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Dear colleagues,

The REAder comes to you again as an e-file. You all know the 
reason – COVID-19 has left few aspects of our life and work 
unchanged, The REAder is no exception. However, I think that 
this issue makes interesting reading, even in its digital 
format. 

Naturally, nobody would pretend that this is a normal 
summer issue. So, on the contrary, we made it a 
mask-wearing, social-distancing, remote-
evaluating, home-schooling special COVID 
edition for critical and non-critical staff. 

One of the processes that was affected 
the most by the lock-down is the evalua-
tion of proposals. REA Units had some 
evaluations scheduled, and we quickly 
switched to “fully remote”. Luckily, REA has a 
lot of experience from another, very different 
outbreak. Back in March 2010, the outbreak of the 
Eyjafjallajökull volcano grounded all planes in Europe and 
forced us to organise the first fully remote evaluation ever. 
To the surprise of many, it went very well, and we have built 
on that experience since then. For this year’s experience so 
far, check out the interview with Audrey and Antonios, the 
call coordinators in A.1 and A.5 (p.6) – and a special thanks 
to everybody that has been involved in evaluations over the 
last few weeks. A difficult job. Well done!

Evaluations are exceptional periods – but we also look at the 
normal daily reality of telework, meetings in tracksuits, cats 
in the background, muted and not muted microphones etc. 
(more on p.9), and at those things that staff have done “after 
work”. A lot of you have used some of your time to volunteer 
for charitable causes, to produce masks, to bring supplies to 
people who had to shield at home or to reinforcing links with 
our neighbours. More stories on this on p.11. 

We have also welcomed new staff during the con-
finement, which has been a bit of a strange 

experience (how do you integrate new team 
members without the basic tools of meet-
ings and joint coffee breaks). Meet some 
of our new colleagues on p.13, and I look 
forward to welcoming them in person once 

we are back in the office. I also hope that 
it will be possible to organise a fitting fare-

well to Hubert Cousin, Head of the Finance 
Unit, who retired at the end of May (p.15) 

Finally, our time in lockdown has also been an important 
period for the future of REA. The Commission decided on our 
future mandate in April, and we have kicked off our work on 
the transition, with many actions planned between now and 
the end of the year. I count on your active participation in this 
process. More background info and the latest news can be 
found on our intranet.

 Enjoy the REAding!

Marc Tachelet  
Director

12 1904

EdIToRIAL

0810

1416

in
 t

h
is

 i
ss

u
e

3THE REAdER #45  |  SUMMER 2020

18

06

In THIS ISSUE
04 In THE SPoTLIGHT
 ■ Has research become more  
    important after the Covid-19  
    outbreak?

06 TEAMS
 ■  REA’s full remote evaluations  
     experience

08 BIGGER PICTURE
 ■  Teleworking: the new normal?

10 REAL PEoPLE 
 ■  REA’s faces of solidarity during  
     the confinement

12 A TALK WITH... 
 ■  Marc Van Ranst: “It might take 
     years before we shake hands again”

14 PERSonAL PRoFILES 
       ■  Joining REA during confinement:  
     Staff share their experiences 

16 ■  Hubert Cousin: 'Je n’ai jamais fait de
     plan de carrière. Je me suis laissé
      porter par des vents favorables' 

18 In An IMAGE
 ■ A greener life after Corona?
 
19  MY CITY
 ■  Kortrijk   

https://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/DG/REA/about_rea/REAsFuture/Pages/default.aspx


A Few days after the pandemic hit 
France ,  Emmanuel  Macron 
stated: "The COVID-19 crisis 

reminds us of the vital nature of scien-
tific research and the need to invest 
massively for the long term.” He then 
announced the investment of more than 
€5 billion over the next decade to bol-
ster science.

This was a sign that the way the world 
looks at research and innovation was 
changing. Perhaps for the first time, the 
priority of the entire world is science. 
There are some other positive aspects 
for our community I feel tempted to 
mention.

While, in the past, most citizens weren’t 
usually aware of the role of research in 
their daily lives, millions of them are 
now hoping researchers will find a vac-
cine and/or treatment that could protect 
us against and/or treat the illness. 

The pandemic has made evident the 
essential role of researchers in our soci-
eties to fight threats such as the new 
coronavirus and find solutions to its 
negative consequences. 

It has been a great opportunity for the 
EU Research and Innovation family to 
take a leading role in the response to 
the crisis. All services, including the 
executive agencies and REA have mobi-
lised to identify funded projects and 
results that can help fight the COVID-19 
health emergency in the short term, as 
well as build our resilience and prepar-
edness in the medium term to minimise 
the negative health and socio-economic 
consequences.

REA units have identified 170 projects 
so far under the coordination of the 
Agile Network. Not all projects address 
Covid-19 directly, but they all have a link 
t ouc h ing  a l so  on  t he  r e cover y 
post-crisis.

“Spread the message. Stop the virus” is 
the slogan of Co-Inform (770302) to 
promote their guide for beginners to 
Fact Checking information about COVID-
19, that can also be used for any other 
topic. This REA.B3 project intends to find 
allies in the society to fight false and 
harmful information. How? Empowering 
citizens, journalists and policy makers 
with IT tools and and co-creation meth-

ods for checking the veracity of any 
Social Media post before sharing. The 
guide includes basic questions such us: 
“Where is the information from? What’s 
missing (sources of quotes, images, 
graphics)? How does it make you feel 
(angry, upset, worried)? In addition, to 
facilitate the fact checking on Twitter, 
the project has developed the MisInfoMe 
tool that allow you to run a quick scan 
of the Twitter account of your choice to 
verify how its tweets are related to 
known misinformation. 

The fight against misinformation in the 
current crisis is also the objective of 
researchers funded under the REA.B5 
project Path2Integrity (824488). In the 
context of the EUvsVirus hackathon, 
organised by the European Commission, 
they created the TrustinScience team to 
compete in the contest.  Their interac-
tive tool to mitigate the spread of fake 
news, based on Path2Integrity’s initial 
results, was one of the 117 winners.

