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The jury has chosen our winner!  

It was no easy task for the Syva Award jury to determine the winner. Indeed, no less than 17 
candidates submitted their theses, all of which were of excellent quality. Of course, all criteria 
had to be met and the highest possible score had to be achieved for each of them. After two 
days of deliberations, which were conducted digitally, as required by the Covid-19 rules, 5 theses 
made it to the finish line. 

We are therefore very proud to announce that the winning thesis is entitled: "Porcine epidemic 
diarrhoea virus: pathogenesis and protection" and that the candidate is Alejandro Pascual 
Iglesias! 

- Who is our winner? 

Alejandro Pascual is a 32-year-old researcher 
from Plasencia, Cáceres, who graduated in 
Biology (Biochemistry/Biotechnology) from the 
University of Salamanca (USAL) in 2012. There, 
in the framework of his dissertation on 
gestational intrahepatic cholestasis, he took his 
first steps in basic research. He then joined the 
Department of Physiology and Pharmacology at 
the University of Salamanca to complete a 
Master's degree in Physiopathology and 

Molecular and Cellular Pharmacology, for which he received an award for the best 
postgraduate record. He then joined the Department of Physiology and Pharmacology at the 
University of Salamanca to complete a Master's degree in Physiopathology and Molecular and 
Cellular Pharmacology, for which he received an award for the best postgraduate record. 

A few years later, he moved to Madrid to complete his PhD Thesis in the team of Sonia Zúñiga 
Lucas and Luis Enjuanes Sánchez, two world-renowned experts who lead the coronavirus 
research group at the National Biotechnology Centre of the CSIC. In January 2020, Alejandro 
received his PhD with a grade of Outstanding Cum Laude from the Autonomous University 
of Madrid. Alejandro says he is proud of this thesis, which represents a great personal and 
professional achievement, and thanks to which he has been able to develop a vaccine with 100% 
efficacy against porcine epidemic diarrhoea virus (PEDV), which causes high mortality in piglets. 

Alejandro is currently working at the Hospital de La Paz Research Institute (IdiPaz) in Madrid 
in Dr Eduardo López Collazo's group, where he continues his research on coronaviruses and 
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their interactions with the immune system, as well as on the protection provided by vaccination 
and pharmacological treatments. 

- A thesis topic that, without realizing it at that time, was to be totally in 
line with current events. 

Alejandro Pascual's thesis studies the porcine epidemic diarrhoea virus, which is highly 
contagious in infected farms and causes high mortality in piglets. 

 "My work during this thesis, proposed to the Syva Award jury, consisted of studying the genes 
responsible for the virulence of the virus and modelling its infectious cycle in host cells," explains 
Alejandro.  

With this information and applied genetic technologies, our winner has developed a 'virus-
copying model' that can be modified by specifically altering the genes that confer virulence and 
lethality. The result is a virus that can infect a host without developing symptoms or causing 
death. Ultimately, this model should make it possible to produce a vaccine from a live, 
attenuated viral strain.  

Several vaccine candidates have been developed by modifying the S protein, which the virus 
needs to enter the cell it infects, and the N protein, which is essential for coronaviruses, 
including porcine epidemic diarrhoea virus. 

"One of the key points of my work," says Alejandro, "is that we managed to modify the genetic 
sequence of the PEDV virus without altering the famous N protein. This allowed us to develop a 
candidate vaccine with maximum efficacy in terms of protection against this disease.”  

In addition, this thesis opened other interesting avenues of research, linked among other things, 
to the modifications of the immune system generated by the virus and its adaptive capacities in 
the infected host. This could be the starting point for the development of other therapeutic 
approaches. 

When asked why he chose this topic, Alejandro replies: "I always wanted to dedicate myself to 
research, especially in microbiology and, more specifically, in vaccine protection. I was familiar with 
Dr Enjuanes' extensive work and publications on coronaviruses and, after attending one of his 
conferences, I didn't hesitate to talk to him about applying for a thesis in his group and we immediately 
agreed". 

