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Evaluering av NCMM – Norsk senter for molekylærmedisin 

Bakgrunn 
NCMM ble etablert i 2009 som en norsk node i et nordisk partnerskap innen molekylærmedisin 
med søstersentre i Finland, Sverige og Danmark. Partnerskapet går inn i European Molecular 
Biology Laboratory. Fra 2017 ble NCMM slått sammen med UiOs tidligere Bioteknologisenteret, 
Det fusjonerte senteret består av to avdelinger: NCMM Translational Research (tidligere NCMM) 
og NCMM Biotechnology (tidligere BiO) med til sammen 10 forskningsgrupper med 100 tilsatte, 
hvorav 59 kvinner, fra 33 forskjellige land. Sentrets overordnede mål er å drive fremragende 
forskning og utvikling av unge talentfulle forskere innen molekylærmedisin, bioteknologi samt 
bidra til at molekylærmedisinske oppdagelser for fra grunnforskningen når ut i klinisk praksis; 
translasjonsforskning. Senteret finansieres med midler fra Norges forskningsråd, Helse Sør-Øst 
RHF og Universitetet i Oslo. I 2018 utgjør den varige øremerkingen til NCMM 22,675 mill. kr samt 
8.5 mill. kr til satsningsmidler fra UiO. Senteret er et viktig element i UiOs strategiske satsning på 
livsvitenskap og er planlagt lokalisert i det kommende Livsvitenskapsbygget. Senteret er 
organisatorisk plassert under Det medisinske fakultet med et eget styre. 

Evaluering  
NCMM er blitt evaluert av et internasjonalt ekspertpanel, (se vedlegg). Formålet med evalueringen 
var å vurdere den vitenskapelige kvaliteten på forskningen samt strategisk rolle og utvikling av 
NCMM som et forskningssenter for å styrke translasjonsforskningen.  

Evalueringskomiteen gir senteret vurderingen Very good/Excellent, der Excellent er høyeste skår. 
Senteret har nådd flere av sine planlagte forskningsmål, lykkes i å rekruttere mange fremragende 
forskere, samt etablere gode kontakter og samarbeid med både nasjonale og internasjonale sykehus 
for å styrke den pasientnære forskingen.  
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Som det fremkommer i rapporten har evalueringskomiteen gitt tilrådninger til NCMM om å: 

- Utvide sin rekrutteringsstrategi for å sikre det kliniske forskningsfeltet fra 
translasjonsforskningen 

- Etablere en temabasert forskningsstruktur for å sikre translasjonsforskningen 
- Fasilitere for å sikre ERC - søknader fra gruppeledere 
- Utvikle strategi for å beholde talentene 
- Rekruttere ny senterleder 

 

Rapporten vil følges opp av styret til NCMM i samarbeid med senterets internasjonale Scientific 
Advisory Board. 

 

 

 

Gunn-Elin Aa. Bjørneboe 
universitetsdirektør       

Hanna Ekeli 
avdelingsdirektør 

______________________________________________________________ 
Vedlegg: Rapport: Evaluation of the Centre for Molecular Medicine Norway (NCMM) 
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To the Research Council of Norway 

The members of the Evaluation Committee reviewing the Centre for Molecular Medicine Norway are 

pleased to submit this report. The views expressed are the unanimous opinion of the members of the 

Evaluation Committee and the members of the committee are in full accord with regard to the 

assessment, recommendations, and conclusions stated in the report. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       

 

……………………………………. 

Professor E. Yvonne Jones 
University of Oxford, UK 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

O-sak 5 - side 6 av 34



 2 

CONTENTS 

1. Executive summary including recommendations ............................................................................ 3 

2. Evaluation of the centre ................................................................................................................... 5 

2.1 The centre ................................................................................................................................ 5 

2.1.1 Scientific quality of research ....................................................................................... 5 

2.1.2 Organisation and strategic role of the centre ............................................................... 6 

2.1.3 Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice .............................. 9 

2.1.4 Plans for the next five-year period ............................................................................ 10 

2.1.5 Summary and recommendations for the centre ......................................................... 11 

2.2 The research groups ............................................................................................................... 13 

Group 1: Signalling networks in health and disease ................................................................... 13 

Group 2: Integral membrane proteins ......................................................................................... 14 

Group 3: Membrane transport ..................................................................................................... 15 

Group 4: Stem cells ..................................................................................................................... 16 

Group 5: Computational biology and gene regulation ................................................................ 17 

Group 6: Cell cycle regulations ................................................................................................... 18 

Group 7: Chemical neuroscience ................................................................................................ 19 

Group 8: Structural biology and chromatin ................................................................................ 20 

Group 9: bionanotechnology and membrane systems ................................................................. 21 

2.3 Attachments ........................................................................................................................... 22 

 
  

O-sak 5 - side 7 av 34



 3 

1. Executive summary including recommendations 
 

The Centre for Molecular Medicine Norway (NCMM) was founded as a joint venture between the 

University of Oslo (UiO), the Research Council of Norway (RCN), and the South Eastern Norway 

Regional Health Authority (HSØ) in 2008. The UiO acts as the host institution for NCMM. The Centre 

has adopted the European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL) model in terms of its organisation, 

excellence assessment, and its international recruitment of young, talented researchers to non-tenured 

positions (5-year renewable contracts). NCMM is currently in its second five-year period (2015-2019), 

following a successful external evaluation in 2013. As part of the 2018 evaluation, the Evaluation 

Committee commissioned by the RCN was tasked with the assessment of the scientific quality of the 

research conducted in the centre, the strategic role and development of the centre in the context of being 

a national research centre within molecular medicine and translational research in Norway. The 

Evaluation Committee (EC) had the opportunity to review self-assessment reports generated by the 

centre’ leadership and the 9 group leaders based at NCMM. Scientific presentations and discussions 

with the Centre owners and stakeholders were held during a 2 day- site visit of the EC at the NCMM 

and the RCN. Finally, the committee was expected to provide recommendations for further development 

of the centre. 

 

Overall the EC is pleased to see that the leadership of the centre responded positively to the 

recommendations from the centre evaluation in 2013. In brief, the responses to the 2013 evaluation 

include a) merger with the Biotechnology Centre of Oslo (2016/2017) increased the critical mass of 

NCMM, b) attempting to enhance the mentoring capacity for young group leaders by hiring a senior 

group leader, i.e. Assistant Director (2017), and c) expanding the efforts and focus on computational 

biology by recruiting two new groups for rotations in bioinformatics (2016) and systems medicine 

(current).  

 

The leadership of NCMM and the Board are to be congratulated for the successful establishment of 

NCMM and for attracting high caliber talent from all over the world. The EC considers that the adoption 

of the EMBL recruitment model is having a positive impact on the recruitment process at NCMM and 

probably a wider influence at UiO level. The EC was impressed by the NCMM lab set up, technology 

platforms, expertise and the resources provided to the young group leaders to progress their careers. The 

expected re-location to the new building in 2024 is a very exciting development. It would allow centre 

expansion and working closely with Chemistry department, potentially beneficial for drug discovery 

programmes. The EC recognises the strong commitment of the NCMM leadership and group leaders to 

align their research activities with the translational vision and establish significant collabrative links 

with local hospitals. The EC considers that the 2 new NCMM recruits in the areas of precision medicine 

and systems medicine will bring great added value to the centre’s translational vision. 

 

The EC was impressed by the progress so far at the NCMM and fully recommend sustaining the 

Research Council of Norway financial funding to build on earlier success and enhance critical mass in 

strategic areas, in particular clinical expertise. Translational research is a slow process, the Centre 

however achieved noticeable milestones, e.g. 1) establishment of technology platforms essential for 

strong translational programmes; 2) attracted telented experts in personalized medicine and systems 

medicine; 3) establishment of strong collaborative links with national and international hospitals . Based 

on the criteria provided in the RCN mandate, the EC ranks the Centre with an overall score of Very 

Good/Excellent. The Committee would like to issue the following strategic recommendations:  

 
- The Committee highly recommend expanding the recruitment strategy to attract clinician scientists 

to work under a single roof with the group leaders at NCMM. The centre could be designed to bring 

together a multidisciplinary team of clinicians and scientists in order to effectively translate basic 

scientific discoveries into potential therapies/benefits for patients.  

- Establishing a clear theme based research structure within the NCMM to facilitate fast and effective 

integration of the group leaders into the translational research activities of the centre and increase 

internal and cross institutional collaborations. Some groups can fit nicely as horizontal technology 
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platfoms within a disease-based theme structure. 

- The centre has been successful in attracting high caliber group leaders. However, the EC noticed 

the lack of ERC funding suggesting the need to establish a mentoring scheme to guide the group 

leaders through career thinking, ERC funding and publications strategy. The committee 

recommends to establish strong interactions (e.g. through workshops) between group leaders and 

national and European ERC holders, a process that would allow young investigators to gain 

expertise on how to secure such prestigious awards. Stronger interactions with ERC awardees at 

the Nordic EMBL Partnership nodes may be a good place to start.   

- The EC expressed some concerns regarding the current NCMM Director rotating out at the end of 

June 2018 without clear transition planning while waiting for the new Centre Director to join 

NCMM. The newly recruited Assistant Director would need significant help and assitance during 

the transition phase to facilitate his adaptation to the managerial structure at NCMM, UiO and 

Norway in general. 

