant pathogen diagnostics for individual patients. We need, in contrast, a
facility that allows us – in the context of epidemiological studies with the lowest
quantity of samples over many years or decades – to identify highly-standardized special infectiological parameters.
Krause: The difficulty lies in the fact that one is not allowed to change even one
method, because a device is up-dated; rather, we have to be able to say in 20
years that a value is comparable with the value that was measured 20 years ago.
This is a huge challenge.

C. Sievers
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Sievers: And on the other hand, as an epidemiological laboratory we also function as the link between epidemiology and basic research. The manner in which
we deal with epidemiological data is not the same as data from basic research.
Epidemiologists pose other questions and use a different scientific language.
Moreover, the quantity of physicians involved in epidemiology is quite high. Thus
we are quite close to the medically relevant questions.
Krause: Yes, when a scientist evaluates at what point an infection becomes a
problem, it helps when he has previously treated patients himself. And I believe
that we are quite able to offer that at HZI.

Is there an intersecting set between the epidemiological laboratory and the
other scientists at HZI?

Numerous of neurocognitive assessment
instruments are part of the study programme in the National Cohort. Test runs
will include memory (episodic, semantic
and working memory) , motoric coordination (picture: Purdue pegboard), numerical
and verbal abilities and an olfactory test.
HZI

Sievers: Yes, of course, without close collaboration we are not at all able to
process the questions among the national cohort. Within the study centre, we
will have examined 10,000 individuals over four years. Even if we only examine
a small percentage of the overall stool samples in order to characterize intestinal flora, we will still be able to discover links between infections and other
diseases. Let’s look at a hypothetical case: 500 text subjects have developed
diabetes after four years. How do we differentiate the intestinal flora of these
individuals from those who have not acquired diabetes? We can only conduct
such examinations in a joint effort with the other colleagues at HZI. And added
value emerges hereby for the colleagues as well, in that they can use these
samples for their own study purposes at the same time. We have thus been able
to achieve mutual added value, per se, from the epidemiological projects.
Krause: We need to add something else here – the samples by themselves
are of no value to us. They acquire their value only through comprehensive
characterization by the individual who has made them available: by means of
interviews, physical examinations, repetitions of these examinations and observations.

What do you consider to be the added value for scientific development at HZI?
Krause: We are of course still just at the beginning stages, but over the medium
term I consider us to be a kind of conveyer belt within the HZI. We bring data
from basic research into the application phase and then back again as well.
Issues arise at the molecular level, in other words, at the cellular level phenomena are discovered. And we can observe whether or not this same effect is
reflected in human beings.
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As many as 10,000 test subjects, four years of recruitment efforts, then
analysis of the data.... The project has been planned for the long term.
I assume that you won’t be able to take a break until you have collected
enough samples.
Krause: Such examinations as those described by Frau Sievers are executed by
us for a very wide variety of studies, not only for the cohort. The cohort is the
“Mercedes Benz” among study concepts, but it has clear limitations. The first is
the fact that it will take 8 years until we will be able to look back and properly
analyse the correlations. Second, it is limited to adults. Third, it is limited to
aspects that can only be recorded infectiologically over the long-term – if we
see the test subject only once every four years, we won’t be able to evaluate, for
example, the course of an influenza infection. This is why we carry out additional
studies, completely independent of the cohort, which have been conceived for
special issues.

Do you have an example?
Mikolajczyk: I am currently setting up a cohort of new-borns. We have the
problem with adult cohorts that we cannot track the emergence of immunity
and the early diseases in childhood. This is why I started looking for a method of
examining the emergence and dispersion of infectious diseases in infancy.

What is a cohort of new-borns?
Mikolajczyk: A cohort is first of all merely a type of study in epidemiology, in
which we observe the same study participants over a certain period of time.
And with a cohort of new-borns we begin at birth. We will recruit pregnant
women and then observe very closely the initial years of child development.
We want to record all infections during this time by means of a daily symptom
journal that the parents fill out. For example, did the child have diarrhea, runny
nose and how severe it was. Whenever infections appear, we will take samples
– and this all happens during the first two or three years.

What are you looking for?
Mikolajczyk: We are interested in correlations, for example, between infections
and asthma in children. We are seeing an accumulation of asthma in children
and pursuing a theory that correlates a decrease in infections and higher standards of hygiene with an observable rise in asthma frequency.

Rafael Mikolajczyk
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Krause: Infectious diseases have two dimensions. First, the immediate disease
that we all recognize as the consequence of the infection: diarrhea, respiratory
disorders, etc. Second, there also exist – and we want to increase our involvement with this more now at HZI – correlations between infections and diseases
that are not usually associated with an infection: obesity, metabolic syndrome,
neurological diseases, cardio-vascular diseases…. This is a very exciting field.

