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MG: Mark Green, former head of Administration at EMBL-EBI 
JT: Participant, Janet Thornton, former Director of EMBL-EBI and current EMBL-EBI 
Research Group Leader 
[??? At XX:XX] = inaudible word or section at this time 
 

MG: My name is Mark Green. This is Thursday 19th July 2018 and I’m in the Pompeian 
Room in Hinxton Hall on the Wellcome Genome Campus where EMBL-EBI is 
based and I’m about to do an interview as part of the oral histories programme of 
the EMBL Archive, with Janet Thornton, and I’d just like to ask Janet to introduce 
herself and to say a bit about her life before EMBL. 

JT: So, this is Janet Thornton. I am a scientific researcher and my interests have been 
in biological macromolecular structures and understanding really the molecular 
basis of life. Before I joined EMBL-EBI as Director in 2001 I had been an academic 
in the UK for the past 25 years. I joined from University College London, where I 
was Professor of the Biomolecular Structure and Modelling Unit. My interest in 
joining EBI was very much because my research had always involved the analysis 
of biomolecular data, in particular the three-dimensional coordinates of protein 
structures.  

 But I saw the potential for somewhere like the EBI to have a huge impact on the 
collection, the curation and the dissemination of biomolecular data. The reason I 
was so interested was because my research had involved a lot of collection, 
curation and interpretation of structural data so my research was always data-led. 
And these days it would be called using deep-mining techniques to explore protein 
structure, but then it was called structural bioinformatics. 

I thought that integrating data was critical because in a way I’d always worked at 
the interface between physics, I was an undergraduate physicist, the biology, the 
chemistry and leading to medicine and agriculture, and so I really wanted to join 
together those different perspectives by collecting the different types of data and 
allowing them to be appropriately integrated, and the opportunity to lead the EBI 
and to have the potential to influence how this integration happened was an 
opportunity I couldn’t really resist. 
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MG: So, how did you come, or become director? Did you reply to an advert, was it head 
hunting? 

JT: So when the EBI was established, I was already deeply involved in the Protein 
Databank, which was probably the first biomolecular database that had been 
established in 1973, about, and we had had problems with collecting the data and 
making it accessible worldwide. This was a global database that was looked after 
completely in the US and over the previous three or four years I’d been an advisor, 
and there were big concerns because the process that was being used wasn’t 
automated, it was hand curation <5:00> completely, and many of the modern tools, 
some of which we developed in my group to actually process and handle the data, 
should have been being applied to the Protein Databank and they weren’t. And 
there was a move in Europe to establish a separate Protein Databank and I felt this 
was not appropriate at all, that we certainly needed a European arm of the PDB as 
it was called, and that I would do what I could to both prevent a splitting of the data 
but also allowing the European end to evolve. So I was … I can’t remember the 
exact sequence of events but I was invited to join EBI when it was established, as 
a consultant, and Graham Cameron asked if I would draft a proposal to the 
Wellcome Trust to support the PDB – what is now the PDBe, the PDB in Europe, 
so I drafted that application and Graham submitted it and there was funding for 
establishing a team for looking after macromolecular data, i.e. the PDB in Europe. 
So I used to come regularly, once a month, to visit EBI and to help, advise … look 
after to some extent, the PDB team at the EBI.  

 And at one point Graham Cameron sat me down and said, ‘Oh Janet, we are 
having trouble finding a director.’ <Laughs> ‘Is there any chance you might be 
interested to apply?’ And I thought, ‘Oh no! I’m quite happy at EBI thank you and I 
enjoy my research and this would be a big responsibility.’ But I went home and 
thought about it and thought, well maybe I should. In part, I guess, because I was 
arrogant enough to think, “Well, if somebody else did it and made a mess of it I’d 
be cross that I hadn’t at least applied.” So I sort of applied for the position 
<chuckles>. It was rather informal in my memory, and I was invited to go to 
Heidelberg for an interview with Fotis Kafatos. I prepared very carefully a plan for 
how I saw the EBI should develop. However, it was clear from Fotis that his main 
goal was to convince me that EBI was a wonderful place and that I should join, so 
after two hours having said very little <laughs> I left and went home and thought 
well, that was interesting! 

MG: And Fotis was the Director General. 

JT: Fotis was the Director General in Heidelberg and in fact Fotis and Iain Mattaj, who 
became the next Director General, were the two people interviewing me in 
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Heidelberg and I was frankly very surprised to be asked if I would become the 
Director and I was very unsure. And I was very unsure because it meant leaving 
the environment in which I was next-door neighbour with practicing structural 
molecular biologists who were generating the protein structures and data that were 
the basis of my research. And I wasn’t sure that I wanted to join an institution, EBI, 
which is completely dry. So in the end, after another discussion, I met Iain Mattaj in 
London and he said, ‘Janet, you really need to decide.’ And eventually I agreed to 
join EBI on a five-year secondment, because I thought this may not work out at all, 
and I may wish to return to my roots as it were. 

