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The BioCity Turku and Turku Bioscience Centre SAB consists of Professor Aldo R. Boccaccini, 

Chair, Department of Materials Science and Engineering, University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, 

Professor David Harel, The William Sussman Professorial Chair, Dept. of Computer Science and 

Applied Mathematics, The Weizmann Institute of Science, Professor Kathryn Lilley, Department 

of Biochemistry and Milner Therapeutics Institute, University of Cambridge, Professor Bishr 

Omary, Center for Advanced Biotechnology and Medicine, and Senior Vice Chancellor for 

Academic Affairs and Research, Rutgers University, Professor Anne Ridley, Head of School of 

Cellular and Molecular Medicine, University of Bristol (SAB Vice-chair), Professor Kjetil Taskén, 

Head of Institute of Cancer Research, Oslo University Hospital and University of Oslo (SAB 

Chair).  

 

The SAB was appointed towards the end 2016 for a period of five years (2017-21) and has in 

February 2020 conducted its first SAB visit in the appointment period. With the exception of Dr. 

Boccaccini, all SAB members participated in the visit. Of note, the SAB recommends that the 

BioCity Turku/Bioscience Centre Leadership engages with the SAB more frequently. 

 

For the present visit, a compiled set of materials and written documentation on BioCity Turku was 

provided, including a White Paper on future perspectives until 2030, documentation on the seven 

current BioCity Turku Research Programmes, the Turku Bioscience Centre, and the ten core 

facilities established as part of the Centre. Information regarding these aspects was received four 

weeks before the visit and in an updated version one week ahead of the visit. The information 

provided was very helpful. 

 

In a visit over 2 full days the SAB met with the Rectors of University of Turku (UTU) and Åbo 

Academy University (ÅAU), all the Biocity Turku and Bioscience Centre leadership, evaluated the 

research programmes, centre and core facilities, and met with users, PhD students and postdocs.  

The meeting with the Rectors was very helpful as was meeting with the several programme 

representatives and the core facility representatives. Meeting more trainees and early career 

investigators could have provided additional information, but the SAB felt that, overall, it was able 

to obtain a very good perspective to provide informed recommendations. 

 

The instructions to the SAB and goals of the evaluation, as set out in a letter from the leadership 

were:  

1) Evaluation of the actions of the seven BioCity Turku research programmes  

2) The general value of the research programme concept. Should it be continued after 2020? In 

a present or renewed form?  

3) Evaluation of other actions of BioCity Turku (Seminars, symposia, coordination of doctoral 

programmes, national collaboration with other biocentres)  

4) Evaluation of the report by "BioCity 2030" committee. Visions and goals of the Turku life science 

community in the future.  

5) Evaluation of the distinct roles of the Turku Bioscience Centre in the local bioscience 

community (core facility centre, service provider, promoter of new technologies, the role of the 

centre’s cutting-edge research in promoting research infrastructures, the balance between being 
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a research infrastructure provider and a site of advanced research, the role of the centre as a site 

for a pan-European infrastructure)  

The reflections, opinions, and suggestions of the SAB will be used when the BioCity Turku 

concept is renewed in 2020-21.  

 

This report summarises our findings and responds to questions posed to the SAB by the 

leadership. 

 

Evaluation of BioCity Turku  

BioCity is a leased, physical building, whereas BioCity Turku is a matrix organisation (umbrella 

organisation) that cross-links life science research across faculties and departments in UTU and 

ÅAU. The BioCity Turku matrix organisation was part of a grand plan starting approximately 1987 

that gave rise to the BioCity Turku umbrella organisation (1989) and the BioCity building (1992) 

and cemented the relationship between ÅAU and UTU. This plan and the resulting structures 

have served the two universities well; there has been collaboration and cohesion, and the building 

of considerable scientific excellence and establishment of a number of core facilities. BioCity 

Turku has also hosted Research Programmes, the Turku Bioscience Centre (former Turku Centre 

for Biotechnology) which is a physical centre that hosts and runs the core facilities and has 

implemented a spectrum of other activities. 