You said in the beginning that a large portion of your studies are based on
cohorts. Does this mean that you also make use of other study concepts such
as cross-section or case-control studies?
Krause: Precisely. We have to accomplish a good mix of studies, because we
can not always wait multiple years until we achieve the initial results.
The protocols for blood sampling and storage of aliquots of plasma, serum, DMSOpreserved viable white blood cells, intact
lymphocytes and erythrocytes in a central
bio-repository will permit a wide range of
laboratory analyses. HZI

Mikolajczyk: Secondary analysis as well is an exciting field. We are currently
drafting a study model, with which we can assess the existing data from the
health insurance companies. We can, for example, make deductions about
diseases from the prescriptions for certain medications and then assess the
anonymous data. In the USA, analyses are often times made from the data
banks of hospitals.

Aren’t there objections concerning data security when you are granted access
to health insurance data? In other sectors as well – data security is a very
sensitive area.
Mikolajczyk: It is an area in which strict rules have to be observed. As regards
this concrete case, I get anonymous data for the analyses from the health insurance companies, for example, so that there is no possibility of being able to
identify patients through data. This connection is severed and even the health
insurance company has no possibility of bringing together the data once they
have been separated.
The use of touchscreens is growing at a
tremendous rate. Touchscreen devices are
very intuitive and easy to use; they are very
suitable even for study participants who
are relatively inexperienced in the use of
computers. HZI

Krause: But of course this is a sensitive subject. These applications are very
difficult to fill out and are evaluated minutely. Whatever we do, whatever our
research has to do with people, extra hurdles are still built in – even when we
don’t take samples and there is no health risk. The fact that we are collecting
very personal data is enough. And by very personal they mean – Were you sick
yesterday?
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And of course this research reveals very intimate details about the people.
You are the direct link between people and infection research, so to speak….
Krause: By all means, yes. We are also working on topics that concern the
environment here in Braunschweig. I believe that we will soon be able, as a
Helmholtz Centre, to establish a rapport to the people in our surroundings
– simply because we are discovering things such as whether we have many or
only a few resistant germs in our city. This is an opportunity to be taken more
seriously, as a research facility, by the people here.

What is your vision for epidemiology at the HZI?
Krause: I have two visions. I would like to develop studies that raise recommendations, measures and other aspects of prevention against infectious diseases
to a scientific level. My relationship to the Robert Koch Institute comes into
play here. There we make recommendations to people regarding washing their
hands, oral hygiene and so on – but there are few viable studies that examine
what actions are useful under what conditions and in what scope. I would like
to change that. My second vision is to establish a facility here at HZI that is suitable for answering all such questions. I want to be able to observe in real time
how an infection can be transmitted from the grandmother to the grandson to
the kindergarten teacher to the husband to the colleagues and the staff and
back again to the grandfather or grandmother. To be able to track this development in a scientific manner would be a huge step forward.

Hypertension is a major risk factor for
stroke and myocardial infarction and
contributes considerably to overall mortality. In the National Cohort, blood pressure will be measured in a standardized
fashion. The values have been categorized
according to the classification published
by WHO. HZI

Where do you see yourself within this HZI vision?
Krause: That poses other questions such as: Why does one pathogen spread
more than another? What pathogen-specific aspects play a role here? And
regarding the immunological aspects – why do some people get sick while
others don’t? And this is what makes us dependent upon the expertise of the
colleagues on campus.
Mikolajczyk: Yes, we want to carry out joint projects with the colleagues. We
hope that it will be a productive exchange. Questions that emerge in basic research are dealt with by us, thereby creating more questions for basic research.
Krause: We take a look at the overall population, including those individuals
who are not yet sick. This allows us to change the perspective. What does a new
finding mean, acquired here at HZI, for society?

Thank you for the discussion!

The interview was performed by
Dr. Jo Schilling.
Dr. Schilling is a freelance science
journalist, writing for national and
international newspapers, magazines
and radio stations. She is specialized
in biotechnological, medical and
chemical topics.
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Interview with

Claudia Körner
Melanie Brinkmann
Christiane Ritter
Luka Cicin-Sain

The HZI Providing Efforts on the Balance
between Career and Family
The Helmholtz Centre for Infection Research is making an effort these days to alleviate the balancing act between
career and family. The Center is assisted by the audit berufundfamilie® and they offer, with their Family Office,
dynamic support in coping with the daily routine with children. For junior scientists in particular, who are currently
planning their careers and have to assert themselves with state-of-the-art research in the world of science, the
decision to start a family is a huge challenge. How scientists live at HZI with their young families is described here
in a discussion with the director of the Family Office Claudia Körner and the junior scientist group leaders Melanie
Brinkmann, Christiane Ritter and Luka Cicin-Sain.

