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MEET THE TEAM!
As we move towards the end of 2019, we can confidently say that this
has been a successful year and a great start for the RenalToolBox.
Having finalised the recruitment of all Early Stage Researchers, the
RenalToolBox research team is now complete with all fellows in post
and contributing to the scientific goals of the consortium. A short
biography of each research fellow can found on pages 7-11.
2019 also saw the first network-wide event, which took place between
20 to 22 May and was organised by Professor Roos Masereeuw, Utrecht
University. All teams were present, including the first 13 fellows that
had started by this date. The workshop covered the fundamentals of
renal physiology, pathology and replacement; providing the fellows
with essential information to understand the broader picture of their
projects. We also delved into broader aspects of a PhD, discussing the
concepts of science and the meaning of success in a research career.
We are particularly grateful to the kidney transplant patient who
joined the workshop to give us a better understanding of life with
kidney disease.

RenalToolBox has received funding from the European
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant
agreement No 813839.

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS
Growing MSCs
RenalToolBox will assess the safety and
efficacy of mesenchymal stromal cells
(MSCs) derived from four different tissues.
MSCs from adipose and umbilical cord tissue in culture.

Why MSCs?
MSCs are the most clinically studied cell therapy, with a

however, regognized that this cannot be taken for granted

history of human testing that goes back over 20 years.

and further preclinical studies are required to fully

Despite the excitement that led to clinical trials, few of these

understand if there are any risks associated with their use.

materialised into positive outcomes for patients. When renal

One of the main approaches that the RenalToolBox will

diseases are considered, very few clinical studies have been

apply to assess safety is the use of bioluminescence imaging

conducted and, so far, no clear conclusions can be drawn in

to monitor which organs the MSCs populate after

regards to their efficacy.

administration, and what happens to them in the days and
weeks after they reach these organs. Francesco Amadeo,

Even for those diseases in which MSCs might have a positive

working at the NHSBT, will introduce reporter genes into

effect, very little is know about how these cells might act in

these cells to enable their tracking. He is currently

the body. There is, therefore, a need for more research

developing methods to genetically modify the cells without

focused on the efficacy and mechanisms of action of MSCs

altering their properties, and will be testing the sensitivity of

and RenalToolBox aims to play a role in filling this knowledge

reporters based on firefly and Akaluc luciferases.

gap.

Mechanisms of Action:

Tissue Sources:

Understanding how MSCs act after being introduced into a

When efficacy is considered, one the approaches that will be

host is crucial for determining the right treatment conditions,

explored by the RenalToolBox team is whether MSCs

be it the cell dose, how often they are administered or

obtained from different tissues have different potency to

whether viable cells are indeed required for therapy.

treat kidney disease. MSCs derived from the bone marrow,

Currently, there is a body of research that suggests that MSCs

adipose tissue, umbilical cord and skin will be tested and

act by stimulating the host's immune system. In this project

compared in models of disease, so that we can understand

pre-clinical and in vitro experiments will be carried out to

which type of MSC might have greatest potential for treating

better understand the cross-talk between MSCs and relevant

patients.

immune cells such as monocytes, T-cells and macrophages.
A matrix of in vitro assays that provides clues in regard to cell

Expanding MSCs:

potency and mechanisms of action is being developed by

Before MSCs can be deployed as therapies, they must be

Erika Erika and Eleonora Scaccia.

handled in a laboratory, where they are cultivated and
propagated in petri dishes. To enable a direct comparison of

Extracellular Vesicles:

MSC efficacy, cells obtained from difference tissues must be

Many cells, including MSCs, secrete signalling proteins known

handled and prepared in the same way to prevent

as cytokines as well as extracellular vesicles (EVs), which are

introducing variables that could influence their efficacy.

particles containing a variety of cargo, including proteins and

Francesco Amadeo, Sandra Calcatt, Eleonora Scaccia and

nucleic acids. Cytokines and extracellular vesicles secreted

Erika Erika, research fellows recruited by the RenalToolBox,

by MSCs can influence host cells and the RenalToolBox is

have formed a workgroup to standardise methods and

particularly interested to learn if EVs are a key factor

protocols for the preparation and characterisation of the

influencing the potential of MSCs to ammeliorate kidney

MSCs. This will enable consistent preparation of cells across

injury. Renata Škovroňová will isolate and characterise EVs

the network, irrespective of the tissue source and/or site of

from the four different types of MSCs used in the network,

preparation.

and test whether they are as efficacious
as the cells themselves in ameliorating

Safety of MSCs:

kidney injuries.