Thanks to the Emergency Management 
System for Handling Emergency Covid-
19 cases and the Web Portal for Infor-
mation on the Spread of Covid-19 cases 

developed by the Teaming project KIOS 
CoE (739551), Cyprus has been able to 
monitor and manage the impact of the 
corona virus outbreak in the country 
from day one. The KIOS Research and 
Innovation Centre of Excellence’s ICT 
tools allow for electronic reporting, data 
analysis and vital decision-making sup-
port, and are used by the Ministry of 
Health, first responders and medical 
professionals since the pandemic 
reached the country. “It is a good exam-
ple of how a Centre of Excellence can 
contribute through developed know-how 
and expertise to solving a real-life prob-
lem at national level”, says our colleague 
Monica Hoek, REA.B5 Project Officer. 

A REA.A2 project intends to contribute 
to the general goal of not leaving any-
one behind, in the context of this or any 
future pandemic. The project Disability 
and Disease during the 1918 Influenza 
Pandemic: Implications for Preparedness 
Policies (DIS2 - 841925) promotes the considera- 
tion and inclusion of disabled people in 
all pandemic strategies. Dr Jessica 
Dimka is exploring disability as a risk 
factor for complications and death in 
pandemics. Using the 1918 Spanish 

influenza contagion as a model, the pro-
ject seeks to promote more equitable 
public health plans and interventions.

To respond to the pandemic, B2 One-
Health European Joint Programme 
(OHEJP - 773830) is developing a new 
project with the main objective of 
increasing covid-19 preparedness 
through research integration. The har-
monisation of SARS-CoV2 detection in 
clinical samples as well as in food, feed 
and environment, will improve charac-
terization and surveillance activities. 
The new project will kick-off in Septem-
ber and intends to collaborate with 
important stakeholders such as the EU 
regulatory Agencies and the World 
Health Organisation.

The entire world has faced an unprec-
edented situation, with little preparation. 
So, to better cope with pandemic events 
in the future REA.B4 project Driver+  
(607798) has launched a questionnaire, 
still active, to collect information from 
pandemic crisis managers, authorities, 
practitioners and other stakeholders on 
the various challenges and gaps that 

are arising while facing the Covid-19 
crisis.

The results of this inquiry will be used 
to share information about available 
and emerging solutions via the Portfolio 
of Solutions. Sharing of lessons learned 
and experiences will be facilitated via 
Crises Management Innovation Network 
Europe. In the longer term, the analysis 
of these gaps and solutions will provide 
a basis for an improved management of 
pandemic events in the future, with a 
n e w  d e m o  p r o j e c t  s t a r t i n g  i n 
September. 

Many of the projects we fund are prov-
ing that research is an essential element 
in progressive and caring societies. Our 
health, wellbeing and economies depend 
so much on innovation.

So, what is the difference between 
before and after the Covid-19 pan-
demic? Has research become more 
important? Well, we will probably say 
that it always has been, but now more 
people may be better aware of its 
importance.■ 
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HAS RESEARCH BECoME MoRE 
important after the Covid-19 
oUTBREAK? 

Encarni Barrionuevo Sanchez, 
Communication Adviser (C1)
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https://cdn2.euraxess.org/worldwide/asean/france-adds-over-%E2%82%AC5b-over-10-years-fight-covid-19-and-future-epidemics
https://cdn2.euraxess.org/worldwide/asean/france-adds-over-%E2%82%AC5b-over-10-years-fight-covid-19-and-future-epidemics
https://cdn2.euraxess.org/worldwide/asean/france-adds-over-%E2%82%AC5b-over-10-years-fight-covid-19-and-future-epidemics
https://cdn2.euraxess.org/worldwide/asean/france-adds-over-%E2%82%AC5b-over-10-years-fight-covid-19-and-future-epidemics
https://coinform.eu/about/the-project/
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/770302
https://factcheckni.org/blog/a-beginners-guide-to-fact-checking/
https://misinfo.me/misinfo/home
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/824488
https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/horizon-2020-funded-researchers-tool-mitigate-fake-news-wins-euvsvirus-hackathon-2020-may-11_en
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/739551
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/841925
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/773830
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/607798
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/DRIVER_COVID19
https://pos.driver-project.eu/en/PoS/solutions
https://pos.driver-project.eu/en/PoS/solutions
https://www.cmine.eu/
https://www.cmine.eu/
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What advantages do you see 
in full remote evaluations? 

Audrey Arfi: Firstly, we have access to 
many more experts. We are not limited 
by the number of experts we contract, 
as they don’t come to Brussels. Experts 
from outside Europe with fewer potential 
conflicts of interest, and experts not able 
to travel easily or dedicate one week to 
being in Brussels can participate more 
easily. Secondly, we save a significant 
amount of money on experts’ travel 
expenses. 

Antonios Fysekidis: We are now at 
the first preparatory steps, but the 
advantages that we can already 
anticipate are: more time for the 
experts to dedicate to the core task 
of the assessment without travelling 
to Brussels; a smaller environmental 
footprint and cost-effectiveness.

What are the disadvantages?
 
Audrey: Human interactions are 
different, and we need to compensate 
in order to keep the communication with 
experts and within the unit as smooth 
as possible. One risk could be that the 
training of new experts may not be as 
efficient as before when they could meet 
or be coached by their peers in Brussels. 

Antonios: We will only have the full 
picture at the end of the evaluation. 
At the moment we are all working to 
address the challenge of a prima vista:  
to perform full remote evaluations for 
the first time, without rehearsal, of the 
highest number of submitted proposals 
to any FET-Open call (902)! 

What feedback have you 
received from experts? 
 
Audrey: Our scientific evaluators have 
been used to the remote approach since 
2016, but some of them complained at 
the beginning, while others were very 
happy. The Vice-Chairs, who support us 
during the ITN evaluations and used to 
come to Brussels twice a year, had mixed 
feelings this year. They very much liked 
to come to Brussels and enrich their 
knowledge, experience and network. 

Antonios: So far we have mainly received 
messages on increased availability now 
that the constraints of travelling to 
Brussels have been removed. We will 
have a better view after our dedicated 
remote training sessions with experts at 
the end of June.  

What 3 pieces of advice 
would you give to organise 
a successful full remote 
evaluation?
 