Coordinating career and family is always a challenge – especially if one is
seeking a career. Do scientists with young families have to meet different
challenges compared to other career groups with families?
Christiane Ritter: I believe that a primary difference when compared to other
careers lies in the time flexibility that is characteristic of scientific professions.
But this time flexibility is not only a bonus – it amounts to a curse as well. Everyone who would like to advance in his/her field works long hours and energetically; however, I believe that in scientific circles we have a lot more chaos in the
course of the daily and weekly routine.
Melanie Brinkmann: The daily routine of a scientist is usually difficult to
squeeze into a Monday through Friday, 9 to 5 schedule. We have to be very
flexible and write reports or applications on short notice – even on the weekends sometimes. We have to go on business trips a lot, show up for seminars in
the evenings and attend conventions…

M. Brinkmann

Luka Cicin-Sain: If both partners work in the scientific sector, mutual flexibility
can be quite helpful. My wife does not work in science and is of course less flexible and tied to a specific time schedule. If I have to attend a seminar on short
notice it can become difficult for us.

Did you know that you have access to support at the day-care centre through
the Family Office at HZI?
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Brinkmann: Yes, of course. For our career change to the HZI, it was a must that
we could get day-care time for our children. This is why we decided, in order to
be able to efficiently plan our daily routine, to move to a place close to the daycare centre and the HZI.
Claudia Körner: We offer our assistance to new staff and try to find an individual solution for everybody. For example, we work together with the day-care
centre Sterntaler here in Stöckheim, and there we have a fixed allotment of
day-care spaces available. These spaces are always booked up. We also work
together with freelance childminders and are in the process of expanding the
company-assisted childcare at HZI through planning and implementation of
childcare spaces.
Cicin-Sain: My children were already in primary-school age when we arrived
here. It wasn’t a thing for us. We live in Wolfenbüttel and solved the problem by
having my wife take the first year off from work, and the children could later go
to daycare in the school. Daycare at HZI was never an issue for us because our
children go to the school in Wolfenbüttel – how could they come for childcare on
campus?

C. Körner

Are you often times faced with the problems of the Wolfenbütteler families,
Frau Körner?
Körner: No, I’m afraid not – they don’t come to me if they need help. But the
fact that I could, and would, help them if they needed help is important. We will
always try to find solutions.
Holiday season at spring time, daily childcare
whilst the parents are working HZI
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How do you deal with the issue of daycare when there is a business trip
planned?
Brinkmann: My husband works in science too, so we have to negotiate about
business trips. We agree on the calendar in advance, and if we both have appointments we can turn to our network of babysitters, neighbors and parents.
It does become a problem though if the kids are sick, since we have to manage
spontaneous organization and coordination.
Ritter: That’s a really lucky situation for you. Usually we have such an enormous turnover regarding work sites and, therefore, neither established social
networks nor the parents on site at the new living- and work-sites. This is a
considerable challenge for scientists with young families. It is really a convenient situation when you have a network available within the facility.
Körner: And that’s precisely why the Family Office is there.

C. Ritter

You are all also aware of other different research facilities. Are there special
characteristics at HZI?
Brinkmann: Yes. I don’t think there is such comprehensive and well-established
family assistance at other facilities.
Körner: That’s nice to hear! We initiated this within the framework of the audit
“Combining Career and Family” and started the pilot project in 2009 with 9 children. Ever since then, a lot has changed but it was important to us right from

Who, how, what? Providing answers for the
curious youngsters HZI

Children experimenting and having fun with
science HZI
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Children enjoying the annual summer
festival at HZI HZI

the start to offer assistance in a form that almost everyone would find agreeable. For example, the fact that it takes place here on campus and the parents
don’t have the extra trouble of driving so far. They know that their children are
in good hands and that they can just dive into the daily work-routine. We also
offer – and this is quite unique – a total of six weeks of holiday per year. Every
week there is a maximum of 20 spaces available on campus for HZI, DSMZ and
Fraunhofer children. The parents pay a moderate parental fee to cover the costs
of lunch and activities. The offer is usually booked up, but we keep it so flexible
that we hardly have to turn anyone down.
Cicin-Sain: My kids are now too old for that – daycare is only offered up to the
age of 12.
Körner: But we could still think about a possible extension…
L. Cicin-Sain

As parents, do you treat colleagues who also have children differently? Are
you much more tolerant?
Ritter: I actually don’t have to be more tolerant with my colleagues – those with
children are, whether it is a coincidence or not, very productive. Even if they
were to say that they’d like to go to the zoo with their kids, there would be no
issue there simply because they do their work anyways.
Körner: When the children are sick we can’t do anything. But, maybe we just
have to restructure things better if we want to combine children with science.
This is a great support of course for the actual work as well.
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Brinkmann: It is of course difficult when a female colleague gets pregnant in
the middle of a project and would have to work with an S2 organism. Theoretically speaking, she would have to stop working and that could be fatal for the
project. It is a sensitive topic and, for me as junior-scientist group leader, a real
problem. In the USA it’s not such a big problem – I worked under S2 conditions
right up until the time both of my children were born.

