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This year the Promega Prize rules were changed.
Promega will no longer be holding the Young Life
Scientist of the Year contest, where finalists from five
different societies compete for £2,000. Thus the ten
SGM finalists for the 2002 Promega Prize who were
judged on their oral presentations on 17 September at
the Loughborough meeting, vied to win £600, a trophy
and the title of Young Microbiologist of the Year. The
second prize was £400 and the third prize £200. 

As usual the standard was amazingly high and the
judges, chaired by Peter Wyn-Jones, had a very
difficult job. The lecture theatre was packed. The
winner was Dr Andrew MacDonald (University of
Leeds) for his talk The hepatitis C virus NS5A protein
inhibits activating protein 1 (AP1) function by
interfering with MAPK signalling pathways. Second
prize went to Douglas West (University of
Cambridge) who spoke on Characterization of a
∆hasA allelic replacement mutant of Streptococcus
equi subspecies equi and third prize to Natalie
Simpson (University of Cambridge) who covered
Antibiotic production by Erwinia carotovora subsp.
carotovora: what’s driving the car? The winners were
announced at the Society Dinner and President David
Hopwood presented the prizes. The runners-up each
received a cheque for £25 from the SGM and all
finalists will have free Society membership next year.
Congratulations to everyone who took part in the
competition .

The view from the top…

Microbiology Today took the opportunity to find out the
winners’ views on the competition and their opinions of
career prospects for microbiology PhDs.

Winner Andrew
Macdonald, who gained
his PhD in 2001, and who
works in the Molecular
Virology Research Group
at Leeds, said, ‘I was
incredibly pleased when 
I heard I had received the
Virus Group nomination.
However, my pleasure
turned to worry when I
realized that I would have
to return to give a second
talk in the finals! On the
day I was incredibly

nervous. I arrived at the conference first thing in the
morning and spent the rest of the day wandering
around trying to think of anything but my talk. When I
entered the lecture theatre and started listening to the
other speakers, I realized that it would not be an easy
ride! When I heard the results I was overjoyed. I felt a
huge amount of pride and shock.’

Outlining the reasons for his success, Andrew added, 
‘I am a very confident public speaker and I think that
this came across in my talk. I also believe that I
presented clear, concise PowerPoint slides which
helped to put my point across, especially to an
audience that did not work in the same field.’

Giving the reasons for choosing his research 
topic, Andrew said, ‘I am fascinated by host–virus
interactions and I strongly believe that by
understanding how viruses manipulate cellular
pathways we shall move one step closer to better
treatment of chronic viral infections. I jumped at the
chance to study in the labs of Mark Harris and Dave
Rowlands. We believe we may have highlighted a
novel mechanism by which hepatitis C virus (HCV)
causes oncogenesis. Although the data are
preliminary, they are very exciting and we are currently
expanding our knowledge in this area. We hope that in
time we can use novel inhibitors of the NS5A protein
from HCV as a therapeutic treatment.’

Currently Andrew is working as a postdoc in the lab
where he did his PhD. His contract lasts for the next 
18 months. He hopes to continue life in academia and
progress to a senior level; applying for a fellowship that
allows him to spend time working abroad, preferably in
Europe, whilst still being based in the UK. What are 
his opinions of current career opportunities in
microbiology?

‘I think that life as a biological scientist is bleak! 
There is very little money in this field of work and 
fewer grants appear to be renewed. I think that it is a
very worrying time for us all. Until the problems of low
pay, slow career progression and uncertain renewal 
of contracts are addressed, I believe that people will
continue to leave science. This will be very bad for
microbiology and biological science in general.’

Andrew concluded with some kind words for the SGM,
‘I would just like to thank the SGM for its continued
support of my research. During my PhD I was awarded
a President’s Fund grant to work in Finland under the
tutorship of Prof. Kalle Saksela. It was during this time
that I first began the work that ultimately won me the
Promega Prize, so I am very grateful.’

Douglas West, who is beginning the third year 
of his PhD in the Department of Clinical Veterinary
Medicine, Cambridge, won second prize. He was
amazed to reach the finals. ‘I displayed a poster at 
the Warwick meeting and saw just how much effort
everyone had made to present their work. The
standard was very high, so to be selected for the final
was fantastic. On the day before the competition I 
was nervous! I must have spent most of the time in a
seminar room practising – people must have thought 
I was mad talking to myself for so long! But I wasn’t
leaving for Loughborough until I was happy with it.’

How did Doug feel when he heard the results? ‘At the
conference dinner the Promega Prizes were awarded.
As people were presented with awards and left their
seats my heart began to pound in my chest. Then to
hear I was awarded second prize – I was ecstatic! 
At Cambridge I have extremely good supervision. In
particular Professor Duncan Maskell, Dr Josh Slater
and Dr James May provide invaluable advice both
scientifically and on other work related skills, such as
presentation, so I think I can thank them for the
success I have encountered and the confidence to
believe in myself.’