At the same time, the original strategy from 3 decades ago now appears fragmented and less 

clear. The many structures and names are confusing from the outside and even to insiders. To 

the SAB, the structure thus appears to need reevaluation and revamping. The SAB strongly feels 

that BioCity Turku as presently communicated is diffuse, with confusion of its relationship to Turku 

Bioscience Centre. It would benefit from having one face with rebranding and a strengthened 

brand. The SAB would suggest considering a name change and use of one name (possibly Turku 

Bioscience if a distinction can be made to clearly identify the Centre - but this would require careful 

consideration in the wider scientific community in Turku). Other elements in the overall operation 

should include one user-friendly website, tracking of core facility utilization and user satisfaction, 

and review of upgrades of equipment. 

General value of the research programme concept. Should it be continued after 2020? In a 

present or renewed form? The SAB has evaluated the seven individual research programmes 

and, as instructed, also recommended whether they should continue (see below). Posed with the 

question of the overall organisation of BioCity Turku into seven Research Programmes, the SAB 

would like to make the point that such an organisation of the science provides a matrix and gathers 

scientists across the two universities and across different faculties and departments and thus 

promotes collaboration and cohesion. However, several of the research programmes have 

existed for extended periods of time and may also function as silos in that interaction between 

programmes are not promoted to the same extent. The Turku Leadership could decide on a major 

restructuring to be implemented over some time. It may thus make sense to extend programmes 

for a more limited period of time (e.g. 2 years) and during the process decide on how to organise 

this for the future. Would it be better to have one big programme with subsections or interest 
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groups? Would it make sense to rethink the organisation and focus on current topics or grand 

challenges in health and biosciences (the newly formed LIFESPAN project could serve as an 

example)? Or would it make sense to create a more dynamic programme where new initiatives 

could form and part of the focus should be on getting together to target national and international 

funding mechanisms (e.g. CoE programme, other strategic programmes, cross-disciplinary 

science programmes)? 

Evaluation of other actions of BioCity Turku (Seminars, symposia, coordination of doctoral 

programmes, national collaboration with other biocentres) Seminar and symposia programmes 

appear to be run in an excellent fashion. However, some research programmes appear to 

contribute more to the common BioCity Turku distinguished speaker series than others. 

Turku has 17 doctoral programmes of varying size in life sciences and health. Here, there appears 

to be a great opportunity to create more cohesion by creating one well-branded and well-run PhD 

umbrella programme across the two universities and different faculties. See also comments on 

PhD training below. 

National collaboration with other biocentres appears to be mainly bottom-up and investigator-

driven. However, the contacts nationally in general seem well developed. It is worth considering 

reaching out strategically to establish other international collaborations. 

 

SABs response to the 2030 BioCity Vision White Paper 

 

As the BioCity Turku concept has been operating for almost three decades and as the BioCity 

Turku Scientific Director plans to step down, the leadership has appointed a committee of early 

career scientists to think about vision and objectives of BioCity Turku for the next decade and on 

the 2030 horizon. The committee chaired by Prof. Johanna Ivaska at the end of 2019 delivered a 

White Paper for further strategic work by the the leadership and scientific community. The details 

of the White Paper were very clearly presented to the SAB by Prof. Ivaska.  

 

The White Paper suggests a vision focused on building further excellence and a strong brand by 

capitalizing on the breath of competence, size and existing excellence in the present operation 

while recognising weaknesses that can be remedied by future investment in four main objectives: 

i) Academic career paths; ii) Promoting quality of science in the PhD programmes; iii) Renewing 

Research Programmes to promote  collaboration and new leadership and iv) Promoting Societal 

impact and academic entrepreneurship. The Committee’s analysis of weaknesses has identified 

fragmentation, lack of clear structure and lack of transparency as the main overarching problems. 

This is much in line with the SAB’s analysis.  

 

For all of the four objectives set out in the White Paper action points are suggested that align well 

with the recommendations that the SAB is making in this report. All the four objectives would 

naturally need further elaboration as part of a future strategic process towards implementation. 

How to improve on societal impact and academic entrepreneurship may require particular 

attention as this is well developed on a national arena and with strong competition. 
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Overall, the BioCity Turku and Turku Biocentre leadership and the Committee that drafted the  

BioCity 2030 Vision White Paper are to be congratulated on their forward-looking thinking and 

expressed motivation to stretch in order to reach ambitious goals, and willingness to change the 

organisation to adapt and be able to accomplish such goals. The start of such a change process 

would be to recognise the present strengths and weaknesses as outlined by the Committee and 

SAB and act on opportunities to counteract threats (see also SAB Overall Conclusions and 

Recommendations).  