As a scientist, you seldom stay longer than 5 years at the same site. Do the
children’s needs and criteria such as a family-friendly atmosphere at a facility play a role in the decision regarding when you leave and where you go?
Ritter: It actually has to be a change that’s comfortable for everyone in the family. But it’s in part external forces that determine our fate, and we don’t always
have the luxury of deciding when we will go. If we had the choice, it would
certainly play a role. And we can’t forget that, with each move, the children are
forced to change their school and have to find new friends.
Brinkmann: I underestimated that, I must admit. It takes two years after a move
until the social situation for the kids runs smoothly again.

Our children on holiday enjoying games
and activities HZI

Cicin-Sain: We’ve done that three times in all. The older the children are, the
harder it gets. When the children are in grammar-school age (‘Gymnasium’),
moving actually becomes a torture. They lose all of their social networks and
arrive once again as outsiders. They don’t like that at all. The problem is that the
decision whether or not we stay isn’t up to us. Then the kids just have to live
with it and adjust.

59

Our children on holiday enjoying games
and activities HZI

What kind of requests do you have as a scientist with a family at a research
facility?
Cicin-Sain: The thing that would make it easier for us junior scientists with
families would be to present more transparent criteria regarding a conversion to
a long-term contract right at the beginning of the initial contract. Then we would
know – if I reach these goals within five years, I can stay on. That would raise
the level of our quality of life a lot – and that of our children.
Ritter: Or on the other hand, when you’re made aware right at the start that a
position is definitely only a short-term contract, then you could decide whether
you want to get involved or not.
Körner: The issue here is just being able to make definite plans for the future,
isn’t it?
Ritter: Yes, precisely. When we move we usually move a long ways away. What
should we do as a family, how many languages can the children handle, how
many changes of school… ?
Cicin-Sain: In the end one would have to conclude that the scientific world is
not made for families...

Thank you so much for the discussion!

The interview was performed by
Dr. Jo Schilling.
Dr. Schilling is a freelance science
journalist, writing for national and
international newspapers, magazines
and radio stations. She is specialized
in biotechnological, medical and
chemical topics.
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Research Climate and Atmosphere at HZI
The HZI offers excellent research conditions for both established scientists
as well as junior talents. Embedded in the structures of the Helmholtz
Association, researchers here find individual solutions for their very different
requirements regarding the scientific environment. Interdisciplinary work,
outstanding infrastructure, and a vibrant scientific community characterize
the research at the HZI.
The HZI draws together a range of highly skilled scientists across different
disciplines with the aim of advancing knowledge on infectious diseases. Our
research centre provides significant opportunities for scientists to pursue excellent research through an extensive array of state-of-art facilities and by strongly
encouraging collaborative work. Furthermore, the HZI fosters cross-cultural
understanding through its international atmosphere. (Medina)
E. Medina

Our strength is the diverse know-how concentrated in one Centre and the great
willingness of its people to communicate and collaborate. One example from
my research field: scientists at “Microbial Natural Products” in Saarbrücken
discovered the new myxobacterial genus Aetherobacter. Fermentation of the
novel strains was optimised at “Microbial Drugs” in Braunschweig. Joint efforts
of both research groups yielded the aetheramides, an unprecedented class of
natural products. Scientists at “Chemical Biology” soon found potent anti-HIV
activity of aetheramides and identified their mode of action. Chemists at
“Medicinal Chemistry” are now working on their total synthesis and optimization.
TWINCORE is involved in their evaluation as therapeutic agent for the clinics.
(Sasse/Stadler)
F. Sasse

M. Stadler

Quantification of protein expression using
an imaging system that detects chemiluminescence. Dr. Frida Ewald and Prof. Dr.
Ingo Schmitz discuss results from an RNA
interference experiment. HZI / Hallbauer & Fioretti
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Working at a cleanbench

The research projects in our department aim to understand the genetic factors that influence the host response to influenza A virus infections. For these
studies we are collecting large data sets from mouse populations and mutants.
Some of the mouse strains are wild-derived and very difficult to handle. The HZI
is the ideal research centre to perform such studies because it has excellent
animal facilities, including BSL3 laboratories, very dedicated and expert animal
care takers, together with excellent genomics and transcriptomics platforms.
(Schughart)

