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Knowledge, funding and progress towards a 
healthy Europe in 2020

Full credit to the EU for its Nobel Peace Prize nomination marking six decades of promoting 
peace and reconciliation. But while peace reigns between nations, there is still a war raging in 
our societies: a battle for Europe’s health. Cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, HIV or 
Alzheimer’s are the enemy of present and future generations. But how can we fight them?

Just like any war, knowledge is key. And it stands to reason why it was chosen as the major 
theme of the World Cancer Day, under the tagline ‘Cancer – Did you know?’ In Europe, the 
Commission pursues a similar objective; with its Public Health Strategy, it aims to spread 
information. Identifying human health risks, collecting and sharing data, and exchanging best 
practices pave the way to promising research. Eventually, it will lead to more healthy lifestyles and 
new treatments.

Money is another of the sinews of war. In the proposal for Horizon 2020, a total of EUR 8.5 billion was set aside to tackle health, demographic 
and well-being challenges, up from EUR 6.1 billion under FP7. Scientists will be able to pursue their efforts with simpler rules, reducing the time 
for proposal to grant and more support for market activities.

What about continuity? As we write, about 50 % of health-related FP7 projects are on going, with scientists laying the foundations of future 
health research. To shed light on their efforts, the focus of this issue of research*eu results magazine is ‘From FP7 to Horizon 2020: tackling 
Europe’s health challenges’.

This edition includes no less than three interviews focused on EU-funded health projects: Dr Jürgen Hescheler of Cologne University 
in Germany tells us how a novel toxicity test platform could replace animal testing and speed up chemicals testing, while Dr Wolfgang 
Weidenhammer of the Technical University of Munich  in Germany sheds light on non-conventional medicine in Europe. Finally, Professor 
Vlad Ratziu of the Assistance Publique — Hôpitaux de Paris (APHP) explains how his project could help tackle liver disease in Europe.

The ‘biology and medicine’ section continues with other examples of ground-breaking research. These ‘specials’ start on page 7 with ‘Rising 
to the global challenge of food safety’, while others can be found in the ‘environment and society’ and ‘IT and telecommunications’ sections.

The ‘energy and transport’ section opens with an article entitled ‘Light weight, high-energy batteries for electric cars’, on page 16, while the 
feature article in the ‘environment and society’ section is ‘Microbes join fight against desertification in North Africa’ on page 23. 

The ‘IT and telecommunications’ section begins with ‘Product engineering ... a complex marriage’ on page 31. Finally, the ‘industrial 
technologies’ section starts with the inspiring ‘Revolutionising industrial safety in Europe’, on page 38.

The issue ends, as usual, with a list of events and upcoming conferences.

We look forward to receiving your feedback on this issue and on the research*eu publications in general. Send questions or suggestions to: 

cordis-helpdesk@publications.europa.eu

The editorial team
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Want more information on the contents of this issue? 

For online versions or information about the contributors in this issue 

of research*eu results magazine:

- Technology Marketplace: http://cordis.europa.eu/marketplace

- Research Information Centre: http://ec.europa.eu/research/infocentre

Watch this space!
Coming up in issue 19 of research*eu results magazine — a special dossier on biodiversity.
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BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE

Reprogramming cardiac cells

Stem-cell therapy and regenerative medicine rely heavily on the use of stem cells to generate tissue-specific cells. Reprogramming 
somatic cells to an embryonic state has excellent potential for future cell-based therapy. This guarantees the ample provision of 
patient-specific stem cells, overcoming potential ethical and legal obstacles.

The ability of nearly all somatic 
cells to artificially become pluri-
potent stem cells, or ‘Induced 
pluripotent stem cells’ (iPS cells), 
through the enforced expression 
of four transcription factors has 
revolutionised stem-cell biology. 
The most appropriate system for 

generating iPS from various cell 
types has been the focus of exten-
sive research.

The  s c i en t i f i c  a im  o f  the 
EU-funded Induvir1 project is to 
improve current knowledge of 
the generation, maintenance and 

characteristics of iPS cells — 
focusing on their differentiation 
towards cardiac cell lineages.

Scientists have generated various 
DNA constructs for reprogram-
ming of mouse somatic cells into 
iPS cells by minimal integration 
into the host genome. For this pur-
pose, they have used a non-viral, 
transposon-mediated approach or 
excisable lentivirus-based vectors.

Successful generation and char-
acterisation of iPS cells has so 
far been achieved from different 
mouse genetic backgrounds. These 
cells have been verifi ed to behave 
like embryonic stem cells. The aim 
is to optimise the conditions for 
directing them towards the car-
diac diff erentiation pathway a� er 
removing the reprogramming cas-
sette from the iPS cells.