Promega Young Microbiologist 
of the Year
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Of his research, Doug said, ‘The opportunity arose to
work in Professor Maskell’s lab on the equine
respiratory pathogen Streptococcus equi subsp. equi.
Not only is this a fascinating bug, but the fact that the
laboratory provided the chance to work with both
pathogen and natural host was just too good to pass
by. My talk was based on the poster I presented at
Warwick, which described the work I completed at the
beginning of the second year of my PhD. I am
characterizing targeted deletion/insertion mutants in
S. equi with the aim of creating an attenuated strain. I
have achieved some interesting results so far, but
there is so much more to do.’

Future plans have not yet been set, although Doug is
seriously considering his career options. ‘I do not think
I will continue my research in academia here or abroad.
The standard of scientific researchers is very high, so
securing a job is increasingly difficult, with so many
young scientists of calibre applying for the same posts.
I hope that winning second place in the Promega
Young Microbiologist of the Year will hold me in 
good stead for job applications!’

Generally he feels that current career opportunities in
microbiology are good. ‘There are so many fields of
research to pursue – something for everyone’s taste. I
am interested in human/animal pathogens and their
host interactions. Thanks to the work of the research
councils and societies, careers in microbiology and
science in general are receiving much better publicity.
This can only be a good thing and raise the profile of
science in society.’

Doug would like to thank the BBSRC who fund his
studentship and all the staff at Cambridge who are
making his PhD a fun and rewarding experience.

Third prize-winner
Natalie Simpson is in
the final year of her PhD 
in the Department of
Biochemistry at
Cambridge. Speaking of
the contest, Natalie said, 
‘I put a great deal of effort
into my poster and was
very happy when I was
told it had been put
forward for the Promega
Prize competition.
However, when I learned
that I had to do a talk I was
a bit scared! On the day I felt really ill. I was told I looked
like I was going to pass out! When I heard I’d got third
prize I was really surprised and delighted. Everyone
who participated gave very good talks and it must 
have been a nightmare to judge. The factors which
contributed to my success? Well, an understanding
supervisor and lab colleagues who gave me advice
and who had to sit through endless repetitions of my
talk! Some of them travelled up to support me on the
day which was much appreciated.’

‘I work on the production of carbapenem antibiotic 
by Erwinia carotovora subsp. carotovora and for my
presentation I talked about a small part of my work

Postgraduate Student Membership
■ Postgraduate Student Membership of SGM is
available to postgraduate students worldwide who
have no taxable income. For an annual subscription of
only £20 (US$35) Student Members can take
advantage of benefits such as special registration fees
at Society meetings and the purchase of SGM
publications at greatly discounted prices. In addition,
Postgraduate Student Members who are resident and
registered for a higher degree in any European Union
country may apply for awards from the President’s
Fund and Postgraduate Conference grants (see 
p. 199 for details) which provide financial assistance
for attendance at scientific meetings.

Undergraduate Membership
■ Undergraduate Membership is open to students
resident and registered for a first degree in the UK or
Republic of Ireland. For the bargain subscription of
£10 Undergraduate Members receive Microbiology
Today and may attend SGM meetings without
payment of a registration fee. Careers advice is also
freely available. However Undergraduate Members
are not eligible for travel or conference grants.

Life Science Careers 2002
■ 2 November 2002 University of Sheffield

■ 16 November 2002 University of Glasgow

■ 30 November 2002 King’s College, London

These all day conferences are for life science
undergraduate (graduating in 2003 or 2004) and
postgraduate students. Each conference includes a
range of talks on career choices and further training,
an exhibition and a CV clinic. Full details and a booking
form were published in the August issue of
Microbiology Today. Don’t miss the chance to attend
the nearest event to your institution – further
information and a booking form are available on the
web at www.uklsc.org/careers2002.htm

Organized by members of the UKLSC, including SGM.

which concerns strains
which harbour mutations
in the S12 subunit of the
30S ribosome and do not
produce carbapenem.
This is very interesting 
as many other species
with mutations at the
same site, such as
Bacillus subtilis, have
been documented to
overproduce antibiotics.
This particular Erwinia
causes significant
economic loss through
soft rot of potatoes, so I
would like to think that my
studies on the regulation
of antibiotic and other
virulence factors 
might help in a better
understanding of the
pathogen and the design
of strategies to prevent
infection.’

What of the future?
Natalie’s plans are
undecided, although she
would like to stay in
science. ‘I imagine that
finding a science-related
job in Cambridge won’t be
too difficult due to the
large number of
molecular biology firms 
in the area. I believe 
that current career
opportunities in
microbiology are
generally good, especially
if you have molecular
biology experience,
although if you want to do
research without yourself
becoming a supervisor,
then no.’