K. Schughart

The Helmholtz Association has a strong commitment towards the fostering of
young researchers, which offers unique opportunities to junior scientists, like
myself. HZI offers me ideal conditions in terms of my scientific independence,
but also strong support where needed. I benefit greatly from the available
technological platforms, from the administrative support in third party funding,
IP rights management and graduate school programmes, but also from interactions with scientists at HZI and at partner universities. (Cicin-Sain)

L. Cicin-Sain

The HZI offers state-of-the-art enabling technologies such as transcriptomics, proteomics, a cell sorting facility, bio-safety level 2 and 3 laboratories and
one of the most sophisticated animal facilities in Europe. This together with a
stimulating and collaborative atmosphere and a very well organized programme
for the scientific education of PhD students establishes an excellent scientific
environment for immunologists and makes it an attractive place for researchers
interested in infection immunology. (Bruder)

D. Bruder

HZI | T. Steuer
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On the Living Conditions in the
Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel Region
Even Scientists finish work and have a life outside of the laboratory. For this
leisure-time the region of Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel offers various incentives - both for a well-organized family life as well as for inspiring recreational activities in culture or nature. As the second largest city in Lower Saxony
and an important location for science and research, Braunschweig has
developed a broad range of cultural activities.

R. Jonas

It is really worthwhile to live in the Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel region. For
families you can find very good conditions with regard to kindergarten and
schools, especially a broad variety of excellent high schools. The cultural offerings include – good theatres (from opera to new stage plays), a symphony orchestra, music schools and many good sports clubs. A special thing is the Domsingschule (the biggest institution for Protestant church music in Germany) and
the contributions that the churches give to cultural life in both cities, including
an intensive oecumenical work. Both cities are historically interesting. (Jonas)
Braunschweig’s population is around 244,000 people. Braunschweig is a very
attractive city to live in because it is a city with a lot of opportunities. The advantages of Braunschweig from my point of view: It is attractive for the families
with young children. It is a very green city with a lot of parks. There are some
public swimming pools. Here we have a good situation with enough places in
kindergarten and day care and enough play areas for children. (Richter)

S. Richter

The Braunschweig Cathedral (Braunschweiger Dom)

Stadt Braunschweig / Gisela Rothe

Relaxing leisure time for families at Okercabana in the Bürgerpark Braunschweig Braunschweig Stadtmarketing GmbH / David Taylor
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The “Zeughaus”, used by the dukes of
Wolfenbüttel-Braunschweig as a store
house for weapons and other military material, nowadays being part of the HerzogAugust-Library of Wolfenbüttel R. Jonas

Visit at the Brocken, the highest mountain
(1142m) of the Harz region, as well as
in Northern Germany, with the famous
Brocken-Bahn (steam train) during winter
time R. Jonas

“Little Venice” in the centre of Wolfenbüttel
during winter time R. Jonas

Braunschweig has the advantage of short distances: one can be downtown in
15-20 min, it’s only a 30 min drive to the Harz Mountains to go hiking or skiing
and Berlin can be reached in less than 1.5 hours by train. From the great variety
of cultural and sporting activities, Braunschweig offers a yearly highlight, which
is a “Culture in the Tent” offering for a whole month a varied program with
national and international artists in a unique tent-atmosphere. Pure recreation
with a different view on the city is a boat trip on the river Oker, which with its
parks form a green circle around the inner city. (Kügler-Walkemeyer)

C. Kügler-Walkemeyer

Living on the city boundary, with a short distance to the HZI to the south and
the city centre to the north, for me personally, Braunschweig combines the
advantages of a large city with the ones of the countryside. The city of Braunschweig offers all necessary city administration as well as a large number of
cultural and historical attractions. In addition, with its large green areas and city
parks, Braunschweig is ideal for recreation and spare time activities after work.
In my view, with these characteristics, the Braunschweig/Wolfenbüttel area is
offering very good living and working conditions. (Scrima)

A. Scrima

What makes living in the Braunschweig area so nice? I like the pre Harz hills
around Braunschweig so much. Cycling over Elm, Asse or Rieseberg is so fantastic. This region is called “Tuscany of the North” and you can see and feel this
when cycling in spring or summer through the region between Elm and Asse. To
the south and alongside the mighty Oderwald hills a cyclist can reach the Harz
Mountains and also return in one day. So this region is great for cycling and this
is one of my favorite leisure activities. (Plähn)