- Importance of establishing a strategy for retention of successful talent. This strategy would also 

help to sustain specialised technologies and platforms established by group leaders rotating out 

from NCMM. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation Committee: 

 

Mimoun Azzouz, PhD. Chair, Director of Research & Innovation, SITraN, University of Sheffield 

Sirpa Jalkanen, MD, PhD. Academy Professor, University of Turku, Finland 

E. Yvonne Jones, PhD. Joint Head Structural Biology & Interim Director, Wellcome Centre for Human 

Genetics, University of Oxford 

Thomas Sinkjær, DMSc. Director of Science, Senior Vice President Grants & Prizes, Lundbeck 

Foundation and professor at Aalborg University, Denmark 
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2. Evaluation of the centre 

2.1 The centre 
 

Short description of the centre 

The Centre for Molecular Medicine Norway (NCMM), established in 2008 in partnership with the 

Nordic European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL), is a national research Centre hosted by the 

University of Oslo. NCMM serves as a greenhouse for young, talented scientists within the fields of 

molecular medicine, biotechnology and translational research.  The key vision of NCMM is to develop 

an international centre with the necessary critical mass to achieve excellence in basic through to 

applied research in prioritised areas such as cancer, inflammation and central nervous system-related 

diseases. 

 

The NCMM centre, led by Director Kjetil Taskén, is currently composed by 9 research groups mapping 

across NCMM Translational and NCMM Biotechnology. The Centre group leaders are being recruited 

to non-tenured 5 + 4 year positions.  Recruitments of further 2 independent group leaders in personalized 

medicine and systems medicine were finalised in June 2018. NCMM currently has some 100+ 

employees from 33 different countries. Looking at statistics, 70 % of the current staff is international. 

Furthermore, 59 % of the total staff and 55 % of the group leaders are female, indicating an excellent 

gender balance within the NCMM. 

 

The purpose of this evaluation is to assess the scientific quality of the research conducted in the centre, 

and to assess the strategic role and development of the centre in the context of being a national research 

centre within molecular medicine and translational research in Norway. Furthermore, the evaluation 

should provide recommendations for further development of the centre. The Evaluation Committee 

issued this report to summarise the key findings and provide recommendations for improvements aimed 

at the research groups, the centre and the Research Council of Norway (RCN). The Evaluation 

Committee was instructed to follow the evaluation mandate (attached to this report) in its evaluation 

tasks. 

 

2.1.1 Scientific quality of research (Grade: Very good) 

 

• The centre groups conduct research within molecular medicine or translational research at a high 

level in an international context (including contributions to their field, scientific production and 

impact) 

The overall objective to conduct cutting-edge research in molecular medicine is progressing well. The 

overall scientific productivity varies from good to excellent between the research groups. This is in part 

related to for how long the group leader has been hired and the type of research conducted.   But it also 

seems to be related to significant differences in levels of achievements as reflected by the quality of 

research outputs and success in attracting external funding (e.g. MSCA IF, ERC).  NCMM has been 

granted two Marie Curie Individual Fellow grants in 2018, and several of the newly recruited group 

leaders are planning to submit ERC starting or consolidator grant applications over the next two years.  

In a highly competitive research environment this is properly on the lower end of what should be 

expected after running the center for 10 years. 

 

• The centre groups are actively and successfully taking part in national and international research 

collaborations and networks 

The Committee noticed a strong commitment of the leadership and the group leaders to establish 

internal, national and international collaborative efforts. Investigators within NCMM hold adjunct 

appointments in the Departments of Infectious Diseases, Hematology, Medical Biochemistry and 

Cancer Genetics, as well as the Institutes of Experimental Medicine and Cancer Research, the School 
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of Pharmacy and the Departments of Chemistry and Biosciences in Oslo University Hospital. The Centre 

is funding these adjunct positions with the aim to facilitate collaborations between basic and clinical 

research environments, offering group leaders access to patient materials, biobanks and clinical trials. 

Group leaders at NCMM Biotechnology also have adjunct positions at UiO. Group leaders highlighted 

around 70 national collaborations in addition to an increasing number of internal collaborations within 

the Centre. The EC felt that establishing the adjunct positions within hospitals and clinical departments 

at the UiO has been strategic and crucial to facilitate translational research. 

 

The Committee believes that the network of NCMM Associate and Young Associate Investigators 

represented by 33 outstanding scientists located in all regions of Norway forms great opportunities for 

collaborative links. However, the added value of this network was not clear from the evaluation 

documents and discussions during the 2 day site visit. The Committee recommends maximizing the 

outputs from this network by encouraging strategic joint collaborative research projects and inviting the 

NCMM Associate and Young Associate Investigators to spend time at NCMM. 

 

NCMM group leaders have also been successful at setting up collaborative links with European and 

international institutions. The Committee noted an increase in the research interactions with the three 

other nodes in the Nordic EMBL Partnership and the EMBL. However, we advise the research grouping 

to use these collaborative links, in particular with the European institutions to form strong consortia to 

attract substantial Horizon2020 funds.  

 

The Committee recognizes the commercial potential of the research activities at NCMM. This is 

supported by the rise in number of patents filed and established collaborations with industry and 

biotechnology companies. NCMM investigators have also been involved in starting the Norwegian 

Inflammation Network (NORIN) innovation cluster that currently has 62 companies and other 

stakeholders as members. The Committee considers that these activities are essential for the translational 

research vision of the centre. 

 

• Successful two-way collaboration between basic and clinical research environments 

Two-way collaborative links between basic and clinical research seem to be in place. Evidence of 

successful collaborations were provided in the evaluation documents and during the Committee site visit 

at NCMM. As mentioned above, group leaders in NCMM Translational Research secured adjunct 

appointments in clinical and paraclinical departments in OUH. Investigators at NCMM are also involved 

in collaborations with local clinical departments, regional HSØ-funded research networks, and three 

K.G. Jebsen Centres for translational research. However, the committee would like to have seen 

examples of successful collaborative engagements with/from the NCMM Associate Investigators and 

Young Associate Investigators. 

 

2.1.2 Organisation and strategic role of the centre (Grade: Very good/Excellent) 

 

• The centre has taken into consideration the recommendations from the previous evaluation (2013). 

Overall the EC was pleased to conclude that the leadership of the centre responded positively to the 

recommendations from 2013 evaluation. In brief, the responses to the 2013 evaluation include a) merger 

with the Biotechnology Centre of Oslo (2016/2017) increased the critical mass of NCMM, b) attempting 

to enhance the mentoring capacity for young group leaders by hiring senior group leader, i.e. Assistant 

Director (2017), and c) expanding the efforts and focus on computational biology by recruiting two new 

groups in bioinformatics (2016) and systems medicine.  

 

• The centre utilizes the Nordic EMBL partnership in their translational research (infrastructure, 

collaboration and training activities provided by each of the partners) 

The Centre provided evidence of continued interactions with the Nordic EMBL Partners and 

participation in international translational infrastructures such as EATRIS and EU-Openscreen, training 

networks, workshops and translation research. There is clear evidence that the Nordic EMBL partnership 

offers exciting opportunity to access cutting-edge technologies at centres in Sweden, Finland and 
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Denmark. NCMM research groups established some links with these centres. The committee supports 

the continued commitment to the EMBL model. It is very positive that the Nordic EMBL participated 

in the recruitment process of new group leaders, and this should be sustained for future hiring. The 

Committee also felt that exploitation of the Nordic EMBL Partnership could be enhanced by attracting 

joint collaborative awards, in particular Horizon2020 funding. 

 

• The activities and organization of the centre contribute to the aim of being a national and visible 

resource for translational research 

The NCMM has demonstrated tremendous potential for translational research. However, the EC 

believes that recruitment of more clinician scientists would be particularly beneficial to the NCMM’s 

ability to deliver this vision. 

 

• Scientific leadership is being exercised in an appropriate way (both at centre and group level) 

The Committee wishes to congratulate the NCMM Director for his excellent leadership role in taking 

the centre to its current advanced stage. His role in adopting the EMBL model for recrutiment of high 

caliber group leaders at NCMM is having a strategic impact on the centre. The Committee considers 

that an appropriate vision for leadership is in place. To facilitate translational research, the Centre is 

taking the lead on national initiatives, e.g. i) securing Norway’s position in the ESFRI preparatory phase 

infrastructure project European Infrastructure for Translational Medicine (EATRIS); ii) NCMM and its 

Director have also established Chemical Biology in Norway, organising a national network, ‘NOR-

Openscreen’, for high-throughput screening (HTS), bioprospecting and academic drug development. 

NCMM has secured funding for this as a national infrastructure, with four sites in Oslo, Bergen, 

Trondheim and Tromsø. The newly recruited Assistant Director should be supported in his efforts to 

establish a national structural biology hub focused on cryo-EM. The Director is providing day-to-day 

follow-up and mentoring of junior group leaders. The Assistant Director was recruited to help with a 

mentoring scheme at NCMM, although he is still early in his new function and busy establishing/moving 

his lab. The centre is providing leadership training to group leaders by attending the UiO research 

leadership training with focus on the group leader function. Overall, the Committee estimates that the 

scientific leadership at the centre and group levels is adequate. However, a strategic plan is needed to 

guide and mentor group leaders for effective integration to the NCMM translational vision and help 

them attract prestigious fellowships such ERC awards. 

