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●
The 9th European Congress on Biotechnology
was held in July at the Heysel Congress and
Exhibition Centre, Brussels. It consisted of

science and technology sessions, poster displays, a trade
exhibition with about 50 exhibitors (BIOtop99) and,
being the 95th European Federation of Biotechnology
(EFB) event, the meetings of the various EFB groups.
Support came also from the Commission of the European
Communities, the Directorate General for Technologies,
Research and Energy for the Walloon Region and the
Ministry of Economic Affairs for the Brussels Region. 

The formalities of the opening day included a 
customarily weighty salvo from Arnold Demain (MIT,
USA) on the power and potential of the microbe in the
biotechnology business and an evening of libation from a
fair range of Belgian beers, courtesy of Interbrew. 

The main academic business of the congress consisted
of 4 days devoted to nine simultaneous, widely ranging
symposia and an additional session each evening. Three
symposia: Agriculture and food; Environment; and
Animal and human health each consisted of two parallel
sessions. The other six were: Chemicals manufacturing;
Engineering and manufacturing; Information modelling
and control; Life sciences; Physics and chemistry; and
Social and economic dimensions. At first glance, each
symposium appeared to have a full programme which
presented the usual task of having to make hard choices
about what to attend. However, the problem eased
considerably when more careful examination revealed
that the programmes of the six symposia were very
substantially bolstered by double entries. It was
particularly noticeable that the ‘buzz’ usually to be
expected of an event attended by some 1,500 delegates
was lacking, perhaps because of the diluting effect of the
sessions and exhibition taking place in three adjacent
buildings.

From the UK, both Birmingham University and 
UCL were well represented, with Dr Titchener-Hooker
outlining the advances being made at UCL with ultra-
scale-down operations and disposable plastic technology.
An interesting lecture was given by Thomas Bachiner 
of Stockholm University working in conjunction with
Pharmacia and Upjohn. Using an electronic nose as 
an on-line fermentation monitor for the production
process, their team predicted a contamination at least a
day before standard sensors could detect the problem.
Despite well-known problems with sensor array tech-
nology, it looks likely that this area will receive an
increasing amount of attention. Unfortunately, due to
overlap with a conference in China, some control experts
were not present, but it was pleasing to see that Dr Sydall
(Birmingham) and Dr Glassey (Newcastle) were both
cited for recent work on control.

On the final evening of the conference an impromptu
‘Happy Hour’ was held, but when it was realized that 
the orders for delivery of beer and soft drinks must have
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Micro-organisms are essential for the maintenance
and functioning of global ecosystems and are a vast
resource that can be exploited by man. The
conservation of these organisms is a scientific
necessity as a source of invaluable reference material
for future generations. Unfortunately, in situ
conservation of microbial cultures is uncertain, so
culture collections (ex situ conservation) play a vital
role in maintaining microbial diversity. In addition, they
can supply cultures that are needed by educational,
scientific and industrial communities.

In Cuba, the first collections were established in 
1964 and have continued to increase. In May 1995,
the first workshop, ‘Organisations and preservation of
a bank of industrial strains’, was held in our country.
The participants agreed to work on the establishment
of the Cuban Federation of Culture Collections. As an
interim measure, it was agreed to form an ad hoc
National Group of Microbial Culture Collections to
exchange information and develop a Cuban network.
This group has no official power over its members, 
but it is the result of the voluntary union of all these
collections based on their common interests.

The National Group comprises a Steering 
Committee and representatives of more than 37
Cuban institutions. The members are scientists
working directly with, or who are interested in
collections of micro-organisms, cell lines and other
biological materials (plasmids, hybridomas, etc.). It
meets quarterly and has devised an action plan. As a
result different activities have developed, among
which the first workshop and first course on ‘Microbial
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been muddled, rumours
soon spread through the
crowd that this was
perhaps an ‘Unhappy
Hour’. Delegates headed
rapidly for the delights of
the restaurants and bars in
beautiful Grande Place
and its alleys to sample the
range of delicious Belgian
food on offer.

Reflecting on the week,
the presence of few recog-
nized names and faces from
Microbiology UK re-
inforced the impression
gained before the event
that advance publicity had
not penetrated very deeply
over here. There were some
good sessions but, not un-
expectedly, the attraction
and value of the congress
suffered from its breadth
and registration fee, a 
far cry from the only 
time that it took place 
in the UK – ECB2 in
Eastbourne in 1981.
Despite this, European
networking opportunities
were excellent and we at
Adaptive Biosystems at
least left invigorated.

● Dr John Grainger,
Reading University
● Dr John Bonham-
Carter, Adaptive
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culture collections’ (in 1996 and 1997, respectively)
stand out. At the end of 1997 the National Group of
Cuban Culture Collections was affiliated to the
National Commission of the Genetic Resources for
Agriculture and Food and together they have initiated
a forum to discuss micro-organisms and their
management in Cuba.

In 1998 the ‘Information Centre for Cuban Culture
Collections’ was initiated, proposed by the National
Group. It has several objectives: to centralize
information from Cuban collections and create a
corresponding database, and establish a bank of
specialized documents regarding collection work
donated by organizations, collections and individual
specialists around the world. In future we intend to
develop directories and listings of national strains, 
as well as publishing related articles. 

In 1999, thanks to Dr Peter N. Green, curator of the
National Collection of Industrial Food and Marine
Bacteria, Aberdeen, UK, SGM International
Development Fund support was obtained to help
Cuban Culture Collections begin to achieve some of
these objectives. As a result of this generous award, a
computer and reference books are now available for
Cuban Culture Collection work. Also, in April of this
year as part of the grant programme, I was able to visit
several relevant members of the UK Culture
Collections network (including the National Collection
of Industrial Food and Marine Bacteria, Culture
Collection of Algae and Protozoa, CABI Bioscience
UK Centre, Microbial Strain Data Network and
National Collection of Type Cultures). Visiting these
collections afforded me an invaluable opportunity to
study at first-hand a range of collection management
skills, including preservation, identification, databases,
packaging and postal regulations and quality
assurance.

In addition, thanks to Dr David Smith, UKFCC
President, and financial support from MSDN, I was
able to participate in a UKFCC training course on the
‘Preservation and maintenance of micro-organisms
and cell cultures’ that took place on 26–28 April 1999
at the CABI Bioscience Centre. This examined
preservation methods used on a wide range of 
micro-organisms.

In summary, the visit was very useful in that I was able
to obtain a background of information on the work of
culture collections and it was also enjoyable from a
personal point of view. I now have the moral and

scientific responsibility to
do my best to convey to
the members of the
National Group of Cuban
Culture Collections all
that I was able to learn on
my visit to the UK. One of
the next steps will be to

try to organize an expert group to expand upon the
practices learnt. I will also begin to co-ordinate a
national database.

Finally, I would like to recognize and thank the SGM,
the UK Culture Collections curators and staff, and
particularly Dr Peter Green for giving me this great
opportunity and for helping Cuban Culture 
Collections.

● Gladys Pérez de la Fuente MSc works at the
Instituto de Oceanologia, Havana, Cuba
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The author (left) with two of her
colleagues outside the Instituto de
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