A. Plähn
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Highlights 2012/2013
Science for the Public
The great epidemics – a lecture series for the public
In autumn 2012, the HZI took interested visitors on a journey through time: On
the occasion of a lecture series organised by the HZI together with the DZIF,
different speakers highlighted the great epidemics of the plague, tuberculosis,
influenza and AIDS from different perspectives. Scientific historians presented
the impact of these diseases in history while physicians explained how we
handle them today. How diagnosis, therapy and prevention will develop and
hence what role epidemics will have in the future was illustrated by scientists.
The format of the event was well accepted by the public with lively question and
answer sessions following the presentations.
A lecture series about the great epidemics
attracted many visitors. On the photo:
Manfred Braun, Priv.-Doz. Dr. Gottfried
Wilharm (Robert Koch Institute, Wernigerode), Prof. Dr. Karl-Heinz Leven (University
Erlangen-Nürnberg) and Dr. Julia Riehm
(Institute for Microbiology of the Bundeswehr) (from left to right) are answering
questions and remarks from the audience.
HZI/Hallbauer & Fioretti
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Photography Competition “INFEKTIÖS”
How can photography as a medium be used to communicate scientific content?
Together with the Haus der Wissenschaft, the HZI had announced the photography competition INFEKTIÖS to answer this question. The winning pictures
were shown in the Haus der Wissenschaft and will go on tour to different sites.
Dr. Eric Pawlitzky was awarded the first
prize for his photo series on a self-help
group of AIDS widows in Nyabondo. From
left to right: Annegret Ihbe (Vice Mayor of
Braunschweig), Prof. Dirk Heinz (Scientific
Director of the HZI), Dr. Eric Pawlitzky und
Dr. Karen Minna Oltersdorf (Director of the
Haus der Wissenschaft) Florian Koch

The School lab BioS invites pupils to get
first insights into research. HZI/Gramann

School lab BioS celebrated its 10th anniversary
Ten years of experiments for pupils, ten years of
advanced training for teachers and those that study
to become teachers, ten years during which the BioS
acted as a bridge between schools and research.
Participating young people can catch first insights
into research and get to know science on the HZI
research campus, which may create interest for their
future career choice. The anniversary was celebrated
in June 2012 at HZI with guests from politics and
science and with school representatives.

Science for the small ones – a special kind of school teaching
HZI started cooperation with the local primary school giving fourth
graders the possibility to gain a first experience of what research is like.
PhD students of the institute visited school classes and supervised a twoday microbiological experiment. Equipped with lab coats, the children enthusiastically analysed how many bacteria live on their hands – before and after
washing. The experiment was designed by the BioS school lab and will be
continued in the following years.
Junior researchers at work.

HZI/Grabowski
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Prizes and Awards
Life-saving plastic bags
Some serious illnesses may be treated using the body’s own stem cells. One
obstacle, however, is contamination occurring during stem cells handling. A sophisticated solution to this confinement comes from scientists of the Helmholtz
Centre for Infection Research (HZI), the Fraunhofer Institute for Surface Engineering and Thin Films (IST) and the Braunschweig Medical Centre: They developed a plasma-coated plastic bag that allows sterile cultivation of
the stem cells. For this innovation, the HZI scientists Dr. Kurt Dittmar and
Dr. Werner Lindenmaier, together with their colleagues, were honoured with the
prize “Technik für den Menschen” of the Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft in June 2013.
From left to right: Dr. Henk Garritsen
(Braunschweig Medical Centre),
Dr. Werner Lindenmaier (HZI),
Dr. Michael Thomas (IST), Dr. Kristina
Lachmann (IST) und Dr. Kurt Dittmar (HZI).
© Fraunhofer/Dirk Mahler

Prof. Dirk Heinz (Scientific Director of
the HZI, left) and Prof. Christopher Baum
(MHH President, right) with the new Humboldt-Professor Emmanuelle Charpentier.
MHH/Kaiser

Prestigious award for HZI researcher
Prof. Emmanuelle Charpentier, head of the Department “Regulation in Infection
Biology”, is one of the recipients of the 5 million Euro Alexander von Humboldt
Professorship, one of Germany’s most highly coveted research awards. The
French microbiologist conducts research at the HZI and
teaches at the Hannover Medical School (MHH). Charpentier
is particularly interested in determining how RNA and proteins interact to regulate gene activity. She has co-discovered a rudimentary bacterial “immune system,” which helps
microorganisms defend themselves against viruses. The
Humboldt Professorship serves the goal of making Germany
internationally competitive as a scientific research hub
– Charpentier’s recent switch to Braunschweig-Hannover
definitely is a major win for the national research landscape.
The award ceremony will take place in 2014.
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Inhoffen Awards for Peter Leadlay and Christopher T. Walsh
In 2012, the Inhoffen Medal, one of the most prestigious German prizes in the
field of natural compound chemistry, was awarded to Prof. Peter Leadlay, University of Cambridge. He was honoured for his pioneering work in deciphering
the genetic code of the molecular assembly line that produces so-called polyketides. Some of these secondary metabolites have antibiotic properties. Today,
Leadlay’s research allows us to manipulate the bacterial production system and
obtain optimised compounds.
US biochemist Prof. Christopher Walsh, awardee of the Inhoffen Medal in 2013,
focused on these bacterial “factories” as well. Much of his research has been
concerned with the investigation of the structure and function of enzymes, cellular catalysts that play major roles in the assembly lines, to better understand
their molecular basis. The Inhoffen Medal is funded by the Friends of the HZI and
awarded in memory of Prof. Hans Herloff Inhoffen, founder of the HZI’s predecessor institute, the Institute of Molecular Biology, Biochemistry and Biophysics.