The performance of MSCs in a number of clinical trials has
led to a perception that their use is "generally safe". It is,
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ESR
VIEWS
FRANCESCO AMADEO
LIVERPOOL LIFE

I have to admit that when I arrived in Liverpool, at the end of April, I was a bit
scared. A doctorate position, a new environment, new colleagues, all together in
a foreign country. Nevertheless, Liverpool is cosy, and people are friendly, so I
rapidly felt welcomed.
A lot of different places entertain people of all ages, and the city never sleeps.
There is always music coming from somewhere and people to chat with.
Moreover, the city centre is beautiful, with the huge Anglican cathedral watching
over the whole city.
Being part of a MSCA-ITN is a huge responsibility, but also a great opportunity.
One of the most stimulating aspects of being part of the network is the
possibility to interact with people, in terms of both collaborating and improving
knowledge. In particular, my project is split between NHSBT, the UK’s
national organ and blood donation organization, and the University of
Liverpool. This is a good chance to understand how a product for clinical use
is handled and prepared, and to connect basic research with translational
approach.

The most difficult part is trying to set up the things to do at NHSBT and at the
University. To be honest, I still have to find out the right balance between the
two places. Luckily, people at both sites are very friendly and kind and very
willing to help me. If, sometimes, the things I have planned get delayed or
something unexpected happens, they are more than happy to help me to
sort out the problem.

"I am starting to be part of the network,
like a gear in a clock, and I like how it
makes me feel."
During these first months I had to face a lot of new things, but now I am starting
to be part of the network, like a gear in a clock, and I like how it
makes me feel.
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ESR
VIEWS
MOHAMMED YUSUF
LIFE IN MANNHEIM/
HEIDELBERG

Moving to Germany was not a decision to be taken in a minute or two. I am
from India and I have had my share of living away from home during my
Masters studies, and yet, deciding to move to Germany was not at all easy.
It all started when a friend of mine who is a part of another Horizon 2020 ITN
suggested me to apply for such a programme. During my search, the
RenalToolBox project caught my eye mainly due its structure that aims to
improve healthcare. This motivated me to apply for the position. I was glad to
be accepted but I was also highly sceptical about moving to a different
continent.
Due to the extensive training and exposure that MSCA ITNs provide to its
young researchers, my interest to be a part of such a network outweighed my
dilemma of whether or not I should move. I was really attracted to the nature
of how the project was framed, the network and the interdisciplinary
approach. I read some previous MSCA ESRs' experiences on forums and
realized the important role these three years played in their professional
growth as a whole.
Having weighed the pros to cons, I embarked on this journey which has so far
been wonderful. The University of Heidelberg is the oldest one in Germany
with people from varied cultures and backgrounds. The city is beautiful and
perhaps it's best attribute is that ‘one in every 5 residents is a student’. This
evidently shows the extent of academic and educational advancement in the
region and helps to overcome the fear of cultural and language barriers one
would expect before coming. I am currently a part of the Medical Faculty of
the University which is situated in Mannheim. Heidelberg and Mannheim are
two adjacent cities with their exceptional scenic beauty along the River
Neckar.

"I was really attracted to the nature
of how the project was framed,
the network and the
interdisciplinary approach."

