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UL is the perfect place to disrupt computer 
science education. It’s the upstart University!“
-  John Collison, Stripe
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01PRESIDENT'S WELCOME

WELCOME TO THE SUMMER 2021 EDITION OF UL LINKS

N o doubt like all of you, I celebrated the arrival of 2021 
with the strong hope that we would all be together and 
have returned to our lovely campus by now. Little did we 

know then that we were headed for further lockdowns and 
public health restrictions. The reunion of our community this 
year is still a very real aim for us all at UL and I really look 
forward to welcoming all the new members of our community 
both staff and students who have yet to have a physical in-
person experience of UL. 
This past 18 months has been relentless. It has tested every 
member of our community.  Colleagues and students have lost 
loved ones, and have had to bear that grief in many cases 
cut off from family and friends. Parents and caregivers found 
themselves with the hugely difficult task of simultaneously 
caring for young children, home schooling and working. 
Young people were isolated from their friends, their sport, their 
social circle and their wider families. The way we teach, learn, 
research, support and work has had to become agile and 
responsive to an ever-changing set of circumstance. 
Yet what the UL community has achieved is simply 
extraordinary. Staff and students have volunteered to support 
front line workers, our researchers have provided solutions, 
innovations and expert guidance, our academic staff have 
reimagined course work and teaching materials to keep 
students engaged online and our students have excelled. 
Within the pages of this Links magazine, we highlight a wide 

variety of some important stories from our community while 
also looking outside to the wider landscape. 
UL has been at the forefront of many developments at home and 
abroad and in this edition, we look at the next steps following 
the announcement of our new Immersive Software Engineering 
(ISE) programme. Partnerships with industry leaders such as 
Stripe and Analog have been added to and in all we note the 
addition of 36 partners and sponsors in total. 
Stripe co-founder and president, John Collison also offers his 
thoughts on the programme and its need for industry. 
Analog Devices CEO and president, but most of all UL Alum, 
Vincent Roche offers his viewpoint on the new ISE programme 
as well as his belief that the wider collaborations of research, 
education and industry will lead to the development of solutions 
to the world’s biggest problems. 
UL PhD student Mamobo Ogoro who is leading a national 
awareness campaign, talks to us on founding a multimedia 
platform to ‘dissect’ the social issues facing Ireland’s 
multicultural generation.
We read about Dr Sean Redmond and the REPPP Greentown 
project based out of UL’s School of Law that is getting global 
attention. 
The online world has created ‘access to more affordable, 
equitable and timely’ treatment provision, according to Dr 
Pepijn van de Ven. He talks to us about the future of internet 
interventions. 
In this edition, we can also read about research that allows cars 
to be made from paper waste. 
Partnerships with industry to allow students recreate a lab 
environment is the story behind the collaborative work done 
between UL’s Department of Science and Engineering and 
Analog Devices to create the digital home lab for 400 first year 
engineering students. 
Extensive coverage is also given to UL Global’s engagements 
in Africa and the potential for further collaborations as well 
as the international alumni ambassadors promoting UL to the 
world. 
We hear from Wafa Rougab, a 26-year-old Algerian PhD 
student who is excelling on her own educational journey 
despite the challenges of a visual impairment. 
Professor Eoin Devereux writes about how we are singing our 
cares away and later highlights the work of UL’s MA in Creative 
Writing. 
Dr Catherine Norton talks about COVID and our love of 
food while Dr Aileen Dillane and Dr Sarah Raine talk about 
recalibrating music festival research during a pandemic.  
There is so much more to talk about but I will let you discover 
these gems for yourself.
I hope that between the covers of this quality publication, you 
get a sense of what we are in UL, dynamic, cutting edge and 
always innovative. 
Enjoy!
Professor Kerstin Mey
President, UL
@ULPresident

Vibrant city.
Dynamic 
university.
Choose Postgrad, 
Choose Limerick, Choose UL

ul.ie/postgrad
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Programme Sponsors:

UL REWRITES THE RULEBOOK IN
COMPUTER SCIENCE EDUCATION
ISE: next steps for the new flagship software 
engineering programme 

H aving generated a burst 
of global interest earlier 
this year following the 

announcement by University of 
Limerick that the new Immersive 
Software Engineering (ISE) 
programme would be delivered 
in partnership with tech giants, 
industry has reacted strongly 
hailing it as a leap forward in 
software engineering education. 
In partnership with 36 
organisations and tech companies 
such as Stripe, Analog, Provisio, 
Intercom, and Manna Aero, 
the commencement of ISE next 
year at UL will include five paid 
residences allowing real world 
experience during the course 
of the four-year programme 
where students are continuously 
mentored and evaluated in 
professional practice settings. 
For those asking how the course is 
immersive, programme designers 
would say that software is eating 
the world. 
Given the criticality of software 
in daily life, a similar professional 
practice-based approach is 
needed for software engineering 
students. 

ISE calls this process immersion. Studio-based education 
via team-teaching in blocks via projects, and not standard 
modules, is the vehicle through which immersion is achieved 
when the students are on campus at UL. 
Residencies are the vehicle through which immersion is 
achieved in a diversity of work settings. This transformative 
innovation advances, but in no way replaces, the wonderful 
Cooperative Education concept pioneered in UL fifty years 
ago. 
In developing the residency concept, ISE’s Head of Residencies, 
JJ Collins, says “The ISE students will have the time of their lives 
when on residency. Learning by doing, as part of a four-year 
integrated BSc/MSc, with different paid placements across 
the top companies in the world. Imagine that. 
“ISE is a total paradigm shift and rewrites the rulebook for 
software engineering education. There is no other course 
in existence like ISE’s integrated BSc/MSc. In addition to 
innovations such as residencies, ISE students on campus will 
learn by collaborating in teams using problem-based learning 
in a dedicated studio. The ISE studio is a learning space that 
fosters creativity and innovation in peer networks similar to 
how new ideas are born and grow in the 'real world',” he 
adds.   

