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1. About the Program 

The SymbNET Research Exchange Program funds short-term visits of PhD students and 

Postdocs to another SymbNET partner institution. 

These visits consist of collaborative research projects in host-microbe symbioses focusing on 

genomics and metabolomics and involving at least one group from FCG-IGC or ITQB NOVA 

and one group from EMBL, UNIL, or CAU. The collaboration may be based on wet-lab research 

or bioinformatics and should last between 1 to 4 weeks.  

SymbNET will cover the costs of travelling and lodging. The cost of research reagents will be 

covered up to €2.000 per project. 

SymbNET will fund 12 projects over the three years of the project (2021-2023). 

For further information, please contact: symbnet@igc.gulbenkian.pt 
 

 

2. Eligibility rules and other provisions 

2.1. Eligible researchers include doctoral students and postdocs affiliated with one of the 

SymbNET participating institutions. 

2.2. The project must be developed by the doctoral student or Postdoc applying to the 

program. It should focus on host-microbe symbiosis and involve collaboration between FCG-

IGC or ITQB NOVA and the other SymbNET partner institution (i.e.: doctoral students o r 

Postdocs from FCG-IGC or ITQB NOVA can apply to collaborate with CAU, UNIL or EMBL, 

and doctoral students or Postdocs from CAU, UNIL or EMBL can apply to collaborate with 

FCG-IGC or ITQB NOVA). 

2.3. Doctoral students and Postdocs that have participated once are not eligible to apply a 

second time. 

2.4. Applications to the program are independent of any other SymbNET programs supporting 

researchers and projects (e.g., PhD Project Award, Research Grants). 
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2.5. Applicants can request max. €2000 of funding. The requested funds need to be justified 

in the application and can be used on research expenses that are essential for the completion 

of the project, such as consumables or facility services. Any other costs (i.e., indirect costs) are 

not eligible. 

2.6. Travel and lodging expenses of the participant will be covered for a duration of 1-4 weeks. 

Extensions of the visit (max. total duration is two months) will be considered upon request.  

2.7. SymbNET must be acknowledged in publications/communications that may arise from 

research funded by this award, by including the following text: “This project has received 

funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under 

grant agreement No 952537  (SymbNET Genomics and Metabolomics in a Host-Microbe 

Symbiosis Network)”.  

2.8. Publications that arise from work funded by this exchange program must follow the open 

access procedures described in Article 29 of the Grant Agreement. For detailed information, 

see Annex 1. 

2.9. Projects to be developed must comply with the relevant ethical and legal provisions 

described in article 34 and Section 5 of the Grant Agreement (Annex 2).  For detailed 

information, see Annex 2 

2.10. The participant should use all funds within 6 months counting from the moment the fund 

is awarded. 

2.11. The participants must provide an activity report, including a data management plan and 

expenses description up to one month after completion of the project.  

2.12. The participants will get the opportunity to present the research of their visit at the 

SymbNET online seminar series and the final SymbNET meeting. 
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3. Procedure and Selection 

3.1. The call for proposal submissions is continuous. It opens on the 1st of January 2022 and 

closes on the 31st of March 2023, or when all 12 projects have been funded. 

3.2. Proposals should be submitted here. 

3.3. The proposal must consist of a single PDF document. The applicants must provide the 

following items: 

a) Name and affiliation. 

b) The state of the art of their field of interest and the question(s) they want to address in 

their proposal (maximum of 3.000 characters, including spaces). 

c) Summary of the experiments they want to perform using the funding and how it will help 

them to answer their scientific questions (maximum of 3.000 characters, including spaces).  

d) Budget indicating how the €2.000 will be spent on consumables.  

e) Two letters, one from the PhD/Postdoc supervisor and the other from the collaborative 

Group Leader/Head of Facility, confirming their support for the application and compliance 

with ethics regulations. These letters should state the following: 

" I [Name of PI/Collaborator] support the application of [Name of applicant] to the SymbNET 

research exchange program. The research to be developed at [Name of Institute] within the 

scope of this program complies with all national and European ethical and safety rules. The 

Laboratory/Facility where the project will be developed follows all national and European 

ethical and safety rules, and all licenses required for experimentation have been acquired.  