 

BioCity Research Programmes 

The SAB met with representatives of all seven programmes as listed below. In most cases the 

programmes were well represented by members ranging from senior faculty to junior group 

leaders and postdoctoral researchers. Of note, only few branded their presentation as a part of 

BioCity Turku or with the BioCity Turku logo. 

While the UTU and ÅAU may want to look at the overall structure of Biocity Turku and explore 

different opportunities for the use of research programmes (see comments above and 

conclusions), the SAB has, as instructed, also assessed each of the current Research 

Programmes and their strengths, added value, cohesion and collaboration, future plans  and use 

of core facilities for each programme.  

One overarching sentiment is that the programmes would benefit from inter-programme 

interactions and collaborations. One consideration is to increase the investment to promote such 

interactions with a pilot grant mechanism that has the ultimate major goal of applying for large 

center grants. 

We recommend 2 programmes to be continued without reservations, 3 programmes to be 

continued with some stipulated changes and that 2 programmes are discontinued with the 

possibility of new ones to replace them as follows: 

 

1. Receptor programme 

Strengths: The receptor programme has gathered a large community of researchers with a 

diverse set of interests. This programme has excelled at networking events, symposia and 

research talks and has been very prominent in suggesting speakers for the FoS seminar series 

The postdoctoral researchers and PhD students associated with this programme have been very 

proactive arranging series of joint meetings with the aim of cementing ties within the programmes 

across the different research groups based in different locations.  
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The programme members are very aware of the benefits of being part of the BioCity Turku 

community and have made the most of the opportunities that the BioCity Turku community 

provides. 

Added value: Through BioCity Turku funding, the programme has had the ability to fund joint 

activities as described above, thereby setting up a framework for interactions between its groups.  

This framework has been particularly useful for new PIs joining the programme and also in the 

education of students. Moreover, BioCity Turku funding has enabled the programme to invite 

international speakers, which has facilitated the creation of international collaboration and also 

enriched the education of students. 

Cohesion and collaboration: This seems to be very strong across the Receptor Programme. 

Future plans: Their plans are mostly to continue using BioCity Turku funds in a similar manner to 

the last few years. The programme may foresee CoE or EU applications with subsets of PIs 

satellite from the programme and also that the network may be used in lobbying efforts on a 

national arena. 

Use of core facilities: This programme makes extensive use of the Turku Bioscience Centre’s 

core facilities. The programme members are highly satisfied with the core facilities they access, 

but voiced that sustained technical support is needed for stability and high-quality services. 

Recommendation: Keep funding at the same level, but increase if pilot mechanisms or travel 

awards are to be incorporated. 

 

2. Lifespan of Cardiovascular, Inflammatory, Endocrine & Metabolic Disorders 

(LIFESPAN) 

Strengths: This group represents a new programme. It recently inspired and provided a basis for 

University of Turku application for AoF profiling strategic funding that was successfully awarded.  

They have demonstrated good team building activities and have set up a very well attended 

seminar series and symposia. This consortium is composed of a diverse set of PIs across basic 

and clinical sciences, in a strategically important area of research. 

Added value: BioCity Turku funding has supported LIFESPAN in making significant numbers of 

cross-campus collaborations, which has enabled bringing research groups together and resulted 

in securing several consortia grants.  It has also facilitated closer interactions between basic 

investigators and clinicians to collaborate. 

Cohesion and collaboration: This seems to be very strong across the LIFESPAN Programme. 

Future plans: The programme will use BioCity Turku funding to enable a continuation of the above. 

The programme would benefit from additional funds to kick start collaborations with small pilot 

projects to achieve data for future grant applications.  
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Use of core facilities: LIFESPAN extensively uses Turku Bioscience Centre’s core facilities, and 

greatly appreciates the efforts of core staff members.  

Recommendation: Keep current funding with consideration of extra funds for pilot experiments if 

possible. 

 

3. Computational and Molecular Methodologies for Life Sciences - CompLifeSci  

Strengths: CompLifeSci is a newly formed consortium, that has developed very successfully over 

the last four years and has grown considerably in size since its inception. CompLifeSci 

programme is of strategic importance as the majority of the other programmes will have increasing 

need for computational expertise and infrastructure as more and more research approaches 

generate large and complex datasets. CompLifeSci is strongly encouraged by the SAB to reach 

out to the biology and health focused programmes in order to enhance their joint impact. 