Audrey: To organise meticulously 
(especially under current conditions). 
Organise testing sessions, and further 
improve all your guidance and briefing 
material both for the colleagues involved 
in the evaluations and the experts.

Antonios: First, try to run a simulation 
of each step in the evaluation process in 
order to anticipate all possible operational 
changes that have to be considered and 
introduced in the evaluation. Second, 
allocate adequate time to the remote 
process. We have noticed that the 
meetings via teleconferences may 
take longer (in certain cases much 
longer) than real meetings because of 
connection issues or because some of 
the involved actors may be unfamiliar 
with particular videoconferencing tools. 
Third, keep clear communication with all 
colleagues involved in the evaluation and 
all actors concerned.

Finally, should full remote 
evaluations be maintained, 
or do you think that they 
should be combined with 
on-site sessions?

Audrey: It might be too early to tell. 
Our full remote process worked pretty 
well, given the difficult circumstances. 
Of course, it cannot be compared to 
“normal” conditions in which REA staff 
would work from the evaluation building 
where we have better connections, 
videoconferencing facilities, better 
confidentiality, easier internal 
communication, IT support, C4 support, 
etc.

We have collected some best practices 
and lessons learned within the unit and 
with other units. In particular, for remote 
consensus, five units (A1, A2-A4, B3, B5) 
have been piloting it for several years. 
In order to further help other colleagues 
in REA (or other services) to shift from 
the fully central to fully remote process, 
the NCC, in cooperation with REA 
Training, organised a training course: 
How to organise full remote evaluations, 
including guidance on moderation of 
remote Consensus/Panel meetings? The 
training course was based on a Guidance 

Anne-Barbara Tippmann, 
Legal and Financial Adviser (C3)

REA’S FULL REMoTE EvALUATIonS 
ExPERIEnCE

Note prepare by the NCC, including links 
to guidance material for POs or experts. 
All the training material has been further 
disseminated and will soon be published 
on the intranet. 

Antonios: In this evaluation we built on 
the expertise and experience gained 
from all the previous Calls in Horizon 
2020 and at the same time we expect 
to get some very useful experience in 
view of Horizon Europe and a possible 
move towards potentially fully remote 
evaluations. The evaluation cycle has 
just started, but we can already see 
that there will be some positive aspects 
in terms of budget savings and lower 
environmental footprint. It will be crucial 
to see the full response of the experts 
who will have more time with their 
families and spend less time travelling 
to Brussels. 

The future evaluations in the forthcoming 
Framework Programme should aim for 
a ‘’win-win’’ approach that will combine 
the advantages of targeted meetings 
and the full gains of remote work.■

Business went on at REA even during confinement, but not quite “as usual”:  since mid-March, REA 
has organised around 30 evaluations remotely and another 60 evaluations will take place from now 
till December, and we do not yet know how many will be conducted remotely. But how did Units deal 
with this important change? We asked Call Coordinators Audrey Arfi (A1) who already dealt with fully 
remote evaluation and Antonios Fysekidis (A5) who just started remote evaluations in June. 

6

The forthcoming Framework Programme should aim 
for a ‘’win-win’’ approach that will combine the 

advantages of targeted meetings and the full gains  
of remote work.  

Antonios Fysekidis
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When I was a teenager, my dad 
often worked from home. In 
that pre-internet age, it 

seemed like a miracle: his computer 
hooked up to the IT system in the com-
pany’s HQ, while a fax machine meant 
he could receive documents via the tel-
ephone line. At the time, I naively 
thought that all this technology would 
make commuting to the office a thing 
of past. 

Fast-forward 30 years, however, and 
if it hadn’t been for the coronavirus 
outbreak then things probably wouldn’t 
have changed that much. According to 
Eurostat, in 2018 just 5.2% of people 
across the EU usually worked from home. 
Among employees like us (as opposed 
to the self-employed), the average was 
even lower: just 3.0%. These figures 
mask huge differences though: in 
the Netherlands (14.0%) and Finland 
(13.3%) people were far more likely 
to work from home than they were in 
Bulgaria (0.3%) or Romania (0.4%). Older 
people were also more likely to telework, 
while women were slightly more likely 
to than men. But in this plugged-in era, 
where space probes billions of kilometres 

away can send detailed images back 
to Earth, what’s been holding us back? 
The obvious answer, of course, is that 
there are benefits to working in an 
office. As journalist Lucy Kellaway 
argues, office work gives us “routine, 
structure, amusement, purpose, many 
friends and a refuge in times of trouble.” 
Technology is unlikely to be an adequate 
substitute for any of these, not least the 
social contact, and it’s through chance 
encounters and informal chats that so 
much information is exchanged, ideas 
generated and problems solved (not 
only professional ones, either). And 
after weeks of working from home, 
juggling the demands of home-schooling 
our kids with those of our normal 9-5 
jobs or simply being cut-off from other 
people, it’s also become clearer why the 
separation between professional and 
personal life that going to the office 
creates can actually be a good thing. 
 
There are obvious advantages to 
teleworking though. Most of us are 
happy to skip our commutes, particularly 
if we live far from the office, and the 
time savings in doing so can be huge. It 
has obvious environmental benefits too. 
Being at home during the day also makes 

it easier to reconcile our personal and 
professional lives: who hasn’t struggled 
to be at home to look after a sick child 
or to oversee some repair works? And 
with tools such as Skype and WebEx as 
well as the fully electronic workflows 
of tools such as COMPASS, many of us 
at REA can carry out all of our formal 
tasks remotely anyway. Many colleagues 
even report that their productivity when 
teleworking is higher, not least since 
under normal circumstances there are 
often fewer distractions.

 
At REA, and the Commission, the 
popularity of teleworking has steadily 
grown since it was introduced in 2014. 
Before the lockdown, almost half of 
the Agency’s 759 staff did structural 
teleworking, although there were still 161 
colleagues who had never teleworked at 
all, some by choice, others because their 
tasks couldn’t easily be done remotely. 

However, since March 16 we’ve all been 
teleworking and have discovered that a 
different way of working is possible, even 
if it’s not always problem-free. 
 