Beyond Alejandro's passion for this type of research, his thesis also highlights the work of a 
whole team researching on coronaviruses within the CSIC! In fact, the coronavirus team has 
many years of experience in the study of the molecular basis of the pathogenesis of 
coronaviruses, especially those causing epidemics such as SARS-CoV, MERS-CoV, SARS-CoV-2 or 
PEDV. The latter is the focus of his thesis. Indeed, under the direction of Sonia Zúñiga Lucas, 
Alejandro had the privilege of joining the prestigious team of Luis Enjuanes Sánchez, whose 
work in the context of the current health crisis and his role as an expert on coronaviruses for the 
Spanish government is well known. We were honoured to be able to ask Sonia Zuñiga and Luis 
Enjuanes a few questions, feel free to check out their interview here. 

https://www.syva.es/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/PREMIO-SYVA-ENTREVISTA-Sonia-Zuniga-15-04-2021.pdf
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- What motivated Alejandro to apply for the Syva Award? 

We were curious to know what motivated our winner to apply for the Syva Award. When we 
asked Alejandro, we were happy to ear that our winner regularly browses the Syva website 
because of our news about pathogens in farm animals and our research and development 
interests. He discovered that Syva supports young researchers with an award for the best thesis 
in animal health. Motivated by his co-director Sonia Zúñiga and some close colleagues working 
in the same team, he answered our call and filled in the documents and form available on our 
website. 

 "I thought such an important and prestigious award would be a nice recognition for such a well 
thought-out and well-designed team effort, given its encouraging results and the current interest in 
coronaviruses," he also commented. 

- Syva Award is meaningful to the efforts of young scientists investing in 
research 

When we informed him that the academic jury appointed by the university considered his thesis 
to be of very high quality and decided to award him the prize, Alejandro could hardly believe it, 
but then the feeling of pride took over.  

In fact, he told us, "it is a great feeling to receive such recognition for work that has taken so much 
time, energy and thought over the years and that gives meaning to what you do and encourages you 
to continue".  

In addition to this sentiment, all our winners since the award exists, will tell you that receiving 
the Syva Award and having it on their CV, highlights their skills and gives important visibility to 
their work and new career development opportunities. 

- Health situation persists and forces us to adapt.  

While coronavirus-type viruses are at the heart of this thesis and the work of a whole team within 
the CSIC, a more specific species of it unfortunately interrupts the activities during which the 
Syva Prize and its 15,000 euros are traditionally awarded to the winner. 

The University of León is organising an academic event with strict respect for the rules of 
distance and with a limited audience on 26 April.  

The winner will be received at our facilities to receive the prize from our General Manager César 
Carnicer. 

We will be sure to share this visit with you in a future news item. 

Stay tuned! 
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More about the Syva Award 
 
Created by Syva Laboratories in 1997, in collaboration with the University of León, the Syva 
Award has been supporting young researchers defending their thesis in the field of animal 
health for almost 25 years. 15,000 euros are offered to the thesis that proposes significant 
advances and contributes in a concrete way to the development of effective solutions and 
treatments aimed at improving the health and welfare of animals, and more specifically, those 
related to Microbiology, Immunology, Infectious Diseases or Parasitic Diseases of livestock. 
It is currently open to all PhD students who have completed their thesis at different 
universities in Spain, Portugal, and Mexico.  
For more information, please visit our website: https://www.syva.es/en/syvastart/syva-award-
for-the-best-doctoral-thesis-in-animal-health/ 
 
 
About Syva 
 
Laboratorios Syva is a family-owned pharmaceutical company founded in 1941 in León (Spain), 
dedicated exclusively to animal health through the development, production and marketing 
of vaccines and pharmaceutical specialities focused on production animals. 
The company is present in Europe, Central and South America, North Africa and Asia with its 
own subsidiaries and a network of exclusive distributors. 
 
Our mission is to provide efficient solutions for the permanent improvement of animal health, 
creating value for the client through the commitment and capacity of our team. 
 
 
For more information about Syva: http://www.syva.es/en 
 
Link : Presscontact 
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