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Chairman’s Report 

cia, Spain, on 18 - 22 June. This is a must event for all new 

PhD students who wants to get a grip of the fascinating 

world of epigenetics. We started a collaboration with 

Aquagamete, another COST Action with an interest in 

epigenetics in aquaculture. We learnt at our previous meet-

ing in Las Palmas that cryopreservation of semen may 

transfer epigenetic changes to the semen. Therefore we 

encourage young scientists to arrange a short term mission 

in cryopreservation of gametes and embryos in relation to 

epigenetics. The outcome of these co-operations may be 

presented at a special session of the Aquagamete confer-

ence in Ancona, Italy on 10 - 12 September.  Finally our 

Conference 2015 will be in Hersonissos, Greece on 6 - 7 

October. We are in the middle of compiling the pro-

gramme at present but reserve the date in your calendar, 

please. I would also like to announce that we will publish a 

special epigenetics issue of the journal ‘Reproduction Fer-

tility and Development’ very soon.  That is all for now 

folks! Please enjoy browsing through this newsletter and 

do not forget to send your photos and your short articles on 

your experiences with Epiconcept for the next newsletters. 

We are looking forward to seeing you all in sunny Croatia.  

 

Ann and Alireza 
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Welcome to the third Epiconcept Newsletters which gives 

you a brief digest of our recent and forthcoming research co-

operations in the epigenetics of reproduction.   

 

Dear COST Friends 

First of all my best wishes for a wonderful 2015 with many 

good epigenetic influences on your health and your brain. 

2015 will bring excellent news from the scientific point of 

view. We will have our third workshop organised by our 

working group ‘Periconception Environment’. Louis 

Gilette and Alireza Fazeli are amongst our invited speakers. 

They will tell you how the environment can influence the 

gonads of a crocodile, and how the oviduct can tell the 

difference between X and Y-bearing spermatozoa.  The 

workshop will take place in Dubrovnik, Croatia, thanks to 

our local organiser Juraj Grizelj, on 26 - 29 April 2015. 

Places are limited, so please register before the deadline of 

1 March. Pilar Coy will organise a training school in Mur-

Professors Ann Van Soom and Alireza Fazeli organis-

ing the next meeting. 
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Theofilos is a postgraduate 

student from the Aristotele 

University of Thessaloniki.  His 

project took place in Dr 

Fazeli’s laboratory which in-

vestigates the effect of sperma-

tozoa on the epigenetic profile 

of the endometrial and oviduc-

tal cells at micro-RNA and 

messenger RNA levels. Mem-

bers of the group have proved 

that there was differential gene 

expression in the female repro-

ductive tract in the presence of 

sperm, oocytes and embryos. 

During this mission he meas-

ured the response of the oviduc-

tal cells to the spermatozoa, and 

how this involved micro-RNAs. 

He learnt various molecular 

techniques from the members 

of the group. He obtained sev-

eral new skills as a young re-

searcher, and learnt how to live 

in a foreign country. The labor-

atories were much larger than 

the ones where he worked in 

Greece, and they were much 

better equipped.  Every week 

the group had a meeting where 

a member of the group gave a 

presentation about their current 

research results. He also pre-

pared a successful talk. The 

weather was a big shock for 

him at first. After a short while, 

however he became accus-

tomed to it. He is very grateful 

to this COST Action for provid-

ing him with the chance to car-

ry out this piece of research and 

equip him with an unforgettable 

experience.   

  

Epigenetic Profile of Endometrial and Oviductal Cells in Sheffield  

Theofilos Kempapidis 

Page 2 

Theofilos outside the Medical 

School of the University of Shef-

field. 

“During my visit I learnt 

molecular techniques from all the 

students of the group” 

Confocal Microscopy and Image Analysis in Southampton 
Jacqueline Gurke 

Jacqueline’s research focuses 

on how the Type 1 diabetes 

mellitus of the mother 

influences the development of 

pre-implantation embryos. 