Kaisa Hellevuo, Deputy Head of Unit 
in A2, was one of those who’d never 
teleworked. “I hadn’t really considered 
it,” she says, “because the one time I’d 
tried to telework – which was during 
a strike – the IT system collapsed 
and I had to take the day off as leave 
instead.” For Rita Bultynck, Head of 
Unit C3 and an occasional teleworker, 
teleworking among her team had long 
been problematic because the validation 
process “isn’t based on a paperless 
workflow and the IT tools just aren’t yet 
available.” Instead, there has always 
been a manual assignment of tasks and 
comments are made on paper. 

So what has been their experience since 
the lockdown began and teleworking 
became compulsory? For Kaisa, it’s been 
something of a revelation: “I’ve really 
been positively surprised,” she says, 

pointing out that A2 have completed 
almost their entire GAP of some 1,000 
grant agreements during the lockdown. 
While she acknowledges that “there’s 
still some space for improvement, 
particularly in the videoconferencing 
tools that we have available,” and that 
the lack of social interaction can be hard, 
she suspects that a rebalancing between 
office and remote working will become 
“the new normal.” 
 
In C3, through necessity a new 
task assignment system has been 
implemented which is “cumbersome and 
means we can’t work at full speed,” but 
Rita explains that her team has worked 
hard to compensate for this, including by 
putting in extra hours during evenings 
and weekends. Thus although this Plan B 
is less efficient, the team is still meeting 
its “time-to-validate” targets. They have 
done “an amazing job. Their response 
has been astounding,” Rita says proudly. 

So will they both keep on teleworking, 
even when they’re no longer required 

8

to? “I can now definitely imagine doing 
a combination of telework and normal 
hours at the office,” says Kaisa, while 
Rita can also imagine continuing to 
telework one or two days a week, even 
if for now she’s missing her colleagues 
– and the comfort of her office chair!■

I can now definitely 
imagine doing a 

combination of telework 
and normal hours at  

the office 

Before the lockdown 
there were still 161 

colleagues who had never 
teleworked at all.

TELEWoRKInG: THE nEW noRMAL?

Rita BULTYNCK-LEPOUDRE

Kaisa HELLEVUO

Christopher Reynolds
Head of Sector (A2)

Kaisa Hellevuo

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/DDN-20200206-1
https://www.ft.com/content/6a84c3a0-9440-11ea-abcd-371e24b679ed?fbclid=IwAR0mhw2XMAa8IwlhXZ-m4_0m-A--ZAyxgxRmgetwg_y7x3LbdNC1K36me-o
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Mounia M'Zoughui Borremans (B4) 
was not only doing the shopping, but 
also frequently drove 40 km for at least 
three weeks, to help a sick colleague 
and family. Finally, a colleague, who 
wants to remain anonymous, delivers 
supermarket and pharmacy goods to 
our colleague Giuliana Donini (A1) 
every Saturday, after thoroughly 
disinfecting everything. Giuliana is 
extremely grateful for this as she has a 
health problem that prevents her from 
going out.■

10

Aris , the f ive-year-old son of our 
colleague Nikki Boulafenti (A4) , 
volunteered through a programme 
organised by his school (Les p’tits heros) 
to send some drawings to an elderly 
woman that has no family and that he 
never met. I can imagine how these 
happy drawings made her smile.

Beatr ice Magel (C1)  jo ined the 
Commission “tele-care” initiative. After 
a short training course, she was ready 
to answer calls from colleagues and 
pensioners who feel alone or need any 
kind of help in strict confidentiality. 
Colleagues who would like regular 
contact can be put in touch with a 

“buddy” (also volunteering colleagues) 
by calling the “Hotline” number (32) 229 
54000.

Isabella Saini (A4) and her daughter 
prepare meals for the #PourEux 
Bruxelles charity. The association 

REA’S FACES oF SoLIdARITY 
dURInG THE ConFInEMEnT

THE REAdER #45  |  SUMMER 2020

Maria Carvalho Dias, 
Research Programme Administrator (A4)

distributes food to the homeless. They 
put special care into the preparation and 
presentation of the meals. They commit 
to a number of portions and have to 
write all the ingredients used. Meals are 
picked up by someone else, who 
distributes them.

Elisa Failla (A1) has already been 
volunteering for six years at the Sant-
Egidio charity, which gives help to 
disadvantaged people. Among their 
services, they run a restaurant for poor 
and homeless people. They had to 
reorganise their ser v ices dur ing 
lockdown, and started preparing dinner 
boxes to be picked-up.

Ilse De Waele (A4) is one of a hundred 
volunteers from all over the world 
helping a US based charity that believes 
that random acts of kindness can offer 
a lot to people all over the world. She is 
their “support network coordinator”. The 
charity goes where they are needed. 
During lockdown (on top of providing 
mental health toolkits) they fundraised 
to support nurses, fed front-line workers, 
sewed and distributed masks, and got 
resources together for immune-
compromised people.

Various other colleagues, including 
m y s e l f ,  a r e  h e l p i n g  f r i e n d s , 
colleagues and/or neighbours who  
are sick. There is shopping to be done 
(pharmacy, supermarket, post office), 
dogs to be walked, meals to be shared 
and even fridge space to be made 
available to neighbours having problems 
with their own (as in the case of Brigitta 
Bősze (A4)– the orchid in the photo is 
the neighbour’s thank-you present).

We knew it was coming, but when we were told to stay at home, we still felt overwhelmed with feelings, 
thoughts and so many unknowns: For how long? How were we going to cope, to reorganise our lives? 
How could we best protect ourselves and others? Most of us are privileged: we get our salaries; we have 
a roof over our heads. Still, some struggle: some are alone or far from their family, some are sick, some 
are losing friends or family members. Meanwhile, there is also a world out there with so many people 
in need of help and/or comfort. In this edition, we dedicate this space to the many REA colleagues 
who joined the wave of solidarity by doing something outstanding.

Norah Imestir (C1) started making 
masks.  Although she never sewed 
before, she picked up her mother’s 
sewing machine and made masks for 
friends, family and neighbours. 

Check the “small ads” in 
MyIntraComm to offer or 
request help.  