 However … so I joined in September I think, or October, 2001 and I didn’t have a 
clue what I was taking on at that stage! <Laughs> Oh dear! Where angels fear to 
tread! So it was quite a shock. However … throughout all <10:00> the time I was 
here and am here, I remain convinced, absolutely convinced of the importance of 
looking after and making the data available from what is publicly funded research 
and is there for the progress of science and for our better understanding of life and 
the molecules of life. 

MG: So you were talking about coming into the Institute and it being a bit of a shock. 
What kind of things did you find that you weren’t expecting? 

JT: I don’t think I had understood the structure of EMBL when I joined. Of course I 
knew it on paper, but knowing on paper and understanding it in practice is quite 
different. And so that was one thing that I had to learn and Graham was obviously 
very helpful to explain to me the dos and don’ts of life in EMBL! The other thing, I 
think I was a little bit surprised because it was a pretty … <pause> if I could say 
male-dominated culture, and I had been used, in structural biology, for it being a 
mixed culture, because of the history of structural biology, where women 
crystallographers, led first initially by Dorothy Hodgkin, were really key players in 
the field. But at EBI it was an informatics institute and a very technical institute and 
almost all of the PIs were male with very few senior female voices.  

 And of course I missed my collaborators back at UCL, and in fact to this day 
continue to collaborate with them.  

I think the other difference was obviously it’s a huge difference to leading a small 
group or a unit, to leading a whole institution, even if it is only part of a big 
institution, it’s still a big task. So all the issues of administration, building problems, 
working on the Wellcome Trust Genome Campus that was a hive of activity but 
really just beginning, buildings were being built etc. and coming into this 
environment from working in Gower Street, right in the centre of London, was very 
different. So geographically it was very different. Also in London I had so many 
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connections that I really had to build from scratch when coming out here. The great 
thing for me was that my Group came with me and so I kept that research base, 
which was really critical actually, in those early years, which I found quite 
challenging.  

The other big difference of course is being part of a European, international 
organisation rather than a UK university. And that, I have to say, has been a delight 
from day one. Learning how other countries run their science, working with a very 
international cast, although that’s true actually in any part of academia today, but 
getting to know, as colleagues, people from all over Europe and seeing them 
regularly and working together as a team, to build the strategy for the whole 
organisation, has been one of the great pleasures of being Director of the Institute.  

The other thing was that in some ways it was a very small Institute. At the time I 
joined, EBI had probably less than 200 people I think. 

MG: Probably around 170, something of that nature. 

JT: Yeah. So, and we had some administration, ably led by Mark who’s now 
interviewing me! <15:00> But much of the administration was in Germany and 
understanding how best to make those links between administration, between the 
science, between the personalities work was, and remains, the important challenge 
for EMBL which is a distributed infrastructure by design. 

 But it brings huge advantages, I think, by being distributed, by having sites in many 
different countries, well five different countries now, because you get different 
views, you get different ways of doing things and hopefully EMBL can evolve and 
adapt the very best of those different ways. But the size of it was small compared 
with UCL, so actually having administrators who I knew personally, compared with 
UCL where it was a huge jungle of administration, was really great, because one 
could work closely to best develop the systems. It’s challenging but it was fun, I 
think. I hope Mark agrees! <Laughs> 

MG: Absolutely, yes, certainly fun! 

 You talked about geographical change, and of course the Genome Campus is 
closer to Cambridge than it is to London. Did you feel when you arrived here that it 
had more of a Cambridge focus than a European or was it all combined? 

JT: Actually when I joined the EBI was pretty isolated in the UK. It had only been here 
for … I guess six years, but … and it had developed strong links with the Sanger 
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Institute, next-door, which was also new, just established a year before EBI was 
established, but nevertheless I think the focus within the Institute when I joined was 
very much EMBL rather than UK or even wider Europe.  

 And one of the key things that happened when I joined was that the Research 
Councils in the UK opened up to allow EBI faculty to apply for research grants, and 
that has had, I think, probably the most effect in generating strong relationships 
with people in the UK.  