Currently she is studying the 

altered mammalian target of 

rapamycin (mTOR) signalling 

pathway in diabetic rabbit 

blastocysts. She wished to 

improve her knowledge in 

confocal microscopy during 

this scientific mission. Her host 

Professor Fleming’s research 

group has outstanding 

experience in fluorescent signal 

detection and their data 

analysis. They evaluate 

different fluorescence staining 

with confocal microscopy in 

mice embryos. She received 

intensive training in how to use 

confocal microscope. She also 

became familiar with an image 

analysis software to measure 

distances between objects, 

diameters of nuclei or vesicles, 

point selection and signal 

intensity of areas or objects of 

fluorescence-labelled samples. 

This scientific mission allows 

her to master confocal 

microscopy and image analysis 

now.   

Jacqueline at the Southampton 

quayside. 

“I have learnt all aspects of 

image analysis” 

Short Term Scientific Missions 

Researcher:  Theofilos Kempapidis, Animal Production, Aristotele University, Thessaloniki, GR 
Host:  Alireza Fazeli, Medical School, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK  

Topic:  Development of a fluorescent sensor in pig endometrial cells to detect embryonic miRNAs  

Researcher:  Jacqueline Gurke, Department of Anatomy and Cell Biology, Martin Luther University, Halle, DE 
Host:  Tom Fleming, Centre for Biological Sciences, University of Southampton, Southampton, UK  

Topic:  Quantification of immunofluorescence marked protein synthesis and lysosome from rabbit blastocysts 
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Marie is a postgraduate student 

at the University of Stirling in 

Scotland. She is interested in 

the mechanisms which underlie 

the impacts of triploidy on pro-

duction traits of Atlantic salm-

on. Induction of triploidy is 

currently one of the most ac-

ceptable means of achieving 

sterility in salmonids. The tem-

perature of the environment 

during the developmental stag-

es of the embryo has a great 

impact on survival. The effects 

of an additional chromosome 

and temperature on DNA regu-

lation in the crucial stages of 

maternal to zygotic gene activa-

tion are largely unknown. She 

investigated the effect of opti-

mal and suboptimal tempera-

tures in the early stages of em-

bryo development (post-

fertilisation until hatching) in 

diploid and triploid Atlantic 

salmon siblings. Marie has been 

analysing the global DNA 

methylation using HPLC and 

free amino acids at the National 

Institute of Seafood and Nutri-

tional Research in Bergen. She 

is very pleased that this trip 

allowed her to obtain a great 

deal of scientific and technical 

knowledge from Dr Kaja 

Skjærven in Bergen.  

How does the temperature affect salmon development?  

Marie Smedley 
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Marie working with salmon eggs in 

the Stirling laboratory. 

“ I am very pleased that this trip 

allowed me to obtain a great deal 

of scientific and technical 

knowledge” 

Reprogramming of somatic cells  
Claudia Passaro 

Claudia is a graduate 

biotechnologist from the 

University of Florence in Italy.  

She specialises in human 

reproduction. The aim of her 

short mission was to evaluate 

the effect of the TGF-β inhibi-

tor SB-431542 transcription 

factor which participate in the 

regulation of target gene ex-

pression during the in vitro 

development of cattle embryos, 

and to make the gene expres-

sion analysis of the crucial 

genes implicated in the devel-

opment. These experiments 

provided preliminary data for a 

large research project of nuclear 

reprogramming of somatic cells 

after nuclear transfer. The mis-

sion was a wonderful oppor-

tunity for her to learn new tech-

niques and to perform experi-

ments within an on-going col-

laboration between the two 

laboratories. She would like to 

thank Epiconcept which gave 

her the opportunity to take the 

first steps into research.  She is 

also very grateful to Professor 

Pat Lonergan and his team who 

encouraged her to become a 

researcher in animal reproduc-

tion.   

. 

Claudia examining cattle embryos 

under microscope. 

