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Interdisciplinary research project wins funding award for citizen science

The cooperation project MICROBELIX was jointly launched in spring 2023 by researchers from the Helmholtz Institute
for Pharmaceutical Research Saarland (HIPS) and the Naturlandstiftung Saar (NLS). Together, both institutions set out
to compete in the citizen science contest Auf die Plätze! Citizen Science in deiner Stadt. After a public voting phase and
the evaluation by a jury of experts, the MICROBELIX team could claim one of the three winning places and a 50,000 €
prize. The award ceremony took place on September 28, 2023 at the Museum für Naturkunde in Berlin.

As part of the citizen science project MICROBELIX, citizens are encouraged to collect soil samples in near-natural areas
and send them to researchers at HIPS. There, the microbial composition of the samples is closely examined. The data
obtained will subsequently be put to double use: While HIPS is searching for bacteria that produce active ingredients for
research into novel antibiotics, the NLS is primarily interested in information on biodiversity in and on the soil. HIPS is a
site of the Helmholtz Centre for Infection Research in collaboration with Saarland University.

Already in May 2023, MICROBELIX was one of ten projects to qualify for the second phase in the competition Auf die
Plätze! Citizen Science in deiner Stadt. The ten finalists then competed against each other in a public vote, with
MICROBELIX taking first place with over 2,000 public votes. After a further evaluation of the project concept by a jury of
experts, this was enough to be among the three projects that would win 50.000 € each. The funding will be available to
the researchers from HIPS and NLS to put their concept into practice for one year, starting from October 2023. The team
is not short of ideas: "We have financed our previous Citizen Science activities from HIPS funds since 2017," says Dr.
Daniel Krug, a scientist from the Department of Microbial Natural Products at HIPS. "The funding we have now obtained
gives us the opportunity to take the project to the next level. Among other things, we plan to develop and establish a
smartphone app with which participants can register their samples and network with each other. At the same time, this
will make it much easier for us to provide feedback to citizens on what we've been able to discover in their samples."

During the project period, guided tours through areas managed by NLS are also planned. During these hikes, interested
people can collect their own soil samples and receive information on the topics of biodiversity, antibiotics research and
species conservation from employees of NLS and HIPS. "We want to reach people who are interested in either
antibiotics research or nature conservation and then get them interested in the other topic through our project," says
Maike Lauer, research associate at NLS. "To this end, we try to involve the citizens as actively as possible in the project.
So the participants not only receive relevant first-hand information, but can also get creatively involved in our project -
for example, by designing and building "bacteria traps" on their own." NLS curator Roland Krämer emphasizes: "Above
all, the topic of biodiversity and the associated decline in species diversity is close to the heart of the NLS as Germany's
oldest nature conservation foundation. We are very excited to see what we can learn from our Saarland soil and the
traces of living creatures it contains."

The scientific director of HIPS, Prof. Rolf Müller, confirms that the project is by no means just a gimmick: "For our
research, it makes no difference whether a soil sample was collected by experts or laymen, we have already tested that.
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This means that in every soil sample we have the chance to discover a new substance that could be developed into a
novel antibiotic and thus potentially save the lives of many people." Interested people can visit www.microbelix.de to
request their own free sample collection kit and participate in the project. More information on guided tours and other
activities related to the project will also be announced on the project website.

Please follow the link for the press release:
https://www.helmholtz-hzi.de/en/news-events/news/view/article/complete/microbelix-erobert-das-saarland/

Helmholtz Institute for Pharmaceutical Research Saarland:
The Helmholtz Institute for Pharmaceutical Research Saarland (HIPS) in Saarbrücken was founded jointly by the
Helmholtz Centre for Infection Research and Saarland University in 2009. The scientists at HIPS are particularly
researching new active substances against infectious diseases, optimising them for use in humans and investigating
how they can best be transported to their site of action in the human body. www.helmholtz-hips.de

Naturlandstiftung Saar:
The Naturlandstiftung Saar (NLS) is the oldest German nature conservation foundation. The NLS has set itself the goal
to preserve the species richness of plants and animals of our Saarland homeland and to protect, maintain and develop
the diversity of habitats. For this purpose, the foundation acquires ecologically valuable areas and establishes a network
of protected areas.

Helmholtz Centre for Infection Research:
Scientists at the Helmholtz Centre for Infection Research (HZI) in Braunschweig and other locations in Germany study
bacterial and viral infections and the body's defence mechanisms. They have in-depth expertise in natural product
research and its use as a valuable source for novel anti-infectives. As a member of the Helmholtz Association and the
German Centre for Infection Research (DZIF), the HZI conducts translational research to lay the foundations for the
development of novel therapies and vaccines against infectious diseases. www.helmholtz-hzi.de
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The Microbelix team at the award ceremony at the Museum für Naturkunde in Berlin.
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