 

• The centre has been able to recruit outstanding younger scientists nationally and from abroad that 

promotes gender balance 

The Centre group leaders are being recruited to non-tenured 5 + 4 year positions.  The Committee was 

pleased to learn that recruitments of further 2 independent group leaders in personalized medicine and 

systems medicine were finalised during the site visit. NCMM is to be congratulated on the success of 

the international recruitment and diversity.  However, the large number of researchers, many of which 

are young and very ambitious, and the recent merger of former BIO groups into NCMM requires a very 

dedicated management to ensure a successful integration.  From the self-assessment some research 

groups seem to collaborate very successful, whereas other research groups seem not well connected.  

 

NCMM currently has some 100+ employees from 33 different countries. Looking at statistics, 70 % of 

the current staff is international. Furthermore, 59 % of the total staff and 55 % of the group leaders are 

female. 

 

More information would be helpful to understand the impact of the NCMM Associate Investigator 

network that was established in 2010 and has been extended in the Centre's second five-year period 

through two open calls in 2015 and 2017. 

 

• The centre has contributed to recruitments to permanent academic positions 

NCMM has adopted the EMBL model in terms of its organisation, assessment of excellence, and its 

international recruitment of young, talented researchers to non-tenured positions (5 + 4 years). The 

Committee was impressed by the recruitment process of new group leaders performed in a three-step 

process, where applicants are evaluated by a committee with senior members from the EMBL, the 
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Nordic Partnership and external experts. Since its existence, nine group leaders have rotated out of the 

Centre to permanent Professor positions at UiO and Akershus University Hospitals, as well as to a 

Reader position at Queens University Belfast, UK, and a Professor position at the Technical University 

of Denmark. The Committee felt that more needs to be done in this area to make sure that the group 

leaders keep strong links with NCMM after rotating out. 

 

 

• The centre has enhanced collaboration with industry and biotechnology companies 

The Committee recognizes the commercial potential of the research activities at NCMM. This is 

evidenced by the rise in number of patents filed and established collaborations with industry and 

biotechnology companies. NCMM investigators were also involved in starting the Norwegian 

Inflammation Network (NORIN) innovation cluster that currently has 62 companies and other 

stakeholders as members. The Committee considers that these activities are essential for the translational 

research strategy of the centre. 

 

• The centre is supported by the host institution 

The Committee is pleased with the support provided to NCMM by the host institution, the University 

of Oslo (UiO). This support is evidenced by the following strong facts and statements: 

o The Committee was given access to the document “2.1 NCMM evaluation_institutional 

assessment UiO” submitted by the UiO as part of the evaluation. This document provides 

compelling evidence for UiO’s strong & strategic support to NCMM. 

o The institutional assessment mentioned above clearly states that the centre is considered as one 

of the cornerstones of its interdisciplinary Life Science initiative 

o The centre has become well integrated at the Faculty of Medicine; the NCMM 

administration has especially appreciated being part of a larger environment with more 

administrative support. 

o The host institution plans to relocate the centre in 2024 into the new Life Sciences Building. 

The Committee expects that the move will enhance the integration of the Centre within the 

UiO’s strategic life science initiative.  

o UiO expressed commitment to build dedicated space for a 300 kV Titan Krios Cryo 

Transmission Electron Microscope instrument in the new building. 
 

• The funding is balanced between core funding and external projects 

The Committee recognizes that NCMM receives a significant core funding from the 3 owners. The core 

funding for NCMM Translational Research in the period 2015-2019 is 31.5 mNOK per year from the 

three consortium partners; UiO, the RCN and HSØ. NCMM Biotechnology has an annual core funding 

of 27 mNOK from UiO. The group leaders have been successful at securing competitive external funds. 

However, the Evaluation Committee is surprised that the external funding in the form of European 

grants/awards remains relatively low. The Committee considers that the Centre has great potential in 

attracting substantial large program awards/funds because of the high caliber of the group leaders. The 

Committee believes that the NCMM group leaders have the capacity to secure prestigious external 

awards such as ERC.   

 

• The centre has a strategy for submitting proposals to Horizon 2020 and other international funding 

schemes 

Current external funding includes grants from the RCN, the Norwegian Cancer Society, HSØ, the 

European Commission, competitive grants at UiO and private foundations and organisations such as the 

Lundbeck Foundation, Novo Nordic Foundation, KG Jebsen Centres, and World Cancer Research. 

However, funds originating from Horizon 2020 are relatively low. It is very encouraging that NCMM 

has been granted two Marie Curie Individual Fellow grants in 2018. Several of the newly recruited group 

leaders are planning to submit ERC starting or consolidator grant applications over the next two years. 

The Assistant Director is also planning to bid for an ERC Advanced Award by end August 2018.  

 

Plans are in place for the recently employed EATRIS coordinator to help investigators increase the 
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number of EU applications where both NCMM and other research communities in Norway are involved. 

The Committee is surprised to learn that no ERC award was secured by NCMM despite the high caliber 

and excellent track record of the group leaders. Members of the Committee highly recommend a clear 

strategy at NCMM to guide and encourage the group leaders to apply for these awards and other 

Horizon2020 funds. For example, it would be helpful to organize workshops and meetings involving 

ERC holders from other institutions in Norway and Europe to share their journey and advice on how to 

increase the chances of success when applying for these prestigious awards. 

 

2.1.3 Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice (Grade: Very 

good/Excellent) 

 

• The research has had impact on translational medicine 

Very good progress has been made within NCMM with respect to translational activities, e.g. group 

leaders have reported some 30 ongoing observational and interventional clinical studies in the fields of 

therapy and disease mechanisms, as well as in the molecular biomarkers, diagnostic and monitoring 

areas. This ASAC trial is the first clinical interventional trial to assess the beneficial role of 

acetylsalicylic acid (ASA) in recurrence of CRC liver metastases and survival, and aims to recruit up to 

800 patients. Also, NCMM is involved in three translational KG Jebsen Research Centres.  

 

• The centre's research has contributed to added value for future patient benefit 

It is still early time point for translational discoveries emerging from NCMM to benefit patients. 

However, NCMM investigators are being involved as co-PIs in two studies considered as good examples 

of studies that have contributed to added value for future patient benefit: i) an on-going trial to determine 

how aspirin can improve disease free survival in patients treated with resection for colorectal cancer 

liver metastases. This ASAC Scandinavian, multi-Centre, double-blinded, randomised, 

placebocontrolled trial is the first clinical interventional trial to assess the beneficial role of 

acetylsalicylic acid (ASA) in recurrence of CRC liver metastases and survival, and aims to recruit up to 

800 patients; ii) NCMM researchers have also established cancer drug sensitivity screening on patient 

samples using a set of approx. 500 cancer drugs to assist clinical decision on individualised therapy 

choices in chronic lymphatic leukemia (CLL) and myeloma. Ultimately, the aim is to have algorithms 

to predict effective therapy combinations to be tested in individualised clinical trials. 

 

• There is a successful two-way collaboration between basic and clinical research environments on a 

centre level 

Two-way collaborative links between basic and clinical research seem to be in place. Evidence of 

successful collaborations were provided in the evaluation documents and during the Committee site visit 

at NCMM. As mentioned above, group leaders in NCMM Translational Research secured adjunct 

appointments in clinical and paraclinical departments in OUH. Investigators at NCMM are involved in 

collaborations with local clinical departments, regional HSØ-funded research networks, and three K.G. 

Jebsen Centres for translational research. However, the committee would like to have seen examples of 

successful collaborative engagements with/from the NCMM Associate Investigators and Young 

Associate Investigators. 

 

• The South-Eastern Norway Regional Health Authority is actively involved in the process of adding 

value to the centre's research beyond scientific production 

 

The Committee considers that the contribution of HSØ is very valuable by providing both core and 

extramural funds. NCMM group leaders with adjunct hospital appointments are eligible to apply for 

HSØ grant schemes. In 2017 HSØ grants constituted approximately 12% of the total NCMM extramural 

funding. In addition, HSØ is a key contributor to the national clinical trial programme KLINBEFORSK, 

including ASAC trial. It is likely that the HSØ involvement will increase if ownership is extended to 

include all the regional health authorities for the upcoming five-year period. The Committee 

recommends making some strategic recruitments to include clinician scientists working under the same 

roof with NCMM group leaders, a strategy that would increase the HSØ confidence in NCMM’s 
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translational vision. 

 

2.1.4 Plans for the next five-year period 

 

Scientific strategy (Grade: Excellent) 

 
• Scientific plans for providing science with high scientific impact and promoting the translation of 

basic medical research into clinical practice 

The Centre leadership showed strong commitment for the continuation of NCMM's overall vision for 

the year to come aimed at improving the molecular understanding of health and disease, and facilitate 

improved medical practice and improve patient outcomes. This is in full alignment with the current 

strategy as it should be. Members of the Committee were provided with compiling evidence of planned 

future research activities with high scientific impact. Of note, the Centre made strategic recruitments in 

recent months/years including bioinformatics and bionanotechnology research groups, Assistant 

Director with expertise in structural biology and Cryo-EM, and two excellent group leaders in precision 

medicine and systems medicine. 