Having launched with 16 partner companies, in just ten weeks, 
the number of companies has more than doubled as there are 
now 36 partner companies, and that number continues to rise. 
Along with UL's Professor Stephen Kinsella as course director, 
new members have also joined the Industry Advisory Board 
of companies supporting the programme philanthropically, 
chaired by the co-founder and President of Stripe, John 
Collison. 
ISE is a recognition we have an incredible array of world 

beating talent on this small island when it comes to developing 
innovative best-in-class solutions to incredibly thorny problems 
using the very best software engineering practices and tech. It 
is also a recognition that UL is the kind of University to take a 
risk on a brand new kind of course, with a new approach to 
teaching computer science. 
Commenting on the programme’s deep innovation, Co-Director 
Prof. Tiziana Margaria said “ISE is all about innovation, about 
relevance to the students and the profession from day one. We 
bring research and teaching together in an unprecedented 
way, we continuously work with deeply engaged companies, 
and we bring creative and proactive students in an intensive 
and immersive studio environment. We systematically do new 
things in new ways, and I can’t wait to get started.” 
ISE partner companies are currently co-designing the 
residency experience, and here, variety for the students will be 
key. The 30-plus ISE residency partners are solving problems 
in every conceivable domain. Students will be able to learn 
from a diversity of residency experiences with ISE partners, 
from payment platforms to sensors and sensors integration, 
autonomous vehicles and safer driving, AI for  speech 
recognition, but also connected health, sustainable fashion,  
photography, databases,  online shopping, drones, finance, 
social media, online security, HR, climate change, the music 
industry, and many more.
University of Limerick President, Professor Kerstin Mey says  
“This partnership is an incredibly exciting one for the University. 
UL has always been a dynamic and innovative university that 
works with industry to help shape the graduates of tomorrow. 
The employability rate of UL graduates is consistently the 
highest of any Irish higher education institutions and this will 
only serve to increase that leading edge.
“Our industry partners have been invaluable in the conception 
of this disrupting programme, bringing their incredible industry 
experience to the benefit of our future graduates and effectively 
doing something that has never been done before in shaping 
and changing how computer science is taught in Ireland.
“UL has always been a pioneer. We are a ‘disruptor’ in 
the most positive sense. Over the last eighteen months, the 
evolution of this programme has built on that proud tradition.
“We are now ready to unveil Immersive Software Engineering 
to the world and are excited by the opportunities it presents,” 
Professor Mey added.

ISE is a total paradigm shift and rewrites the 
rulebook for software engineering education. 
There is no other course in existence like 
ISE’s integrated BSc/MSc. In addition to 
innovations such as Residencies, ISE students 
on campus will learn by collaborating in teams 
using problem-based learning in a dedicated 
studio

“
-  JJ Collins, ISE's Head of Residencies

Pictured: Professor Tiziana 
Margaria

ISE is all about innovation, about relevance to 
the students and the profession from day one. 
We bring research and teaching together in 
an unprecedented way, we continuously work 
with deeply engaged companies, and we bring 
creative and proactive students in an intensive 
and immersive studio environment

“
-  Professor Tiziana Margaria, ISE Programme Co-Director

Pictured: JJ Collins

Pictured: UL students, CSIS, University of Limerick, Alan Place
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Programme Sponsors 
continued:

ISE partners
Four ISE partners have been successful in their funding rounds 
since launch. In total ISE partner companies have a market 
capitalization north of €1 trillion, and represent some of the 
most innovative Irish tech companies, from Utmost and Tines 
to Trackworx, Payslip and Fenergo, as well as established 
multinational companies like ADI, Shopify, Intel, MasterCard, 
Arista, RentTheRunway, BD, Transact Campus, Facebook and 
Stripe. The full list of partner companies is at:
www.softwarengineering.ie
ISE’s partner companies have a deep commitment to 
community outreach, equality, diversity, and inclusion. Several 
partner companies have funded scholarships and outreach 
activities to increase the diversity of the students taking ISE, 
and there will be a range of second-level engagements to 
make sure second level students know all about the course 
and what it can do for them. 
So what next for this exciting programme? 
The first ISE students will start in September, 2022 but there is 
much to do before they arrive as ISE must design and build a 
new immersive space for them to learn in. 
The course admission procedure features a portfolio for 
prospective students to show their creativity, problem-solving 
and ingenuity. Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion are centre 
on the ISE radar so that software development is reflective of 
society, and the portfolio is a gateway to ISE for students from 
all backgrounds so that they too will drive digital innovation. 
We ask prospective students to start planning and developing 

their portfolio as a means of demonstrating excellence and 
initiative. And given that portfolios are becoming the norm 
in the software engineering profession, why not start now? 
Check www.software-engineering.ie for further guidance.
ISE also features lots of second-level engagement to convince 
more students, who could do anything, to study software 
engineering. As John Collison says, “Success means more of 
our top young minds choose to study software engineering.” 
ISE must hire  top academics and the most engaged support 
staff. And they must start telling their story to the people who 
really matter-students and their parents. It’s going to be fun 
watching them develop.” 
-  Andrew Carey

This partnership is an incredibly exciting 
one for the University. UL has always been a 
dynamic and innovative university that works 
with industry to help shape the graduates 
of tomorrow. The employability rate of UL 
graduates is consistently the highest of any 
Irish higher education institutions and this 
will only serve to increase that leading edge

“
-  Professor Kerstin Mey, President 

Pictured: UL students, CSIS, University of Limerick, Alan Place

Success means more of our top young minds 
choose to study software engineering“
-  John Collison, Stripe

Q&A WITH STRIPE PRESIDENT JOHN COLLISON ON ISE

T he demand for software engineers is on the rise 
and through so many different facets of society, 
therefore, how important is the support, expansion 

and development of the course in answering industry’s 
needs?
“A career in software engineering is one of the world’s best 
kept secrets. Software engineers are well-paid, work around 
the world on some of the world’s most pressing problems, and 
yet we don’t have anywhere near enough of them.” 
“Many more of Ireland’s most talented young people should 
be studying computer science.” 
“Any student that’s good at maths should be at least considering 
a career in computer science.”
“We’ve seen companies just vibrating with enthusiasm for ISE. 
We launched with 16 residency partners; just a few months 
later that number is 36!”
“Software engineers play a crucial role in solving generational 
challenges like climate change or responding to the next 
pandemic, and ISE students will be placed right on the front 
line, tackling the climate crisis at Watershed, building next-gen 
medical equipment at Analog, or making our roads safer with 
Provizio.” 

How important was it for you that this course would be 
launched in Limerick given your connections?
“UL is the perfect place to disrupt software engineering 
education. It’s the upstart university.”
“Often the most lasting change is spurred by plucky outsiders, 
and UL has a great history of doing just this, not least by 
pioneering the co-op education model that ISE is building on.” 

What does success look like in the first 5/10 years of the 
course?
“We want to mint the best new software engineers in the 
world, right here in Limerick.” 
“Success means more of our top young minds choose to study 
software engineering.”
“In the long run we want ISE to spur copycats so that more 
universities around the world are able to turn our brightest 
students into world class software engineers.” 