The Induvir project findings are 
expected to contribute signifi cantly 
towards cell therapy for the treat-
ment of heart disease. The devel-
oped technology has the capacity 
to generate therapeutically safe 
iPS cells from the patient’s own 
cells, thereby preventing rejection.

The project was coordinated by the 
Biotelantum Tudasfejleszto KFT in 
Hungary.

1   ‘Improved gene transfer system to iPS 
cells in mouse’.

Funded under the FP7 specific programme 
‘People’ (Marie-Curie actions). 
http://cordis.europa.eu/marketplace > 
search > offers > 9465
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Dissecting the processes of skill learning

European scientists are investigating the involvement of different neuronal circuits in the 
brain during skill learning and execution. Project findings could be used to understand the 
mechanisms underlying skill learning disorders.

Learning of new skills takes place 
in a specific part of the brain 
known as the striatum. There are 
two competing pathways — the 
direct and the indirect — for sig-
nal transmission through the stria-
tum, both affecting movement. 
However, the detailed mechanisms 
and circuits underlying the role 
of the striatum in the acquisition 
and consolidation of skills are not 
understood.

Preliminary experimental evidence 
acquired through the record-
ing of the neural activity in the 
striatum of mice revealed region-
specifi c changes during the diff er-
ent phases of skill learning. These 
changes correspond to long-lasting 
and training-specifi c modifi cations 
in excitatory synaptic transmission.

Building on these observations, 
the EU-funded Neuroaction1 pro-
ject wishes to delineate the precise 
involvement of the direct and in-
direct pathways in skill acquisition 
and consolidation. In order to dis-
sect the diff erent aspects of motor 
learning, scientists are using mice 
that express fluorescent proteins 
in the direct and indirect striatal 
pathways. They have also devel-
oped a self-paced operant task in 
which mice have to press a lever 
at increasingly faster speeds to 
obtain a food reward.

Observations so far indicate that 
stimulating the direct and indirect 
pathways either before or after 
sequence initiation has differ-
ent effects on skill performance. 
Equally, speed and precision 

depend on different circuits. The 
researchers also found that 
neurons from the direct and in-
direct pathways are differentially 
involved at diff erent phases of skill 
execution.

The Neuroaction fi ndings will have 
important implications for under-
standing the processes of skill 
learning and execution, and the 
impairments observed in basal 
ganglia disorders like Parkinson’s 
disease and Huntington’s disease.

The project was coordinated by the 
Fundacao Calouste Gulbenkian in 
Portugal. Funded under the FP6 programme ‘Life 

sciences, genomics and biotechnology 
for health’. 
http://cordis.europa.eu/marketplace > 
search > offers > 9468

1  ‘Neural mechanisms of action learning 
in mouse models’.
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BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE

Interview: Reviewing complementary medicine in Europe

‘Complementary and alternative medicine’ (CAM) is an umbrella term for treatment practices 
mainly used outside conventional medicine. The most prominent CAM disciplines in the EU are 
herbal medicine, acupuncture, homeopathy and manual therapies (like massage, osteopathy 
and reflexology), but CAM also includes such practices as anthroposophic medicine and 
naturopathy. CAM is practised mostly in private practice by medical doctors and practitioners 
trained in the specific disciplines.

The Cambrella1 project has been 
looking into the current situation 
of CAM in Europe. As the project 
concludes at the end of 2012, 
research*eu results magazine 
asked Cambrella’s coordinator, 
Dr Wolfgang Weidenhammer 
of the Kompetenzzentrum für 
Komplementärmediz in  und 
Naturheilkunde, at the Technische 
Universität München in Germany, to 
explain the project’s work.

What first drew you to 
research in this area?
I have been working in the area 
of CAM for nearly 20 years. Being 
educated in psychology, and work-
ing in medical psychology for years, 
I have seen that psychological con-
cepts prove to be useful in various 
medical fields. Complementary 
medicine in particular is open to 
exploring unspecifi c eff ects whose 
modes of action are at least par-
tially explainable by psychological 
theories. 

This underlying holistic concep-
tion clearly includes the perception 
of the individual’s mind. ‘Placebo’ 
or ‘nocebo’ effects are interesting 
examples of this, which are dis-
cussed with regard to CAM with 
some controversy. Complex inter-
ventions are very often used, and 
these can be addressed meth-
odologically — similar to empiri-
cal psychology — by taking into 
account a multidimensional view of 
phenomena.

What was the aim of the 
project?
We have been working to establish 
sound knowledge of the core issues 
and current status of CAM in the 
EU. 