 

The current Director of the centre is rotating out of NCMM at the end of June 2018. This would put 

any future plans for the next five-year period at risk of changes because of new directorship starting 

soon. The Committee expects that the new Director will certainly bring his/her vision to further shape 

the scientific strategy of the Centre for the next five-year period in discussion with the Board, UiO, 

HSØ and RCN. 

 

NCMM is recommended, as it implements its vision, to have a strong focus on the core activity of being 

an EMBL node: to serve as a greenhouse for young, talented scientists within the fields of molecular 

medicine, biotechnology and translational research. In this process NCMM should further strengthen its 

relationship to the other Nordic nodes. 

 

• Recruitment and training 

As stated above the Centre made some strategic recruitments in recent months (e.g. precision medicine 

and systems medicine). Three group leaders will rotate out of NCMM in the period 2019-2022 or sooner, 

it is therefore expected that the centre recruit replacements. The Committee recommends that the Centre 

consolidate the current research activities instead of starting new research areas. This could help sustain 

and enhance areas of strength and retain valuable expertise and technological platforms. Another key 

recommendation is the hiring of clinician scientists to work under the same roof with current group 

leaders. This would likely accelerate and promote the translational path of the NCMM. 

 

• Collaboration nationally/internationally/with EMBL-partners (including basic and clinical 

collaboration and collaboration with industry) 

The Committee is convinced that the Centre will continue maintaining/establishing collaborative links 

with national and international institutions. The multidisciplinary nature of the research activities at the 

Centre offers great optimism. However, the Committee would recommend that NCMM attempt to learn 

from successful stories at other Nordic EMBL or EMBL partners. This could help enhance outputs from 

effective coordination of the AI network, interactions in the Nordic EMBL Partnership and by 

participating in international infrastructures such as EATRIS and EU-Openscreen, and in training 

networks, workshops and other initiatives in research, translation, innovation, technology development 

and medical practice. 

 

• Strategies for innovative findings of commercial interest 

Overall the Centre strategy for innovation and commercialisation is acceptable. However, the 

Committee would recommend a clear strategy for potential spin-off companies emerging from NCMM 

(this was missing in the plans for next 5-year period). Translational research ideas leading to 

commercialisation is a very long process and could take over 10-15 years. The risk for missing 

opportunities because of NCMM model (5-4 years positions) is real.  It is therefore highly recommended 
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that NCMM management develops a strategy to manage the risks and set up a business model on how 

to sustain and promote translational ideas/discoveries towards commercialisation. 

 

• Strategy for its national role as a resource centre and for international visibility 

NCMM, in coordination with its current owners, is in the process of exploring the possibility of 

including all four Health Regions and all four universities which have medical schools as owners of the 

Centre for the upcoming five-year period (2020-2024). The Committee believes that that extended 

ownership could be a strategic move towards greater national role and international visibility for 

NCMM. This would also place the Centre in a stronger financial position prior to its planned move to 

the new life sciences building in 2024. 

 

• Reasonable balance between the core funding and external projects 

The core funding for NCMM from the three consortium partners; UiO, the RCN and HSØ is considered 

high and adequate to achieve excellence in translational research. The group leaders have been 

successful at securing competitive external funds. However, the Committee considers that the Centre 

has great potential in attracting substantial large program awards/funds because of the high caliber of 

the group leaders. The Committee believes that the NCMM investigators have the capacity of securing 

prestigious external awards such as ERC grants. As stated below, we recommend extensive interactions 

between the group leaders and ERC holders (national and European) to benefit from their experience 

and journey on how they secured such prestigious awards. 

 

• Strategy for submitting proposals to Horizon 2020 and other international funding schemes 

Several of the newly recruited group leaders are planning to submit ERC starting or consolidator grant 

applications over the next two years. The Assistant Director is also planning to bid for an ERC Advanced 

Award by end August 2018. Plans are in place for the recently employed EATRIS coordinator to help 

investigators increase the number of EU applications where both NCMM and other research 

communities in Norway are involved. The Committee is however surprised to learn that no ERC award 

was secured by NCMM in last 10 years despite the high caliber and excellent track record of the group 

leaders. Members of the Committee highly recommend establishing a clear strategy at NCMM to guide 

and encourage the group leaders to apply for these awards and other Horizon2020 funds. For example, 

it would be helpful to organize workshops and meetings involving ERC holders from other institutions 

in Norway and Europe to share their journey and advice NCMM group leaders on how to optimize their 

chances of success when applying for these prestigious awards. 

 

 

Financial strategy (Grade:Very good/Excellent) 

 

The proposed strategy to balance core funding and external projects seems appropriate. Also, the merger 

of BIO into NCMM has made the centre more robust. Whereas the NCMM group leaders have been 

successful in securing national grants more focus needs to be placed on securing European grants 

including ERC. An increased engagement in teaching and student supervision should be considered.   

 

2.1.5 Summary and recommendations for the centre 

 

The Evaluation Committee wishes to congratulate the leadership of NCMM for the successful 

establishment of NCMM. The adoption of EMBL recruitment strategy is having a positive impact on 

recruitment process at NCMM and probably a wider influence at UiO level. The Committee ranks the 

NCMM as Very Good/Excellent. The Committee was impressed by the progress so far at the NCMM 

and fully recommends sustaining the Research Council of Norway financial funding and the support 

from other owners to build on earlier success and enhance critical mass in strategic areas, in particular 

clinical expertise. Overall, the centre achieved excellence in some strategic areas, e.g. recruitment of 

high caliber group leaders, capacity building evidenced by excellent technology platforms, and future 

scientific strategy. The Committee was impressed by the NCMM lab set up, technology platforms and 

the resources provided to the young group leaders to progress their careers. The Committee considers 
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that the expected move to the new building in 2024 is a very exciting development. It would allow centre 

expansion and working closely with Chemistry department, potentially beneficial for drug discovery 

prorammes. The Committee recognises the strong commitment of the NCMM leadership and group 

leaders to align their research activities with a translational vision and establish significant collaborative 

links with local hospitals. However, the centre is falling short in some other areas such as slow progress 

in converting promising findings to high profile outputs by some research groups and the lack of 

prestigious large European awards in particular ERC grants despite the excellent track record of the 

recruited group leaders. 

 

Translational research is a slow process, the centre however achieved noticeable milestones. The 

committee is supportive of the NCMM translational vision. The NCMM has enormous potential to 

successfully achieve its translational objectives for the benefit of patients. The Committee would like to 

issue strategic recommendations aimed at improving translational research activities in NCMM:  

 

1. The Committee highly recommends to expand the recruitment strategy to attract clinician scientists 

to work under a single roof with the group leaders at NCMM. The centre could be designed to bring 

together a multidisciplinary team of clinicians and scientists in order to effectively translate basic 

scientific discoveries into potential therapies/benefits for patients.  

2. Establishing a clear theme based research structure within the NCMM to facilitate fast and effective 

integration of the group leaders into the translational research activities of the centre and increase 

internal and cross institutional collaborations. 

3. The centre has been successful in attracting high caliber group leaders. However, the Committee 

noticed the lack of ERC funding suggesting the need to establish a mentoring scheme to guide the 

group leaders through career thinking, ERC funding and publications strategy. We recommend 

close intercations between group leaders and Norvegian and/European ERC holders to learn from 

their journey in securing such prestigious awards. 

4. The Committee expressed some concerns regarding the current NCMM Director rotating out at the 

end of June 2018 without clear transition planning while waiting for the new Centre Director to 

join NCMM. The newly recruited Assistant Director would need significant help and assistance 

during the transition phase to facilitate his adaptation to the research and managerial structure at 

NCMM, UiO and Norway in general. 

5. Importance of establishing a strategy for retention of successful talent. This strategy would also 

help sustain specialised technology platforms established by group leaders rotating out from 

NCMM. Consolidating the current research focus at NCMM instead of starting new research areas 

could help sustain the highly valuable platforms. 
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2.2 The research groups 
 

Group 1: Signalling networks in health and disease 
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets  

The group has concentrated its studies on signal networks especially on those connected to immune 

regulation. During the years the group has established various new technological platforms necessary 

for drug development in an academic environment and drug sensitivity screening for clinical purposes. 

Tasken demonstrated great scientific leadeship skills evidenced by the high number of publications, 

patents, start up companies and technology platforms implemented at NCMM. The PI assembled a 

large research group including 1 group leader, 2 senior scientists, 12 postdocs, 2 students and an 

admin officer. He established extensive collaborative links with academic and industry groups. A key 

element in their strategy has been wide collaborative networks both nationally and internationally.  

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The scientific productivity reported is a result of the work of the group leader who is a central figure in 

many high level scientific activities in Norway and abroad, as well as the researchers of the group 

being at various levels in their scientific career. The group publishes more than 10 papers a year as an 

indication of very good productivity. In general, the publications have appeared in respected, peer-

reviewed international journals mainly in the fields of oncology, immunology and cell biology.  