In the grand scheme of things, I don’t matter, you 
don’t matter, all that matters is to make the world a little 
bit better and a little bit friendlier than how you found it. 

Maybe a smile in the store to the person cleaning your 
shopping cart for you, or to the mailman can make a 

difference.
Ilse de Waele

https://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/DG/REA/newsportal/Pages/DG-HR-launches-new-tele-care-programme.aspx
https://cafebabel.com/en/article/poureux-when-the-confined-cook-for-the-homeless-5e9ade84f723b35db0157af6/
https://cafebabel.com/en/article/poureux-when-the-confined-cook-for-the-homeless-5e9ade84f723b35db0157af6/
http://www.santegidio.be/fr/
http://www.santegidio.be/fr/
https://www.randomacts.org/amok/
https://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/en/SmallAds/Pages/Welcome.aspx
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Among the number projects that can 
potentially contribute to fighting of 
COVID-19 crisis within REA’s portfolio, 
there is a MiCoBion project, coordinated 
in Prague, Charles University. The 
REAder has interviewed well-known 
virologist and epidemiologist Prof. Marc 
Van Ranst.  His team in KU Leuven is a 
partner of B5 Twinning project MiCo-
Bion, and he has been part of the emer-
gency committee on COVID-19 in 
Belgium.

Could you briefly describe 
what your research team is 
doing?

Our laboratory is the National Reference 
Center for coronaviruses, and we coor-
dinate  laboratory testing for Belgium, 

which is currently done in more than 50 
laboratories. We perform next genera-
tion sequencing to obtain full-length 
viral genomes in order to do phyloge-
netic and molecular evolut ionary 
studies.

As a virologist involved in 
research, do you think that 
research is becoming a 
global priority?

Research, and especially research in 
virology, has always been an interna-
tional effort. This year, we have experi-
enced how devastating a pandemic can 
be. Proactive research into antiviral and 
vaccine strategies against all potentially 
dangerous (and very often zoonotic) 
viruses should be a global priority.

What specific research lines 
need to be emphasized in 
o r d e r  t o  c o m b a t 
CovId-19?

Vaccine development and antiviral dis-
covery should be important research 
domains.

Can you describe your expe-
rience in advising public 
authorities? What are the 
main challenges?

In the ascending part of the curve, 
around the peak, and in the upper part 
of the descending curve, scientific 
experts took the lead into guiding our 
countries into and out of the lockdown 
period. In the tail of the epidemic, politi-
cians became more active again and 
often wanted to go into further decon-
finement faster than scientists would 
have liked.

Is the de-conf inement 
advancing in the right way? 

When deconfinement goes too fast for 
some and too slow for others, you are 
probably on the right track.

What do you think about 
Belgium’s response to 
CovId-19 compared with 
other countries?

Belgium was hit hard with thousands of 
tourists coming back from what proved 
to be COVID-19-infected ski resorts. Our 

capacity to perform contact tracing was 
inadequate. Our hospitals reinforced 
their intensive care units and these were 
never overwhelmed. Our elderly homes 
were ill-equipped and insufficiently 
staffed to deal with an epidemic of this 
size. Our confinement and deconfine-
ment responses are working well.

When going back to ‘’nor-
mality’’, social distancing 
remains the most sensitive 
aspect:  how this will affect 
our social relations?

We will adapt. We will keep a bit further 
away from each other. It might take 
years before we shake hands again. But 
this pandemic also showed us that 
although we might have been physically 
more separated from each other, there 
also was a massive wave of solidarity 
in our society.

We are a part of a multina-
tional community here, in 
Belgium and travelling to 
our home countries is very 
important to us . What 
would be your advice for 
travellers?

Travelling will be less pleasant for a 
while. Fewer flights, masks, obligatory 

quarantines, and uncertainty about a 
second wave will make matters more 
complicated for the foreseeable future. 
People will travel less. Flights will 
become more expensive over time. My 
advice would be to travel only when 
absolutely necessary. 

Are we better prepared to 
face any future pandemic 
situations and should we 
consider future pandemics 
as a new ‘’normal’’?

Pandemics have always been part of our 
story. Pandemics are relatively infre-
quent, so in a couple of years people will 
have forgotten the lessons that we have 
learned now.

What are your predictions 
on the second wave of 
CovId-19?

It will start with small outbreaks here 
and there, and frantic efforts to contain 
these outbreaks. If we can contain the 
small outbreaks, there will not be a sec-
ond wave, and we might reach the 
period where a vaccine will be available. 
If we cannot contain the small out-
breaks, we will have a second wave of 
unpredictable severity.

In this challenging period, 
what is your preferred 
stress relief method?

I collect stamps. Stamps don’t care 
about pandemics. Stamps don’t talk. 
Stamps don’t ask for interviews. Stamps 
are nice. I love stamps.

do you see any positive 
aspects that we have expe-
rienced in this lockdown 
situation? How could we 
make them advantageous 
in the future?

There were positive aspects too. People 
became friendlier to each other because 
we had a common enemy. We consumed 
less, and we did not miss shopping as 
much as we thought. We borrowed stuff 
from each other again. We could see 
blue skies without the white trails of 
aeroplanes everywhere. We did not have 
to pay taxes. OK, that last one is not 
true, but it was nice to think so for a 
moment.■

vIRoLoGIST MARC vAn RAnST: “IT 
MIGHT TAKE YEARS BEFoRE WE 
SHAKE HAndS AGAIn”

Agne Dobranskyte-Niskota
Research Programme Officer 

(REA.B5)

©Lies Willaert

©Lies Willaert

When deconfinement goes 
too fast for some and too 
slow for others, you are 

probably on the right track.
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JoInInG REA dURInG ConFInEMEnT

I went to Covent Garden on 16 March to 
configure my laptop, and haven’t been 
there since. I have had daily contact with 
my line manager and team by skype and 
e-mail. I have attended “e-sector meet-
ings” and “e-unit cocktails”, I have been 
“e-introduced”, and received “e-coach-
ing” from a very nice and friendly col-
league, whom I have never met. In spite 
of starting under confinement, I can 
now take care of my work. 

What are you most looking 
forward to when you get 
back to the office? 