 I also think it was quite an interesting time and place because the human genome 
was determined in 2001, the year I joined, a third of that sequence had been 
determined by the Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute, and EBI was this small 
institution whose role wasn’t quite understood, that had somehow been flown in 
from Heidelberg, that most of the people in the UK were hardly aware of in some 
ways, and didn’t really understand how this was going to play out with their own 
visions for the future. And as a very much long-standing member of the UK 
academic community, I think it was probably helpful that I already had those links 
and hopefully I’ve enabled links to broader UK as part of my role here as Director. I 
think there is the other aspect, that in a way EBI at times felt that it was stuck 
between a rock and a hard place because we had, at that stage, much larger 
Sanger Institute here on the ground, <20:00> at the Wellcome Trust Genome 
Campus, on the other side we had the much larger EMBL faculty in Heidelberg. 
Both of those in some ways felt that they controlled us.  

 And it was quite a narrow line to walk between …and frankly the people in the 
Sanger didn’t really understand what it meant that we were a European 
organisation. And sometimes … well, acted accordingly! <Laughs> So developing 
the way that we worked with, and this has happened very much over the last, I 
guess the last ten years, we’ve developed these links both with the Sanger where 
we have ESPODS, which are funding schemes to fund joint post docs between EBI 
and Sanger, and then EBPODs which were our joint post docs between ourselves 
and the University of Cambridge, the medical part. And that’s a sort of a young 
institution maturing and developing its links.  

MG: So you’ve talked about the Institute as part of a European organisation but of 
course not one that was part of the European Commission. 

JT: Absolutely not, no. But was funded considerably by the European Commission. 
And at one stage in fact, just before I joined, there had been a big upset because 
the Commission decided that they would not fund any grants to EMBL. And EBI, 
ever since it was set up, had more than 50% of its funding coming from the 
Commission, and so fortunately the Commission backed down and agreed to fund 
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and there as a big, big grant from the Commission that helped to fund our service 
activities over the next five years, which was incredibly helpful. 

 I think one of the other things is that I’ve already mentioned our interactions with 
the UK Research Councils and that allowed us to diversify our source of funding 
from not just the Commission but also from UK research and from the Wellcome 
Trust, so the Wellcome Trust, who built the first EBI building, have remained great 
supporters of both our services and our research. 

MG: And then we’ve also been very successful in attracting funds coming in from United 
States, from the NIH and from other sources. 

JT: Indeed, and that speaks to the global stature of the services that we offer from EBI. 
So indeed the US does fund some of our big resources especially Uniprot, 
because it is the global database for protein sequence data. 

MG: So it sounds like there must have been a hard task trying to balance being Director 
with talking to all the funding bodies and agencies and persuading them that this is 
where they should be investing their money. 

JT: Indeed! <Laughs> This is part of being Director, that you are responsible for raising 
external funding which of course requires raising the profile of the institution on, as 
a minimum, a European scale but actually also on a global scale. And at times I 
almost felt like a salesman frankly! <Laughs> Which isn’t my forte, but fortunately 
we were quite successful in what we were trying to achieve. But I think that my 
willingness to do that really does reflect my total conviction that the services that 
EBI offers and the research that we do really does underpin life science research 
globally. 

MG: When you came in <25:00> as Director, did you have an overall strategic sense of 
where you wanted to take the Institute?  

JT: Well I made a statement actually, it was at the time of Tony Blair, or just after, and 
his mantra had been education, education, education, as many UK people will 
recognise, and when I arrived I said my mantra would be integration, integration, 
integration, because the data separately are powerful but together they are world-
beating. I think I would actually modify that statement in the light of where we are 
today, so that I would say you need integration for a purpose and in fact the Open 
Targets Initiative, which is integrating data for the explicit purpose of recognising 
potential drug targets and rank ordering them, scoring them, is a wonderful 
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example of integration for a purpose, and I think that’s when the integration of data 
helps most.  

 Another thing I wanted to do was very much to bring in the small molecules of life 
as well as the big molecules of life. So we had DNA, the nucleotide archive, we 
had proteins, the protein archive, Uniprot and PDB, but we had nothing on the 
small molecules, and they, from the beginning actually, were the things that 
scientists were able to handle, and so I’m very pleased that we’ve set up chemistry 
resources exactly to address that problem, which of course is extremely relevant, 
both for developing new small molecule therapeutics and also for agrichemicals. 
So that was one thing that I was really keen on. The other thing I was really keen 
on was this link with medical research. And when I joined I made some tentative 
reaching out to local and national medical institutions. I think, in retrospect, it was a 
little bit premature, because they were not ready. They knew it was important, or 
they felt it might be important, but they weren’t ready to actually commit money to 
doing this. And that has clearly changed over the last twenty years, without a 
doubt, so that now they come to us rather than us having to reach out to them. So 
that’s been a shift and I think that’s simply because the science has moved to the 
point where it really can inform medical care and medicines, and it perhaps wasn’t 
quite there at the point when I joined. 