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The  group has practiced extensive and fruitful collaborations with several clinicians belonging to 

several clinical specialities such as pathology, oncology, surgery and hematology. The group leader 

himself has had an adjunct appointment at the Department of Infectious Diseases (2011-17). This 

collaboration has proceeded to several observational studies and five intervention trials (in HIV and 

Tuberculosis). Moreover, in oncology he has participated to two clinical observational studies, a 

registry study and currently the group is involved in a randomized, placebo-controlled, multi-center 

trial. The cancer drug sensitivity screening is also very active. Thus, the translational activity has been 

outstanding. 

iv. Future plans 

The group leader is stepping down 2018 from the director position at NCMM, because the rotation 

concerns also him even at the director position. He will be the head of the Institute for Cancer 

Research, where the research will continue. His group will also move to this new institute. In general, 

the work will continue around the same topics as at NCMM with some new switches towards more 

cancer related aspects. The plans are sound and are expected to produce important scientific 

contributions. 

v. Recommendations to the group 

As the group leaves, the panel recommend that strong links are maintained with the NCMM 

investigators.  A clear strategy should be put in place to sustain expert knowledge and technology 

platforms developed by this  group at NCMM. 

 

Overall rating: Excellent 
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Group 2: Integral membrane proteins 
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group leader has excellent track record in structural biology having worked over 20 years as faculty 

and director of the Biomembrane Systems Centre at the University of California, Irvine. He continues 

to provide his extensive scientific leadership by running several structural biology research programmes 

at NCMM. Luecke is in the process of moving his team from UC Irvine. He already secured both internal 

and external competitive funding (e.g. Research Council of Norway, Worldwide Cancer Research) to 

support 5 new postdoctoral positions in his team. Recruitment of the postdocs is ongoing. He also has 

an ambitious plan to apply for an ERC Advanced Award for August 2018 deadline. Luecke has 

established strong collaborative links with international research groups. The EC would have liked to 

see collaborations with other group leaders at NCMM and local institutions. 

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The group leader's research priority is based on structure-based drug discovery with focus on cancer 

targets. He is planning to run 7 major projects on Helicobacter pylori, p53, Annexins, vitamin C 

transporters, S100A4 (metastatsin), channelrhodopsins, and RNA editing. These programmes are of 

international caliber as evidence by the NIH funding and high quality publications (e.g. Nature and 

Nature Communications). These scientific projects are supported by state-of-the art multidisciplinary 

platforms such as Cryo EM, crystallography, nuclear magnetic resonance, and computational 

techniques. Luecke presented some exciting research programmes at the EC site visit. However, the 

Committee felt that the PI would benefit from the focus on certain acitivities that could help with fast 

etsablishment at NCMM and urgent outputs. 

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The group leader's research has potential to generate significant translational impact. His research efforts 

in particular Helicobacter pylori and P53 reactivation projects could lead to interesting targets and proof-

of-concepts in animal models. His work has a wider impact, with potential IP generation, spin-off 

companies and commercialization. The group leaderis still establishing his team at NCMM and we 

would encourage establishment of collaborative efforts with groups leadersat NCMM and local 

clinicians/scientists to translate his scientific discoveries. 

 

iv. Future plans 

A key platform for group leader's research efforts is the establishment of cryo EM facility. Plans are 

already in place to allow such state-of-the art facility to emerge. This platform will be beneficial for 

other research groups at NCMM. He provided sound and clear plans on how to proceed with his 

scientific activities at NCMM and bring his valuable expertise to the Centre and at the national level. 

Plans are also in place to recruit postdocs/technicians and PhD students to join his team. He also 

provided extensive existing/future collaborative links to allow him attract further funds through Horizon 

2020 but also apply for the prestigious ERC Advanced Award, which the panel believes would be a 

great added value to his track record. Structured and coordinated strategy for outreach, public 

engagement and dissemination across the research groups was lacking. 

 

v. Recommendations 

The group leader is in a transition period. He is currently moving his lab from his previous Centre in 

California. The EC would like to highlight the exciting and synergistic nature of the planned research 

programmes. However, the Committee would like to highlight that the ambitious number of the 

programmes suggesting lack of focus. This could help prevent further gaps in the outputs.  

  

 

Overall rating: N/A (Group leader started his new job at NCMM in the last 6 months) 
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Group 3: Membrane transport  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group leader, a Danish structural biologist, was recruited to a group leader position at NCMM in 

2010 with an excellent track-record in membrane protein research from his postdoctoral research at 

Aarhus University. In addition to his post in NCMM he has a 20% research position at the Institute for 

Experimental Medical Research, Oslo University Hospital. He will complete his second period of 

research at NCMM in 2019 at which point he will fully transition to a Professorship at the Technical 

University of Denmark. Currently the group leader'sportfolio of external funding includes grants from 

the Research Council of Norway and NordForsk. His group comprises three postdocs, technician and 

one PhD student. The group leader's expertise is firmly rooted in biotechnological development and 

biophysical characterisation of proteins and he has generously contributed this expertise in multiple 

collaborations, both in-house and internationally. His own biological research theme has remained 

focused on membrane proteins.  

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The group leader's current research on membrane proteins is divided into two projects: (i) structure-

function analyses of MARCH-E3 ligases, and (ii) magnesium transport mechanism in microbes and 

plants. The MARCH-E3 ligase project appears to be a new line of research in the laboratory. As yet 

there are no publications, however, the group has succeeded in purifying full length MARCH5. 

Presumably they are well placed to take the project forward although a specific research plan was not 

outlined in the paperwork provided and he did not focus his presentation on this project during the site 

visit. In 2016 hepublished (in eLife) a major structure-function study from his laboratory on the 

magnesium transporter A (MgtA). The second project builds on this study, and is focused on a biological 

system for which he has international recognition and an extensive, global, network of collaborations. 

In his presentation during the site visit heoutlined a series of interlinked aims that are well designed to 

capitalise on his expertise in the MgtA system. Overall during the last five years the group leader has 

maintained a steady flow of publications in peer reviewed journals (some 18 in total). Most of these 

publications are in well-respected specialist journals. Given that this is an established and well-funded 

group the paucity of senior, or co-corresponding authorships in major journals is somewhat 

disappointing. However, heis to be congratulated on his success in setting up an effective structural 

biology pipeline during his time in NCMM. This has doubtless been challenging because he has been 

the only group leader in structural biology at NCMM.   

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The group leaderhas applied his expertise in structural biology, protein engineering and enzyme kinetics 

to make important contributions to a range of translational projects in collaborators’ laboratories, for 

example, drug development of PARP inhibitors and biophysical characterization of protease inhibitors. 

The loss of this expertise, resulting from his move to the Technical University of Denmark, has the risk 

of negatively impacting on the research landscape within the NCMM as well as the wider Oslo 

environment.  

 

iv. Future plans 

Not applicable in the context of the NCMM review.  

 

v. Recommendations 

The Evaluation Committee congratulates the group leader on his Professorship at the Technical 

University of Denmark and recommends that he keeps the focus on the aims outlined in his presentation 

to capitalise on his front rank position in structure-function research on the MgtA system. 

 

 

Overall rating: Very Good 
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Group 4: Stem cells  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group leader was appointed to a group leadership at NCMM in 2012 having gained considerable 

expertise in working with stem cells at the Whitehead Institute during her postdoctoral training in the 

US. She is now mid-way through her second period as a NCMM P.I. In addition to her post in NCMM 

she has a 20% research position at the Department of Haematology, Oslo University Hospital. This 

affiliation with a Haematology department is very appropriate given her research focus on hematopoetic 

stem cells and myeloid blood disorders. The group leader has been very successful in winning external, 

peer-reviewed funding. This funding has included grants from the Norwegian Cancer Society, the 

Research Council of Norway (RCN), and RCN Young Talent grant for which the group leader was the 

lead P.I. as well as substantial funding, through a number of routes, from the UiO. The  group currently 

comprises four postdocs, two Erasmus students are scheduled to arrive in August 2018.  

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The group leader is pursuing three projects within her research theme of chromatin dynamics during 

human development: (i) the links between epigenetic reprogramming and metabolism in mesoderm and 

blood cell differentiation, (ii) the role of lamin proteins during normal and malignant hematopoiesis, 

and (iii) the contribution of mitochondrial biogenesis in the directed differentiation of stem cells. She 

collaborates in-house with Prof. Tasken as well as with NCMM Associate Investigators, and with 

members of the Department of Haematology. She also has collaborations with colleagues in the Ludwig 

Institute, Brussels and the University of Freiburg. She has published five papers in peer reviewed 

journals over the last five years. Of these papers two are senior authorships in specialist journals and 

one is a review joint-authored with her doctoral supervisor, a current collaborator with complementary 

interests and methodologies. This level of output is potentially a cause for concern, the group leader 

does need publications to establish an international reputation in her field. She has, however, work 

approaching publication from each of her three project areas, namely, one manuscript is in revision and 

two in preparation. Of these results her study on the effect of a reduction of OPA1 on the expression of 

key TFs during neural differentionation was a highlight of her presentation.  

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The group leader'scollaboration with the Tasken group, as well as her links with the Department of 

Haematology, potentially place her in a good position to, in due course, see her research into stem cell 

biology (in particular the molecular causes of myeloid blood disorders) impact on clinical practice.   

 

iv. Future plans 

The group leader's future plans are, broadly, to continue work in her three current project areas. 

Publication of her work to date on these projects is an important short-term aim. In the medium to longer 

term it is important that she is nimble in prioritising within her rather broad research portfolio to exploit 

any opportunities she has to follow up major results.   

 

v. Recommendations 

The group leader is now at a point where she has established her laboratory and generated data in a 

number of studies. The Evaluation Committee note that it is crucial that she capitalises on her work to 

date with publications and recommend that she maintains a clear focus in her future studies on OPA1 

and STAT2.  