“The mission encouraged me to 

become a researcher in animal 

reproduction” 

Short Term Scientific Missions 

Researcher:  Marie Smedley, Institute of Aquaculture, University of Stirling, Striling, UK 
Host:  Kaja Skjaerven, Molecular Biology, National Institute of Nutrition and Seafood Research, Bergen, NO 

Topic:  Impacts of ploidy and thermal regimes on epigenetic reprogramming in Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) 

Researcher:  Claudia Passaro, Veterinary Faculty, University of Teramo, IT 
Host:  Pat Lonergan, Food Science and Veterinary Medicine Institute, University College Dublin, IL  

Topic:  Effects of inhibitors of GSK-3 pathway on early embryonic development in cattle embryos 
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This was our second annual meeting in the sunny South of Europe, in Vilamoura, Portugal. 

Thanks to Sofia Engrola and her team we received exquisite science in this beautiful holiday 

village.  Together with Sofia and the working group leaders, an exciting scientific programme 

was put together, and there was also an excursion to visit the coastline of Vilamoura.  

Epigenetics and Periconception Environment  

The participants of the boat excur-

sion visiting a beautiful sandy 

beach.  

Participants of Epiconcept Conference 2014.  

Conference 2014  

01-03 October 2014, Vilamoura, Portugal  
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We Estonians all love the con-

cept of “sun, sand and sea” for 

a scientific meeting. The select-

ed venue was beautiful and 

fulfilled all the three “S” re-

quirements. The scientific pro-

gram was diverse, offering a 

variety of topics related to our 

scientific area of interest and 

also topics that are not so di-

rectly related to our work. 

There were many good presen-

tations which gave us new in-

sights into analytical and exper-

imental methods. One of the 

most outstanding and memora-

ble lectures for us was held by 

Charles Long who talked about 

cloned animals and their devel-

opmental abnormalities. How-

ever, many lectures could have 

been more specific, because 

most of the audience were 

aware of the general principles 

how the environment influences 

the epigenetics. There is no 

better way to end a meeting 

than with a lovely gala dinner 

and a pleasant boat trip along 

the coast line. Fortunately not 

many people were sea sick this 

time and the lunch on a private 

beach was wonderful. I wanted 

to stay on that beach forever. I 

would like to thank the organiz-

ing committee for successfully 

organising this meeting and 

giving us the opportunity to 

meet and learn. 

Broad Spectrum of Subjects and Experimental Species 
Lynn Vandenberghe and Sonia Heras-Garcia 

of presentations made the scien-

tific program most inspiring. I 

believe that the right size of this 

meeting also encourages spon-

taneous scientific discussions 

and future collaborations.  The 

most fascinating lectures were 

given by Charles Long about 

cloning, by Jean-Pierre Ozil 

about calcium signaling, and by 

Amir Sagi about the application 

of RNA interference in sex 

determination of prawns. To 

end this meeting in style we 

enjoyed the traditional Portu-

guese Fado music followed by 

a lovely gala dinner. Many 

participants went on a boat trip 

along the coast which revealed 

the natural treasures of Portu-

gal.   

 

In October 2014 once again we 

were given the opportunity to 

learn about many interesting 

topics in a beautiful environ-

ment. As usual the conference 

venue near the sea was splendid 

with delicious food and even 

the possibility to relax in a pri-

vate wellness area. A broad 

spectrum of subjects and exper-

imental species were presented 

in engaging talks. This diversity 

Memorable Lectures with Sun, Sand and Sea 
Marilin Ivask 

Caption describing picture or 

graphic. 

“There were many good 

presentations which gave us new 

insights into analytical and 

experimental methods.” 

Professor Amir Sagi explains RNA 

interference techniques in sex 

determination of prawns. 

“The right size of this meeting 

also encourages spontaneous 

scientific discussions and future 

collaborations.” 

Professor Charles Long giving a 

talk on cloning animals. 
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Marilin Ivask 
Institute of Veterinary Medicine and Animal Sciences, Estonian University of Life Sciences  

Tartu, ES 

Lynn Vandenberghe and Sonia Heras-Garcia 

Reproductive Biology, Ghent University 

Ghent, BE 
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During the two days of this workshop we were delighted to welcome scientists with un-

matched expertise in the areas of whole epigenome profiling and analysis and particularly the 

application of these technologies to oocyte and embryo samples, to share their knowledge and 

expertise with us. We are very grateful to Marisol Izquierdo and Fran Otero for finding this 

astounding location for us and organising an unforgettable meeting.    

