
proposals were written (usually late). One week later
we were one of 30 teams to be chosen to fly. We could
not believe it!

And so commenced the building of the model – no
flammable/breakable materials, no glass, Perspex,
wood, PVC, crash coefficient calculations, liquids to be
double-contained – the list went on. ESA officials
conducted safety checks in the utmost detail; all this
for what was basically a chamber with a coloured spray
at one end (the cough/sneeze) and paper at the other
(at varying distances to the spray).

After our finals, graduation, more celebrations and
continuing trips to the site of construction (an
industrial estate in Leicester), it was time to go to
Bordeaux – but not with the experiment. This was in
Brussels. The couriers promise of next day delivery
turned into ‘we’ll get it there in 3 days delivery’, making
us feel like the jokers of Europe. The weather was grim
and we didn’t look or feel much better. But as the sun
finally emerged, so did the experiment, and
temperatures hit 30 °C. A few adjustments, more
safety checks and photographs later, it was being
bolted to the the aircraft. One more check and we were
cleared to fly. An air of relief surrounded us.

We were given flight suits and a confusing (for our
bodies) combination of very strong, drowsy anti-
sickness tablets with a dose of amphetamine to ‘perk
us up’ and we boarded for a five-parabola initiation
flight. The excitement in
the cabin can only be
compared to that of the
moments before the
Millennium – people had
worked long hours and
invested a lot of money for
it. The captain announced
‘10 … 3, 2, 1, injection’, at
42° we slowly rose out of
our seats, dumbfounded
in bewilderment at what
was happening. Screams
of laughter were heard,
arms flailed and smiles
were seen on all faces. It
was an incredible,
relaxing feeling, no
muscle in your body had
to support any weight –
static in the air as if you
were held by a million tiny
strings. We returned
stunned and amazed.
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Four final year
microbiology
students from
Nottingham
University won a
competition of a
lifetime – to conduct
their own experiment
in microgravity
aboard a parabolic
flight in Bordeaux,
2001. This epic
adventure was
supported by a grant
from the SGM
Developments in
Education PUS Fund.

Bugs in space
■ Chris Grainger

It all started with an email: ‘Fancy going to space? ’ No
one I know has ever been sent this message seriously.
But after seeing the European Space Agency (ESA)
logo, a list of European scientists and a note from our
‘spacey’ plant-science lecturer, it dawned on us that
this might actually be for real.

The email was offering the chance for teams of four
students to conduct their own experiments on a
parabolic flight in Bordeaux in Summer 2001.
Parabolic flights, more affectionately known as ‘vomit
comets’ are the closest thing to being in space without
actually donning a white suit and a big helmet. The
aircraft simulates micro-gravity by flying in a parabolic
curve. This consists of a steep ascent, during which
near 2 g conditions are experienced. At the height of
the climb, the pilot calls ‘injection’ over the PA and the

aircraft’s engines are
switched into idle. 
During this phase,
microgravity occurs 
inside the plane which
lasts for approximately
20 seconds. Another near
2 g phase follows as the
plane hurtles towards the
ground. Then, somewhere
between the sky and the
sea, the pilot levels the
plane off, and normal
gravity conditions are
restored for a few minutes
as the crew prepare for
the next parabola. There
are 30 of these over a 3
hour period.

Of course this email
reached us only days
before the deadline, not to
mention in ‘coursework
fortnight’.

The objective was to design an innovative 
scientific experiment that could be performed in
20 seconds of microgravity. We had trouble thinking 
of a microbiological experiment that lasts only
20 seconds and wasn’t affected by the 2 g force. 
The experiment concept was finally conceived 
through a comment made by a harassed lecturer, 
‘you even get Salmonella on the ceiling after beating 
a contaminated egg’. If it was apparently so easy to
spread disease by aerosols, what would happen in
space? This was refined to the eventual title of
Examination of disease spread in space through
coughs and sneezes. 

Early the next morning (the deadline) the proposal 
was typed and finished. Two weeks later we were one
of 70 European finalists. More applications and design

ABOVE:
The team (left to right): Chris
Grainger, Lucy Breakwell, Chris
‘Shep’ Bryan and Natalie Carter.

TOP RIGHT:
‘Just hangin’ around’. Chris ‘Shep’
Bryan (left) and Chris Grainger
(right) enjoying the experience of
0 g.