Added value: The existence of the CompLifeSci programme is crucial for all the biology within 

UTU and ÅAU, if utilized to its potential, to bring in more computational thinking to design and 

execution of concepts.  

Cohesion and collaboration: CompLifeSci has set up networking meetings for all members. They 

have also encouraged more joint research activities between PhD and Postdoctoral researchers, 

and awarded Biocity funded travel grants. 

Future plans: CompLifeSci would like to use BioCity Turku funding to work towards joint grant 

applications and publications. 

Use of core facilities: CompLifeSci has good supercomputer access, but in general only makes 

limited use of the Turku Bioscience Centre’s core facilities.  

Recommendations: Keep funding at the same level but strongly encourage CompLifeSci to make 

more collaborations with the other programmes funded by BioCity Turku to ensure a 

computational presence in the research activities of the other groups.  

 

4.  Advanced Bioresources and Smart Bioproducts – SmartBIO  

Strengths: The SmartBIO programme is highly cross-disciplinary, topical, and strategically 

relevant. Recently, it has also attracted a considerable amount of relevant funding (part of 

Nordforsk Nordic CoE). 

Added value: SmartBIO has used its BioCity Turku funding to create common courses that in turn 

have attracted PhD students. 



7 

Cohesion and collaboration: There is some evidence of cohesion of its members through BioCity 

Turku funding but this seems to be rather patchy, and awareness of BioCity Turku concept and 

opportunities is low. 

Future plans: SmartBIO would use further BioCity Turku funding to gain increased access to each 

other’s infrastructure. Other plans are not convincing and it is unclear why SmartBIO requires 

additional funding to facilitate infrastructure access over and above what has already been 

provided.  

Use of core facilities: SmartBIO has made limited use of Turku Bioscience Centre’s core facilities. 

Their researchers noted that more sustained technical support within these facilities is desirable 

Recommendations: Fund at the same level but encourage SmartBIO to seek more industrial 

partners, and carry out more networking activities. 

 

5. Translational Infectious Disease and Immunity Research Programme  - TIDIRP 

Strengths: TIDIRP is a restructured initiative, supported by a large community with an emphasis 

on clinical research, but less basic research, particularly in immunology (none of the high-profile 

immunology groups in Turku appear to be affiliated). 

Added value: TIDIRP’s support from BioCity Turkuhas enabled them to fund joint activities and 

bring in international speakers to their seminar series. This has formed a framework for interaction 

between groups. TIDIRP has also used BioCity Turku funds to create travel grants to support 

short visits to international labs by junior researchers. Moreover, the network formed has enabled 

clinicians to have access to basic research groups. 

Cohesion and collaboration: In their presentation, TIDIRP demonstrates a lack of overall strategy 

for creating cohesion and collaboration within their programme. 

Future plans: If awarded further BioCity Turku funds, TIDIRP would provide seed money for pilot 

projects and additional travel grants. 

Use of core facilities: TIDIRP has made limited use of the Turku Bioscience Centre’s core facilities. 

The TIDIRP members who presented to the SAB noted that some of their next generation 

sequencing needs are not met by the Turku Bioscience Centre’s Functional Genomics facility 

particularly with respect to microbial sequencing (the TBGF had different views on this when 

asked by the SAB). They are establishing their own BSL3 facility. 

Recommendations: Fund at same level but with the caveat that TIDIRP should establish more 

interaction with the other programmes. 
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6.  Diagnostic Technologies and Applications- DTA 

Of note, this programme was only partially represented with only members of ÅAU attending. 

Strengths: DTA  has a broad outlook and has created a considerable-sized consortium. 

Added value: DTA views the value of being funded by BioCity Turku as an ability to intensify their 

collaborations across the university hospital. 

Cohesion and collaboration: DTA did not convince the SAB that they had made strong 

connections amongst their members using BioCity Turku support. There was a lack of evidence 

for community building with DTA and a lack of understanding of the BioCity Turku concept and 

opportunities. 

Future plans: Future plans using BioCity Turku funding were unclear. 