Last in order but not in importance, I would like to extend my appreciation to
the UHEI and ZMF for hosting me along with other ESRs and providing a
positive learning environment. I look forward to making the most of this
opportunity and to expanding my scientific knowledge as a researcher.
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PROJECT MANAGEMENT
DELIVERABLES AND MILESTONES
Did you know that over 20 deliverables were sent to the European Commission just in
the first 12 months of the project? You can check these deliverables and learn more
about how the progress of the project is tracked by visiting the members area of our
website.
An important deliverable was the fellows' Career Development, Outreach and
Publication plans. These are useful exercises for ESRs to undertake at the start of their
studies, enabling them to structure the training and research activities that are required
for their professional growth. These documents should be revised and updated on a
yearly basis as the projects develop. Make sure you get input from your supervisor, they
will be happy to help you to reach your career goals!

OPEN DATA & ACKNOWLEDGING EU SUPPORT
RenalToolBox is part of the EU's Open Research Data Pilot and as such the whole
consortium is committed to making research outputs originating from the project open
access. This includes not only the publications, but also the underlying data associated
with the publication.
To enable the wider research community to make most use of the data, it is important
to keep the FAIR principles in mind. Data needs to be findable, acessible,
interoperable and reusable. More information about these principles and the
RenalToolBox guidelines for open access can be found in our Data Management Plan,
accessible via the members area of the website.
Remember: RenalToolBox encourages pre-prints and our repository of choice for
datasets is Zenodo.

SECONDMENTS
An important aspect of the ESRs' training is secondment at other organisations, which
can be with either beneficiaries or partners of the consortium. All fellows are expected
to carry out at least two secondments, and this is a good time to start planning them!
Secondments need to be registered in the EU's grant management portal so make sure
that the project manager is informed of your plans.

SOCIAL NETWORKS: KEEP INFORMED
The RenalToolBox has a presence on LinkedIn, FaceBook and Twitter. Don't forget to
follow us and to contribute with items of interest, future events and links to relevant news
stories. Please send your stories and contributions to the project manager.
https://twitter.com/renaltoolbox
https://www.facebook.com/renaltoolbox.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12139326/
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Registering preclinical studies
A recent article in Nature* points out that it is estimated that between one-third and one-half of all pre-clinical studies are
never published. For those that are published, many are considered to be have been too poorly conducted to be reliable!
As RenalToolBox will be testing the MSCs in several pre-clinical models, it is important that we implement best practices to
ensure scientific rigour and transparency in our research.
Good statistical standards when designing experiments will be covered in our 2nd Workshop. In addition, the consortium
should also adhere to the use of registries to file experiments, and use them for prospectively recording of our pre-clinical
studies. The registry of choice for the RenalToolBox is https://preclinicaltrials.eu/ created by a research team from LUMC.
Researchers designing and carrying out pre-clinical studies will also greatly benefit from a good understanding of the
ARRIVE guidelines, which establish the essential information that is required for adequate reporting of results. The
guidelines were published in PLoS Biology in 2010 and can be found under doi: 10.1371/journal.pbio.1000412.
*Nature 573, 297-298 (2019), doi: 10.1038/d41586-019-02676-4.

EVENTS
RenalToolBox 2nd Workshop and Mid-Term Check
Our second workshop will be organised by the University of Liverpool
and will take place between 25 and 29 November 2019. The scientific
workshop will include lectures on pre-clinical imaging and statistical
analysis of data. We will also have an afternoon focusing on career paths
with input from senior practitioners in a range of fields as well as
previous ITN graduates. We also look forward to meeting our project
officer, Sarah Garcia Condado, who will join us for a mid-term check to
assess the progress of the project. Our final day includes perspectives
from charities and patient representatives.

RenalToolBox 3rd Workshop & 1st Conference
Our first RenalToolBox conference will take place on Friday 5th
June 2020 at the National University of Ireland, Galway.
This will happen in the same week as the 3rd RenalToolBox
Workshop (Monday 2nd & Tuesday 3rd June). We will also have our
Network Meeting on Thursday 4th June.
More information will follow in early 2020.
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MEET THE FELLOWS
I come from India, where I got a Bachelor degree in Electronics and
Communications Engineering, followed by a Master degree in Electrical
Engineering from Rochester Institute of Technology. My main area of focus
has been control systems.