Meeting my colleagues: most of all, the 
people from my own team. 

What are you least looking 
forward to?

Having to choose what clothes I need to 
wear to the office!

Marie comes to us from EACEA, where 
she worked on the “Europe for Citizens” 
programme, managing an action that 
supports work to engage citizens in EU 
matters. She enjoys reading, long trips 
and going to the cinema. She joined us 
in REA A4 as a project adviser.

How was your experience 
s t a r t i n g  w o r k  u n d e r 
confinement?

Thankfully, my new team made sure I 
felt welcome. I have a mentor who 
answers my questions and gives me 
tons of information, and I try to follow 
as many training sessions as possible. I 
am also still involved in some work with 
my previous team in EACEA. Strange 
times!

What are you least looking 
forward to? 

Taking the metro. And working on the 
17th floor: does one get used to the view?

Ivi is Estonian, has been living in Brus-
sels for over a decade, and working at 
the Commission since 2010 in DG REGIO, 
INFSO, NEAR and at EASME, gaining 
experience and great friends. She loves 
Brussels for its walkability and interna-
tional environment. She joined REA’s 
financial verification team in March.  

How was your experience 
s t a r t i n g  w o r k  u n d e r 
confinement?

Ivi PIIROJA (REA C2)

Marie DE LOOZ-CORSWAREM (REA A4)
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What are you most looking 
forward to when you get 
back to the office?

Meeting my colleagues for real, finally!

Mariateresa is 27 and comes from Italy. 
After completing a Master’s degree in 
European Studies, and working for a 
humanitarian organisation, as well as a 
consultancy f irm in Brussels, she 
applied for a Bluebook internship. She 
joined us in REA B4, where she is work-
ing on projects in the security field.

What made you want to 
work at REA?

I feel a need to create a better future 
for the EU, its citizens and society. REA 
embodies these values and works every 
day to improve the lives of millions of 
Europeans through its projects and 
research. 

What are you most looking 
forward to when you get 
back to the office?

The human factor. I am really looking 
forward to meeting my colleagues and 
spending time with fellow trainees, 
drinking coffee and having after-work 
beers. The atmosphere of REA is excit-
ing and stimulating, I miss my daily 
working life and messy desk! 

Mariateresa SIGNORILE (REA B4)

What are you least looking 
forward to?

The alarm clock and the routine of get-
ting ready for work. Now I’m enjoying 
the comfort of waking up later, having 
breakfast and starting work on time in 
my sweatshirt.

Irina is 37 and comes from Romania, 
but has spent 8 years at DG JRC in Ispra, 
Italy, and likes to consider herself quar-
ter Italian! She moved to Brussels in 
2019 and worked as a financial officer 
at INEA. In April, she joined us as a 
Financial Verifying Officer in REA C4.

How was your experience 
s t a r t i n g  w o r k  u n d e r 
confinement? 

Meeting my colleagues without actually 
seeing them is the strangest part. There 
can be no corridor discussions and you 
can’t fly by your colleagues’ desk for 
quick questions. For now, it is only pos-
sible by email or phone. I have been 
communicating like this since my first 
day so it has been critical to speak with 
colleagues clearly and effectively.

What are you most looking 
forward to when you get 
back to the office? 

Meeting my colleagues and getting to 
know the work environment well.

What are you least looking 
forward to?

Getting lost in the parking with my bicy-
cle (If I can find the entrance at all!).

Jonatan comes to us from Opole, in 
Poland. After graduating in Law, and 
spending some time working in GDPR 
compliance, he decided to get experi-
ence right from the source, and applied 
for a Bluebook internship. He joined us 
in REA C3.

What are you most looking 
forward to when you get 
back to the office? 

Lunchtime breaks were an awesome 
social ritual. I really miss chit-chats 
standing in the cafeteria checkout 
queue, and elaborate arrangements 
between REA trainees to get there at 
the same time, and eat together.

What are you least looking 
forward to ?

The commute home and the lack of sun-
shine in my office by the lifts. But these 
things are just details. Working at COV2 
was a treat for me and I still see it that 
way. I’m eager to see the entrance gates 
again.■

Jonatan Feliks ROMANOWSKI (REA C3)Irina BUCUR (REA C4)
Two months after REA began teleworking, we speak to some of 
the staff and trainees who joined the agency in the midst of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and how it has affected their time at REA 
so far.

Jordan Maris, 
Bluebook Trainee in the Communication Sector  (C1)



'JE n’AI JAMAIS FAIT dE PLAn dE 
CARRIèRE. JE ME SUIS LAISSé PoRTER 
PAR dES vEnTS FAvoRABLES'
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A son départ en pension fin Mai, The REAder 
s'est entretenu avec Hubert Cousin sur ses 20 ans 
de carrière à la Commission. Il était Chef d’Unité 
au sein de la REA.C2 Finance. 

A quel point la Commission a-t-elle changé 
depuis votre arrivée il y a 20 ans?
 
A l’époque la Commission était principalement francophone. 
Les méthodes de gestion étaient assez bureaucratiques. 
Venant de l’audit et du conseil en organisation, je me 
souviens avoir été surpris par l’absence de deadline dans le 
fonctionnement quotidien. 
 
Depuis mon arrivée, je suis dans les finances et j’ai donc 
participé à une vingtaine de projets de budget. Jusqu’à 
ce que j’arrive à la DG HR, les effectifs et les budgets 
administratifs étaient relativement larges et augmentaient 
à chaque élargissement. A partir de 2011, le contexte a changé 
radicalement et la Commission cherche depuis à faire des 
économies...
 
Un grand changement pour moi a été la création des agences 
exécutives et notamment de l’EACEA que j’ai rejoint lors de 
sa création en 2004, puis de la REA un peu plus tard.

Quelle est votre plus grande fierté 
professionnelle?
 
Je ne suis pas carriériste et je n’ai jamais fait de plan de 
carrière, mais je me suis au contraire laissé porter par des 
vents favorables.
Dans tous mes postes, j’ai servi loyalement ma hiérarchie 
et à la Commission et en Agence je suis parvenu à fournir à 
l’Ordonnateur délégué une assurance sur la bonne gestion 
financière.
J’ai toujours été correct avec les autres et « j’ai renvoyé 
l’ascenseur » chaque fois que j’en ai eu l’occasion, par exemple 
en aidant des collaborateurs à trouver un autre job à la 
Commission ou en agence.