MG: So we mentioned earlier that when you joined the Institute was quite small. By the 
time you stepped down as Director in 2014, it was over 600 people. This is huge 
growth. How did you manage that growth? 

JT: Well, I should say the growth occurred because we had a major increase in our 
core funding from EMBL, which Iain Mattaj gave us. And that was absolutely critical 
because it allowed us to grow into these new areas and to perhaps think a bit more 
ambitiously. And it also gave us more staff to apply for grants, so that we could 
grow these new resources, and of course part of that growth came from the 
absolute dedication of the staff who were employed at EBI and, not only dedication 
but excellence, so that they were competitive worldwide. So how did we manage 
the growth? Well actually managing growth in a way is easier than managing stasis 
because … <sighs> There are always new ideas in research and you want to 
follow those new ideas but if you are a <30:00> fixed number of staff, then if you 
follow new ideas you have to stop old ideas, and so during that growth period, 
which lasted until I think about 2011, we had to develop new organisational modes 
within the Institute, and at first there was a bit of resistance to doing so, in my 
memory. But we did eventually set up something called the Strategic Management 
Committee, which was a smaller group of people. We had regular meetings of the 
faculty but this group was already 25 and it was far too big to actually make any 
decisions and so in order to really develop the strategy going forward, we needed a 
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smaller, senior group who could take the strategic planning and the strategic 
decisions. So that was very important and that committee remains today. In fact 
there is another committee as well, as the Institute has grown and grown. 

 The other thing that, in terms of managing growth, was of course finding seats to 
put people, so that people could have reasonable accommodation, which required 
applying for funding for buildings, and I have to say in this, with Mark sitting 
opposite me, Mark was really the key driver and implementer of our strategy to 
acquire new accommodation. And our first step was to build the East Wing, and 
then our second step was to build the South Building.  

 So the first was funded by the Wellcome Trust and the second was funded by the 
UK Research Councils, mainly led by the BBSRC. And that negotiation of course 
was a negotiation, and a big lobbying effort, but it was also, building any new 
building is a huge administrative task, I mean huge, and trying to plan what we 
needed and how we used the building, actually even before we had any new 
building we redesigned the inside of the current building quite considerably, and we 
also importantly got access to the Sanger’s computing facility. And that was again 
critical. It released space within our old building, but it also gave us really good 
compute space, I mean gold-plated compute space, that we really could not have 
developed without access to that. And fundamentally, although we paid for the 
machines, we didn’t pay for the accommodation, so that was a wonderful – one of 
the enormously positive advantages of being on this site and working closely with 
the Sanger Institute.  

The other big thing that happened in my mind was developing our public 
engagement strategy from the Institute. And that involves both external and 
internal communication and one realises that as an institution grows, developing 
good internal communications is just as important as developing good external 
communications. And so we established a really excellent public engagement team 
despite my initial concerns in trying to recruit people, we eventually found a perfect 
structure, I think, and employed the right people to lead that team, that has gone 
on and helped us in many, many different ways to convince funders and improve 
our profile worldwide. 

I think also, over the time actually, our relationships with the Sanger Institute have 
improved massively. <35:00> I think for me personally, because when Mike 
Stratton took over he was a very good person to work with and we could discuss 
common strategies and come up with a memo of understanding about how we 
would work together, and I think that is going from strength to strength and has 
been probably the single most important factor in EBI’s success.  
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The other part is improving the relationships between our administration on the 
ground here and in the central lab in Heidelberg, and this is a difficult task because 
it requires day-to-day interaction using the same systems, using the same payroll 
etc. etc. And because EBI was growing so quickly we had huge need for excellent 
HR, for good contract drafting, all of these things, which put enormous burdens on 
Heidelberg that perhaps they weren’t so used to, and the sort of people we were 
employing here were different from the students and postdoc that absolutely 
dominate in Heidelberg, and so developing the process for recruitment, the 
process for interview, the process for employing people, these different people with 
different criteria, was very important.  

MG: So what’s different about these people?  

JT: These people usually do not come, there is a part, not all but part of the Service 
Teams are generally software engineers who have little, if any, knowledge of 
biology, who often come from industry, who are not academics and have no 
intention of being academics, and for some of them it’s a job rather than a 
vocation. Now that, actually, is not true of hardly any of them. For most of them it is 
absolutely a vocation, and they love working at the EBI because they feel they are 
contributing to the progress of science and our understanding of life. But that said, 
they have different needs. Of course anybody moving, and of course many of our 
employees come from worldwide, and so moving into a new country, a new 
location, requires onsite support and as we grew more people, that task grew 
bigger and bigger, and so our HR team has had to grow, our administration team 
has had to grow, all the time keeping those really good links with Heidelberg.  