What do young entrepreneurs need to have to succeed - 
aside from their education in software engineering? 
“Whether founding a company or joining one, there’s very 
little that can prepare you better than real-world experience.” 
“A lot of what happens in day-to-day working life is hard 
to accurately simulate in a classroom. That’s why student 
doctors are sent out to train in hospitals. No one wants to be 
operated on by a surgeon that’s only ever read a textbook. 
We’re bringing the same logic to software engineering, 
sending bright, curious students out to learn solving real world 
problems in real world environments.” 
“ISE graduates will leave with both a masters and two years’ 
industry experience, that’s an immense advantage over 
everyone else whatever you decide to do next.”

What would you be doing as a career if you were not 
doing what you and Patrick are doing with Stripe?
“I’ve no idea what I might be doing if not Stripe, but I’m pretty 
sure it would involve software.”

Pictured: John Collison, Stripe
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ADI CHIEF SAYS UL IS MOST PROGRESSIVE 
UNIVERSITY IN IRELAND 
With a clear vision as to how higher education 
can provide the tech sector with top-level 
graduates, Analog Devices Inc. President and 
CEO Vincent Roche has a clear vision as to how 
higher education can provide the tech sector 
with top-level graduates

Image: Vincent Roche, President & CEO of Analog Devices Inc.

S peaking to UL Links on the future education and on UL’s 
ability to devise industry relevant programmes and 
produce top quality graduates, the ADI CEO Vincent 

Roche says that you need to look back at the institution’s 
history and from there you can understand why UL and ADI 
partnered. 
“Go back over 40 years, when ADI was moving in to Ireland 
and UL predecessor was formed and you can see why that 
happened. It was because of the symbiotic connection 
between Ed Walsh and our founder Ray Stata who had a 
vision for how a university could really serve the purposes of 
industry,” he explains.
“That was tremendous attractive then, and remains so now. 
“Ed and Ray had a vision for that symbiosis as to how 
universities could help serve industries and how industry could 
tap in to universities. 
“Roll on the years and I would say the process of innovation is 
not Darwinian, it’s not based on heredity and it is based on a 
combinatorial innovation or the process of combining pieces. 
The ADI chief says  that the “we are actually crossing boundaries 
between the pieces”, by suggesting that the young graduates 
of today who have the “ability to synthesize systems, hardware 
and software,” are of huge value to industry. 
ADI is the “ultimate hardware story. We sit between the world 
of the physical and the world of the digital the world of physics, 
chemistry, and biology.
“Computing is how we're creating value these days and we 
are creating versions of the real world, where we're modelling 
them, we're processing them in the computing domain and 
software is the tool to do that. So my need in the fastest 
growing area of skill development, is software.”
Noting the importance of learning while practicing, Mr Roche 
says that “one of the great values of UL over the years has 
been the co-op education system, getting people who spend 
a couple of stints in industry to learn how the real world works, 
to work on real world problems, and then you're a more fully 
formed employee”.  
To that end, the ADI CEO says that the new Immersive Software 
Engineering (ISE) programme at UL is hugely important and 
will “leverage the power of combinatorial innovation and thus 
create more fully formed potential employees who already 
have expertise and will get expertise at ADI on hardware, as 
well as software and systems engineering. They are the three 

key components here.”
On the development of highly employable graduates and 
taking them a step further in their learning experience so as 
to maximise potential, the Wexford native, who graduated in 
1982 from the National Institute for Higher Education - now 
UL - says that they need to be problem solvers, critical thinkers, 
and they need to know what the jobs of the future could be. 
“I think what you're seeing, and I see this too at some of the big 
institutions here in America, is that there is a movement towards 
problem solving based education,” he explains.
“It is impact based learning and we as a company, are also 
increasingly pushing our employees to think about impact 
based execution, impact based strategy and execution. 
“That will eventually lead to growth and success and the one 
overwhelming facet of success is the rate at which companies 
can learn and adapt.
“What we're doing with ourselves and Stripe, and the other 
programme partners with UL, is we are creating an environment 
where undergrads will get real problems to work on that have 
a real meaning to us. It is a process of learning and how to 
adapt it into getting useful outcomes. 
Speaking about the partnership between UL and ADI down 
through the years, Mr Roche says that it centres on the question 
of how does any relationship survive and thrive really. 
“It's about it's about having aligned values. You have to have 
some philosophical alignment around what you stand for and 
you have to have trust, you have to have long-term trust. We 
have that. 
“I would say in many ways, the values of both organizations 
are quite well aligned and I view UL, still today, as the most 

progressive University in Ireland. 
“Ed Walsh brought that years ago. It was going to be different, 
it was going to have a co-op system, it was going to have a 
different way of grading students and it was going to be much 
more industry focused and I think that culture still exists at UL.
“That is still very attractive to us, to be working with an 
organization that is progressive, looking for change and are 
willing to take risk and willing to try new things. 
“It is very attractive for us to work with progressive 
organizations, progressive customers who push us on the 
innovation side - progressive universities like MIT, like UL, like 
Leuven in Belgium and those who are on the forefront taking 
risk, and trying to push the boundaries, that’s who we want to 
work with,” he adds. 
Speaking on the future impact of education on his industry, the 
ADI CEO believes that “it is about being able to get these three 
concentric circles or interlocking circles of hardware, software 
and systems, elevating the capabilities at the intersection of 
those three things. 
“The areas of computational science, which is really about the 
intersection of molecules and data, or molecules and artificial 
intelligence, is going to spawn another 30 or 40 years of 
massive innovation”.
Further explaining this, Mr Roche notes the words of E O 
Wilson; “We are drowning in information, while starving for 
wisdom. The world henceforth will be run by synthesizers, 
people able to put together the right information at the right 
time, think critically about it, and make important choices 
wisely.”
The greatest example of that, according to Mr Roche, who 
joined ADI six years after graduating from NIHE with a 
Bachelor of Science in Electronic Systems, “computational 
biology, was the engineering of a vaccine to deal with 
COVID-19. We did it in less than a year and that is a great 
example of the intersection of computing, artificial intelligence 
and biology.
“So that, to me, is a precursor of what's coming because 
biggest problems that we have to solve are human and 
planetary health.
“We are only beginning to think about how to use the world 
of information technology to help us really deal with this 
most complex problem of all, which is climate change, and 
environmental destruction. 