Dans un contexte de charge de travail croissante et d’échéances 
de plus en plus réduites, j’ai essayé d’être un amortisseur de 
stress pour mes collaborateurs et je suis (presque) toujours 
parvenu à obtenir un travail ou une contribution d’un membre 
d’une unité opérationnelle en lui demandant avec le sourire. 
Mettre de la convivialité dans l’unité tout en assurant que le 
travail soit fait et bien fait, c’est, je crois, ce que j’ai fait de 
mieux en mieux dans mes jobs successifs et qui est ma plus 
grande fierté.

Quel a été votre plus grand défi dans les 
Institutions?
 
Mon défi le plus important a été de participer à la fondation de 
l’EACEA que j’ai rejoint lors de sa création en 2004. J’étais l’un 
des premiers chefs d’unité à être recruté et j’ai aidé le Directeur 
(Gilbert Gascard) à recruter tous les financiers de l’agence,à 
définir et à mettre en place les procédures et systèmes 
permettant à l’agence de démarrer la gestion de ses programmes 
le 1er janvier 2005. Ce fut un vrai challenge qui a été relevé 
collectivement par tout le Management et le staff de l’époque 
dont la motivation et l’engagement ont été exceptionnels. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Que pouvez-vous dire de votre expérience 
à la REA
 
Lorsque j’ai rejoint la REA le 15 novembre 2016, l’encadrement 
de la C2 était à reconstruire car tous les chefs de secteur, 
sauf Kostas, étaient partis ou en partance.
Cela a rendu ma première année plus difficile mais m’a permis 
de m’impliquer dans les dossiers et de me familiariser assez 
vite avec la gestion financière des projets de recherche et 
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avec les systèmes et procédures qui sont ce qui se fait de 
mieux à la Commission en matière de gestion de subventions.
 
Cela m’a permis aussi de recruter Louise, Pavol et Valérie 
et ainsi, avec Kostas, d’avoir 4 chefs de secteur hyper-
compétents à qui j’ai pu donner une grande délégation. A la 
REA, j’ai compris que déléguer, c’est accepter que le travail 
puisse être moins bien fait par d’autres et constater qu’en 
fait il est le plus souvent mieux fait. Alors, il n’y avait plus de 
limite à la délégation. Mon travail a consisté de plus en plus 
à recruter, motiver, coordonner et superviser (de préférence 
à contrôler). C’était plus agréable, moins stressant, mais ça a 
été un travail à plein temps jusqu’au dernier jour quand même.
 
En agence en général et à la REA en particulier, l’organisation 
est plate et permet des prises de décision rapide, ce qui est 
très agréable pour un chef d’unité. Nous avions en projet 
d’introduire une nouvelle procédure, on en parle avec le 
Directeur et s’il est d’accord, on la communique à l’ensemble 
des chefs d’unité dans le cadre d’une réunion de Management, 
et elle rentre en vigueur. Quelle différence avec la Commission !
 
J’ai aimé aussi à la REA l’intérêt des projets et des programmes 
gérés, notamment Marie Curie.
Enfin, comment ne pas parler de mon expérience à la REA 
sans évoquer les hommes et les femmes que j’y ai rencontrés, 
Gilbert et Marc, l’ensemble du Management et tout le staff 
qui forment une grande famille.

Comment avez-vous vécu le home office 
pendant le confinement?
 
Je n’avais pas beaucoup d’expérience de télétravail jusqu’au 
confinement, mais je me suis adapté finalement sans trop 
de difficulté.  Dans l’ensemble toutefois, si j’ai réussi à faire 

100% de mes tâches, je trouve que le télétravail permanent 
est pénalisant en termes de performance, surtout pour les 
réunions de travail.
Mais ce qui m’a manqué, c’est surtout les contacts avec les 
collègues même si je me suis arrangé pour multiplier les 
contacts téléphoniques et de vidéo conférence. Nos réunions 
de coordination avec les chefs de secteur sont devenues 
quotidiennes et nous avons même fait des drinks virtuels !

Qu’allez-vous faire dans ce nouveau 
chapitre de votre vie?
 
Tout d’abord je disposerai de plus de temps pour ma famille 
et les voyages lorsque ceux-ci seront à nouveau possibles. Je 
compte surtout faire beaucoup de sport, du golf et du vélo 
principalement. A partir de cet automne nous aurons un chien 
à la maison qui va évidemment beaucoup m’occuper. Je n’ai 
pas eu le temps de me préparer à cause du Covid, mais je 
vais essayer de jouer d’un instrument de musique et d’avoir 
une autre activité sociale ou culturelle.
En tout état de cause, je ne compte pas me transformer en 
lézard, encore moins en lézard alcoolique !

C’est dommage de partir sans l’habituel 
drink avec les collègues…
 
C’est très frustrant de partir dans ces conditions sans avoir pu 
se préparer à ne plus revoir ses collègues et sans leur dire au 
revoir. En fonction de l’évolution du déconfinement, je compte 
bien organiser soit une grosse fête en septembre (j’avais prévu 
de réunir 150 personnes), soit inviter des petits groupes à la 
maison, ou soit les deux (pour devancer la remarque de Claire).

Imaginons que vous êtes à votre fête de 
départ. A quoi ressemblerait votre discours ?
 