Use of core facilities: DTA only makes limited use of the Turku Bioscience Centre’s core facilities, 

with some members accessing the Cell Imaging facility.  

Recommendations: Do not refund. 

 

7.  Biomaterial and Medical Device Research Programme  - BMD 

Of note, this programme was only partially represented with no researchers from UTU attending. 

Strengths: BMD is a long-term network that was in place before BioCity Turku funding was 

available, the leadership was only partially represented. 

Added value: BMD have used BioCity Turku funding to support a common seminar series and 

courses. 

Cohesion and collaboration: The BMD did not convince the SAB of a good level of cohesion and 

collaboration within the programme.  

Future plans: Future plans using BioCity Turku funding were unclear, and understanding of the 

BioCity Turku concept and opportunities were not evident. 

Use of core facilities: There was no evidence of the use of Turku Bioscience Centre’s core facilities 

by this programme. 

Recommendations: Do not refund. 
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Review of Turku Bioscience Centre Research Mission 

 

The Turku Bioscience Centre (former Turku Centre for Biotechnology) gathers some of the most 

prominent scientists in the life sciences in Turku, from UTU and ÅAU. The centre and the research 

groups have been very successful and should be commended on their achievements in building 

excellence in science over a long period of time. The Turku Bioscience Centre has also 

systematically developed and improved core facilities and also delivers excellence by acquiring 

and developing new technologies and setting up services to support the BioCity Turku community 

(see below). 

 

Some of the current prominent affiliates of the Turku Bioscience Centre were recruited directly at 

the professor/research director level (for example Johanna Ivaska and Jukka Westermarck with  

joint affiliations with science and engineering faculty and medical faculty, respectively). They have 

used the centre as a launching pad and are good examples of successes. Such successes would 

suggest that the Centre could do even more recruitments to joint positions with faculties at the 

tenure track level (with start-up packages) and serve as an attracting incubator to develop 

younger group leaders into future scientific leaders that would next take senior faculty positions 

in UTU or ÅAU. A structured tenure track model that interrelates with future recruitment needs in 

departments in both universities could be developed with benefit.  

 

Turku Bioscience Centre needs to build on the centre brand, preferably a further reinforced and 

strengthened brand (see section on BioCity Turku and conclusions) to help promote the centre, 

recruit international star researchers and increase breadth of demographics of group leaders. 

 

In addition to Turku Bioscience Centre Members (PIs) or Group Leaders, the Centre also has 

Affiliate Members. However, the system to become an Affiliate Member is opaque and we 

recommend setting out and publishing a document to explain how to join, assessment criteria and 

to have regular calls for new Affiliate Members, plus to reassess the current membership at some 

regular intervals.  

 

The Turku Bioscience Centre is serving two universities, both of which have benefited greatly 

from acting in concert to build this area. While the two universities contribute relative to their size, 

both should be encouraged to take full ownership of the activities and output. The SAB would 

recommend abandoning reporting papers separately for each university: these should be 

amalgamated. Also, both universities should be listed as affiliation on publications. The 

universities are different sizes and hence splitting statistical information between the two appears 

unhelpful. It should rather be reported jointly as part of Turku Bioscience Centre. 

  

To maintain scientific excellence in the Centre and the strong support and framework for the 

outstanding core facilities (see below) this environment provides, it is important to operate with 

stable and predictable conditions and secure income streams. Furthermore, overhead and rent 

on space should be harmonized across the two universities to avoid local gradients and migration 

of grants. The SAB also suggests that income streams with benefit could be organised with fixed 
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and activity-based components (output of papers at different levels, production of PhDs etc) which 

are harmonized with the university faculties. 

 

Lastly, there are opportunities for the Turku Bioscience Centre to engage more in translational 

research, innovation and industry collaboration (see general comments and conclusions below). 

Data on present innovation activities (DOFIs, patent applications, PoC projects etc) should be 

collected and presented more systematically as part of the Centre branding. Furthermore, the 

SAB recommends that the Centre re-evaluates its interfaces with the tech transfer offices of the 

two universities, the operations of which appear to be somewhat fragmented at present. 

 

 

Turku Bioscience Centre’s Core Facility Review 

 

A presentation was made by a subset of the core facilities that are part of Biocentre Finland and 

represent the largest core facilities at Turku Bioscience Centre. The smaller core facilities were 

described briefly by Professor John Eriksson. 