“Regenerating the planet and the oceans is going to require the 
deployment of a lot of technology and those are marvellous 
places to put our science and technology to work. 
When asked if education, research and industry collaborations 
will act as fast in the future as they did to rapidly create a 
vaccine in response to COVID 19, Mr Roche says that it was 
one of the best examples of problem based learning being 
put to the test and therefore should be the benchmark going 
forward. 
Scientists who worked with research computational biology, 
hardware, software and artificial intelligence were able to 
solve the vaccination problem so quickly, he explains 
“It is the most marvellous example of the use of advanced 
communications technologies and the pooling of knowledge 
at real at light speed to solve a burgeoning problem.
The ADI CEO adds that philanthropy was also an important 
factor. 
“So to speak as to how we do things going forward, this has 
to be the way we do it. 
“I mean, if I look at the climate problem, that is a problem of 
chemistry, biology, as well as physics.
“Solving that, in my opinion, will be the greatest collaboration 
ever in the history of mankind. Trying to regenerate our 
environment and solve climate change. That will be the ultimate 
collaboration programme across research entities, universities, 
industry as well as science. 
Aligned to those goals, the Analog boss pays tribute to the 
work at Catalyst, the development centre where customers, 
business partners, and suppliers come together to engage with 
ADI’s people, technology, expertise, and support infrastructure 
to collaborate and solve at an accelerated pace.
“It is stimulating more indigenous forms of innovation, and 
invention and I think that is so important to Ireland because 
we have had a great platform over the years for using our soft 
power globally.
“I believe that by connecting the pieces in Ireland, the best 
scientists with the best technologists, solving problems that 
matter, can really leverage Ireland’s footprint across the globe. 
“I think it's a phenomenal opportunity to leverage more 
latent potential in Ireland to develop a whole new stream 
of education, of economy and of technology,” Mr Roche 
concludes.  
-  Andrew Carey

What we're doing with ourselves and Stripe, 
and the other programme partners with UL, 
is we are creating an environment where 
undergrads will get real problems to work on 
that have a real meaning to us. It is a process of 
learning and how to adapt it into getting useful 
outcomes

“
-  Vincent Roche

Image: UL student, CSIS, University of Limerick, Alan Place
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‘AMAZING THINGS 
CAN HAPPEN 
FROM HONEST 
CONVERSATIONS’
UL PhD student leading awareness campaign 
founds multimedia platform to ‘dissect’ the 
social issues facing Ireland’s multicultural 
generation

A PhD student at University of Limerick who is trying to 
raise awareness of multiculturalism in Ireland says 
we need to have ‘honest conversations’ about the 

realities faced by those from culturally diverse backgrounds.
Mamobo Ogoro, whose Twitter profile proudly declares that 
she is ‘on a personal mission to unify the world’, founded a 
multimedia platform to help spark a national conversation 
about multiculturalism in Irish society.
“To be honest, I think the time to have a national conversation 
about multiculturalism in Ireland was yesterday, but it is good 
that we are having it now,” says Mamobo, who was born in 
Nigeria and moved to Ireland when she was four, growing up 
in Enniscorthy, Co Wexford.
“With roughly 18% of the Irish population coming from 
culturally diverse backgrounds, it is important that we truly 
understand and have honest conversations about the realities 
faced by those in culturally diverse communities.”
Mamobo is UL’s first Sanctuary PhD fellow. A graduate of both 
the BA Joint Honours (Psychology & Criminal Justice) and the 
MA in Psychology in UL, she is now also pursuing her Doctoral 
Studies in Psychology and Applied Linguistics at UL under Dr 
Mairead Moriarty and Dr Anca Minescu.
Her research focuses on the social identities and social 
representation of multicultural people in Ireland, particularly 
second-generation migrants.
“While there is plenty of Irish research on the initial stage of 
migration, there is a huge gap in research when it comes to 
the experiences on generations after who have adopted more 
multicultural social identities. Given my own experience as a 
child of migrants, I saw this as another driving force for my 
research,” says Mamobo.
She says, based on her research, that the children of migrants 
who came to Ireland in the early 2000s – who are now young 
adults – are “faced with continuous othering by the wider 
society and conflict between the two or more cultures they 
have grown up with”.
“Therefore, I think a national conversation which leads to 
better education, policies and so on is essential to truly reflect 
the multicultural reality that we live in in Ireland,” Mamobo 
explains.
For that reason, she founded Gorm TV – now Gorm Media.

“With the rise of social consciousness in Ireland in 2020, 
I became frustrated with the level of black and white 
conversations that were happening within the general public, 
particularly with race and racism,” she says. 
“As a researcher it is second nature for us to think critically 
and highlight nuance in certain phenomena, but unfortunately 
for the average Joe that may not be the case. So, I thought it 
was time to channel my critical thinking skills as a researcher 
and combine them with my creativity as an artist. And so 
Gorm TV, now Gorm Media was born. We started as a web 
show that dissects the social issues of Ireland’s multicultural 
generation, but with the support of Social Impact Ireland, we 
are developing into a social enterprise. 
“Our core mission is to spark a movement of unity and shared 
understanding, in which we critically engage with social issues 
in order to unify our diverse society. Through digital media, 
video content and film made with members our community, 
we aim to help build a society where no matter the viewpoint, 
common ground can be found,” adds the UL student.
Mamobo has personal experience of the “cultural stress of 
navigating a world where I didn’t feel I belonged, despite not 
knowing anywhere else”.
“The xenophobic and racist experiences in my life spurred 
me on a path to truly understand why people are prejudiced, 
which led me to UL,” she explains. “But in this journey, it has 
really highlighted to me that it boils down to a lack of empathy 
and understanding. 
“There is so much great work being done by community 
initiatives, NGOs and grassroots organisations to further the 
understanding multiculturalism in Ireland. However, I feel that 
that work often stays within the realms of those organisations 
and does not reach the people in the fringes of society. This 
can often result in prejudicial views against people of migrant 
backgrounds and of course racism, which is a huge issue. 
“Therefore, a national conversation backed by national 
institutions is vital to increase the intercultural competence of 
the everyday person in Ireland, which can reduce culture/
race-based prejudices.”