 

Overall rating: Very Good/Good 
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Group 5: Computational biology and gene regulation  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group leader joined NCMM from Wasserman lab in 2016. He achieved several milestones in a very 

short time: established a small but very productive research team (2 postdocs, 1 PhD student, 1 MSc 

student), generated up to 11 outputs from his current own group during the last 2 years, established 

collaborative links locally with the Department of Cancer Genetics at Oslo University Hospital which 

demonstrate his intend to link his basic discoveries/tools to clinical and translational path. His research 

programmes are a continuation of his past projects but he is successfully bringing in novel and 

interesting research ideas (e.g. micro-RNA expression and dysregulation in cancer). He provided clear 

plans and strategy to secure external funding through prestigious fellowships (e.g. ERC). The group 

leader has been successful in establishing national and internation collaborations very relevent for 

tralaslational research. 

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The main research focus of this group is to study how transcription factors and microRNAs regulate 

gene expression and its dysregulation in cancers. Based on the info provided by the NCMM Evaluation 

documents and published work by the group, the group leader is undertaking excellent quality research 

as evidenced by his high quality outputs. He is aiming at developing new computational methods and 

tools for (1) improving the prediction of TF binding sites; (2) prioritizing somatic mutations 

dysregulating microRNAs in cancer and (3) understanding the interplay between TF binding and DNA 

methylation in cancers. Some of his exciting findings were generated through national collaborations; 

e.g. collaborative links with Drs. Vessela Kristensen (OUH) and Toni Hurtado (NCMM) to identify 

methylated regions (CpGs) that show reproducibly significant association with gene expression in three 

independent breast cancer cohorts (Fleischer et al., Nature Communications, 2017). International 

collaborations are also in place: e.g. the publication of the ReMap [collaborative effort with Dr. 

Ballester’s lab (Marseille, France)] and JASPAR [in collaborations with 6 groups from Canada, France, 

UK, Denmark, and Belgium]. Anthony gave a compiling presenatation at the site visit demsonrating 

great vision and leadership. 

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The translational path of the work offered by the group leader is not obvious at this stage. However, the 

committee is confident that his computational tools can form an excellent horizontal platform (research 

theme) to complement potential disease based research themes. This could be an excellent tool for 

experimental medicine.  He is currently nicely applying this concept through the established 

collaboration with the groups at OUH. 

 

iv. Future plans 

The future plans and strategy are clear and sound. The group leader's ability to successfully run a small 

research group to achieve 11 high quality outputs within 2 years since moving from Canada provide 

further evidence that his career will progress on a trajectory of high caliber. He can definitely be 

competitive for prestigious awards (e.g. ERC).  

Note the lack of structured and coordinated strategy for outreach, public engagement and dissemination 

activities across the research grouping. 

 

v. Recommendations 

Higly recommend to seek advise on how to secure an ERC award. Interactions with ERC hloders would 

help achieve this milestone. Overall, the achievements so far are excellent and future plans are very 

good. 

 

Overall rating: Excellent/Very Good  
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Group 6: Cell cycle regulations  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

This research group was originally established in 2011 within the Biotechnology Centre. Currently the 

team is composed of the group leader, two researchers, one post-doc, a PhD student and a laboratory 

engineer. They are also hosting one Erasmus student. Since her appointment the group leader secured 

significant external funds: 2 awards from the Research Council of Norway (Frimedbio 2011 & Young 

Research Talents 2015); the group leader is also a holder of an grant from the Cancer Society (2014). 

The group leader has established several collaborations, both nationally and internationally (e.g. the 

Oslo University Hospital). 

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The group leader was successfully evaluated in 2016 and her appointment was renewed for 5 years. The 

group’ main research focus is to elucidate imporant fundamental questions regarding phosphatase 

activity during cell cycle progression, using the fission yeast Schizosaccharomyces pombe as a model 

organism. So far, the strategic emphasis has mainly been on basic research without any translational 

aspects. The EC concluded that the work performed by this group is of high quality but also expressed 

some concerns in relation to the slow productivity reflected by low number of research outputs. Only 

two original papers (Plos One and Current Biology) have emerged from this group during the past five 

years. In addition, one review and one co-authored paper including the group leader have been 

published. The group leader gave a nice and well structured presentation during the EC site visit. 

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

This is missing and is partly dependent on the past and current research focus and the fact the group was 

established as a part of the Biotechnology Centre of Oslo 2011 without any requirement for translational 

work. However, the environment provides the group with excellent possibilities for extending the 

interactions to translational direction as well. The group has lately taken more active approach to extend 

its interactions at NCMM (Structural Biology and Chromatin group) as well as at OUH and 

inernationally. Because the project is also extending to autophagy, the collaborative presence of Per 

Segler at NCMM as a pioneer of that field is appreciated. 

 

iv. Future plans 

The group will complete the project ‘Role of PP2A phosphatase in G1 arrest as well as Identification 

and characterization of mitotic phosphatases’ and has ambitious research plans regarding further 

characterization of PP2A phosphatases in mitotic exit and cell cycle transition. Importantly, it will put 

more effort to extend interactions within the Institute, Oslo and also internationally. The panel considers 

this extremely important, because currently the group seems to have been somewhat isolated. The group 

leaders now on the second term (started 2017) at NCMM and aims at finding a new position after that. 

She tries to keep the group size at least at the current level and will apply for grants from several sources 

including ERC. 

 

v. Recommendations 

It will be essential for the group to establish/continue collaborations with the experts complementing 

the expertise of the group. Moreover, the effort should be put to increase the productivity both 

qualitatively and quantitatively to be competitive in ERC or comparable international calls.  

 

 

Overall rating: Good/Very Good 
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Group 7: Chemical neuroscience  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group seeks to elucidate the underlying mechanisms involved in the etiology of pharmacoresistant 

epilepsies and neuropsychiatric disorders by probing the function of novel disease-associated gene 

variants. The group comprises 1 group leader, 3 postdocs, 1 PhD student, 1 MSc student, 1 Erasmus 

intern, and 3 technicians. The group leader joined the Biotechnology Centre of Oslo (now part of 

NCMM) at the end of 2014. This suggest a good international recruitment. The group has obtained 

approximately 30 million NOK in research and infrastructure funding. The EC consider this is very 

satisfactory. It is difficult to assess the leadership of the group leader but from her CV, she seems capable 

of setting the direction of the research.  However, the current scientific productivity suggest that more 

emphasis should be put on writing up the work for publications. The self-assessment describes several 

external collaborations but few center collaborations if any. No documented science is presented from 

the collaborations. 

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The reported scientific production as expressed in number of peer review papers is low from the group 

leader. The last published paper came out in 2015. Two papers are in preparation. This is in part 

explained by a significant delayed in getting approvals to do experiment on fish and establish the wet 

lab. The impact of past published science was good and papers came out in very good to excellent 

journals.  It is recommended to have an increased focus on visibility in the international research 

community and more effort to give invited talks  at international meetings 

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The group combines patient data, human genetics, bioinformatics, animal models, drug screening, 

mechanism-of-action studies and parallel functional validation in rodent and cell-based models into one 

highly integrated research network. This suggest that translation collaboration has been established. 

Also, a patent exists and dialogs with industry are in progress. Overall the zebrafish model holds 

potentials for a very strong collaboration with clinical practice and biomedical industries. 

 

iv. Future plans 

One of the main hypothesis is that the genetic mutations themselves, together with secondarily induced 

changes of the transcriptome, morphology, neuronal excitability and neuronal network behavior, lead to 

perturbations in normal brain rhythms resulting in neuronal dysfunction. The aim is to characterize the 

mechanisms of the different mutations in a concerted approach using a variety of model systems. The 

group propose to use the zebrafish to address one major challenge in clinical genetics to date - the 

identification of disease modifier genes.   

 

v. Recommendations 

Overall the plans are ambitious but more emphasis should be on research with direct beneft to patients 

by establishing collaborations with clinicians.  Also, it is strongly advised to focus the future research 

on fewer questions and increase focus on scientific output. 