I have worked on projects related to

autonomous systems and control techniques. Currently I am working in the
research group of Professor Norbert Gretz at the University of Heidelberg at
Mannheim, Germany.

My work is on the engineering side, specifically

developing a device to facilitate the estimation of transcutaneous
measurements of various kidney function parameters. We aim to design
and produce a device that is flexible and mostly comprising of printed

ESR1: Mohammed Yusuf

electronic elements to detect the biomarkers (dyes) developed during the
course of the project.

Originally from India, I got my Bachelor and Master degrees in Biomedical
Sciences, with a focus towards medicinal chemistry. I have had academic
experience spanning three countries (India, The Netherlands and Germany)
and am now adding a fourth with the start of my PhD project (Italy).

I am

working at Cyanagen Srl, Bologna, Italy. The project is supervised by Dr
Rossana Preciaccante (Cyanagen, Italy) and Professor Dr Norbert Gretz
(University of Heidelberg, Germany) and involves the development of
dyes/tracers that can be filtered by glomeruli, excreted by tubular secretion
and reabsorbed by tubules. This would help diagnose kidney dysfunction

ESR2: Srishti Vajpayee

at an early stage, and also more accurately.

I am from Portugal, where I obtained an MSc in Bioengineering, with a
specialization in Molecular Biotechnology. For my Master’s thesis, I worked
on a project with the goal to create an in vitro system that could be used for
studying biliary diseases.
Currently, I am working in the group of Professor Roos Masereeuw at the
University of Utrecht, Netherlands. My project focuses on the evaluation of
tracers to monitor renal function, and for that, I’ll make use of a bioartificial
kidney tubule device.

ESR3: João Faria
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MEET THE FELLOWS
I am from Bangladesh. I completed a Bachelor degree in Pharmacy from
East West University and a Master degree in Toxicology from Karolinska
Institute, Stockholm. Subsequently, I joined, as a Research Assistant, at the
Karolinska Institute where I investigated the role of biomarkers in the
remission of Rheumatoid Arthritis patients.
I have recently started my PhD at Utrecht University. The goals of my PhD
research are to develop a panel of urinary biomarkers in order to evaluate
the progression and regression of kidney diseases, and also to evaluate the
response of mesenchymal stem cell treatment.

ESR4: Sabbir Ahmed

Originally from Ecuador,

I got my Bachelor degree in Biotechnology

Engineering at the University of the Armed Forces – ESPE.

Later, I

graduated from a double degree Master programme in Innovative Medicine
from Uppsala University in Sweden and the University of Groningen in the
Netherlands. During my Master degree, I got involved in different research
projects that included bone tissue engineering, cardiovascular regeneration,
and vascular engineering. I joined the RenalToolBox programme in June
2019, under the supervision of Dr Bettina Wilm at the University of Liverpool,
UK to assess the safety and efficacy of renal regenerative medicine
therapies using advanced imaging technologies.

ESR5: Katherine
Triviño-Cepeda

Safety assessment

involves preclinical imaging of the whole body and organs to detect
possible tumour formation, while efficacy consists of monitoring renal
function longitudinally.

Originally from Mexico, I am a Biologist graduated from the National
Autonomous University of Mexico.

I continued my education in Europe

where I studied for an International Master in Innovative Medicine (IMIM), an
Erasmus Mundus joint Master degree. I obtained an MSc degree from the
University of Groningen, Netherlands and another one from Uppsala
University, Sweden. During my Master degree, I focused on the study of
biomaterials for regenerative medicine applications. In June 2019, I joined
the Lévy lab at the University of Liverpool, UK. My research will generate
protocols to label and track Mesenchymal Stromal Cells (MSC) in preclinical
models of kidney disease in order to evaluate the cell´s behaviour in vivo.