RIGHT:
‘Top Guns’ at Novespace, Bordeaux,
ready to board the 
0 g Air Bus 300.
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Life Science
Careers 2001
This year the SGM 
once again participated 
in the series of one-day
careers conferences 
run by a group of learned
societies involved in
promoting biosciences.
Aimed at postgraduate
students and final year
undergraduate students
on life science courses,
the events offered a
series of lectures on a
range of topics, such 
as careers in large
companies, science
teaching, clinical 
science opportunities,
non-lab-based 
careers, postdoccing,
postgraduate
qualifications and CVs,
job hunting and
interviews, an exhibition
by employers 
and professional
organizations, and an
individual CV review
service. Life Science
Careers 2001 visited 
the universities of 
Bristol, Newcastle and
Westminster on
Saturdays in November
and December. Each
event was attended by 
up to 300 students. 
We are grateful to 
the lecturers and the
exhibitors for turning out
at the weekend. Without
them the conferences
could not function.
Thanks also to the
Science’s NextWave
for their sponsorship.

SGM was pleased to
shoulder much of the
administrative burden of
the events (with especial
thanks to Josiane and
Yvonne of the Meetings
Office for processing all
the bookings so
efficiently), ably
supported by staff from
the other sponsoring
societies: Biochemical
Society, British

Pharmacological Society,
Physiological Society and
Society for Experimental
Biology. 

The success of the
conferences can be
judged by the following
letter which was received
at the SGM from one of
the delegates. Life
Science Careers will be
running again in autumn
2002 (although SGM will
be handing over the
admin to others due to
other commitments this
year) – look out for the
booking forms in future
issues of Microbiology
Today. No life science
student concerned about
their future can afford to
miss the event nearest to
them.

Hello

I attended Life Science
Careers yesterday in
Newcastle and I would
like to make several
comments.

First of all, thank 
you to the organizers.
Everything was great,
maps and signs were
simple, but contained all
the information we
needed during the day.
Everything was indicated
very clearly, everything
was arranged so that we
could make the most of
our time with the people
in the exhibition. Thank
you for the organization
again.

But special thanks 
must go to the people
who were there. I got so
enthusiastic. I must admit
I was not interested in
teaching, but the talk 
was absolutely brilliant.
Each talk was aimed 
at showing different
aspects of life science
and because they were
still quite general, I
learned from each of
them. Everybody talked

In the following days we performed the experiments.
We were lucky that our experiment was relatively
easily to carry out in microgravity (just the activation of
the spray canister), as even the simplest of tasks
became extremely difficult (i.e. staying still!). The paper
was removed, stored and replaced in the period of
normal gravity. Both experiments worked remarkably
well (the second day we used a more viscous liquid).
Results back on earth were also proving to be what we
hypothesized, and also what we hadn’t (proper
science!). We showed that there was a difference in
droplet size and distribution with both the water and
the viscous liquid between 1 g and 0 g. We found 0 g 
to give larger droplets with a wider distribution,
suggesting that disease spread via droplet formation
may be higher in space than on earth. Hardly rocket
science I suppose, but then again …

Chris Grainger, Chris Bryan, Lucy Breakwell and
Natalie Carter would like to thank The School of
Biosciences, Nottingham University; Dr Liz Sockett;
SGM; ESA; the RAF; Rubber & Plastic Engineering
Ltd, Leicester; and R. H. Group Ltd, Nottingham.

■ Chris Grainger can be contacted at
mryscig@hotmail.com

For information on next year’s flight campaign and
how to apply, see www.estec.esa.nl/outreach/

about their own
experiences, which is
what I was looking for.
Real life!!! I now have a
very clear picture of the
immediate future after my
PhD and this day helped
me to understand the
important factors to be
considered. Being
French, the talk on CVs
and interviews was
especially valuable 
to me.

Talking to many of the
speakers, I realized they
were giving time for us.
How unusual these days.
Again, if you could thank
them on my behalf, I
would be extremely
grateful.

I hope these meetings 
will continue with even
more success in the
future. I will definitely 
talk about them to fellow
students. Well done 
and thank you.

■ Caroline Loutre,
University of Durham 
(email caroline.loutre@
durham.ac.uk)

Erratum
MT November 2001
Gradline, p. 206: 
PLUS Meeting

The above report stated
that Professor Rick
Randall gave an address
on Science and Religion.
This should have been
Professor Gordon
Graham (University of
Aberdeen).

We apologize for any
inconvenience this may
have caused.
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■ Cathel Kerr

The recent article by Peter Wyn-Jones [Microbiology
Today, August 2001, p. 138] gave a good overview of
career opportunities for microbiologists. I was struck
by the comments, ‘Not all microbiology is practically or
laboratory-based. It is also a good footing for careers
in information retrieval, clinical research, technical
sales and support, and teaching.’ I am no longer an
active microbiologist, but have a career in medical and
drug information. By describing some of the work I do
and how I came to be doing it, I hope that it may interest
or stimulate those who are looking for a change of
direction.

I studied microbiology at Glasgow University in 
the late 70s followed by a PhD on herpesviruses at
Aberdeen. My postdoctoral research career was short
and undistinguished. I increasingly came to realize that
it was not my thing. I was very good at going to the
library and digging out references on obscure topics,
but the problem was knowing what to do with all the
assembled information. I am not an original ideas
person, at least not in science.