 

 

Overall rating: very good/Good 
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Group 8: Structural biology and chromatin  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group leader was recruited to a group leader position at BiO in 2016 and is affiliated (20% associate 

professor) with the Chemical Life Section of the Department of Chemistry, UiO. She is a young Croatian 

structural biologist with a track record of high impact research (including 1st and co-1st authorships in 

Nature and Science respectively) from her postdoctoral research training in the US. She has used aspects 

of her postdoctoral studies on histone H3 variant CENP-A (a necessary component for centromere 

formation) as a launch pad for her independent programme of work on structural determinants of 

centromere assembly and function. The group leader has recruited a team of one researcher, one postdoc, 

and an engineer. A PhD student and ERASMUS intern are scheduled to join the group over the next 12 

months. She has already played a leading role in establishing a new technology for life science research 

in Norway, HDX-MS; she headed a UiO infrastructure grant to purchase the requisite state-of-the-art 

hydrogen-deuterium exchange mass spectrometer and has the necessary experience in the use of this 

powerful technique for the analysis of protein dynamics. 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

Since taking up her first independent P.I. post, some two years ago, she has established her laboratory, 

including setting up facilities for HDX-MS that are new to NCMM and unique within Norway. She has 

launched structure-function projects with three centromere associated themes focused on (i) CENP-A 

nucleosomes in centromere formation and maintenance, (ii) Shugoshin- centromere interaction in 

recruitment of effector proteins (e.g. the mitotic kinase Aurora B), and (iii) activation of Aurora B. She 

has won external peer-reviewed funding, a Research Council of Norway Young Talent grant to study 

the “Molecular basis for genomic stability through Shuogoshins”. Within NCMM she has formed a very 

effective collaboration (exchange of expertise on methods) with the Lopez-Aviles group. This in-house 

collaboration in particular helped initiate the Shuogoshin project. The group leader also presents 

substantial evidence of integration within the wider UiO research community as well as a growing list 

of international collaborations. She has received invitations to speak/lead discussion at major 

international meetings in the centromere/kinetochore field (an EMBO workshop and Gordon Research 

Conference), these provide very encouraging start from which to build her international reputation as an 

independent P.I. The next key step will be success in generating publications from her own 

laboratory. The committee were therefore very encouraged to see from her presentation that she already 

has exciting results in hand.  
 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The group leader was recruited to the BiO without any expectation of there being major translational 

components in her research portfolio. That said, her basic research questions are focused in areas of 

fundamental biology that are of major biomedical relevance and, once generated, insights from her 

programme will be of considerable interest for translation through appropriate collaborations. She shows 

an excellent grasp of the potential relevance of her research, which is fully appropriate for this stage in 

the development of her laboratory.  

 

iv. Future plans 

The group leader presents an ambitious, but carefully thought through and well-structured, plan for the 

next five years. The three projects are each a continuation of work already on-going in her laboratory 

and are unified by use of common methodologies and the overarching theme of centromere biology. she 

should be well positioned to apply for an ERC consolidator grant in 2019, however, these are very 

competitive awards and senior colleagues at NCMM and UiO should provide mentoring and support to 

ensure that she has the maximal chance of success. In particular, she will almost certainly need to 

provide evidence of publication as a senior author to be competitive for a consolidator grant. She is 

working in a very competitive and fast-moving field. It is a very reasonable strategy to have a number 

of ‘irons in the fire’, however, now with some results already in hand she will need to ensure that she 

prioritises very effectively to nail the publication(s).  
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v. Recommendations 

The Evaluation Committee recommends that she maintains a well structured approach to her portfolio 

of projects in particular prioritising work that appears most timely for high impact publication. The 

Committee also recommends that she actively seeks out mentoring and advice to maximise her chances 

of successfully winning an ERC consolidator grant.  

 

Overall rating: Very Good/Excellent 

 

Group 9: bionanotechnology and membrane systems  
 

i. Brief description of the research group's strategy and targets 

The group joined NCMM in September 2016, initially as part of the Biotechnology Centre of Oslo and 

has a focus on developing and applying technologies to manipulate biomatter with the aim to understand 

the role of materials properties in fundamental biological processes and disease. 

The group comprises 1 group leader, 3 PhD students and a visiting student. Furthermore, the group is in 

the process of recruiting 3 more members in 2018. The group has raised 20 M NOK from external 

funding.  

The group is very international.  Also, the group leader has demonstrated to be a productive scientist.  

The group has obtained approximately 20 million NOK in external research funding. This is satisfactory. 

The structured self-assessment demonstrate clear objectives with research topics divided into three sub 

themes and a well described recruitment strategy suggest all together a good and continues research 

production. The scientific leadership of the group leader is very appropriate to head the research.  

The self-assessment describes several well thought-out center and external collaborations in Norway 

and abroad. 

 

ii. Scientific quality of research 

The reported scientific production as expressed in number of peer review papers is very good. It is still 

early days with respect to assess the impact of the research.  High degree of originality and a publication 

profile with a high degree of international publications in good journals. Very positive overall 

impression of the research group. 

From the self-assessment it does not appear that members of the group are sufficiently visible in the 

international research community and more effort can be done to get invitations to give talks at 

international meetings.  

 

iii. Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 

The research projects in the group rely on combining new technology with biological material and 

require strong interdisciplinary thinking. The group is at an early stage of its development but seems to 

progress well with respect to ensure translational impact.  

 

iv. Future plans 

The research focus on developing and applying technologies to manipulate biological matter.  This will 

be continued in the future.  The research themes are innovative; and well-integrated into NCMM.  ERC-

application is already being considered and preliminary data and publications suggest the group will 

deliver interesting research, also in the next five years.  Many projects are high risk/high gain. 

Overall a very ambitious and well center integrated research group. 

 

v. Recommendations 

Overall achievements are very good and future plans are excellent. The EC recommend to consolidate 

the outcome of the current projects by publishing the excisting findings. 

 

Overall rating: Very good/excellent 
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2.3 Attachments 
 

Mandate for the evaluation 

Short biography of the evaluation committee members 
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Evaluation of Centre for Molecular Medicine Norway (NCMM) 

Framework for the evaluation and Mandate 

1. Framework for the evaluation 

1.1 Introduction  

The Centre for Molecular Medicine Norway (NCMM) is a national research centre that serves 
as a green-house for young, talented scientists within the fields of molecular medicine, 
biotechnology and translational research. The overall objective of NCMM is to conduct cutting-
edge research in molecular medicine and facilitate translation of discoveries in basic medical 
research into clinical practice. NCMM focuses particularly on disease mechanisms where 
Norway has clear strengths, develops and adapts technologies for personalized medical 
applications and has unravelled new diagnostic methods and drug targets.  The centre has made 
several new strategic recruitments in recent years, including recruitment of an assistant 
Director, establishment of a bioinformatics and a bio-nanotechnology research group, and is 
also in the process of recruiting two new research groups within precision medicine and systems 
medicine. NCMM aims to stay at the forefront, both regarding cutting-edge technology and 
research environments and the centre is focusing on interdisciplinary research. 

The centre is hosted by the University of Oslo and is located at Oslo Science Park. NCMM is a 
prominent element in the University Life Science strategy and will move into the new Life 
Science building that is planned to be finished around 2024. The centre was established in 2008 
as a part of a Nordic EMBL Partnership. 

EMBL (European Molecular Biology Laboratory) is the leading European institution in 
molecular life sciences. The idea to establish Nordic EMBL-affiliated Centres for Molecular 
Medicine was generated by EMBL Council delegates from the Nordic countries, and strongly 
supported by Nordic Research Councils. The purpose of this agreement is to facilitate 
scientific collaboration and joining forces by drawing on each other's strengths.  

The Research Council of Norway (RCN) based the selection of a national centre on an open 
competition for Nordic Centre of Excellence within molecular medicine, where the three 
Norwegian finalists formed the core of the national centre, and was called Centre for 
Molecular Medicine Norway, NCMM http://www.med.uio.no/ncmm/

January 2nd 2017, the merger between NCMM and the Biotechnology Centre of Oslo formally 
came into effect. The new NCMM consists of two departments: NCMM translational research 
(former NCMM) and NCMM Biotechnology (former BIO). The centre now comprises of 11 
research groups, with internationally recruited young scientists as group leaders.  

The NCMM is a joint venture between the University of Oslo (hosting institution), the 
Research Council of Norway and South-Eastern Norway Regional Health Authority (Helse 
Sør-Øst RHF). The centre has been partly financed by the RCN since 2008. The second five-
year period, with a total allocation of NOK 65,000,000 from RCN, will end 2019.  
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The centre is headed by a director who reports to a board. The NCMM Board is responsible 
for initiating NCMM activities and, in collaboration with the Director, for ensuring the 
centre’s overall coordination and progress and to facilitate translational research in Norway. 

In addition, the NCMM has a Scientific Advisory Board (SAB) with a mandate to investigate 
the scientific performance and to advise on the further development of NCMM. 

1.2 Background for the evaluation 

In the contract between the RCN, the South-Eastern Norway Regional Health Authority and 
the University of Oslo, it is specified that funding for a five-year period is based on a 
satisfactory evaluation of the centre performed every five years.  NCMM was evaluated after 
its first five-year period in 2013.  

1.3 Purpose of the evaluation 

The purpose of this evaluation is to assess the scientific quality of the research conducted in 
the centre, and to assess the strategic role and development of the centre in the context of 
being a national research centre within molecular medicine and translational research in 
Norway. Furthermore, the evaluation should provide recommendations for further 
development of the centre.   

The evaluation will be used as input to determine the future funding of the centre.   

1.3 Methods  

An international Evaluation Committee consisting of 3-4 experts within the research areas of 

the centre will be appointed. The Evaluation Committee should base its evaluation on the self-

assessments and fact sheets provided by NCMM, as well as a site visit to the centre. The self-

assessments will include information about NCMM' organization and resources, status, 

development and future plans, and CVs and publication lists for the scientific staff.

The Evaluation Committee is requested to write a report of findings and recommendations for 
improvements aimed at research groups, the centre and the RCN. 

1.4 Background documents for the evaluation 

• A self-evaluation and Fact sheet from the centre, as well as self-evaluations and CVs 
from the individual research groups, according to a standardized outline 

• An assessment from the University of Oslo and South-Eastern Norway Regional 
Health Authority 

• The contract between the RCN, University of Oslo and the South-Eastern Norway 
Regional Health Authority,  

• The project description "Plan for the establishment of Centre for molecular Medicine 
Norway – Nordic EMBL Partnership", revised March 2008. 