 And the other issue is of course, along with everywhere in EMBL we have our nine-
year rule, and that is exceptional in the workplace. And so in academia people 
move round all the time, the same is not true for many software engineers, for 
example. Although frankly they move just as much now as academics, but in 
principle they have a job that they go to, and so when one thinks about their career 
track it’s very important to have, for them, visible promotions during the nine years 
that they’re at EMBL, to show future employers that they have progressed during 
their time at EMBL and developed, they’ve developed new skills, so we have to 
carry on training them. And also software engineers, in a way, are fortunate in that 
they can be employed in almost any sector of the economy. The same is not true 
of data curators in biology. When EBI started this was not a recognised career 
track at all. And so when people were coming to the end of their nine-year contract, 
<40:00> very often there would not be any jobs to which they could easily apply.  

 I’m happy to say that over the course of the last 20 years that has changed 
considerably, led in great part by people from EBI and our collaborators across 
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Europe, to create a career track for these curators who really are incredibly 
knowledgeable about what they curate, but have a very specific role that is not in 
every sector by any means. But the job market for them is growing, I think as we 
speak, because people recognise the value of having these knowledgeable people.   

MG: So the software engineers, developers, curators, typically were part of the service 
teams. And the research groups were separate entities. 

JT: Yes 

MG: And the impression that I had was there was quite a difference between research 
groups and how they acted with inside of EMBL, interacted with each other, and 
how the service teams did. 

JT: So the role of the service teams is very much that they do not personally own their 
services. So when they leave somebody else has to come in and run that service. 
Research in research groups is very different. It is very much … trying to discover 
new things, and that means taking new paths all the time and the people who do it, 
the pre-docs and the postdocs, are there in part to be trained to be the scientists of 
the future, both in academia and in industry. And so they are much younger, with 
fewer ties, often without families, and their terms and conditions inevitably … it’s 
not their terms and conditions, their needs are different from the needs of 
somebody who is perhaps ten years older, with a family, who has a lifetime career 
to consider and knows that after nine years they have to find another job. Of 
course the young researchers know this is only a stepping stone to their future 
career but this is a well-worn track; they know what’s involved, and really it’s the 
same in EMBL as it is in any other research group in a university or an institution. 
So that career track is well-understood by the people involved. I think EMBL is 
probably a novel experience for many of the service people who lead us – sorry, 
who are involved in the teams. 

MG: And I would guess it’s also quite a novel experience for a Director of a research 
institute who’s got a background in research to have such a significant number of 
people and significant strength coming out of service teams who are operating 
differently.  

JT: Yes, I guess it is different. <Pause> But in the end, if you believe in the service 
mission of the EBI, then you understand what is required to deliver that service 
mission, which is different than what is required to deliver frontier research. And so 
different people for different roles and everybody has their strengths and 
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weaknesses, and it’s a case of finding the right niche for the individuals. I think that 
applies either in academic or in industry.  

MG: Did you feel it was important for the services and research to cooperate with each 
other, to understand each other, or could they stand alone?  

JT: So I think it is very important that they understand each other, that they respect 
each other as equal partners, and that they work together where appropriate. But I 
do think there is a clear distinction between <45:00> an individual whose primary 
purpose is to deliver the service, from one whose primary purpose is to deliver 
research. And I think people need to be aware of that distinction, because it’s an 
important one. And when one is being reviewed, as we are regularly in EMBL, 
different criteria apply to those two different strands, and so publications, as 
always, will be very important for researchers. The service teams, publications are 
still important but they aren’t the most important thing. The most important thing is 
the delivery of the service and the use of the service by the community.  

MG: Did you ever worry about the four-yearly reviews? 

JT: <Laughs> Of course, yes! If I didn’t worry I would be a disaster! 

MG: So these are the four-year reviews carried out by the Scientific Advisory 
Committee. 

