
On this occasion, I am using this column to 
express my gratitude. Thanks to our ‘CNIO 
Friends’ community, which is growing on a daily 
basis: you are now more than 350 people who 
have decided to cooperate with us, fully aware 
that supporting research today is a commitment 
towards tomorrow’s medicine.

As a gesture of our appreciation and 
acknowledgement, six months after the launch 
of this initiative, we came up with the idea of 
paying tribute to you through two videos − 
directed and created by the prestigious video artist 
Amparo Garrido − in which some of you have 
contributed your own voices to remind us that 
there is a motivation behind every CNIO Friend; 
a combination of altruistic drive and personal 
commitment. A special thank you goes to all of 
you for giving us the opportunity to listen to you. 
Your testimonials have been very well received on 
social networks. I would like to invite you all to 
watch them on the following websites:

Short version: https://youtu.be/sAnm4D4_8_8
Extended version: http://youtu.be/YsfQmm0_VXM

A big thank you also goes to the more than 14,000 
‘CNIO Friends’ fans on Facebook. Over a period of 
just four months, we have received many public and 
private messages of love and support. We are very 
happy to see that you value, share and comment on 
our content with interest and with the shared expec-
tation that one day all types of cancers can be cured. 

Our thanks to all of you. Your support encourages 
us to continue working with enthusiasm.

—MARIA A. BLASCO
Director
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The Telomeres and Telomerase Group from 
the CNIO’s Molecular Oncology Programme 
has demonstrated, for the first time, that 
telomeres, the structures that protect the ends 
of chromosomes, can be an effective target 
against cancer.

The secret to the immortality of cancer cells lies 
in these protective shields, or telomeres: while 
those of healthy cells gradually deteriorate each 
time a cell divides (which makes cells age and 
die), the telomeres in cancer cells do not wear 
and, therefore, tumours can grow indefinitely. 

Now, the CNIO has 
demonstrated, in a 
mouse model for lung 
cancer, that destroying 
the protective shields 
by blocking the TRF1 protein (which forms 
part of these shields), the tumour stops growing 
without causing any major toxicity to healthy 
tissue. 

In addition, the Centre has initiated the first 
stages of drug development for TRF1 inhibitors 
in various types of cancer.
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In May, the CNIO joined the global battle against 
melanoma, which seeks to raise public awareness 
about the disease. Two dermatologists from the 
Hospital 12 de Octubre and a visiting researcher 
from the University of Vienna, provided skin 
examinations for our researchers, who are 
now ready to enjoy the sun using the necessary 
protection. We would like to encourage you to 
pay attention to this important aspect of our 
health.

An important and long-awaited meeting took 
place in the Centre at the beginning of June: 
the CNIO’s External Scientific Advisory Board 
(SAB), composed of eminent figures such as 
Nobel Laureate in Medicine, John Michael 
Bishop.  This external advisory board assesses 
annually the Centre’s scientific activities (see the 
interview with its Chair on the following page).

On 17 June, our Auditorium hosted the Meeting 
of the Commercial Communication Efficiency 
Awards Jury Club. In addition, on the 22nd, we 

received the students who will be training with 
us over the summer: nine college students from 
Spain, USA, Peru and India will join various 
CNIO groups until mid-August. One of them 
has also been awarded a summer grant from 
the Spanish Association Against Cancer (AECC) 
and will stay with us until the end of summer. In 
addition, two other students will receive grants 
from the AECC and we will have someone from 
the US Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT). A total of twelve students will be joining 
us this summer, we hope they will make the most 
of their stay. Welcome to the CNIO!
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Chair of the CNIO’s 
Scientific Advisory Board 

PROFILE INVITED
SEMINARS

Mariann Bienz is Head of the Division of Protein & Nucleic Acid Chemistry 
at the MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology in Cambridge, England. Since 
July 2014, she also chairs the CNIO’s Scientific Advisory Board (SAB).

How does the SAB help the CNIO to fulfill its role as a centre 

of excellence?

The SAB provides a rich source of wide-ranging expertise, both scientific 
and managerial, with their considerable collective experience of different 
research organisations around Europe and the USA, which could benefit the 
governance of the CNIO and the assessment of its research. We give strong 
positive feedback and advice, while also articulating constructive criticisms 
and providing recommendations so the Director and the Programme leaders 
can maintain the high international profile of the Centre.

How do you assess this first year as Chair of the SAB?

Our site visit at the CNIO at the beginning of this month has been interesting, and 
inspiring, and I very much enjoyed hearing about the ongoing cancer research 
in the two Programmes that were assessed this time round. In particular, the 
Molecular Oncology Programme was deemed to be outstanding by the SAB — one 
of the top molecular oncology departments in Europe and, arguably, in the world. 
This Programme is the jewel in the crown of Spanish cancer research and thus 
has a special strategic importance for Spanish science. The Structural Biology 

ageing and increasing quality of life. Studies in 
humans and animal models indicate that specific 
nutritional interventions could improve ageing 
and prevent or postpone age-related diseases, 
such as cancer, cardiovascular disease, diabetes 
or inflammation.

Its relevance could even go beyond individual 
well-being: according to other animal research, 
eating habits could not only have an impact on 
the body of a given individual, but also on the 
health and longevity of its descendants.

Based on scientific observations indicating 
that the classic Mediterranean diet contributes 
to longevity and reduces the risk of disease, 
Luigi Fontana is currently undertaking a 
research project that he hopes will define the 
health benefits of this diet compared to other 
diets.

“The CNIO has one of the top molecular 
oncology programmes in Europe”
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and Biocomputing Programme was also found to be very strong, and technically 
impressive. This Programme plays a leading role in computational biology 
nationally and internationally.  I was also impressed by the senior scientific 
leadership of the CNIO, and their scientific and managerial achievements 
despite considerable challenges due to the difficult economic situation.

What are your expectations for the CNIO’s future?

The scientific potential of the Centre is immense, and I fully expect it to 
maintain its eminence at the cutting edge of international cancer research. 
Clearly, its main strength is in basic cancer biology, which is absolutely crucial 
for underpinning translational research and future clinical applications. This 
strength provides a strong basis for fruitful collaborations with pharmaceutical 
companies that could lead to novel therapeutics and impact on human health 
through improvements in the diagnosis and treatment of cancer. The most 
important future challenge for the Centre will be to attract and support 
the next leaders in cancer research. Finding and raising the young stars of 
tomorrow is not easy though!

Luigi Fontana 

Washington University School of 
Medicine, USA

On 22 May, as part of our ‘Distinguished 
Seminar’ series, the CNIO hosted a lecture 
entitled “Promoting Health and Longevity 
through Diet: Metabolic and Molecular 
Mechanisms”, given by the researcher Luigi 
Fontana.

Fontana is known worldwide for his studies on 
the effects of nutrition and exercise on delaying 
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