 

General comments: 

Turku Bioscience Centre has developed an exceptional set of core facilities (CFs) that operate at 

a high level and serve the wider scientific community, both within Turku, across Finland and for 

Bioimaging across Europe. In the discussion with all core facilities two general issues pertaining 

to all CFs came up (see below for specific comments on each CF):  

 

i) CF staff members have a lot of expertise established over many years, yet key personnel are 

on short term contracts. The upcoming Biocentre Finland contract negotiations pertaining to 

funding for CF staff will be very important and if there are proposed cut-backs the UTU and ÅAU 

would need to act. Turku Bioscience Centre should be given the opportunity to give CF staff  

permanent positions with long tenure and to increase the number of staff if the income streams 

to the individual CFs are stable and secure (see below). Furthermore, career tracks for CF staff 

should be developed and described clearly and transparently. 

 

ii) The SAB was disappointed to hear that all facilities have to give up surplus earnings at the end 

of each fiscal year. Business models for each CF need to be established and clarified. Turku 

Bioscience Centre should work to diversify CF income streams, especially from industry and 

hospitals. Furthermore, when colleagues apply for competitive grant funding that includes use of 

any of the CFs, they should be educated in budgeting these costs at adequate levels and 

expected for example to include a % of facility staff costs. Turku Bioscience Centre could consider 

employing an overall CF coordinator to oversee and market CFs. Full cost models should be 

applied to industry and international users where appropriate. 

 

1. Proteomics 

The Turku Bioscience Centre’s  proteomics core facility is the largest within Finland. It houses 

state of the art equipment and provides cutting edge technologies for researchers in Turku and 
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elsewhere. Its use has been growing steadily and it plays an important role in facilitating high 

impact publications. 

 

This facility has struggled to recruit a full-time proteomics faculty member to lead the facility as a 

researcher since the departure of Prof. Gary Corthals. Prof. Peter James is its scientific director, 

but only has a 20% position in Turku as a visiting professor, and retains his professorial position 

at Lund University, Sweden. Attempts to attract an academic lead for this facility have so far been 

unsuccessful. An ideal candidate could be a more junior researcher emerging from a post-doctoral 

research position with research interests that make significant use of proteomics technologies 

and/or proteomics technology development. Interactions of this person with the bioinformatics 

core facility and Prof. Elo would also be desirable.  

 

Recommendation: It is important to recruit to the above position as soon as possible, and claim 

back the position from the host institutions. It is also important that the CF stays at the cutting 

edge and is well prepared to invest in new proteomics technologies that are not mass 

spectrometry based. 

 

2. Metabolomics 

Turku Bioscience Centre should be commended for setting up impressive facilities with 

Metabolomics as a good example. We noted that there was interest in establishing MALDI MS-

imaging for metabolomics (and proteomics?). We were impressed at the cohesion between 

proteomics and metabolomics facilities. 

 

Recommendation: This is a new and topical CF and should be considered for a Biocentre Finland 

application.  

 

3. Bioinformatics 

Prof. Elo should be commended for setting up a bioinformatics core with such a breadth of 

expertise. We were concerned about the delineation between the Elo research group and the 

core facility. She has been placed in a difficult position where only 0.7 FTE is covered by university 

budget funding, whereas altogether 6 FTE is required to meet the current and rapidly increasing 

needs for support (60 user groups in 2019). Hence the additional funding needs to be collected 

through user fees or be covered by grants. We sensed from meeting multiple researchers over 

both days that there was tension surrounding bioinformatics staff providing fee-for-service core 

facilities, with an anticipation of co-authorship. There was also some concern raised regarding 

the core charges being too high to the point of discouraging the use of this CF. 

Recommendation: Separation of service versus collaboration should be achieved with separate 

income streams and clear expectations. Guidelines for co-authorship should be set out (applying 

Vancouver (ICMJE) Guidelines for Authorship).  Moreover, this CF should raise its profile, across 

both universities. Training opportunities should be increased with junior staff being trained to 

understand their data. We recommend that bioinformatics core staff should have permanent 

contracts, especially as trained informaticians are in great demand by industry who are able to 

pay higher salaries. Overall, this is a critical core.  
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4. FFGC 

This facility operates at an excellent level and supports all genomics (also microbiology and 

microbiota analysis.) We noted few users from ÅAU, it appears that researchers from ÅAU and 

some from within UTU are using outside facilities. Budget funding has been steadily decreasing 

but sample numbers are rising. The SAB was thus concerned that despite the importance of this 

facility, it is disconcerting that their budget is not matching their throughput. The facility wants to 

expand its user base, but could start by supporting a larger proportion of local needs. If this is to 

happen the facility must ensure that it maintains efficient turnaround times and state of the art 

systems. 