I certainly do not regret my time in research, but
looking back, the pointers to my eventual career
direction were there. In my final year at Glasgow I
completed a dissertation on microbial contamination
of the solar system by space probes. The lecturer who
set the question did not seriously expect anyone to
tackle the topic, and he made a point of telling me that
he was impressed with my efforts. I was one of that
strange minority of people who really enjoyed writing
up their PhD thesis. My literature review was
commended at my oral examination. This was all done
manually, before the days of computer searches,
without the assistance of a librarian. When I eventually
did consult a librarian to conduct a literature search
during my final stint in research, I thought to myself, ‘I
would like to do this sort of job’. In 1989 I embarked on
a library and information studies course at Robert
Gordon’s Institute of Technology and I have never
looked back. I must emphasize that I did not bail out of
research for any negative reason; it was more a case 
of deciding to pursue the aspects of research that I 
did best.

I worked as a medical librarian for a year at Lothian
College of Nursing, mainly involved in setting up a
computerized library system and performing literature
searches. In 1991 I began working as an indexer for
EMBase, one of the major medical databases
produced by Elsevier. I was employed by an electronic
publishing company in Helensburgh, 20 miles west of
Glasgow, and worked at home. I was connected to 
the office via an ISDN line which allowed rapid
transmission of full-text journal images. This level of
indexing required a wide general knowledge of
medical subjects and terminology and it was very
useful to have done a biological science degree. To
give some idea of the scale of the operation, there 
was a network of 12 indexers scattered throughout

Information work:
an alternative to the lab

A training in
microbiology can
lead to a career in
information work, as
this article describes.
Readers interested in
learning about the
range of job
opportunities for
microbiologists
should attend the
Education Group
session ‘Careers for
Microbiologists’
being held at the
SGM meeting at
Warwick University
on 11 April 2002.
See enclosed
programme booklet
for details.

Scotland and we produced about one-third of the 
total database. As one would expect, I came into
contact with a large number of microbiology and
infectious disease journals. I indexed Microbiology
and Journal of General Virology as part of my 
personal journal preference list. Sadly, we are no
longer doing EMBase work since it was all shipped 
out to the Far East last year, for purely economic
reasons.

I currently have five different jobs, both self-employed
and as an employee. I am an employee of Derwent
Information who last year took over the company I
worked for in Helensburgh. This is where it becomes
complicated, but it does demonstrate well the
international dimension of modern-day working. I am
involved with two separate medical documentation
projects for Roche and Wyeth–Ayerst. This work
comes from the Institute of Scientific Information
(producers of Current Contents and Science Citation
Index) in Philadelphia. Journal articles are sent over
electronically from the US to Helensburgh and
forwarded to remote workers like myself. I extract
information about Roche and Wyeth–Ayerst drugs,
such as treatment indications, dosages, routes of
administration, formulations and adverse effects.

I do three other jobs on a self-employed basis. I
abstract and index articles for Pharmline, a drug
information CD-ROM produced by Guy’s Hospital in
London. This operation is a little more primitive as they
send me photocopies of the articles, although I have
recently started doing some titles using on-line
abstracts from the relevant publishers’ internet sites.
My main microbiology-related job is as a news editor
for Trends in Microbiology. I scan various internet
sources for good stories. Fortunately, or perhaps
unfortunately, microbiology is often in the news, as
readers will know. Finally, I have recently started as a
journal editor for Current Medical Literature. They
publish a series of about 30 current awareness
journals in a range of medical subjects, including
infectious diseases. Current papers are reviewed by a
team of specialists who make comments on the
articles. My part in the process is to check the validity
and accuracy of these comments against the original
papers and edit them for sense and grammar.

Finding such positions is not an easy task; part-time,
home-based, contract or freelance opportunities are
not generally advertised in the national or scientific
press. However, there are an increasing number of 
on-line sources. Of my current jobs, only that of 

news editor with Trends 
in Microbiology was
advertised and, even 
then, it was only in the
journal itself. The work
with Guy’s Hospital was
put my way by a
pharmacist friend who
had received a circular
about it at work. Editing 
for Current Medical
Literature arose through 
a speculative email which

■ If you have any
stories or news 
for publication in
Gradline, or if you
would like to 
see any topics
featured, please
contact Tracey
Duncombe at
pa@sgm.ac.uk
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Tracey Duncombe
interviews Jason Snape
of AstraZeneca about 
his work.

Q Where does BEL 
fit in with AstraZeneca’s
main business as a
pharmaceutical
company?