[date] and [signature]”. 

This statement must be filled, even if the project does not raise ethical questions or licenses 

are required. 

3.4. Eligibility requirements will be verified by the task leader (Philipp Engel, UNIL) with the 

support from the Project Manager (Mariana Simões, FCG-IGC) and the Project Coordinator 

(Luís Teixeira, FCG-IGC). 
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3.5. Each proposal will be evaluated by three Postdocs together with three of the five SymbNet 

PIs contributing to this task: Philipp Engel (UNIL); Isabel Gordo (FCG-IGC); Isabel Abreu (ITQB 

NOVA); Michael Zimmermann (EMBL); and Thomas Bosch (CAU). The two SymbNet PIs from 

the institute involved in the exchange will be excluded. The Postdocs will be selected by the 

three SymbNet PIs involved in the evaluation. The evaluation of each SymbNet PI/Postdoc 

couple consists of a half-page text summarizing the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal. 

The three reports will be discussed among the three Postdocs and three PIs to come to a final 

decision. 

3.6. Reviewers from research groups or services involved in the application will be excluded 

from the evaluation process. 

3.7. Reviewers will be asked if they have any conflict of interest (COI), as described here. Those 

who declare such COI will be excluded from the evaluation process.  

3.8. Selection will be based on:  

a) The relevance of the question being addressed (is the proposal addressing an important 

topic in the scientific areas represented in SymbNET?).  

b) The scientific strength of the proposal (are the experiments proposed well designed and 

able to address the scientific question?). 

c) The feasibility of the proposal (are the experiments possible to do within the time of 

collaboration ? Are the experiments possible to complete with the awarded money?). 

d) The Added value of the collaborative project to the PhD/Postdoc research. 

3.9. The decision for submitted projects will be communicated at the end of every other month, 

starting in February 2022. 

3.10. The evaluation process will be coordinated by the SymbNET project manager.  
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Conflicts of interest (Selection committee)* 

- The following conflict of interests must be declared and prevent from being part of the 

selection committee: 

- Having a personal relationship with the candidate or with his/her supervisor or collaborator; 

- Having a significant past or ongoing academic relationship with the candidate; this includes 

having jointly published a research paper in the last five years; 

- Having a current or planned close scientific collaboration with the candidate; 

- Having commercial/financial interests in relation to the candidate/proposal; 

- Having been involved in the preparation of the proposal; 

- Benefitting directly or indirectly from the acceptance or rejection of the proposal/candidate; 

- Being in any other situation that could cast doubt on the evaluator’s ability to evaluate the 

proposal impartially, or that could reasonably appear to do so in the eyes of an external third 

party. 
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5. Ethics and Security  
 
5.1 Ethics 

 
The Twinning project SymbNET is considered a Coordination and Support Action (CSA) for capacity building and 
networking among partner institutions. SymbNET will involve some research collaborative projects (WP2, WP3 and 
WP4) between the partners and also some of the network activities may involve the gathering of personal data. In 
this document, we present an overall review of all ethical issues that may arise, however, since new collaborative 
research projects between the partner institutions are expected to be established during the project implementation, 
this document will be revised and updated to consider all possible scenarios. 
 