 

Recommendation: The FFCG may need better marketing (see comment about facility 

coordinator).  

 

5. Bioimaging 

We commend this facility which is extremely impressive in their track record of acquiring the latest 

cutting-edge equipment and quickly establishing new techniques available to the Turku research 

community. Their participation as service center (Node) of Euro-Bioimaging and their leadership 

of Euro-Bioimaging ERIC are particularly noteworthy.  

 

We were concerned, however, that some of their capability appears to be replicated in an 

inefficient manner within the medical faculty. Our understanding is that these additional facilities 

are under-cutting the Bioscience Turku core facility, but with much poorer levels of expertise. 

 

Recommendation: We recommend that some pressure be applied to amalgamate the Turku-wide 

imaging capabilities and access, with diverting staff and equipment to form a centre of excellence.  

 

Data storage will be a big issue that needs to be addressed urgently if this is not to become a 

bottleneck in the short term. 

 

6.-10. Other core facilities (covered by Turku Bioscience Centre’s Acting Director John 

Eriksson) 

The Zebrafish CF is encouraging people to use this model organism more in their research. The 

single cell facility is new and appears promising. The gene editing CF is steadily increasing in 

throughput and user base and could easily reach maximum capacity without setting aside 

resources for expansion. The high throughput screening CF needs to raise its profile if it is to be 

successful. Structural biology and protein production facilities are just starting and were very 

briefly discussed. 

 

Discussion with end users 

In general, we were pleased to hear that a clear majority of end users (representatives in a 

dedicated meeting and also researchers in the seven BioCity Turku programmes) that we met 

over two days were very complimentary about the levels of service and the importance of the CFs 

to their research and productivity. We heard repeatedly how helpful and talented core staff 
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members were across most of the facilities. It is a misconception that BioCity Turku affiliated staff 

or Turku Bioscience Centre’s staff get preferential access to core facilities: this was clear to all 

end-users that the SAB met. Access and pricing seemed to be fair and uniform across the user-

base with Turku and indeed the rest of Finland, and again this was also the perception of the user 

base.  

 

 

PhD Programmes and Postdoctoral Career Development 

 

Turku at present has 17 PhD programmes in life science, of varying size and with a spread in 

practice. Most graduate programmes had joint activities, but not between programmes which 

would be advisable and more cost-effective. The merger of the PhD programmes into one strong 

and rebranded PhD umbrella programme across the Life Sciences is an opportunity that the SAB 

would recommend exploring. 

Most students have 3-4 year funding with a yearly meeting with their thesis advisory panel. We 

recommend that the frequency of these meetings be increased to twice per year, with 

consideration of including an Individual Development Plan (published by Science magazine). In 

the case of some programmes we were concerned to hear that students were guaranteed only 2 

years funding with unclear mechanisms to support the final years of study. We were alarmed to 

hear of a few cases where the studies had to be aborted because no funding extensions were 

available. 

 

The PhD students that the SAB met over two days voiced enthusiasm for the instigation of one 

joint PhD programme in Biosciences across both universities in bioscience subjects with a joint 

application and admission process, and with the opportunity for lab rotations before deciding on 

a thesis supervisor and project. 

 

Postdocs that the SAB met with reported no mentoring activities. Turku now has a postdoc 

organisation, but only just established which was long overdue. The SAB feels that mentoring and 

career development activities should be set up and provided in a standardised manner across 

BioCity Turku and the life science area to meet the standards elsewhere internationally.  

 

The subsequent careers of researchers at all levels (alumni) should also be tracked after they 

leave. 