Mamobo does have a positive outlook that change can 
happen and conversations around these issues can have an 
impact.
“I believe that most people in Ireland would like to say 
that everyone, regardless of individual characteristics, 
are deserving of human dignity and respect, but a lack of 
understanding has stopped us from truly adopting that idea. 
With honest conversations, I believe that amazing things can 
happen,” she adds.
-  Alan Owens

With the rise of social consciousness in 
Ireland in 2020, I became frustrated with the 
level of black and white conversations that 
were happening within the general public, 
particularly with race and racism

“
-  Mamobo Ogoro

... a national conversation backed by 
national institutions is vital to increase the 
intercultural competence of the everyday 
person in Ireland, which can reduce culture/
race-based prejudices

“
-  Mamobo Ogoro
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GREENTOWN RESEARCH 
LEADS THE WAY IN 
EXAMINING EFFECTS OF 
CRIME NETWORKS
REPPP project based out of UL’s School of Law 
getting global attention

G roundbreaking University of Limerick research into crime 
networks in Ireland is attracting international interest.
This is reflected in the UL being asked to host the 

international Illicit Networks Workshop, an invitation-only 
event that attracts the world’s top academics involved in 
the study of sensitive policy areas such organised crime, 
radicalisation and counter-terrorism.
Deferred due to the pandemic in 2020, it will take place this 
June, hosted by UL’s School of Law. 
According to School of Law Adjunct Professor in Youth Justice, 
Dr Sean Redmond, UL’s membership of this leading group of 
international thinkers is due to its groundbreaking research on 
crime networks in Ireland, known as the Greentown Project.
Dr Redmond leads a team within the School of Law, Research 
Evidence into Policy, Programmes and Practice, better known 
as the REPPP project, conceived by the Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs and Department of Justice and Equality to 
improve the evidence base for decision making in the youth 
crime policy area.
“The Greentown Project has provided the first scientific 
evidence of the effects of crime networks in Ireland,” says Dr 
Redmond, who has over 30 years’ experience of working in 
the areas of juvenile crime and child welfare as a social work 
practitioner, senior manager and at policy level, so has direct 
knowledge of the harm that crime networks present.

“For a child growing up in a neighbourhood where a crime 
network is established the effect can be smothering and toxic, 
sucking you in with promises of elevated social identity and 
bling but soon after confining you in its grasp and limiting your 
horizon to routine criminal activity. This is a human rights issue 
for the children involved. However, until the Greentown Project 
began to lift the lid on these children’s plight, it was largely a 
hidden problem,” he adds.
The Greentown project is not unique in its mission to understand 
what makes crime networks tick. However, its approach to 
knowledge building in this area and its translation of academic 
effort to practical outcomes in local neighbourhoods are two 
distinctive features that Dr Redmond believes has attracted 
international interest to the Greentown project.
“The Greentown Project does something that to my knowledge 
other research has not been able to achieve in studying crime 
networks,” he says.
“Typically, research on networks either examines the anatomy 
of a crime network, who is most important, who holds strategic 
positions in terms of connectedness, which ways information 
and power flow; or they bring the reader into the inner-world 
of the network by documenting the narratives of individuals 
or groups. 
“Using a technique developed for the Greentown Project 
‘Twinsight’ we can do both; gauge the size and shape of a 
criminal network, while simultaneously zoom-in to better 
understand the specific contexts of individual network actors 
and their relationships. This ability to do both adds texture to 
any examination from a scientific perspective but also has 
practical benefits if you have a reasonable understanding 
of the character of a network but also the motivations of its 
players.”

The Greentown project has four distinct phases; exploratory, 
evidence building, design-led intervention programme 
development and programme trial. The origins of the project 
date back to 2010 when Sean was Head of Young Offender 
Programmes in the Department of Justice and Equality.
Similar to many jurisdictions, there was compelling evidence 
that most children who commit crime simply grow out of it by 
the time they reach late teens or young adulthood. Ireland’s 
approach to youth crime largely attempts to keep young 
people out of the formal criminal justice system. 
“This light touch is entirely appropriate and there are hundreds 
if not thousands of taxpaying adults who have benefited from 
Ireland’s approach, sparing them the burden of a criminal 
conviction which could severely impair their prospects,” says 
the UL researcher. 
“However, anecdotally stories emerged from around the 
country of children’s involvement in far more serious acquisitive 
crime such involvement in burglaries and drug sales. This 
behaviour and the coercive context surrounding it was 
significantly different to more usual alcohol related sporadic 
crime more typical of teenagers.”
The Greentown project commenced with the support of the 
Department of Justice and Equality and An Garda Siochana. 
It is a provincial town outside Dublin, anonymised for the 
purpose of the study, where Garda data indicated high levels 
of burglary and drugs sale and supply offences committed by 
children.
The data was used to illustrate a network, but Sean explains 
that this did not provide insight into why children were co-
offending with adults, what underpinned these relationships or 
how the network relationships had sustained over time. Gardai 
in the locality were key to providing reliable testimony.
“Particularly Garda members who knew their patch, who 
knew the individuals identified in the network from their 
routine interactions over many years,” explains Sean. “Garda 
members could be key evidence sources, expert witnesses of 
lived social phenomena.
“The ‘Twinsight’ technique was, in some way, borne out of 
necessity. We had an outline of what this network looked 
like and how it connected, but we knew nothing about the 
connecting points – or nodes. I then hit on an idea, I am almost 
embarrassed to say, that came from the game Battleships.
“If we could give each node a unique identifier then we could 
track individual stories. If we could have two versions of the 
network, one held by the researcher which only has unique 

identifiers and one, held only by the Garda, that supplemented 
each identifier with an actual name, it meant we could have 
authentic conversations about real people but only referring to 
a reference,” he explains.
The technique proved to be key to unlocking knowledge from 
Garda members and non-invasive access, to the lived realities 
of children and families locked into network relationships. 
“Greentown presented compelling evidence of a longstanding 
and resilient criminal network held together by a strong family 
and kinship inner-circle, recruiting, grooming and retaining 
children for criminal enterprise and subjecting the local 
community to coercive control,” says Dr Redmond.
The Department of Justice and Equality, Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs and An Garda Siochana were committed to 
examining if the findings were limited to Greentown. Funding 
was secured by the School of Law to examine the prevalence of 
crime network influence on children in Ireland by undertaking 
a national survey of specialist juvenile Garda and replicating 
the Greentown study in two new locations – Bluetown and 
Redtown, using the same techniques as before.
A key finding from the survey revealed that approximately 
1,000 children across the State were considered involved or 
at risk of being involved in crime networks with adults.
The research has now built up a significant foundation on 
which to begin developing evidence informed solutions, Dr 
Redmond explains. Working with leading academics involved 
with social network analysis and organised crime, the team at 
the School of Law has developed a new community-based 
intervention programme, but the many challenges facing 
a child trying to escape the influence of a crime network is 
considerable, he says.
“Interventions which only engage the child may be blind to the 
subliminal coercive control that they experience in their day-
to-day routines from influential figures in a criminal network,” 
he says. “It can be a toxic, confining social eco-system which 
sets the context for any intervention.”
The Greentown programme received a further €4.2m funding 
last year to trial a programme for three years to intervene with 
children caught up in crime networks in two localities, known 
as Whitetown and Yellowtown.
The aims are to reduce network influence on children caught 
up in crime networks or at risk of being caught up and to 
provide pro-social routes out of crime network activity for 
young people. Dr Redmond believes the programme is a 
“world leader”.
“There are a number of gang or network related programmes 
which take a law enforcement approach, a child welfare 
approach or a community development approach. I think these 
will be necessarily limited given the complexity and multiple 
dimensions of the challenges facing children,” he says. 
“All we can do is design with a clear focus on the presenting 
adversities and make sure that the programme is robust but 
sufficiently agile to encounter unanticipated problems. It 
will be challenging but it offers an opportunity to make a 
meaningful impact.”
-  Alan Owens