JT: Yes, so every four years in EMBL we are reviewed and in the first years we were 
reviewed jointly as an institute, but as we got larger and of course we remain one 
unit within EMBL, and all the other units, of course, are reviewed as individual 
units, but with 670 people, one cannot review them in one review process, not least 
because the criteria should be different for researchers and service people. So 
initially I think the challenge was to try to explain to our reviewers, actually that the 
service teams have different missions, and that the research teams were genuine 
researchers who were not there to deliver a service. And so making this distinction 
was quite challenging in the early years. And now of course it’s much better 
because we’ve separated the service review from the research review. So the 
research review can follow the normal EMBL processes and criteria. The service 
review we have had to develop our own criteria as we have moved forward, and 
Rolf Apweiler and Ewan Birney, the current directors, were both deeply involved in 
that process, which I think is going well and is absolutely the way to do it going 
forward. But one always worries, deeply, about external review. It is part and parcel 
of a scientist’s life. It’s probably a part and parcel of everybody’s life in their work. 
You have to be reviewed and you have to do it well, and actually it was quite 
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interesting, so as Director my main concern regardless was for the Institute and my 
colleagues. When I stepped down as being Director, which I did in 2015, I was 
much more nervous about my own research, which in the past had only got rather 
superficial attention for the review, because my concerns were always stronger for 
the overview rather than for my own, individual position. But that’s how it goes! 
<Laughs> 

MG: Did you ever have an outcome for a review where you thought ooh, I wish they 
hadn’t said that! 

JT: Generally no. I have to say, over all the years, nothing in particular springs to mind. 
I think the only challenges were where the reviewers confused the research and 
the services, and they demanded that a researcher deliver a service or vice versa, 
that a service deliver frontier research. So that was probably the biggest challenge.  

 I really don’t … although they are big events in EMBL life and in any EMBL faculty, 
the external review is the time when you bring together all your work for the 
previous four years and try to present it in a cohesive and convincing way, and 
that’s always a challenge <50:00> and always somewhat nerve-wracking. 

MG: Did you feel that all your colleagues were seeing it in the same kind of way or as 
the same importance? 

JT: I think once people have been at EMBL for a few years they begin to understand 
the importance of these external reviews. The only time I’ve seen a person not take 
it seriously was a person who had only very recently joined and thought it really 
didn’t affect … their review, and that was not well-received by the reviewers, I have 
to say!  

MG: And with their next review, assuming there was one – 

JT: Absolutely fine! There was no problem whatsoever. It was just a misunderstanding 
by that person of the importance of these reviews. 

MG: We’ve talked for a fair amount of time without mentioning the ELIXIR word. 

JT: <Laughs> I was wondering when that would arise! And we laugh because it was 
such a big part of both of our lives for … really the last nine or ten years of when I 
was Director, and this started out as a lot of work, I understand, from our Director 
General, Fotis Kafatos, to make sure that the life sciences were included in the 
roadmap for infrastructures in Europe and that a pan-European bioinformatics 
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infrastructure was an important part. And it was decided that this was an important 
part, and that EBI, i.e. myself and Graham Cameron, would deliver <laughs>. So 
this was, again, a totally new experience. I would say it was just as big a change as 
moving from UCL to EBI; moving from not only being Director of EBI but trying to 
coordinate ELIXIR, as it became known, across Europe. So in many ways I used to 
joke with Iain Mattaj that he had an easier job than me, because the EMBL 
structure and constitution and rules and regs was all established. ELIXIR was an 
open book and it was really trying to establish something a little bit like EMBL but 
different, but across the whole of Europe, and bring on board all the member 
states, all the scientists, all the competing factions within each country, and to get 
funding for it. So that was a major part of my last years as Director, to do that. And 
it involved a huge amount of travelling. I learnt a huge amount about science 
across Europe and how differently it’s administered. I also learnt how difficult it is in 
the large countries to get scientists, especially maybe bioinformaticians, to agree 
with each other and come up with a common strategy, and to develop a structure 
that would allow ELIXIR, this infrastructure across Europe, to be delivered. What 
were the important things; who was going to do them; how would we pay for it? 
These were all completely open issues at the beginning. And so with a set of 
colleagues from around Europe who became great friends, we set out to really 
establish this structure, and I have to say I would never have done this in a million 
years had I not been at EMBL. It is, I think, one of the requirements of being a 
scientist at EMBL, that one helps to coordinate science across Europe, and I also 
could not have done it without the knowledge of running an international 
organisation like EMBL that’s embodied in the EMBL staff. And that goes for Mark 
Green locally, who really helped with developing the business case and trying to 
understand what would be required and our UK colleagues in funding <55:00> 
agencies were very important there, especially Alf Game. And also 
Silke Schumacher in Heidelberg who understood the structure of EMBL, which at 
times seems very baroque, but I came to understand that actually the structure of 
EMBL is brilliant. Not least because it totally separates the science and the politics, 
and that has been, I think, an important factor in its success. The scientists, the 
Director General and the senior scientists in EMBL make the decisions about the 
future science which EMBL is going to deliver; science and services. The political 
discussions in Council, which are incredibly important but nevertheless they are 
separate from the scientific aspects. Now understanding that and trying to set up 
ELIXIR in a similar structure was really helpful, I think. And I think it’s part of the 
reason that ELIXIR has continued. It was Niklas Blomberg became the first 
Director of ELIXIR and has taken it from strength to strength, and I think it involved 
the efforts of a huge number of people across Europe and still does, but I think it is 
evolving into something which will prove its worth in the years to come. 
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MG: And clearly what you had in terms of ELIXIR is, at least in part, a very political role, 
where you’re talking to various scientific communities inside a particular country 
and what should be on the roadmap and so on. 