ESR6: Alejandra
Hernández Pichardo
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MEET THE FELLOWS
I am from Suffolk, UK. I obtained my BMBS from Peninsula Medical School
in 2012 and my MRCP(UK) from the Royal College of Physicians in 2016. I’m
a specialist trainee in renal medicine and I am taking the opportunity to go
out of programme to gain experience in pre-clinical research.

I am

interested in developing the links between lab bench and bedside
diagnostics, and new instruments for assessing acute kidney injury.

I am

working for iThera Medical, Germany aiming to develop the use of
multispectral optoacoustic tomography to measure different aspects of
renal

function:

glomerular

filtration,

tubular

secretion

and

tubular

reabsorption. I will then translate this to measure the efficacy and safety of

ESR7: James Littlewood

regenerative medicine strategies developed across the network with the
opportunity to track cells and measure function simultaneously.

I was born in West Bengal, India. I have an interdisciplinary background on
account of my BTech in Electronics & Instrumentation engineering and
MTech in Biomedical Engineering.

My Master’s thesis dealt with image

processing of confocal images to quantify morphology of nuclear
mechanotransduction. Since my Master degree I have worked in various
imaging, spectroscopy and microfluidics projects in India and USA.

I am

working in Professor Poptani’s group at the Centre for Preclinical Imaging
(CPI), University of Liverpool, UK on “Mathematical models for evaluation of
the effects of regenerative medicine therapies on kidney function”.

The

overall goal of the project will be to apply MRI methods to accurately assess
different aspects of renal function following kidney injury, and to quantify

ESR8: Soham Mukherjee

the extent to which renal function improves following the administration of
mesenchymal stromal cell (MSC)-based therapies.

I come from Italy.

I completed a 5-year Master Degree in Medicinal

Chemistry and Pharmaceutical Technology at Federico II University in
Naples. There, I carried out my Master’s thesis project in Pharmacology,
mainly focusing on the involvement of the adenosine pathway in the
inflammatory response.

Currently, I am working as an Early Stage

Researcher in the research group of Professor Gretz at the University of
Heidelberg. The focus of my project is to optimise and apply new optical
tissue clearing techniques to allow the 3D reconstruction of the whole
kidney in order to assess the efficacy and the safety of stem cell treatments
in experimental acute kidney injury model.

ESR9: Tiziana Picascia
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MEET THE FELLOWS
I am pursuing a PhD at the Department of Nephrology of the Leiden
University Medical Center (LUMC) in the Netherlands. I have successfully
completed my scientific training in basic and translational biomedical
sciences at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in Belgium.
My PhD research focuses on the development of advanced imaging
technology for the evaluation of kidney function in health and disease.
With these state-of-the-art imaging methods, the aim is to investigate
therapeutic efficiency of regenerative medicine based on characterized
imaging biomarkers of vascular and renal dysfunction.

ESR10: Katerina Apelt

Originally from Lazio in Italy, I got my Bachelor degree in Biological
Sciences at the University of Siena and my Master degree in Genetics and
Molecular Biology at the University of Rome “La Sapienza”.

During these

studies, I mainly dealt with cell and molecular biology and in particular with
the isolation, ex vivo expansion, differentiation and characterization of both
human and murine mesenchymal stem cells from different tissues. During
my thesis I implemented my knowledge regarding the angiogenetic
features of Mesenchymal stem cells by exploring the effect of platelet
lysate-derived Neuropeptide Y (NPY) on adipose stromal cells. In this study,
I analyzed the influence of NPY as a main angiogenic inducer in our platelet
lysate (Mesengen®, patented by Sapienza University and Futura Relife) on
adipose stromal cell cultures and the biological effects mediated by NPY. I

ESR11: Eleanora Scaccia

am working in Professor Bieback´s group at the University of Heidelberg,
Germany aiming to assess safety and efficacy of A-MSCs in a mouse IRI
model and investigating mechanisms of action (MoA) of A-MSCs and other
MSC sub-types by determining their immunomodulatory effects.