The Greentown Project has provided the 
first scientific evidence of the effects of crime 
networks in Ireland
“
-  Dr Sean Redmond

This is a human rights issue for the children 
involved. However, until the Greentown 
Project began to lift the lid on these children’s 
plight, it was largely a hidden problem

“
-  Dr Sean Redmond
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THE FUTURE 
OF INTERNET 
INTERVENTIONS
The online world has created ‘access to more 
affordable, equitable and timely’ treatment 
provision, according to Dr Pepijn van de Ven

A diverse group of researchers and 
practitioners has long examined the 
online capability for the provision of 

remote medical treatment, but the current 
pandemic has greatly accelerated the 
process.
Dr Pepijn van de Ven, a senior lecturer 
in the Department of Electronic and 
Computer Engineering (ECE) at UL and 
course director on the Masters in Artificial Intelligence (AI), 
believes the smart use of technology in providing remote 
treatment is “so important”.
Dr van de Ven has been involved with the International Society 
for Research on Internet Interventions (ISRII) since 2013. The 
society brings together an enormously diverse group people 
from the health domain – global leaders in the field.
He got involved after participating in an EU project to develop 
technical solutions to support online delivered depression and 
anxiety interventions. With technology starting to play a more 
important role in internet interventions due to advances in data 
science and machine learning, the UL academic was asked to 
join the ISRII board and recently took over the presidency of 
the group.
His own research is interested in the application of AI 
and machine learning to mobile sensing for biomedical 
applications with a particular focus on the area of eMental 
Health.
He explains that internet interventions is a catch all term for 
providing treatment remotely through a website, a mobile app, 
via SMS message or Zoom meeting – all of which have clearly 
seen an explosion of use in recent times.

“Internet interventions are quite popular for mental disorders 
such as depression, anxiety, stress disorders and substance 
abuse disorders,” explains Dr van de Ven. “However, internet 
interventions are certainly not limited to mental health - any 
intervention that includes a behavioural component is in 
principle suitable for online delivery. Many disorders are 
caused by lifestyle and changing that using a behavioural 

intervention may be a very effective and cheap way of 
intervening.”
Dr van de Ven is currently involved in a large Australian study 
as a technical consultant looking at the ‘big six’ risk factors 
for chronic disease - poor diet, inadequate physical activity, 
sedentary behaviour, alcohol misuse, smoking and unhealthy 
sleep patterns - and how these effect children.
He says: “Although we already know that currently not all 
these behaviours can be accurately measured automatically, 
there certainly is scope to intervene by measuring behaviours 
and then trying to address potential issues in young people 
with appropriate internet interventions. I think this is a good 
example of why internet interventions, and smart use of 
technology in these interventions, are so important.”
The use of internet interventions has been crucial to the provision 
of care during the pandemic, Dr van de Ven explains.
“The obvious reason is that, with face-to-face contact suddenly 
near impossible, within months internet interventions became 
the de-facto mode of treatment for many patients. So in this 

Internet interventions are quite popular for 
mental disorders such as depression, anxiety, 
stress disorders and substance abuse disorders
“
-  Dr Pepijn van de Ven

sense, the pandemic has given a boost to what I think was 
inevitable for economic reasons, as well as because of the 
lack of capacity in our health system.
“However, the pandemic has also resulted in a shockingly 
increased incidence in mental disorders, especially depression. 
Some of our ISRII members have trained more than 1000 
therapists in online delivery of mental health interventions in 
the space of a few months. This of course has been crucial in 
meeting the increased demand for such services,” he adds.
Dr van de Ven, who is training surgeons, accountants, 
designers, PhD students and others on the two year MSc in 
AI at UL – which is fully online – believes that the future for 
internet interventions is “bright” and that there is “more and 
more evidence that these interventions work”.
“We are currently involved in a large study in São Paulo, 
Brazil, in collaboration with the University of São Paulo, 
King’s College London and the University of Bristol. In this 
study, health workers with generally secondary education and 
minimal health training, provide a mental health intervention 
using a tablet-based system developed by UL,” he says.
“We have shown that this treatment is effective and much 
cheaper than a conventional intervention provided by trained 
specialists, such as psychologists and psychiatrists. Hence, our 
intervention could have an incredible impact on people’s lives, 
especially as all our participants live in São Paulo’s various 
favelas. They otherwise simply would not have access to 
adequate mental health services.
“There is a stigma around mental health, for many patients it is 
difficult to acknowledge their mental health issues to significant 
others or their GP. As a result, it may be more appealing to 
do online behavioural activation and problem solving therapy, 
two popular behavioural therapies, than to make the big step 
and schedule an appointment with a therapist.
“Technology has a massive role to play in this success. Smart 
phones have been dubbed the ‘therapist in your pocket’ and 
can be used to better understand your behavioural patterns, 
including risk behaviours, and even mood. As such, they may 
be able to offer you snippets of interventions exactly when 
and where these are most important to you. 
“This of course brings with it the extremely important 
responsibility of ensuring that this data is not, and cannot be 
abused. This is a larger theme in data science, and particularly 
artificial intelligence and machine learning. But just like 
machine learning is here to stay, I believe internet interventions 
are here to stay, and here to create access to more affordable, 
more equitable and more timely interventions for all of us.”
-  Alan Owens

