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●
The conception of the European Centre 
for Marine Biotechnology (ECMB) is one
consequence of 35 years of research activity 

at the Dunstaffnage Marine Laboratory, located just
north of Oban on the West Coast of Scotland. ECMB’s
challenge is to foster and stimulate the development of
esoteric and applied research ideas, and to translate them
into products or processes for a variety of markets 
from agriculture to healthcare. The rich flora and fauna 
of Scottish coastal waters to the Atlantic continental
shelf are to be the source of both inspiration and 
research material. Moreover, the environmental focus 
of the laboratory’s research will ensure that the
development of marine biotechnology does not cause 
an impact on the very environment from which these
ideas stem.

● From small beginnings
The seeds of ECMB were sown as long ago as 1967 when
the Scottish Marine Biological Association (SMBA)
moved from Millport, Isle of Cumbrae, to Dunstaffnage.
From its new location SMBA operated under the Natural
Environmental Research Council’s direction, latterly
changing its name to the Scottish Association for Marine
Science (SAMS) to reflect its continued expansion and
changes in research focus. SAMS now operates under its
own management and board of trustees.

SAMS current wide-ranging research focuses on
natural and anthropogenic effects on the foreshore,
coastal, continental and arctic marine environments.
Fields include geochemistry, biogeochemistry, marine
physics, deep-sea fisheries, ecology of in-shore and off-
shore vertebrate and invertebrate fauna, zooplankton,
microbial ecology, ecological modelling, aquaculture
and marine microalgae.

SAMS’ researchers have been in the headlines through
their involvement in the development of Europe’s largest
artificial reef, to be sited in Loch Linnhe, just north of
Oban, and also with the ecological impacts of dredging
in the North Atlantic on rare deep-water corals.

● ECMB ethos and function
ECMB, operating as a separate limited company within
the SAMS group, will fulfil two different, but closely
related, functions. First, it will conduct its own
commercial marine biotechnology programme, based in
large part on the research activity ongoing within SAMS.
Second, ECMB will function as a business incubator for
both home-grown and external ventures, nurturing new
companies in a supportive environment, with access to
state-of-the-art laboratory facilities and office space. It is
hoped that access to sophisticated equipment, support
services and facilities will obviate some of the burn
associated with high-tech start-ups. Moreover, tailored
business packages will be available to all incumbents of
the ECMB facility.

Tenant companies will have access to a wide diversity
of SAMS research, providing an ideal environment 
for the development of strategic alliances between
companies and researchers. Collaboration will be further
encouraged through use of the shared reception, library,
eating and conference space that joins the new SAMS
facility with ECMB. ECMB will actively encourage
networking, with the long-term aim of being part of a
network of facilities throughout and beyond Europe. To
this end links are being established with organizations
around the globe, including the University of Maryland’s
Centre of Marine Biotechnology in Baltimore.

● Backing for ECMB
The decision to establish ECMB was taken in 2000 as
part of the wider redevelopment of SAMS and its existing
facilities. The £8.3 million build programme and the
appointment of a Project Executive has been part-funded
by the European Union, with additional monies coming
from Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Argyll and the
Islands Enterprise, Scottish Executive and commercial
lending sources. Dr Jo Oliver was appointed as the
ECMB Project Director in mid-2002. She has extensive
research experience, and has seen through the
commercialization of many biotechnology ideas. Her
time is presently divided between the ECMB and
consultancy work associated with the wider biotech-
nology sector in Scotland.

● Resource availability
ECMB, and those organizations choosing to make it
their home, will have access to facilities such as aquaria
for aquaculture and mariculture experimentation.
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Microalgal culture facil-
ities are available through
the services of the Culture
Collection of Algae and
Protozoa (CCAP). CCAP
(marine) is the national
collection of some 500
marine micro- and macro-
algae species housed and
maintained at SAMS,
which can be accessed 
for academic, research 
and commercial purposes.
Large-volume algal culture
will be possible within 
the new CCAP facilities.
Conjoined with the 
CCAP is the microbiology
and marine algal research
group, focussing on eco-
logical and population
studies of toxic algal bloom
species and the associated

bacteria. A key feature of this group is the molecular
genetics facility, housed next door to CCAP, with both
facilities designed for class II biological containment.
The laboratories are well equipped for bacteriological
work and genetic manipulation. SAMS also currently
operates two research vessels, both berthed at
Dunstaffnage and available for a range of tasks within
Scottish coastal waters. The laboratory also houses the
NERC National Centre for Scientific Diving, from
which qualified staff undertake a range of underwater
activities. The value of immediate access to coastal
waters, cannot be overstated as one of ECMB’s greatest
assets.

● Underpinning research
A number of SAMS-based projects have biotech-
nological potential. Current research examining the
bacterial flora associated with toxin production by
harmful algal bloom species, has identified some 
key bacterial groups with specific application and
bioremediation potential. Identification and character-
ization of the putative biosynthetic genes involved in 
the production of microalgal toxins is also being
pursued. Another research area is the possible harnessing
of marine flora and fauna for bioremediation, and
development of aquaculture methods for sustainable
production of bioactive molecules. The laboratory’s
Marine Technology group has and continues to 
develop remote sensing devices and data recovery
technology that have specific value and use within
marine industries.

● The way ahead
ECMB has an exciting future and is putting marine
biotechnology firmly on the map. To see the site take
shape, visit the SAMS website (www.sams.ac.uk) and
click on the webcam. For further information about 

the ECMB, see the website (www.ecmb.org) or contact
Dr Jo Oliver (jjol@dml.ac.uk) or Professor Graham
Shimmield.

● Professor Graham Shimmield FRSE is the
Director of SAMS (gbs@dml.ac.uk) and David
Green is a New Zealand Foundation for Research,
Science & Technology Postdoctoral Fellow hosted
by SAMS (dgreen@dml.ac.uk). Both can be
contacted at Scottish Association for Marine
Science, Dunstaffnage Marine Laboratory, Oban,
Argyll PA37 1QA, UK.
Tel. 01631 559000; Fax 01631 559001

LEFT:
Aerial view of the Dunstaffnage 
site and surrounding environs. 
The laboratory is the cluster of
buildings in the centre of the
photograph.
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BELOW:
Model of the new SAMS laboratory
being built at Dunstaffnage. The
ECMB wing is the front-most
building, to be ready for occupation
in the autumn of 2003.
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