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Interview with Dr. Vavitsas 

 
 V: Dr. Vavitsas, NK: Nikolas Karvelas, Alex: Alexandra Karvela,  

Nick: Nikolas Kalavros  

 

NK: While working on our project we also want to examine how is Synthetic Biology 

received in Greece and whether scientists can have access to it. In order to do this, we take 

interviews from people who are working on different fields. To begin with, could you 

introduce yourself? 

V:  I am a researcher in the field of Synthetic Biology. I use photosynthetic organisms, 

cyanobacteria and eukaryotic algae. I believe that we should start to exploit solar energy 

and photosynthetic organisms more, since technology can improve a lot more by doing that. 

I and my colleagues are working on these organisms and are waiting for the time that they 

will serve as an efficient and helpful technology to get the necessary support from the 

industry to start being used worldwide. I am working on metabolic engineering and I’m 

trying to understand how changes in a metabolic pathway affect the metabolism of the 

organism as a whole. I used techniques and knowledge from the fields of metabolic 

engineering, genetic engineering, systems biology, analytical chemistry. The second part of 

the project is the developing of new tools, mainly genetic engineering, which can be used for 

a Golden Gate kit for cyanobacteria. I am also an editor in PLOS SynBio, which is a blog 

dedicated to Synthetic Biology, a member of the European Synthetic Biology Society and I 

am generally interested in everything that has to do with the communication of Synthetic 

Biology. I write articles for SynBio BETA and many more. I am a research associate at the 

University of Athens. I did my PhD at the University of Copenhagen and a fellowship at the 

University of Queensland in Australia. 

NK: So, it seems that you have a lot of knowledge and experience regarding the field of 

Synthetic Biology. 

V: You could say so. I also like travelling and taking part in various collaborations in other 

countries. I think communication of science is another intriguing thing. I am involved mostly 

in communication between scientists. Although in Greece there is interest in scientific 

knowledge, we don’t have the appropriate infrastructure to reliably share and update 

scientific content. Almost all of the scientific content that we read in Greek is translated 

from other languages. We don’t have what we call “science journalism”. There are few 

people who do that, but they can’t work very independently. There are people who want to 

get informed about science, for example about what is happening at the moment in the 

scientific world, or what new scientific discoveries have been made, but the scientific 

content that is being shared is getting affected by political polarization.  
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Regarding Synthetic Biology in Greece, there is Omic- Engine, a temporary funded project 

that works as an infrastructure which brings together various institutes and scientists that 

are interested or are working in the field of Synthetic Biology. Only a few countries have 

developed a strong Synthetic Biology foundation. In order for a country to achieve that, an 

active community and high funding are needed. It requires a lot of the latter to conduct a 

Synthetic Biology study. 

In Greece there aren’t strategic plans related to bioeconomics and research. Talking about 

the latter, we don’t have a specific direction, which means realizing the needs of our country 

and acting towards them through the conduction of meaningful research. That is to say, we 

don’t have specific priorities in mind. If we did, it would also drive researchers to continue 

working on various research projects collectively. 

A situation similar to this can be seen at universities’ syllabus, where no specific field 

directions are offered. 

NK: In Greek university departments there are bioengineering courses, but they don’t 

offer deep knowledge on the field and on Synthetic Biology. Is there any chance that new 

more specialized courses will be offered in the future? 

V: I’m aware of a new course in bioeconomics. 

Except for these problems that I mentioned before, I would also like to express my thoughts 

on the fact that students should engage themselves in the research process nowadays that 

the internet provides us with everything that we want to learn. Learning is a bilateral 

process, which means that if students want to get more involved in the scientific community, 

they will find someone, for example professors at universities, to help them do that. This 

could work also as a motivation to professors and scientists themselves and could help them 

learn new things. 

The main question you should ask yourself is what you want to do and start collecting 

information and tips from people who have knowledge on the matter. After collecting them 

you should process them in your mind, since each person has opinions and ideas based on 

their own experience. 

NK: In Greece, in which fields do you think Synthetic Biology had played a role? 

V: Mostly in education, but in general I don’t think that is has emerged that much to be 

honest. 

NK: What do you think that Synthetic Biology could offer to our country (Greece)? What 

dangers do you see regarding the field?   

V: I don’t think that there are very specific dangers. There are similar ones to those in 

biotechnology. I think that it is difficult to create something dangerous, like a synthetic virus. 

You can find ways without having to use synthetic biology. The problem is bad 

communication. You can find a lot of clickbait articles on the internet which sometimes 

serve the interests of some groups of people. 
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The important and difficult thing that we should try to do is convince the public through 

logical arguments, that biological advances can help us solve societal problems.  

Synthetic biology and biotechnology are fields that need creativity and can lead someone to 

think out of the box solutions. 

Alex: Everything that you say is very interesting. I would like to ask you something. On 

November our iGEM project is coming to an end.  How can we motivate and inspire others 

to engage in this field as students? 

V: There are communities in Europe and globally that you can become a part of.  Also, a 

useful mindset is to always think what you can offer to someone or something, for example 

this specific scientific community, and not what this can offer to you. Remember to seek 

support from other people around.  

Alex: Another question I would like to ask is what definition would you give to Synthetic 

Biology. In some of our past events people have asked us what Synthetic Biology is and if 

it is the same as biotechnology.  

V: Biotechnology is when an organism does a specific thing that you want it to do. It has 

existed since the first fermentation. Synthetic Biology is when you add engineering 

principles to biology, which means that you make it easier to modify and use organisms. A 

good example to explain what Synthetic Biology is, is synthetic chemistry. Synthetic 

chemistry helps you make synthetic compounds, which can be used theoretically to study 

something random that you find fascinating, or for an applied practice. Biotechnology is 

applied and it is only a part of Synthetic Biology. The definition of Synthetic Biology depends 

on who uses it and for what reasons. 

NK: Related to our project, our main focus is to make it easier for everyone to use 

aptamers, without the need of special equipment and high funding. From your experience, 

what do you think about the importance of easy access to a specific technology or 

scientific knowledge? 

V: When there is communication and access, science improves very rapidly. A concern is 

that when you spend funds on something, you somehow have to earn them back. 

Technology that makes access easier is great motivation. When you have more choices 

related to technology you can make changes to your research plan faster or test more 

hypotheses in a shorter time. 

NK: Are there possible disadvantages to easier access though? 

V: I would say mostly regarding the development costs. Biosecurity is not a big matter in my 

opinion. 
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Nick: How can we promote our small project as an alternative to an established 

technique? 

V: You should start by thinking exactly what you want to do with that. Let’s say that the 

system that you made works perfectly. Do you want it for individual use or for scientific 

laboratories to start using it? Do you want to make a startup and sell it? Do you want to find 

a specific application and work with it in mind? Do you have what you need to achieve the 

goal that you will set? I would suggest that you always find people with a similar mindset to 

yours and work with them. Also, you should promote it in conferences and in general talk 

with various people about it who may be interested in using it. 

Something similar happens at community labs, where you work on a project of your choice. 

Sometimes such projects have led to the creation of startups. In Greece a space like a 

community lab would be a good idea. How can this happen? You should find a person to 

coordinate it for sure. After that it needs dedication and work. It’s something that can be 

realized for sure.  

 

 

 

 