‘Brixham Environmental
Laboratory is part of
AstraZeneca’s Global
Safety, Health &
Environment function. A
team of approximately
100 scientists, which
includes ecologists,
chemists, hydrogeologists,
ecotoxicologists,
microbiologists,
biochemists and
mathematical modellers,
examines and resolves
environmental issues
associated with the
production and use of
pharmaceuticals and related substances. At present,
our environmental research programme sponsors over
20 PhD studentships and several postdoctoral
research positions. For 4 years I have been part of a
research team that addresses emerging issues
associated with the fate and impact of chemicals in 
the environment.’

Q What are your current research interests?

‘I currently manage five research programmes. The
largest of these is investigating simulation protocols 
to predict the long-term persistence of chemicals in
both the marine and terrestrial environment. This is 
an international collaboration, which brings together
leading microbial ecologists from the Max-Planck-
Institute in Bremen (Germany) and Cornell University
in Ithaca (US), to address regulatory environmental
fate issues with industry. The goal of a number of our
research programmes is to integrate quantitative
measures of microbial biodiversity, using flow
cytometry and fluorescence in situ hybridization
(FISH) with chemical monitoring strategies, both in 
the laboratory and field.’

Q You’re a Science Co-ordinator for NERC – what
does that involve?

‘About half of my time for the next 5–6 years will be
used in the day-to-day co-ordination and management
of scientific issues associated with the £16.6m NERC
Environmental Genomics Thematic Programme. Two
of my responsibilities are data management and
engagement of the end-user community. Each NERC-
funded thematic programme has to implement a data

management policy that
will capture and centralize
all the data it generates.
To address the issues with
capturing genomic data, a
Data Sub-committee has
been established under
the Chair of Dr Peter Kille
(Cardiff University) that
draws on the expertise
available within EPSRC. A
data management plan
has been formulated with
the potential to capture
data generated by other
genomic projects outside
the thematic programme.’

‘Engagement of the end-
user environmental
community to emerging
fields of science,
especially for genomics,
which is very complex, will
always be difficult.
However, this is where I
have a distinct advantage

as a member of the end-user community. Potential
end-users with an interest in this programme are
veterinary medicine, agrochemical companies,
environmental regulators, pharmaceutical companies
and environmental industries examining the impact of
chemicals on wildlife.’

‘The NERC programme funds internationally
pioneering science, applying post-genomic
technologies to study evolutionary and ecologically
important issues in plants, invertebrate, vertebrate and
microbial species and populations. The launch last
year was vastly oversubscribed; over 170 outline bids
were received of which 14 proposals have been
recommended for funding. A total of ca £5.5m was
committed in this first round and a second call has 
just been released.’

Q Where do you see the future of genome research?

‘Within AstraZeneca there is a move towards using
transcriptomics and proteomics within ecotoxicology
for environmental hazard assessment. Whilst there are
many long-term benefits in applying post-genomic
techniques to ecotoxicology, there will be a number of
short-term implications and hurdles to overcome. This
has been recognized by the International Council of
Chemical Associations (ICCA) which held a recent
workshop on The application of genomics to
mammalian toxicology. I’m helping to organize another
workshop to be held this summer to review the current
state of environmental genomics in both the EU and
US, and to determine how the science may be applied
to address environmental issues faced by the
chemical industry’.

A job in…
Research Project Management

■ Profile
Name Jason Snape

Age 31

Present Occupation 
Research Project Manager, 
Brixham Environmental Laboratory
(BEL), AstraZeneca Global Safety,
Health & Environment

Science Co-ordinator for the 
Natural Environment Research
Council (NERC) Environmental
Genomics Thematic Programme

Previous Employment
Postdoctoral scientist at BEL investigating improvements to
internationally standardized biodegradation test methods

Education
PhD, University of Wales College Cardiff: 
Bacterial metabolism of nitrate ester explosives

BSc (Hons) University of Wolverhampton: Applied Science

I sent to the publishers
who were just about to
out-source all their
editorial work. The Roche
and Wyeth–Ayerst
contracts were a
redeployment of the
specialist team of
indexers who worked on
EMBase. One good
aspect of this sort of
working is that I have
never had to attend an
interview; assessment
usually taking place by
sending in some previous
work or by completing a
short test. This has the
slightly bizarre result that
for three of my jobs I have
never met anyone in the
organization for which I
work, and in two of those
cases I have never even
spoken to anyone!

Peter Wyn-Jones ends
his article by saying that
there are many openings
for microbiologists and
that their training brings
them into contact with a
range of other biological
sciences such as
molecular biology,
genetics, immunology
and plant science. My
experience supports
these conclusions. I have
been able to bring
together my different
training in microbiology,
research and information
studies, all of which
contribute in some way to
working more effectively. 
I hope that this article 
has shown some of the
opportunities for
microbiologists in less
traditional areas of work.

■ Dr Cathel L. Kerr 
may be contacted at 
8 Rosebery Grove,
Dalgety Bay, Fife,
Dunfermline KY11 9YL,
UK
email c.kerr@sol.co.uk