Bestowal of the Inhoffen Medal 2012. From left to right:
Prof. Dirk Heinz (HZI), Prof. Peter Leadlay (University of
Cambridge), Prof. Joachim Klein (Friends of the HZI), and
Prof. Martin Korte (TU Braunschweig) HZI

Further prizes and awards

In 2013, Prof. Christopher Walsh was awarded the Inhoffen Medal.
From left to right: Prof. Dieter Jahn (TU Braunschweig), Prof. Rolf Müller
(Helmholtz-Institute for Pharmaceutical Research Saarland), Prof.
Christopher Walsh (Harvard Medical School), Prof. Dirk Heinz (HZI),
and Prof. Dietmar Schomburg (Friends of the HZI) HZI/Hallbauer & Fioretti

Professor Claus-Michael Lehr, head of the
Department Drug Delivery at the Helmholtz-Institute for Pharmaceutical Research
Saarland (HIPS), and his colleagues Dr.
Eva-Maria Collnot and Fransisca Leonard
shared with a further awardee the animal
welfare research prize of the Federal
Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Consumer
Protection in December 2011. From left to
right: Parliamentary State Secretary Peter
Bleser, Fransisca Leonard, Dr. Eva-Maria
Collnot, Prof. Claus-Michael Lehr, Dr. Jörn
Hendrik Reuter and Prof. Andreas Hensel,
President of the Federal Institute for Risk
Assessment Bundesinstitut für Risikobewertung
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Further prizes and awards

For his outstanding services to the IndoGerman scientific cooperation, Prof.
Singh Chhatwal, head of the department
“Medical Microbiology” at HZI, received
the highest honour conferred on overseas
Indians, the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman
Award in January 2013. HZI

Prof. Rolf Müller, Managing Director of the
Helmholtz-Institute for Pharmaceutical
Research Saarland (HIPS), has been
elected member of acatech, the National
Academy of Science and Engineering Kegler

The European Research Council (ERC)
supports Dr. Andriy Luzhetskyy, head of
a junior research group at the HelmholtzInstitute for Pharmaceutical Research
Saarland (HIPS), with an ERC Starting
Grant endowed with 1.5 million Euros
Mario Rembold

Scientific Events
Third „North-Regio-Day on Infection“ (NoRDI) at the HZI
Established in 2010, NoRDI has become a central event for scientists from
universities and research institutes of Northern Germany. In August 2012, the
English language symposium took place for the third time and attracted much
interest. Especially young scientists took the chance to discuss their research
with established experts of the field. In the context of NoRDI, the Jürgen
Wehland Prize is awarded in remembrance of the former Scientific Director of
the HZI, Prof. Jürgen Wehland. It acknowledges excellent young scientists with
a research focus on infection biology – in 2012, Dr. Stephanie Bertram of the
German Primate Centre for her outstanding research on influenza viruses.
Stefan Pöhlmann, head of the Department
of Infection Biology at the German Primate
Center, accepted the award in place of the
laureate. From left to right: Prof. Dirk Heinz,
Scientific Director of the HZI, Prof. Stefan
Pöhlmann and the laudator Prof. Stephan
Becker. HZI/Gramann
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4th TWINCORE Symposium
In September 2012, the TWINCORE Centre for Experimental and Clinical Infection Research attracted interested researchers and renowned guest speakers
such as Michel Nussenzweig, Harald von Boehmer and Klaus Rajewsky for the
4th TWINCORE Symposium. The focus of the meeting was on advanced animal
models in the field of infection research and immunology. In particular, participants discussed herpes viruses, hepatitis viruses, vaccination, tolerance,
humanized mice and host defense.