Originally from Barcelona, Spain, I graduated in Biomedical Sciences from
the University of Barcelona. During my BSc degree I worked with
pluripotent stem cells and neuronal differentiation.

While studying for my

master degree in Translational Medicine, I continued working within the
same project studying the role of several stimulation methods during stem
cell differentiation into neuronal mature cells.
After finishing my MSc, I moved to Galway, Ireland to start my PhD within
the RenalToolBox MSCA-ITN project. Here, my research project explores the
use and the full characterization of Bone Marrow Mesenchymal Stromal

ESR12: Sandra Calcat

Cells (BM-MSC) and their potential use as a cell-based regenerative therapy
for kidney disease.
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MEET THE FELLOWS
I am originally from Lecco, Italy and I achieved my Master degree in Medical
Biotechnology and Molecular Medicine at the University of Milan, Italy. I
completed my thesis entitled “Tissue Engineering Heart Valve: A Bioreactor
Based Approach for Valve Interstitial Cells Seeding and Culture onto
Porcine Pericardium” after a traineeship in the Tissue Engineering Unit at
Centro Cardiologico Monzino, Milan. I worked there as a research assistant
for three years on a number of different projects. I am working at NHS
Blood and Transplant, under Dr Vivien Hanson’s supervision, in Liverpool.
The aim of my project is to assess the properties and efficacy of umbilical
cord mesenchymal stromal cells (UC-MSCs) as a therapy for renal diseases.

ESR13: Francesco Amadeo
I was born and raised in Indonesia.

I obtained my Bachelor degree in

Biological Science at Bandung Institute of Technology, Indonesia. After I
finished my Bachelor degree, I worked in a Pharmaceutical Company in
Indonesia for a couple of years, where I was responsible for cultivating
human stem cells for regenerative therapy.

I moved to Europe to study a

Master degree in Biomedical Science at the University Medical Center
Groningen, The Netherlands.

I am now working at the University of

Heidelberg, Germany under the supervision of Professor Bieback. My focus
is on the characterization of stem cells obtained from adipose and skin
tissue as regenerative therapy for kidney disease. We believe that stem cells

ESR14: Erika Erika

can alleviate renal injury by modulating the crosstalk between cells in renal
tubules.

I come from the Czech Republic. Both my BSc and MD are in Experimental
Biology which I studied at the Masaryk University in Brno. Here, I gained
personal experience with in vitro testing of environmental toxins and drugs
on cell cultures. For my Bachelor thesis, I studied the carcinogenic and
anticarcinogenic effects of cyanotoxins on liver cells (WB-F344, WB-neo, WBras).

Afterwards, I worked for eight months in Innsbruck, Austria, with

Professor Dr Paul Jennings and his team, on the effect of cyanotoxins on
RPTEC/TERT1 renal cell line cultured on filter inserts. My second internship
was in the Netherlands with Dr Martijn Wilmer and his group where I
studied the influence of fluid shear stress on ciPTEC renal cells cultured in
OrganoPlates developed at Mimetas.

I am now working in Turin in

Professor Bussolati's group, working to determine the role of extracellular

ESR15: Renata Škovroňová

vesicles (EV) in mediating the therapeutic effects of mesenchymal stromal
cells, starting with the characterization of EV cargo (protein, lipids and
microRNA analysis), and functions (immunomodulation, tubular cell repair)
in comparison with those of apoptotic bodies.
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THE RENALTOOLBOX CONSORTIUM
The consortium consists of 9 beneficiaries and 6 partner organisations.

BENEFICIARIES

PARTNER ORGANISATIONS

Contents of this newsletter reflects only the
authors' view. The Research Executive Agency or
European Commission is not responsible for any
use that may be made of the information it
contains.
Edited by Arthur Taylor and Patricia Murray.
To subscribe to this newsletter write to
contact@renaltoolbox.org.

https://www.renaltoolbox.org

@renaltoolbox

https://www.facebook.com/
renaltoolbox.org

https://www.linkedin.com/
groups/12139326/
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