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T h e H or izo n
2 02 0 E R C proj e t
“ DISE ASE ” is le d
by Pr o f . N a tha lie
S tr o eymeyt from
t he Depar t me nt
of bio logy of the
Univer sit y of
F ribou r g.
H er t eam is
s t u dying t he
s o cial st r ate g ie s
u sed by ants to
f igh t epidemic s in
t heir co lon i e s.

C O L O N I E S

Nathalie Stroeymeyt
joined the University of
Fribourg in 2019 to establish her own research
group with the help of an
ERC Starting Grant and
an SNSF Professorship.
From 2010 to 2018, she
worked in the ant studies group established
by Laurent Keller at
the University of Lausanne, reknowned for its
groundbreaking work in
the field, such as using
novel techniques to track
large numbers of individual ants in a colony.
“We were gluing a kind of
QR Code on the back of
garden ants (Lasius niger)
in order to identify them,
explains Nathalie Stroeymeyt. With the help of a
camera, we then recorded their position twice a
second.”
Simple individual behaviours can now be

F I G H T

E P I D E M I C S

connected to collective
behaviours. An unimaginable feat less than a
decade ago!
Society vs disease
Professor Stroeymeyt’s
project is to study how
ants defend themselves
as a group against epidemics, by rearranging
their “social network” and
adapting their immune
response. Her group will
map the social network of
ant colonies in the same
way that data scientists
map human networks on
social media.

“This research
could have implications for human
societies.”
Professor Stroeymeyt
does not shy from comparison with humans.
“With ants, we can study
the spread of epidemics

experimentally, which is
not possible on humans
for ethical reasons”. The
big question is to find
out what tools evolution
has developed for social species to counter
epidemics favoured by
their high rate of social
interactions.
An impressive first
grant
The ERC Starting Grant
allows the biologist to
hire two doctoral students and two postdoc
researchers, a rather
impressive team at this
stage of her career. “I
was in a state of disbelief
for a few weeks after getting the positive answer
from the ERC” she says.
“This is a big step, it allows me to really do what
I want as a researcher for
the next 5 years”.
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About DISEASE

“The ERC Starting
Grant gives me the
opportunity to start
my own independent
research group at
an early stage in my
career, and investigate
the topics I want with
a strong team.”
Prof. Nathalie Stroeymeyt
Department of Biology,
University of Fribourg
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The Horizon 2020 project
DISEASE aims at understanding how ant societies
fight epidemics. With a wide
variety of experiments, the
project will determine whether ant societies respond to
epidemics by modifying
their social networks. This
will constitute a significant
advance in our understanding of the complex feedback
between sociality and health.

Project Name
DISEASE

Project Cost
€1.5 million
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Biology
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University of Fribourg

Programme
Horizon 2020 Excellent Science: ERC Starting Grant
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