Confirmation of Compliance with relevant EU and national legislation: 
 
All SymbNET partners will comply with all the relevant ethical and legal provisions (single-out in Section 4 of Part 
A) from the beginning to the end of the project. Also, we will comply with, ethical principles and applicable 
International, European and national laws in the implementation of the research activities not originally envisaged. 
The Consortium confirms that any ethical concerns raised by those activities under SymbNET will be handled 
rigorously following the recommendations provided in the European Commission Ethics Self-Assesment Guidelines. 
The Project Manager (to be hired) will oversee all activities implemented under SymbNET, being the Project 
Coordinator responsible for the overall compliance with all legal and ethical provisions related to SymbNET. 
Moreover, SymbNET has included a WP7 to address ethical requirements (flagged in the Ethics Evaluation Report 
in Pre-Grant Requirements) and two deliverables. 
  
Namely, concerning data protection laws and regulations, such as:  

x the Directive on Data Protection (Directive 95/46/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 
October 1995 on the protection of individuals with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free 
movement of such data); 

x the Portuguese Act on Data Protection (Law 67/98, 26.10.1998) which transposes the above-mentioned 
Directive; 

x the Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the 
protection of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such 
data (GDPR- General Data Protection Regulation); 

x the collection and processing of data will be done according to the Portuguese law “Lei n.º 58/2019, de 8 de 
Agosto” which transposes the Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data and on the 
free movement of such data, and repealing Directive 95/46/EC; 

x the principles of the European Convention of Human Rights, the rules of the Convention of the Council of 
Europe for the protection of individuals with regard to automatic processing of personal data and especially 
the European Directive 95/46/EC; 

x the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention 108 for the Protection of Individuals with 
Regard to Automatic Processing of Personal Data 

x directive 95/46/EC & Directive 2002/58/EC of the European Parliament regarding issues with privacy and 
protection of personal data and the free movement of such data; 

x the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and the European Convention on Human Rights 
and its Supplementary Protocols 

 
As an example of ethics compliance, we give the situation of the coordinating institution (and all partners declare to 
comply with the ethical provisions that apply at their institutions and countries, according to the research projects 
that will be implemented in their premises).  
 
The host institution Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian - Instituto Gulbenkian de Ciência (FCG-IGC, Portugal) has 
established procedures to address ethical issues that might arise during the implementation of its research proposals, 
in compliance with European and Portuguese legislation. The IGC has an Ethics Committee 
(http://bit.ly/IGCEC2018) that oversees and maintains a standard of quality and integrity inherent to research 
projects, assuring the ethical conduct of scientific research related to Vertebrate Animals or Human Beings. The 
FCG-IGC also has an independent Animal Welfare Committee (Órgão Responsável pelo Bem-Estar Animal - 
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ORBEA), which specifically focuses on animal welfare and thoroughly evaluates all standard operating procedures 
before being applied on vertebrate animals. SymbNET collaborative projects implemented at the FCG-IGC will be 
submitted to the Ethics Committee and the Animal Welfare Committee (if applicable) before starting. Also, the 
Biosafety Unit is responsible not only for establishing “Good Laboratory Practices” but also to ensure that all 
activities comply both with the Portuguese and European health & safety legislation. 
 
We confirm that all researchers will adhere to accepted procedures for ethical behaviour in scientific conduct. The 
FCG-IGC has established procedures for safety including the handling of chemicals and biological materials. The 
researchers at FCG-IGC are dedicated to excellence and high ethical standards in design, conduct, reporting, and 
exploitation of research results. All procedures and protocols are subject to risk assessments and all researchers 
performing high-risk work are trained accordingly. Therefore, only certified staff members will be allowed to 
participate in SymbNET research projects (when applicable). 
 
In addition, all required institutional licenses and authorizations have already been obtained and will be kept on file 
at the coordinator premises.  
 
Therefore, possible ethics requirements are envisioned in: 
- the use of animal vertebrate models, namely wild-type and genetically modified mice (Mus musculus) of risk level 
1; 
- the collection and processing of personal data the collection and handling of personal data from the ESRs, staff 
members, other researchers and possibly from people engaged in outreach activities (trainings, staff exchanges and 
related activities). 
 