JT: That’s right. Indeed, that was … but one didn’t do it alone. So that the process that 
we evolved was that we talked to the scientists within the country, for each country, 
if we were invited we first talked to the scientists, and encouraged them to come up 
with their priorities and what they wanted to do and what they wanted to put in and 
get out of ELIXIR, and then together we went to their funding agencies and talked 
to the funders. And actually one of the main, I think one of the chief deliverables, if 
you like, of ELIXIR, has been to help within our countries, to help the scientists 
come together and create a structure nationally, and that should not be 
underestimated, and to gain funding for that national structure, but to do it in a way 
that it is part of the pan-European structure. So for me it was very much a learning 
experience again.  

MG: I remember you coming back from some very lively meetings in Greece. 

JT: <Laughs> Indeed. And maybe Greece wasn’t the only place. Because people care 
desperately about what they do and often national and local rivalries are stronger 
than international rivalries, as we’ve seen in recent times in the political 
development of Europe. And so this first step of getting the scientists together to 
agree their strategy, because ELIXIR does not dictate what any country will give or 
receive, if you like. What it does is to facilitate the planning of that strategy, if you 
like, the planning of their national roadmap. And very often maybe we would, in 
retrospect, have visited a country prematurely when the scientists needed to talk 
together before we tried to talk with their funders. But these things take time, a long 
time, and so ELIXIR first started in … my first emails were 2006, and all that time it 
took to establish it. It was eventually established in I’m not quite sure when now, 
2014, 2012? 

MG: 2012.  

JT: Yeah. Took time and still takes time. <60:00> There are many countries which still 
are not really strategically properly organised, I think.  

MG: So I want to ask you a question about the beach at Southwold and how important 
you thought it was. 

JT: <Laughs> So part of our EMBL-EBI ritual was that, I don’t know whether you did it 
before I came, I don’t know, but we had … 



 

16 

 

<Interruption> 

 We had retreats of the faculty, and Graham Cameron, our co-Director, was very 
keen on sailing and well knew the east coast of the UK and we used to go to 
Southwold, we went probably four times to Southwold, which is a small resort on 
the east coast of the UK, with a very windy beach I would say! <Laughs> Could be 
called bleak, but is also a very charming village, a very, very charming village. It 
boasts a brewery which some of our members appreciated strongly! And we would 
go and have just really two days retreat to talk about strategy and of course use 
stick-its and have the walls covered with stick-its to try and develop a common 
strategy for the Institute. And those were f – and the way this worked was that we 
would be told what the challenges were and we would break into groups and go for 
walks along the beach, and the beach also had a very nice pier, beautiful old pier, 
with very old … in the UK the piers always had … I don’t know, what would you call 
them? Slot machines where you put money in and they did something and this pier 
had very, very old versions from the last century  that were very nice to look at, and 
it was wonderful to walk along the pier. 

 I should say also that on occasions the weather was so bad that we would retreat 
to the café on the pier just to have our discussions, because it was impossible to 
hear each other on the beach. But these were bonding exercises I think one would 
describe them as. And at that stage we were quite a smallish faculty, probably 25. 
Now the faculty is I don’t know how many, I suspect it’s 50 or almost 50, and sadly 
at one point we had to stop going to Southwold because the hotel was not big 
enough to accommodate us all. But it was a very wonderful place to get together, 
to meet and to talk and to think about the strategic questions for the future and 
listen to everybody’s views on that. 

MG: At the beginning of the interview you talked about coming into the EBI and one of 
the comments you made was what a male institute it was. When you left, was it 
different? 

JT: Well, I’m still here, Mark. 

MG: When you stepped down as Director. 