Dr. Alexander Ploss, Rockefeller University,
was one of the speakers of the 4th TWINCORE symposium. TWINCORE

The HZI – Nationally and Globally Connected
Joint focus on infectious diseases and epidemiology
Bacterial antibiotic resistance, vaccine development and new insights into the
epidemiology and ecology of pathogenic bacteria - these are topics that the
HZI and the Robert Koch Institute (RKI) will approach together. Since December
2012, the two institutes are sharing their resources and potential to find answers to urgent questions of infection research and epidemiology. An according
agreement was signed by Prof. Dirk Heinz, Scientific Director of the HZI, and
RKI’s president Prof. Reinhard Burger.
A North German centre to investigate microbial genomes
The bacterium Clostridium difficile is an opportunistic pathogen. To find out
which genes and proteins exactly make it so dangerous for humans is the first
joint project of the newly established “Norddeutsches Zentrum für Mikrobielle Genomforschung” (NZMG). Its aim is to carry out research on microbial
genomes together and address highly relevant acute questions in one of the
most important fields of today’s life sciences. The centre will link the research
infrastructures of the HZI, the Universities of Göttingen and Greifswald, the Hannover Medical School, the Technische Universität Braunschweig and the Leibniz
Institute DSMZ-German Collection of Microorganisms and Cell Cultures. It was
officially inaugurated in January 2013.

Prof. Dirk Heinz (HZI, left) and Prof.
Reinhard Burger (RKI, right) after signing
the cooperation agreement. HZI

The founding members of the NZMG at the
inauguration ceremony. Georg August University
Göttingen
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Prof. Ulrich Kalinke (5th from left) and
Prof. Tim Sparwasser (2nd from right) met
German politicians and Argentine scientists
in the German embassy in Buenos Aires.
Tim Sparwasser

A German-Argentine immunology network
In Argentina, where infectious diseases such as tuberculosis and HIV are an
important issue, an active science community is forming. In the future, joint research projects with Germany as well as the exchange of students and teaching
staff will be part of it. A memorandum of understanding on this bi-national collaboration was signed in March 2013 by representatives of the HZI, the Hannover
Medical School and the University of Buenos Aires in Argentina. The initiator
Prof. Tim Sparwasser, Director of the Institute of Infection Immunology at the
Twincore, will coordinate the agreement from the side of the MHH and the HZI.

Transatlantic cooperation against infectious diseases
Working together on topics like hepatitis is one aspect of the Helmholtz Alberta
Initiative, a research partnership between the Helmholtz Association and the
University of Alberta, Canada. The collaboration between the HZI and the
Canadian university was reinforced in January 2013 with the appointment of
the vaccine researcher Prof. Lorne A. Babiuk as “Helmholtz International
Fellow”. The vice president of the University of Alberta had been nominated
by the HZI.
Helmholtz International Fellow Prof. Lorne
A. Babiuk. University of Alberta

Joint research on zoonotic streptococci with the Chinese Academy of
Sciences (CAS)
Zoonotic streptococci cause serious diseases such as septicaemia and meningitis in humans but have to date not received sufficient scientific attention.
Scientists from different fields such as veterinary medicine, host-pathogen
interaction, epidemiology and genomics will now investigate these pathogens
in a joint research group of the HZI, represented by Prof. Singh Chhatwal, the
University of Veterinary Medicine Hannover (TiHo), and the Chinese Academy
of Sciences in Beijing. A respective application of the HZI and the CAS was
approved and will enhance German-Chinese cooperation.
Within the joint research group, Prof. Singh
Chhatwal and his team will study interactions between zoonotic streptococci and
their hosts. HZI/Rohde
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New Buildings, new Possibilities
Research at biosafety level 3
The newly built S3 laboratory was commissioned in March 2013. It is equipped
for working at biosafety level 3. The new facility allows investigating agents that
may cause serious or potentially lethal disease in humans such as the avian
flu virus or the tick-borne encephalitis virus. Safety equipment and laboratory
facilities as well as lab techniques are in compliance with regulations and enable
scientists to study some of the most serious diseases.
Breaking ground for BRICS in 2013/2014
How do complex biological systems like cells or organs behave as a whole? This
is what scientists in the Braunschweig Integrated Centre for Systems Biology
(BRICS) will investigate with the help of the “-omics“ technologies. Research
groups focusing on genomics, proteomics and systems immunology will be
part of the interdisciplinary centre. BRICS will have two sites–at the Technische
Universität Braunschweig as well as on the HZI campus. Start of construction is
expected to be 2013 and 2014, respectively.

Dr. Susanne Talay, responsible for
operating the S3 laboratory, demonstrates
working in a protective gear. HZI/C. Talay

A visualisation of the BRICS site on the HZI
campus. ASSMANN Beraten und Planen

The animal facility – awarded for its
architecture. HZI/Schughart

Prizewinning architecture at HZI
“Technoid, but still pragmatic” – this is how the jury of an
architectural competition described the appearance of the
new building of the HZI animal facility. The Lower Saxon
Association of the “Bund Deutscher Architekten” honoured
the HZI and the responsible architect’s office doranth post
architekten GmbH during a ceremony in the state parliament
of Lower Saxony in June 2012.