How ethical issues flagged will be addressed, in particular with regard to the objectives, methodology and impact 
of the research 
 
SymbNET   hereby details the ethics governance procedures to be applied if any of these ethical requirements are 
verified for the objectives of the network to be accomplished. The SymbNET coordinator (Luís Teixeira) the Project 
Manager (to be hired), as well as all partners institutions will ensure compliance with the above legislation. 
 
Justification for the use of vertebrate animals 
The scientific activities highlighted in WP2, WP3, WP3, involve collaborations between FCG-IGC researchers and 
other SymbNET partners and are expected to involve the use of vertebrate animal models, namely mice (Mus 
musculus). 
 
The IGC Animal Facility and experimental procedures have been approved by the Institutional Ethics Committee. 
The number of mice used per experiment is minimized and equal number of males and females will be used, such 
that the results are not biased by sex. Any suffering or other harmful effects experienced by the animals (i.e. gavage 
and antibiotic treatment) are reduced. During the experiments, mice will be monitored and any individual showing 
signs of untoward suffering or weight loss exceeding 20% will be euthanized (CO2 narcosis).  
 
Research projects conducted at the host institution (FCG-IGC) using vertebrate animals are evaluated by both the 
institutional Ethics Committee and ORBEA, and subsequently submitted to the Portuguese National Authority for 
Animal Health (Direcção Geral de Veterinária - DGAV) for welfare licensing. This procedure ensures that, in 
accordance with the 3Rs rules (Replacement, Reduction and Refinement) guiding principles underpinning the 
humane use of animals in research, alternatives to animals are used whenever possible, the number of animals used 
per experiment is minimized and that any pain, stress or suffering caused to the mice as a result of experimentation 
will be kept to a minimum and have been weighed against the potential benefits of the research. All mice are bred 
and/or maintained in accordance with the European and institutional guidelines and FCG-IGC members working 
with vertebrate animals hold the necessary licenses from DGAV to carry out the work in compliance with the 
fundamental European and Portuguese ethical principles. The FCG-IGC Animal Facility is licensed by DGAV, 
comply with the Portuguese law, and follow the FELASA (Federation of European Laboratory Animal Science 
Associations; in attachment). 
 
Isabel Gordo, Luis Moita, Miguel Soares, and Karina Xavier, have a long-standing and extensive experience in 
biomedical experimentation involving the production and analysis of genetically modified mice and hold all the 
necessary Accreditation, i.e. licenses and authorization from the Portuguese Official Veterinary Department (DGAV) 
to carry out the work in respect with the fundamental European ethical principles (will be provided to the EC). Team 
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members that will be working with animals also hold the necessary licenses from DGAV to carry out the work in 
compliance with European and Portuguese ethical principles. 
 
Justification for the use of genetically modified organisms and microorganisms: 
The genetically modified organisms (GMOs) to be used are mice (Mus musculus), Drosophila melanogaster and E. 
coli. The use of genetically modified mice and D. melanogaster are required for testing the function of genes in hosts 
in the interaction with microbes. The use of genetically modified bacteria is required for testing the function of 
bacterial genes in the interaction with the host. The bacteria to be studied will include non-pathogenic E. coli level 
1, but also members of the microbiota which also include level 2 bacteria. Of these models only, mice are vertebrates. 
 
The work with genetically modified organisms, in Portugal, is regulated by ”Decreto-lei 55/2015, de 17 de Abril”, 
transposing to the Portuguese legislation the Directive 2009/41/CE of the European Parliament and of the Council. 
The Instituto Gulbenkian de Ciência (coordinating Institute) complies with the mandatory good laboratory practices 
determined by the legislation and is authorised by the competent national agency, Agência Portuguesa do Ambiente 
(APA, I.P.) to work with genetically modified organisms (GMO) and microorganisms (GMM) of risk level 1 and 2 
(license attached). 
 