 

 

Overall Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

While recommendations from the SAB are given throughout the report under each of the headings 

the SAB was instructed to comment on some overarching themes that we summarize below: 

 

The strengths of the overall BioCity Turku operation appear to be a number of prominent 

scientists that perform at an outstanding level, a full complement of state-of-the art core facilities 
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that perform outstandingly well, considerable scientific mass in the life sciences area and a 30-

year track record of collaboration between UTU and ÅAU to solidify interactions and cohesion 

and jointly address strategic goals. 

 

Weaknesses include considerable fragmentation of the grand plan implemented when BioCity 

Turku was established. This is evident in the now very diverse and unclear organisational 

structure, the many doctoral programmes with different modes of operation, the lack of uniform 

tenure track models across the sector, that some research programmes appear to have little 

contact with the wider community and to some extent function as silos, and the lack of 

transparency in decision-making processes. The benefits of belonging to BioCity Turku are also 

unclear to some on the inside and should be re-visited. 

 

Opportunities would be to install good recruitment models and career development including a 

joint tenure-track model across UTU and ÅAU and to explore the possibility of new recruitment 

models for young group leaders capitalizing on the experience in the Turku Bioscience Centre. 

Furthermore, the possibility to restructure the 17 current PhD programmes into one strongly 

branded PhD programme in Life Sciences across the UTU and ÅAU with joint admissions, a 

rotation programme and subsections for different domains of life science should be considered. 

Other opportunities include a reorganisation and strengthening of the BioCity Turku brand and 

revamping of the research programmes (see section on BioCity Turku overall and below). In 

addition, there are opportunities for more focus on innovation and entrepreneurship (accounting 

for present activities, indicating to the organisation that this is a priority, focused efforts on PoC, 

media profile etc.) and there should be possibilities for more industry collaborations, particularly 

given the strong presence of pharmaceutical and biotech companies in Turku. Moreover, 

awareness around and work with societal impact should be increased. Could an outreach person 

tasked with working with industry collaboration and societal impact be employed across the two 

universities? Lastly, there are opportunities in responding to threats (see below). 

 

There are a number of threats on the horizon: i) Most of the highly skilled core facility staff 

members are on short-term contracts and the funding for many of these positions is not 

guaranteed as the Biocentre Finland funding to Turku is up for renegotiation in the autumn. 

Business models and income streams for each of the core facilities should be developed and core 

facility staff retention and permanency should be secured at least by providing permanent 

contracts based on solid user-based income streams. ii) The lease of the BioCity building runs 

out in 2026 and the whole Bioscience Centre and all core facilities would have to move out, either 

to a different building or to temporary space if to return after refurbishment. The UTU and ÅAU 

would need to respond to this threat now and plan for space from 2026. iii) The upcoming 

retirement of many prominent scientists over the next decade requires urgent attention and work 

with building a strong future vision and brand and with good recruitment models to attract future 

scientific leaders that would make UTU and ÅAU excel in this area also in the future. iv) The 

present funding models for the BioCity Turku, Turku Bioscience Centre and Core Facilities does 

not incentivise excellence and high levels of activity. Models that incorporate activity-based 

income and that avoid gradients in rent and overhead across departments, faculties and 

universities should be implemented. 
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In conclusion, the SAB recommend a restructuring and reorganisation of the Turku BioCity-

Bioscience cluster with the overall aim to build an even stronger brand and clearer structure to 

foster future excellence. This may involve a revamping of the structure of the research 

programmes (see suggestions in the relevant section). As genuinely excellent scientific 

environments excel not only in science, but also in training, career development, education, 

technical and administrative support and in innovation, industry collaboration and dissemination 

and societal impact, it follows naturally that a reorganisation would need to incorporate all these 

elements as set out in the many recommendations above as well as in the  BioCity Turku 2030 

Vision  White Paper. 

Given the exciting opportunity of both universities having two new and visionary Rectors, and the 

timing of deciding how to proceed with BioCity Turku /Turku Bioscience, the institutions might 

consider forming a high level and empowered committee to put together a strategic plan to define 

how to work together on joint efforts to accomplish such an ambitious mission. 

 

The SAB wishes to express their sincere thanks to the Turku life science community for the 

materials assembled and presentations and discussions that provided us with a good overview of 

the total operation. It was clear that a lot of effort went into preparing the presentations and 

gathering the data. We extend our best wishes to the leadership and scientific community in the 

upcoming process of working towards a joint vision and in implementing necessary objectives for 

the 2030 horizon. 

 

 

  
  

  