Workshop 2014  

07-09 May 2014, Las Palmas, Spain  

Epigenomic Toolbox: from Methods to Models 

View of Hotel Gloria Palace 

Amadores in Puerto Rico, the loca-

tion of the workshop. 

Participants of Epiconcept Workshop 2014.  
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So here I was, waiting at the 

airport of Gran Canaria to go to 

my hotel where I would attend 

my first ever conference. Being 

almost an hour too early and 

clearly the only one waiting at 

the airport, I was afraid I might 

not even get to the hotel. Then, 

I noticed a woman carrying a 

poster with the word genes on it 

and soon I found a large group 

of scientists all waiting outside 

and being just as excited as I 

have been for the past few days. 

And there it was, the Gloria 

Palace Amadores Hotel. A 

magnificent place with even 

more magnificent views. The 

next two days I was mesmer-

ized by the world of epigenet-

ics. As an ecologist who was 

just introduced to the definition 

of epigenetics some 5 months 

earlier, I had no idea how broad 

the subject would actually be. 

Learning about DNA methyla-

tion profiling, chromatin re-

modelling, epigenetic repro-

gramming, effects of stress 

exposure, and much more, was 

a fascinating experience. After 

the lecture sessions we all went 

to the city of Las Palmas to do 

some sightseeing and have 

some proper Spanish tapas 

snacks. Finally we went on a 

boat tour to see some dolphins 

and other exciting sea life. Un-

fortunately for many people, 

sea-sickness played a big role 

and made the boat trip exhaust-

ing. Luckily, a large group of 

dolphins suddenly appeared and 

eased the pain. I would like to 

thank the organisers and speak-

ers for the amazing programme 

and above all I want to thank all 

the amazing and interesting 

friends I met and had such a 

great time with. 

Encouraging Participation of Postgraduate Students 
Dafni Anastasiadi  

about methods and drew our 

attention to the pitfalls. In the 

same time other research 

groups showed experimental 

data from non-model species, 

and explained how these might 

affect reproduction. I arrived at 

Las Palmas with high expecta-

tions and I left more than satis-

fied. The pleasant programme 

allowed us to talk to many other 

participants, enjoy the food, the 

music, the sea, the sun and the 

dolphins. We had a wonderful 

gala dinner. We found our-

selves lost in Las Palmas.  We 

saw dolphins and whales while 

on a boat trip where almost 

everyone was struggling with 

sea-sickness.  We admired 

farmed, fluorescent sea horses 

and sea turtles in the Canary 

Islands Institute of Marine Sci-

ences during a visit.  Finally I 

want to highlight the way the 

organisers encouraged young 

researchers to participate in the 

workshop by asking them to be 

co-chairmen for meeting ses-

sions and by including a great 

number of oral presentations of 

postgraduate students. 

 

The Epiconcept Workshop 

2014 in Gran Canaria was the 

meeting that I would have been 

very disappointed to miss. I am 

working on the epigenetic 

mechanisms of environmental 

influences during the early 

development on fish. I try to 

combine the state-of-the-art 

methods of the molecular 

mechanisms of epigenetics with 

applied ecology and evolution. 

I was very pleased that this 

niche field was prominently 

featured at the workshop. Lead-

ing researchers of the epigenet-

ics shared their knowledge 

An Ecologist’s Enthusiasm about Epigenetics 
Jeroen Noordhoek 

Caption describing picture or 

graphic. 

“I was be mesmerized by the 

world of epigenetics” 

Dafni enjoying a break between 

two intense sessions of the work-

shop. 

