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Zurich, 27 April 2016

Four researchers from ETH Zurich have been awarded the prestigious ERC Ad-
vanced Grants. Over the next five years, their projects will receive about CHF
12.7 million in funding from the European Research Council.

The ERC Advanced Grants are among the most coveted awards in the European Research Area, as
only projects from established researchers are supported by the European Research Council (ERC).
Successful applicants receive significant financial support in addition to reputational honour. The ap-
proved projects will receive somewhere between CHF 2.2 million and CHF 3.8 million over a period of
five years.

Seventeen researchers from ETH Zurich applied for the ERC Advanced Grant, of whom 88% ad-
vanced to the second call for proposals; more than half of these were rated as ‘excellent’ (category A),
thus meeting the grant criteria. Ultimately, the grant decision depends on many factors, such as the
total funds available to the ERC and the amount allocated to each individual researcher. Those ETH
researchers who just missed out this year therefore have a good chance of success at the next call for
proposals.

ETH must remain attractive

The winning projects came from research fields in which ETH Zurich holds a leading position; for ex-
ample, physics, material sciences and the earth sciences. The intensive research efforts in the even
newer field of biosystems have proven fruitful as well. This fits well with ETH Zurich’s strategy, which
is to break new ground in medical research. “For me, these grants are proof of the outstanding calibre
of professors appointed at ETH,” says Professor Detlef Glinther, Vice President of Research and Cor-
porate Relations at ETH Zurich. “In order to stay ahead of the European competition in future, ETH
must remain sufficiently attractive so that the world’s top talent come to learn, teach and research at
this university.”
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Promise of full participation

The signing of the Croatia Protocol by the Federal Council in March, and the decisive acceptance of
the agreement by the National Council yesterday have increased Switzerland’s chances of full partici-
pation in the Horizon 2020 research programme. Glnther stressed that this full participation is essen-
tial to the higher education landscape in Switzerland. “ERC grants reflect the achievements of individ-
ual researchers. Exclusion from the application process might deter talented individuals from coming
to Switzerland, and the Swiss research community would suffer greatly as a result.”

The following researchers have been awarded ERC Advanced Grants (in alphabetical order)

Charalampos Anastasiou is a Professor of Theoretical Particle Physics. His research focuses on
making theoretical predictions for the measurements taken during experiments at the LHC particle
accelerator at CERN. Six years ago, he received an ERC Starting Grant in order to develop mathe-
matical and computational methods for simulating particle collisions at the LHC. Now, with the ERC
Advanced Grant, he can continue and expand this work. He aims to develop even more accurate sim-
ulations which match the precision of a broader spectrum of experimental observations of the creation
of the Higgs boson and other particles. Ultimately, Anastasiou hopes that some of these observations
will not be explained by the simulations and the standard model of particle physics, and that this will
lead to the discovery of new physics laws.

Manfred Fiebig, a Professor at the Department of Materials, specialises in researching novel materi-
als with internal magnetic and electrical ordering, known as multiferroics. These materials are often
produced in the laboratory as thin layers using a vapour-deposition process (pulsed laser deposition).
At present, the materials’ magnetic and electrical properties can only be investigated once the produc-
tion process is complete and nothing more can be altered. In his ERC project, Fiebig intends to devel-
op a new laser characterization technique to track these properties in real time during the manufactur-
ing process. By adapting the growth parameters during the deposition process, the performance of the
thin-film systems can be continuously optimized for best technological performance. Such materials
could become the basis of novel magneto-electric sensors, device components or data storage media.

Andreas Hierlemann is a Professor at the Department of Biosystems Science and Engineering of
ETH Zurich in Basel. His research focuses on developing microelectronic systems that can be used to
address biomedical questions experimentally. In his ERC project, advanced integrated microelectronic
chips will be applied to study the electrophysiology of neural networks in cell culture at unprecedented
spatial and temporal scales. On the spatial scale, the technique will enable the simultaneous recording
of electrical activity of small subcellular components and of entire networks comprised of large num-
bers of neuronal cells. The temporal scale will extend from milliseconds of individual nerve impulses to
weeks and months of long-lasting development processes. The project seeks to provide insights into
neuronal behavior that are relevant for researching neurological diseases and developing information
processing systems with neuronal architectures.

Johan Robertsson is a Professor in the Department of Earth Sciences. Robertsson researches how

seismic waves propagate and how they can be used to determine the structure and composition of the
Earth’s interior. For his ERC project, he intends to develop a fundamentally new approach for studying
at a laboratory scale how seismic waves propagate in various Earth materials. The ETH professor will
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build up a new wave experimentation system comprising an experimental part and a computer simula-
tion. These two parts are so closely interwoven by sensors and actuators that seismic wavefields can
propagate seamlessly from the experiment into the simulation, and back. The new experimentation
system should enable the demonstration of complete time reversal of physical waves in three dimen-
sions, for the first time. Potential applications of the findings include characterizing geothermal, fossil
fuel or CO, reservoirs and, in medicine, breaking up stones in the gallbladder or kidneys.

Further information

ETH Zurich
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