JT: When I stepped down – so today it is still only 40% female. We have a larger 
fraction of senior … so when I joined I don’t know what that number was actually 
because at those days we didn’t collect these statistics. One of the big things that’s 
happened is that we’ve become much more professional in the way that we’ve 
gathered data about equality and diversity, both gender and ethnic, and I think 
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that’s really very important because I have to say when I joined, the last thing on 
my mind was gender and ethnic diversity. The mantra of EMBL as a whole has 
always been the recruitment of excellence, which I embrace fully, but I think now in 
retrospect I probably should have done more to promote gender equality <65:00> 
at the beginning of my stay. I naively thought that by being a woman, who was the 
Director, that was a sufficient signal to encourage other women to apply. Very 
sadly, that did not, of itself work. So during the whole time I was Director when we 
were recruiting faculty, I only had applications from two women that were … 
shortlisted. And neither of those were appointed to be research faculty. This has 
now been addressed very vigorously by Ewan and Rolf and I’m very happy about 
that, and they have actively gone out to encourage, to ask women to apply. And 
maybe I would not have applied for the Director job unless I had been asked, and I 
think this is true of many women. So just by encouraging, personally, individuals to 
apply, I think that has helped us very much to improve the situation. That said, it’s 
still not great, so we only have I think now three women faculty out of eleven on the 
research side. On the service side, there are more women faculty and we have 
some excellent team leaders in running the service teams. And they are all that 
one could ever want from a team leader, service team leader, and there’s no doubt 
that there are able people and my hope is that by encouraging people to apply, we 
will get a balance. However, it remains true that if one looks at the number of 
undergraduates doing STEM and in particular doing the informatics technology that 
the software engineers, that industry is totally dominated by male programmers 
and software engineers and it therefore becomes quite difficult just to change it by 
recruitment practice, I think. 

 What has worked, I think, and it has surprised me, is we now have a rule within 
EMBL that when we shortlist there must be a woman on the shortlist. And I’ve been 
through these situations and I have personally witnessed that although I didn’t think 
the woman was best candidate before the interviews, after the interviews it was 
clear that she was the best candidate and was duly appointed. And so I think there 
is still a little bit of a gap between perception of CVs, the way that women write 
their CVs, and the way that they present themselves, and they are often more 
capable than one originally thinks.  

MG: You quite correctly pulled me up by saying that you’re still very much of the EBI, 
leading your research group. 

JT: <Laughs> 

MG: And I was just wondering whether you feel happier just being a researcher or 
whether you miss anything about being Director? 
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JT: I really am very happy being a researcher! I should also say that I am now part-
time officially, I am three days a week, which frankly is a bit of a … a bit crazy 
because I still work four or five days a week, but it gives me the mental space to go 
and have the odd day off here or there. However, just if I think about my EMBL 
role, because I do do a lot of things externally, which are effectively work things, 
within EMBL I am delighted by Rolf Apweiler and Ewan Birney took over from me, 
they were my Associate Directors and had been at the Institute since I joined, they 
were both here before me. We together developed our vision for the future with 
Graham Cameron when he was still here, and <70:00> it’s very clear, so it’s been 
very easy actually to pass the reins over to them because they are very much 
implementing a vision which I was a part of forming originally. I do not miss at all 
the relentless workload that you have as Director of an institution. I realise I’m 
perhaps not as good at delegating as other people, and if I were to start again I 
think I would do more delegation and think much more about that delegation. But 
that said, it still remains, I think, important that the Director or Directors really are 
hands on. For me it was very important that I still had my research group. It really 
kept me on the coal face, I knew what was involved and by being involved I 
understood some of the problems that arose, both in the research and the service 
teams, so I wouldn’t change that at all. I’m still very happy, the thing I love most is 
still having a research group and talking with my pre-docs and postdocs about the 
research and everything that goes with that. But I do only work three days a week 
and I have a lot of external commitments which is usually being on boards or 
councils, both in the UK and also in Europe, so I’m on the European Research 
Council’s council for funding frontier research in Europe, which I think is really very 
important, and again I accepted that role because I felt that it was something that 
someone who had been in EMBL and had that experience could actually contribute 
something to. So I think that’s important as well. And of course EMBL benefits 
enormously from ERC grants, so we have many ERC grantees within EMBL.  

 The other opportunity that has arisen is that I’m on the board of the Natural History 
Museum in the UK and this is important because they are digitising their collection 
of 80 million specimens, so in many ways it’s a little bit like EBI, where we collect 
digital data at the molecular level, they collect data at the organismal level and 
there is a great role going forward of bringing these two worlds together that up to 
now have been quite distinct, but for the future there’s no doubt that we will be able 
to go from the very smallest of small molecules right up to the whole organism, to 
understand really the molecular basis of life. 

MG: Right. I think I’d just like to say thank you very, very much indeed. That was really, 
really wonderful tour of the EBI and of your time as Director and beyond. 

JT: I’m sure there are things we missed out, Mark, but … <Laughs> 
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MG: Lots of things, and lots of questions that could have been asked and all the rest of 
it, but thank you very much indeed. 

JT: Thanks. 

<End of interview> 

 


	Oral History: Janet Thornton / 19 July 2018
	DISCLAIMER
	Key