... with face-to-face contact suddenly 
near impossible, within months internet 
interventions became the de-facto mode of 
treatment for many patients

“
-  Dr Pepijn van de Ven
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Norma Bargary appointed Professor of 
Data Science and Statistical Learning

Norma Bargary has been 
appointed as Professor 
of Data Science and 
Statistical Learning at 
University of Limerick. 
Professor Bargary’s 
research develops 
statistical models to 
identify patterns in large 
and complex datasets to 
answer questions about 
the world around us 
and empower decision-
making. 
Her work is multi-faceted 
and applicable across a 

multitude of fields beyond statistics/statistical learning.
She is a leader in the data science and statistics themes in 
three Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) Research Centres: 
the SSPC for Pharmaceuticals, Confirm Centre for Smart 
Manufacturing, and Insight Centre for Data Analytics. 
She is also the UL Vice-Director of the SFI Centre for 
Research Training in Foundations of Data Science. Professor 
Bargary was recently awarded a prestigious SFI Frontiers of 
the Future grant as PrincipaI Investigator.
Professor Bargary was appointed via the Higher Education 
Authority (HEA) Senior Academic Leadership Initiative 
(SALI). The SALI initiative aims to address gender under-
representation in senior leadership roles in our higher 
education institutions. 
Last year, the appointment of Kerstin Mey as the interim 
president of University of Limerick marked the first 
appointment of a woman – in over 428 years – as president 
of an Irish university. 
Professor Mey said: “UL is proud to bring talented women 
like Professor Bargary into leadership and we look forward 
to supporting her as she further realises her talent and 
aspirations.”
Professor James Gleeson, acting head of the Department 
of Mathematics and Statistics at UL, said: “Ireland is not 
unusual with its huge under-representation of women at 
senior levels of academia, and ensuring women have as 
many opportunities as men in academia is vital.” 
Professor Bargary said: “It is a huge privilege to be one 
of the first women in the Republic of Ireland to become 
a full Professor in this area. I look forward to supporting 
many more talented researchers as we address the under-
representation of women in senior leadership positions.”
The Tipperary native has a passion for encouraging better 
understanding and communication of statistics.
“Data has become vital to how we live our lives. Our 
research aims to improve our understanding of big data to 
enhance decision-making in industry and society,” Professor 
Bargary explained.
“Accurate communication of information and conclusions 
drawn from data is critical to ensuring that we have faith 
in science, and being confident that we are making well-
informed decisions,” she added.
-  Alan Owens

Pictured: Dr Norma Bargary, 
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CARS MADE FROM PAPER WASTE
UL RESEARCH PROJECT HARVESTING SUSTAINABLE CARBON FIBRE 

G roundbreaking technology developed at University 
of Limerick producing cheaper and more sustainable 
carbon fibre could lead to the cars of the future being 

manufactured from paper waste.
Carbon fibre is used as a reinforcement in plastic materials 
to produce composite materials, which are deployed in 
commercial high-end goods such as cars, aircraft computers 
and sports equipment like golf clubs.
These materials are oil-based, non-sustainable and are 
environmentally polluting during their production and end of 
life.
However, researchers based at UL’s Bernal Institute have 
produced carbon fibre from sustainable bio-resources. These 
materials have been used to produce car wing mirrors and 
sections for wind turbine blades, paving the way towards a 
more sustainable future for materials used in the automotive 
and wind energy sectors.
With the global market for composite materials worth upwards 
of US$90 billion, UL is leading the way on the production of 
bio-based carbon fibre, which could signal the dawn of a new 
green industry for Ireland.
“Our team has converted organic waste from forestry into 
carbon fibres which have already shown enormous potential 
in terms of performance in automotive, aerospace and wind-
turbine demonstrator tests,” explained Dr Maurice N Collins, 
a senior lecturer at UL’s school of engineering.
“Our technology drastically reduces energy usage and 
carbon emissions during production, as well as the cost of 
carbon fibres. This is particularly significant as carbon fibres 
are known for their high performance and their high cost. In 
the future we can expect higher performance goods at lower 
cost to the consumer,” added Dr Collins, principal investigator 
and coordinator on the research project being run out of UL’s 
Bernal Institute.
With Biorefineries popping up all around Europe, including in 
Ireland, to convert plant-matter or biomass to fuel, heat, power 
and chemicals, vast quantities of waste material called lignin 
are being produced as a result.
Between 40 and 50 million tons of lignin are produced 
worldwide per year and the state of the art technology 
developed at UL can produce material using conventional 
and newly developed energy efficient, dry and waste-free 
processing and pre-treatment techniques.
It means these lignin-rich waste streams are being converted to 
carbon fibre at UL using a production process that utilises less 
energy and produces a smaller carbon footprint.
“Our bio-based carbon fibres are being used to produce 
composite materials for application in the energy, aerospace, 
biomedical and automotive sectors, offering a high-end 
commercial route to valorising forestry waste,” explains Dr 
Collins.
Dr Mario Culebras Rubio, a researcher on the project and 
member of the Bernal Institute at UL, said that it has also 

“been very successful in exploring alternative uses of Lignin to 
produce carbon-based nanomaterials for energy harvesting 
and storage” and that it was a starting point for future research 
proposals.
The research that developed this new production process 
began with LIBRE, a project that aimed to free the composite 
industry of its reliance on oil-based production, funded by the 
European Union’s Biobased Industries Consortium under the 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme.
With LIBRE now finished, further H2020 funding has been 
secured for the VIBES project, which seeks to utilise the 
technology to develop the first fully bio-based and recyclable 
composite materials.
The outcome of the research being conducted at UL has the 
potential to have a significant impact on the development of 
new industries for Irish forestry and agriculture, the project 
team believe.
“Sustainable materials are of emerging strategic importance 
to UL and are certain to underpin the rapid development of 
a post pandemic modern society,” agrees UL Vice President 
Research Professor Norelee Kennedy.
“Our research seeks to address many global challenges and 
the work by Dr Collins and his group in building on existing 
strength in materials is an excellent example of addressing 
challenges in sustainability. This research puts UL at the 
forefront of sustainable materials research in application areas 
such as biomedical, packaging, aerospace and automotive.”
Patrick Barrett, Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine 
and National Contact Point for Biobased Industries says: 
“This project is a great example of Irish researchers working 
with companies to develop high value products which have 
tremendous potential for our indigenous industries.
“This type of technology drives innovation and helps to deliver 
industries of the future which will create new jobs and deliver 
growth in our bio-economy,” he added.  -  Alan Owens