“The organisers included a great 

number of oral presentations of 

postgraduate students” 

Jeroen sipping his morning coffee 

on the balcony of the hotel. 
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Jeroen Noordhoek 
Animal Ecology, VU University of Amsterdam  

Amsterdam, NL 

Dafni Anastasiadi  

Institute of Marine Sciences, Spanish National Research Council  

Barcelona, ES 
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COST 

The European Cooperation in Science and Technology (COST) 

is the oldest and widest European intergovernmental network 

for cooperation in research. Established by the Ministerial 

Conference in November 1971, COST is presently used by more 

than 30 000 scientists of 35 European countries to cooperate in 

common research projects supported by national funds. The 

financial support for cooperation networks (COST Actions) 

provided by COST is about 1.5% (30 million EUR per year) of 

the total value of the projects (2000 million EUR per year). The 

main characteristics of COST are bottom up approach (the 

initiative of launching a COST Action comes from the European 

scientists themselves), à la carte participation (only countries 

interested in the Action participate), equality of access 

(participation is also open to the scientific communities of 

countries which do not belong to the European Union) and 

flexible structure (easy implementation and management of the 

research initiatives).  

As precursor of advanced multidisciplinary research COST has 

a very important role in shaping the European Research Area 

commerce.  

Details: http://aquagamete.webs.upv.es/5th-call-for-stsm/ 

 

5th Clinical Epigenetics International Meeting, Düsseldorf, 

Germany 

05 March 2015 - 06 March 2015 

This two-day conference will focus on the study of epigenetic 

changes in normal and diseased cells in response to internal or 

external factors with the aim to translate basic epigenetic re-

search into diagnosis, therapy and prevention. 

Details: http://www.clinical-epigenetics-society.org/meeting-

2015 

 

5th International Workshop on the Biology of Fish Gametes - 

Aquagamete COST Action FA1205, Ancona, Italy 

07 September 2015 - 11 September 2015 

The meeting will focus on the molecular basis egg quality, 

fertilization, on research aiming for high quality sperm, how 

contaminants in the environment affect fish gametes and on 

epigenetic programming. 

Details: http://fishgametes2015.com/ 

 

Epiconcept Conference 2015, Hersonissos, Greece 

06 October 2015 - 07 October 2015 

Our annual conference will be held in Hersonissos, Greece. We 

will publish further details shortly.  

Details: http://cost-epiconcept.eu/conference_2015.html 

Short Term Scientific Missions –Epiconcept COST Action 

FA1201 

02 June 2014 - 30 April 2015 

The call for the short term scientific missions are open now. 

These are exchange visits allow scientists to go to an institution 

or laboratory in another COST country, to foster collaboration, 

to learn new techniques, to take measurements using instru-

ments or methods not available in their own institution or labor-

atory.  

Details: http://cost-epiconcept.eu/short_term_missions.html 

 

Epiconcept Workshop 2015. Dubrovnik, Croatia 

26 April 2015 - 29 April 2015 

The registration is open for our annual workshop on 

‘Periconception Environment’  which will be held in Dubrovnik, 

Croatia on 26 - 29 April 2015. The programme will include 

highly regarded speakers in the fast developing area of epigenet-

ics.  

Details: http://cost-epiconcept.eu/workshop_2015.html 

 

Short Term Scientific Missions - Aquagamete COST Action 

FA1205 

01 December 2014 - 31 March 2015 

The call for the short term scientific missions is open now. The 

aim of this Action is to reach a consensus on protocols and 

guidelines that permit the use of results in relational databanks 

for sound and common applications in aquaculture research and 

About COST and Epiconcept 

Forthcoming Events 

Periconception environment as an epigenomic lever for optimising 

food production and health in livestock 

(ERA). It anticipates and complements the activities of the 

current Framework Programme for Research and Innovation 

(Horizon 2020). COST activities create a bridge between the 

scientific communities of countries and increases the mobility of 

researchers across Europe in many key scientific domains.  

 

Epiconcept 

Parental stress before, during and after conception induces 

epigenetic changes in gametes and embryos. Such epigenetic 

changes may adversely affect the future health, development, 

productivity and fertility of the offsprings. Our cooperation in 

this COST Action focuses on the timeframes and mechanisms of 

these epigenetic modifications. We plan public engagement 

activities to inform the general public on the importance of the 

epigenome and the periconception environment in future food 

production, health and welfare. We aim to coordinate various 

European research activities on epigenetic control of develop-

ment in order to avoid duplication, set targets and guidance for 

future research in this field through a large collaborative 

network.  
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