The detailed aims2 of Cambrella 
were to: create a knowledge base 
on patients’ demand for CAM and 
the prevalence of its use in Europe; 
review the current legal status of 
CAM in EU countries and associated 

states; explore the needs and atti-
tudes of EU citizens with respect 
to CAM; explore the providers’ per-
spective on CAM treatments in the 
EU; look at the global dimension 
of CAM research and development 
strategies; propose an appropriate 
strategy to improve understanding 
of CAM use and its effectiveness; 
and facilitate and foster the sus-
tainable collaboration and network-
ing of CAM researchers in Europe.

What was new about the 
Cambrella project and the 
way it addressed these 
issues?
Although some CAM research has 
been funded by the EU previously, 
Cambrella is the fi rst project which 
has been explicitly assigned to CAM, 
with the European Commission 
acknowledging the relevance of this 
fi eld of medicine being investigated 
on a European level. 

Unlike collaborative research pro-
jects, since Cambrella is a ‘coord-
ination action’ like the FP7 project 
on ‘Traditional Chinese medicine’ 
(GP-TCM), the intention is to prepare 
the ground for future research by 
describing the current status com-
prehensively and — taking these 
fi ndings into account — developing 
a strategic plan.

How was it participating in 
an EU project?
It is highly attractive to widen the 
regional or national perspective of 
research topics to the European 
level — and EU-funded Framework 
Programme projects enjoy a good 
reputation in the academic world. 
It makes a substantial difference 
whether you just consider scientifi c 
work from the international litera-
ture or you actually meet and talk 
and discuss with colleagues from 
diff erent countries. 

This kind of intensive communi-
cation is vital, especially in fields 
which are represented by a smaller 

research community — such as the 
area of complementary medicine. 
Europe is an ideal geographical 
frame which, despite a lot of com-
mon features, includes country-
specifi c variations that can be very 
inspiring for fi nding new and uncon-
ventional solutions.

What are the project’s 
results so far?
We have created a special issue 
of a peer-reviewed scientific jour-
nal — to be presented at our 
Cambrella fi nal conference3. All the 
articles are publicly accessible, free, 
on the journal’s website.

In terms of fi ndings, we noted that 
CAM has no clear terminology, with 
definitions varying from one lan-
guage and culture to another. There 
is a clear demand, however, with 
EU citizens wishing to have access 
to increased and diverse CAM pro-
vision, as well as more support 
and trustworthy information from 
medical professionals. But there is a 
lack of reliable data on the preva-
lence of CAM — most prevalence 
studies published so far are too 
small or not comparable due to dif-
ferent methodology.

We could not identify a common 
approach in Europe with respect 
to provision (including training) or 
regulation of CAM; around half of 
EU countries have general legisla-
tion for CAM, in the form of a spe-
cific CAM law or sections on CAM 
in other health laws, while some 
countries have regulations on spe-
cifi c CAM treatments.

In general, CAM is a neglected 
area of research. An EU research 
strategy for CAM should reflect 
the needs of the citizens, patients, 
providers and other CAM stake-
holders taking into account the 
real-world environment of health-
care in Europe. We recommend 
that a centralised and academically 

supported EU CAM centre should 
make this research strategy 
operational.

What are the next steps 
for the project, or next 
topics for your research?
One task for the project was the 
development of a ‘roadmap’ for 
future CAM research in Europe. We 
have identifi ed the research areas 
which should guide any plan for 
future research projects. 

Having fi nished the project does not 
mean that eff orts towards a better 
evidence base on CAM has come to 
an end. The project has been a fi rst 
step, with a commitment to con-
tinue the work. We would be happy 
if the Horizon2020 programme pro-
vides opportunities for the research 
projects needed to investigate 
the potential benefits of CAM for 
patients in Europe.

1   ‘A pan-European research network 
for complementary and alternative 
medicine (CAM)’.

2  Weidenhammer W, Lewith G, 
Falkenberg T, Fønnebø V, Johannessen 
H, Reiter B, Uehleke B, von Ammon K, 
Baumhöfener F, Brinkhaus B. ‘EU FP7 
project “Cambrella” to build European 
research network for complementary 
and alternative medicine’. Forsch 
Komplementmed 2011;18:69-76.

3  Walach H, Weidenhammer W (eds.).  
‘Insights into the current situation 
of CAM in Europe: major findings of 
the EU project Cambrella’. Forsch 
Komplementmed 2012;19 (S2).

Funded under the FP7 specific programme 
Cooperation, under the theme ‘Health’.
For further information see the project 
website: http://www.cambrella.eu/
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Dr Wolfgang Weidenhammer 

http://www.cambrella.eu/