Ethics compliance in the rest of the beneficiaries  
The research projects to be implemented during SymbNET will depend on the annual Competitive Prizes awarded 
to the PhD students (WP4). This means that a priori we cannot predict what will be the animals that will be used in 
all the research projects under SymbNET. To address the ethical requirements (flagged in the Ethics Evaluation 
Report in Pre-Grant Requirements) authorisations for animal experiments from all beneficiaries, also covering 
GMOs, have been obtained and are kept on a folder at FCG-IGC (coordinating institution). However, before the 
implementation of any research project under SymbNET, these authorizations will be reviewed and if required 
updated, in the folder by the project manager. This verification procedure also applies to training certificates and 
personal licenses of the staff involved in animal experiments which are also kept in a folder at the coordinating 
institute. This authorizations and certificates will be submitted to the EC upon request. 

 
Personal data collection and/or processing 
Data storage, processing and handling will be done following the European standards and in line with internal data 
privacy policies. Datasets will be stored in encrypted and password-locked files with appropriate ciber-security 
protection measures. Such dataset will be from voluntary self-report of ESRs/partners staff (WP1, WP2, WP3, WP4, 
WP6) to participate in the trainings and from general public for being involved in outreach activities (link to WP6). 
Dataset are expected to include ‘special categories’ of personal data like gender, location and employer and often 
contact, but given their public and volunteer nature, does not raise particular concerns. Whenever personal data is 
collected, the DPO contact details will be made available to all data subjects involved in SymbNET. 
 
The collection and processing of data will be done according to “Lei n.º 58/2019, de 8 de Agosto” which transposes 
the Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of 
natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, and repealing 
Directive 95/46/EC (General Data Protection Regulation). The data will not be openly neither publicly accessible. 
We will use protective measures to avoid unforeseen, usage or disclosure. The data will not involve sensitive personal 
data (for example: sexual lifestyle, ethnicity, political opinion, religious, philosophical conviction …). 
 
Personal data collected will be treated in conformity to the: 

x Charter of Fundamental Rights and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union as well the 
European Convention on Human Rights, specifically the article concerning the right to data protection and 
protection of personal data; 

x the opinions of the European Group on Ethics in Science and New Technologies in their report “Citizens 
Rights and New Technologies: A European Challenge” on the Charter on Fundamental Rights related to 
technological innovation; 

x the EU’s ePrivacy Directive concerning the processing of personal data and the protection of privacy in the 
electronic communications sector; 

x in particular, recommendations related to ICT concerning data protection and individual’s freedom and 
autonomy 
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To sum up, the project data management plan will contain indications on how data will be collected, handled and 
storage (research data and personal data). 
 
Activities that are not planned in the project 
We confirm that the research presented in this proposal does not involve other specific ethical issues related to 
intervention on human beings, research on human cells/tissues or human embryos/fetus, and the use of non-human 
primates, cloned farm animals or endangered species. 
 
Also, the work to be developed does not require samples previously collected (e.g., clinical studies conducted in 
previous projects). No clinical trials are expected to be conducted with the scope of SymbNET. The project does not 
envision the involvement of children or the processing of sensitive data. 
 
Our activities will not involve third countries, dual use, civil applications, elements that may cause harm to the 
environment and/or health and safety, and it is not anticipated that any research could be misused with criminal 
intentions. 
 
 
 
5.2 Security 

 
The SymbNET   project will not involve any activities or results raising security issues.  
No EU-classified information will be used, neither as background, nor as results.  
 
 
 
Annexes – Letters of Commitment from Partner institutions 
  
Letters of Commitment from all partner institutions involved in SymbNET project:  
Participant No. 2: Christian-Albrechts-Universität zu Kiel (Kiel University), CAU, Germany. 
Participant No. 3: University of Lausanne, UNIL, Switzerland. 
Participant No. 4: Universidade Nova de Lisboa (UNL) - Instituto de Tecnologia Química e Biológica António 
Xavier (ITQB NOVA), Portugal. 
Participant No. 5: European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL), Heidelberg, Germany. 
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