Je n’ai pas encore rédigé de discours mais j’y pense depuis 
quelque temps. Mon idée est d’évoquer, si possible avec 
humour, de bons souvenirs de ma carrière, et de remercier 
les gens qui m’ont fait confiance et avec qui j’ai noué des 
relations privilégiées.  Il y a notamment mes mentors (Gilbert, 
mais il y en a un autre qui m’a aidé dans mes débuts à la 
Commission), Marc, le Management de la REA, mon unité 
ainsi que ceux que j’ai suivis ou qui m’ont suivi à différentes 
étapes de ma carrière : Sari, Danielle, Valérie, Fabienne et Paul 
(EACEA et REA), Sabrina (DG GROW et DG HR), Francesca et 
Michaël (EACEA et DG HR), les fidèles soutiens et amis (Jean, 
Gerco et Patricia) ainsi que toute la dream team de HR.R1 
(Christina, Thérèse et les autres).■

Encarni Barrionuevo Sanchez, 
Communication Adviser (C1)

J’ai compris que déléguer, c’est accepter 
que le travail puisse être moins bien fait et 
constater qu’en fait il est le plus souvent 

mieux fait.
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Joana Silva,  
Project Officer (B5)

A GREEnER LIFE AFTER CoRonA?

What is the origin of Kortrijk?

Kortrijk is historically very important for 
the Flemish Community. The Battle of 
the Golden Spurs took place at the 
Fields of Groeninghe, on 11th of July 
1302, and Flanders commemorates this 
day as a bank holiday. 

Its name originates from the Gallo-
Roman Cortoriacum, and it means “the 
settlement near the curb in the river” at 
the crossing of the river Lys and two 
Roman roads. 

It is a very old city with an important 
historical patrimony. The touristic high-
lights of Kortrijk are the Beguinage and 
the Belfry, both recognized by UNESCO 
as World Heritage Sites; and the medi-
eval churches, Saint Martin and Our 
Lady, famous for its Count’s Chapel. It 
is nice to walk along the banks of the 
river Lys, which flows through the city. 
In 2008, the banks of the river were 
lowered in front of the Broel Towers, 
part of the medieval defensive wall, and 
became the place to be! 

It sounds like Kortrijk is a very impor-
tant city in the West-Flanders.

Oh, yes! Kortrijk has always been a city 
with a dynamic spirit and a lot of entre-
preneurship. In the Middle Ages, Kortrijk 
grew significantly thanks to the flax and 
wool industry. As of the 19th century, it 
became one of the biggest and richest 
cities in Flanders. 

It was the first town in Belgium to have 
a traffic-free shopping street, the Korte 
Steenstraat, in 1962. Later, many neigh-
bouring streets joined in. Nowadays, 
Kortrijk has one of the largest traffic-
free areas in Belgium. It is nice to shop 
in Kortrijk. Many family-owned retail 
shops have survived the onslaught of 
supermarkets and chain stores. 

In 1968, the exhibition centre ‘De Hal-
len’ was set up, which is world famous 
for its fairs. One of the most famous is 
the biennial international exhibition of 
interior design. I haven’t missed one of 
those since 1982.

As a citizen of Kortrijk, tell us about 
your favourite ‘secret’ places...

Cooking is my thing, so occasionally I 
like to book a table at my favourite res-
taurant ‘Va et Vient’. The chef is special-

ised in delicious, original dishes with 
seasonal products from local growers, 
but with an exotic twist. 

As a coffee aficionado, I strongly recom-
mend the coffee grinder outlet ‘Viva 
Sara’, located on the main square in the 
old part of the city. I you have a sweet 
tooth, you would like the local “Kalle-
taart” (apple cake with Calvados), the 
gingerbread with dried fruit, and the 
chocolate “little beguines”. 

Don’t forget to taste Omer: a delicious 
beer from the local Bockor brewery.■

M
Y

 C
it

Y

19

Chantal Huts, 
Legal and Financial Administrator (C3)
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KoRTRIJK   
Our colleague Philippe Roumans (B2) moved with his family to 
Kortrijk at the age of one, and he has lived there ever since. He 
takes us for a walk through this historical and modern Flemish city.



Linguistically-speaking, it started in January when we all 
discovered where Wuhan was, and then began hearing 
discussion of incubation periods, super-spreaders, and 
subsequently even toilet roll wars. Six months later and 
we’ve already moved on to quarantine fatigue, immunity 
passports, deconfinement and second waves.

In just a few weeks, our language has changed almost as 
much as our societies. Not only has there been virtually 
just one topic of conversation, but much of that 
conversation has involved words and phrases that even just 
a couple of months ago we would have struggled to 
understand. Had you ever previously found yourself 
referring to flattening the curve, herd immunity or basic 
reproduction rate? Did you even know what a coronavirus 
was? No, me neither. Yet suddenly we all seem to have 
become experts on these things and casually throw 
references to them into conversation, our friends and 
family nodding along in recognition. 

Many of the terms that we’ve found ourselves using are 
not new, of course. According to the Oxford English 
Dictionary the first recorded use of “self-isolation” was 
back in 1834 while “social-distancing” has been in use since 
1957. But sometimes words have to wait for the right 
moment in order to enter the mainstream. Older words 
such as “pandemic” (1666) and “quarantine” (1470) are 

having a bit of a moment right now, of course, while newer 
words such as “asymptomatic” (1932) and “lockdown” 
(1973) have proven to be useful additions to our everyday 
vocabulary. Elsewhere, existing words are being used in a 
new way. Previously aeroplanes and camera lenses 
“zoomed”, whereas now it is something we do with family 
and friends on a Friday night. 

So while we’re used to talk of a novel coronavirus, perhaps 
it’s also now reasonable to talk of a novel coronavirus 
vocabulary? We would all prefer not to know what PPE or 
WFH stand for (Personal Protective Equipment and Working 
From Home, in case you were unsure) but, like the 
coronavirus situation more generally, this seems to be our 
“new normal”. 

One refreshing step forward, however, has been the 
broader appreciation – both through our language and 
through the regular “claps for our carers” that have taken 
place across Europe – that being low-paid does not 
invariably mean “low-skilled” or “low-importance.” Rather, 
the linguistic nuance inherent in the fact that nurses, care 
workers, shop assistants, delivery drivers and refuse 
collectors are now routinely referred to as “front-line” or 
“key”  workers – and have finally been recognised as such 
– is a timely reminder that not every hero wears a cape. 
Now, more than ever, we salute them.■

Christopher Reynolds
Head of Sector (A2)

CHRISToPHER’S TIPS 
A Novel Coronavirus Vocabulary 
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Comments? Suggestions?

Want to participate in the (next) REAder?

REA-COMMUNICATION@ec.europa.eu
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