• The evaluation of NCMM from 2013  
• NCMM strategy and Milestones for the five-year period 2015-19 

Supplementary information: 
• The Nordic EMBL Partnership Agreement (2013-2023)  
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• The centre’s annual reports from 2013-2016, 2017 will be sent when available   
• Reports from NCMM Scientific Advisory Board from 2014-2018 

The Evaluation Committee may request further information as needed. In addition to the 
written material the Evaluation Committee is expected to base its findings on a site visit to the 
NCMM. 

2. Mandate for the Evaluation Committee 

The centre shall be evaluated both with respect to its achievements so far and with respect to 
its plans for the next five-year period.  

The four main criteria for the evaluation are: 
• the scientific quality 
• the centre organization 
• translation between basic medical research and clinical practice 
• the strategy and the plans for the next five-year period 

The committee shall use one of five grades: weak – fair – good – very good – excellent. The 
research groups shall be evaluated based on scientific quality of their research, their future 
plans and translational research, while the centre will be evaluated according to the four 
criteria as a whole. 

The evaluation of the centre shall emphasize the following: 

Scientific quality of research 
The evaluation is expected to assess to what extent: 

• the centre groups conduct research within molecular medicine or translational research 
at a high level in an international context (including contributions to their field, 
scientific production and impact) 

• the centre groups are actively and successfully taking part in national and international 
research collaborations and networks  

• there is a successful two-way collaboration between basic and clinical research 
environments  

Organization and strategic role of the centre 
The evaluation is expected to assess to what extent: 

• the centre has taken into consideration the recommendations from the previous 
evaluation (2013) 

• the centre utilizes the Nordic EMBL partnership in their translational research 
(infrastructure, collaboration and training activities provided by each of the partners) 

• the activities and organization of the centre contribute to the aim of being a national 
and visible resource for translational research 

• scientific leadership is being exercised in an appropriate way (both at centre and group 
level)   
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• the centre has been able to recruit outstanding younger scientists nationally and from 
abroad that promotes gender balance 

• the centre has contributed to recruitments to permanent academic positions 
• the centre has enhanced collaboration with industry and biotechnology companies 
• the centre is supported by the host institution  
• the funding is balanced between core funding and external projects    
• the centre has a strategy for submitting proposals to Horizon 2020 and other 

international funding schemes 

Translation between basic medical research and clinical practice  
The evaluation is expected to assess to what extent: 

• the research has had impact on translational medicine  
• the centre's research has contributed to added value for future patient benefit 
• there is a successful two-way collaboration between basic and clinical research 

environments on a centre level 
• the South-Eastern Norway Regional Health Authority is actively involved in the 

process of adding value to the centre's research beyond scientific production 

Research plans for the next five-year period: 
The evaluation should assess whether the centre has satisfactory plans for future development, 
including: 

• scientific plans for providing science with high scientific impact and promoting the 
translation of basic medical research into clinical practice  

• recruitment and training  
• collaboration nationally/internationally/with EMBL-partners (including basic and 

clinical collaboration and collaboration with industry) 
• strategies for innovative findings of commercial interest 
• a strategy for its national role as a resource centre and for international visibility 
• a reasonable balance between core funding and external projects 
• a strategy for submitting proposals to Horizon 2020 and other international funding 

schemes 
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Short biography of the Evaluation Committee members 
 

 

Mimoun Azzouz 

Department of Neuroscience, Sheffield Institute for Translational Neuroscience 

Sheffield, England 
Professor Azzouz obtained a Master in Neuroscience with 1st Class Honours from the University of Marseille 

in 1994 and a PhD in Neuropharmacology at the University Louis Pasteur in Strasbourg. He then worked as 

postdoctoral scientist at the Gene Therapy Centre in Lausanne, Switzerland from 1997 to 2000. He was 

recruited in 2000 by Oxford BioMedica plc as Senior Scientist then appointed as Director of Neurobiology in 

2003.  

 

In 2006, he was invited to join the University of Sheffield and was appointed to the Chair of Translational 

Neuroscience. He is currently Deputy Head of Department, Research & Innovation.  

 

His track record of translational research productivity is characterised by publications in top ranking scientific 

journals, including Nature, Nature Medicine, among others. He has been successful in attracting an array of 

scientific awards and funding from prestigious funding bodies. He recently won the prestigious ERC Advanced 

Investigator (2011) and ERC PoC (2017) Awards. These awards are top level EU ad hominem award 

acknowledging his pre-eminence in European biomedical research.  

 

He has been a key academic partner in the successful fundraising of £18M necessary to build the new Sheffield 

Institute for Translational Neuroscience (SITraN). He has been advisor for pharmaceutical companies and 

academic institutions. He is/was a member of scientific Panels/Boards for various funding bodies such as the 

Medical Research Council (MRC DPFS Panel, UK), the French Muscular Dystrophy Association (AFM), the 

Health Research Board (HRB) of Ireland and the Neuroscience Panel, Germany. He currently serves as 

member SAB for Maddi Foundation, CureSP47 and Telocyte USA. He was elected as Board member of the 

British Society of Gene and Cell Therapy Society in 2016. 

 

Sirpa Jalkanen 

Institute of Biomedicine, University of Turku 

Turku, Finland 
Academician Sirpa Jalkanen is Academy Professor of Immunology at the Medical Faculty, University of 

Turku, Finland. 

 

She has published more than 300 peer-reviewed papers and has more than 10 patents in the fields of 

inflammation and cancer. She is a member of EMBO and Academia Europae and has received several 

prizes/honors such as Datta Medal, Anders Jahre, Äyräpää, 2nd European Women Innovator and the Finnish 

Pharma Industry Prizes. 

 

She has also several positions of trust. She is a member/vice chair/chair of the boards in three big Finnish 

Foundations financing research. In addition, she is a member of the board of Orion, the biggest pharmaceutical 

company in Finland and has been a co-founder of two biotech companies. 

 

E. Yvonne Jones  

Wellcome Centre for Human Genetics, University of Oxford 

Oxford, England 
Professor Jones read physics at Jesus College, Oxford, and for her doctorate shifted her focus to biology, 

studying in the Laboratory of Molecular Biophysics. During her postdoctoral training she learnt protein 

crystallography and in 1989 reported the three-dimensional structure of tumour necrosis factor (TNF), a 

medically important cell signalling molecule involved in inflammation.  
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In 1991 she started her research group at the University of Oxford as a Royal Society University Research 

Fellow. In 1999 she moved within the University to co-found the Division of Structural Biology (STRUBI) at 

the Wellcome Centre for Human Genetics (WHG) in the Nuffield Department of Clinical Medicine. From 

2001-2011 she was a Cancer Research UK Principal Research Fellow. She is currently co-Head of STRUBI 

and interim Director of the WHG.  

 

Within her own research group (funded by Cancer Research UK and the UK Medical Research Council) she 

investigates the molecular mechanisms by which cells signal to each other in the human body, an abiding 

interest first sparked by her studies on TNF. Professor Jones’ work, built upon strong links with clinically 

related groups, has provided fundamental insights into signalling systems of importance for cellular 

immunology, developmental biology and cancer. She has published some 250 research papers and reviews 

including senior author papers in Nature, Science and Cell.  

 

She is/was a member of scientific Panels/Boards for various funding bodies in the UK and Europe and currently 

serves on Scientific Advisory Boards for academic Institutes/Consortia in the UK, France and Australia. She 

is a Fellow of the Royal Society and of the Academy of Medical Sciences as well as a Member of EMBO. 

 

 

Thomas Sinkjær 

Lundbeckfonden 

Copenhagen, Denmark 
 

TS holds M.Sc.E.E. and Ph.D. degrees from Aalborg University and a Dr. Med. Sci. degree from University 

of Copenhagen, Denmark. 

 

TS’s research interests are in the basic and clinical aspects of human sensory-motor interaction and the 

development of new neuro-diagnostic and therapeutic technologies. He has contributed to 186 articles in 

international recognized peer-reviewed scientific journals and over 400 conference papers. He has written 

two science books. The books and several papers are frequently cited. For a full list of publications including 

citations see WoS or Google Scholar: 

https://scholar.google.nl/citations?hl=en&user=QnNKuWcAAAAJ&pagesize=100&view_op=list_works 

 

TS has received a number of international awards for his research, including the prestigious Villum Kann 

Rasmussen Annual Award in Science and Technology (the highest personal research award in Denmark), 

and the International Steven Hoogendijk Award in Medical Engineering, among others. 

 

TS has a great interest and experiences in promoting curiosity-driven research, in developing instruments to 

increase excellence in research and academic leadership, and to increase the societal impact of research.  

 

He is involved in evaluating international and national research funding schemes, research institutions, and 

research management performance and in developing research and innovation policy recommendations. TS 

holds positions of trust in both Danish and foreign research organizations, including the Norwegian, the 

Flemish Research Councils, NSF and the European Research Council. He serves on the boards of several 

knowledge companies and pricing committees and is the co-founder of four technology companies.   

 

TS is a member of several professional organizations, including The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and 

Letters and The Danish Academy of Technical Sciences. TS has been awarded the Royal Order of Chivalry; 

Knight of the Order of Dannebrog (Ridder af Dannebrog) Denmark 
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