Pictured: Dr Maurice N Collins, 
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U L’s Department of Electronic and Computer Engineering 
has rolled out a range of new remote active learning 
initiatives during the last year that enables engineering 

students at the University of Limerick recreate their lab 
environment at home using technology developed by Analog 
Devices Inc., Xilinx Corporation, and Dell/VMware.
Over 400 UL engineering students have received equipment 
ranging from the ADALM 1000 device for first years to insert 
Xilinx Evaluation  and ADI Discovery II kits for more senior 
students to enable them to develop fundamental skills in 
electrical, electronic and computer engineering from the safety 
of their home. 
Professor Colin Fitzpatrick, Head of the Department of 
Computer Engineering  explains that “All UL’s first year 
engineers have received ADALM 1000s to help with their 
study of electrical engineering and computing, while Electronic 
and Computer students in later years have received the more 
powerful Analog Discovery II - as well as kits courtesy of Xilinx 
- to enhance their homeworking experience.”
“Together with Dell/VMware, who are supporting our students 
home computing efforts through an innovative virtualisation 
programme, the result is that UL students are well placed to 
help lead the digital skills revolution – the pace of which has 
been accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic,”.
This action has empowered UL students to overcome the 
challenges to the traditional model of on-campus teaching 
and learning arising from the COVID-19 pandemic.
The first year digital learning environment, which has been 
in use since the start of this academic year, was officially 
launched in a virtual event hosted by UL’s Bernal Institute, 
attended by Tánaiste Leo Varadkar, Minster for Minister for 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science Simon Harris, UL President Kerstin Mey and Analog 
CEO Vincent Roche. 
Martin Hayes, Professor of Digital Technologies at UL, 
remarked that the project was a practical response to the 
restrictions that COVID-19 had placed on face to face contact 
with our students.
“Working with partners like Analog, Xilinx and Dell VMware, 
we came to the conclusion that not only was it possible, but 
actually it was desirable to give our students equipment 
that allowed them to fully engage from home. The UL Lab@
Home project was borne out of necessity as a response to 
the pandemic in the first instance but we soon realized that 
enabling students to recreate their lab environment at home 
had many benefits,” he explained.
“We have found that students are spending longer studying 
the material, they are spending longer validating the concepts 

that have been presented through practical work that they are 
required to build themselves  – they are becoming experts more 
quickly just by learning how to recreate their lab environment.”
Professor Michael Connelly, who was one of the departments 
pioneers in the use of this technology, firmly believes that 
there can be no going back to the traditional weekly sessions 
where students only had two hours per week using expensive 
benchtop instruments. “The wholesale pivot to remote 
laboratories during COVID has shown everyone that such 
innovative solutions were possible. When students return to 
campus we will enhance this further by working to create a 
studio experience where students can have the space to learn 
from each other and accelerate their skills development.”
Dr. Karl Rinne, Senior Lecturer in the ECE Department thinks 
that the UL Lab@Home project represents “… a series of 
actions that enables student flexibility in engaging with their 
course content and helps to build resilience should future 
disruptions that necessitate remote learning become a more 
common occurrence”.
Speaking about the initiative, UL President Professor Kerstin 
Mey said: “The Lab@Home initiative is the latest in a long 
list active learning collaborations between the University 
of Limerick and Industry that dates back to the 1970s when 
NIHE’s founding president Professor Ed Walsh welcomed 
ADI’s Hank Krabbe to the fledgling Plassey campus to discuss 
how the new institution might best support Analog’s expansion 
into Europe.
“Fast forward to today and once again UL is partnering with 
Analog, this time to support students discover science and 
technology at home,” Professor Mey said.
Mike Morrissey, Technology and Catalyst Director, Analog 
Devices said: “The Lab@Home initiative is the most recent 
manifestation of a deep and longstanding partnership 
between UL and Analog Devices.
“COVID-19 has been a great challenge to us all in so many 
respects, but it is not being allowed to hinder the creation of 
the next generation of engineers through our combined efforts 
and collaborations.”
-  Andrew Carey 

LAB@HOME: UL PARTNERS WITH INDUSTRY ON NEW 
REMOTE ACTIVE LEARNING PROJECT FOR STUDENTS 

> Analog,  Xi l inx and Del l/VMware work with Department of Science and Engineering on 
home learning innovation to help students recreate a lab environment

The Lab@Home initiative is the most recent 
manifestation of a deep and longstanding 
partnership between UL and Analog Devices
“
-  Mike Morrissey, Analog Devices
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A study involving researchers 
at University of Limerick has 
discovered a previously 

unidentified disease present in three 
generations of the same family.
The novel genetic mutation is associated 
with a new variant of Behçet’s 
disease, a condition itself considered 
rare in Northern Europe that causes 
inflammation of blood vessels and tissues. 
The new disease was found in five 
members from three generations of one 
Irish family.
The discovery was made after 
rheumatologists affiliated with University 
of Limerick collaborated with researchers 
from UCD Centre of Arthritis Research 
and University of Leeds. The findings 
have been published in the leading US journal Arthritis & 
Rheumatology.
Dr Fahd Adeeb, consultant rheumatologist and lead author of 
the study, said: “Genetic discoveries have recently shed some 
light on our understanding of Behçet’s disease. 
“We discovered a genetic deletion, never previously 
described, in three generations of the same family and it is 
associated with a syndrome that looks a bit like traditional 
Behçet’s disease but with some significant differences.
“Consequently, we believe it to be a new disease we currently 
describe as Behçet’s variant. This mutation drives inflammation 

UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK RESEARCHERS DISCOVER 
PREVIOUSLY UNIDENTIFIED DISEASE

in affected individuals and was shown consistently in all five 
affected members of the family, who presented with early-
onset disease,” explained Dr Adeeb, who completed his PhD 
at UL’s School of Medicine.
Professor Alexander Fraser, Consultant Rheumatologist at 
University Hospital Limerick and Adjunct Associate Professor 
at UL’s School of Medicine, who was the senior author of the 
study, said several other families, with similar manifestations, 
had now been diagnosed with the new disease since its 
discovery.
“I had a strong interest in Behçet’s disease when I worked 
in Leeds in the UK. When I came to Limerick I continued that 
interest but it soon became clear that we had 10 times as 
many patients with Behçet’s as we should have, judging by the 
international data,” Professor Fraser explained.
“Further the majority of the patients were clinically unusual in 
that they were primarily young and female and had distressing 
but less severe disease than seen in traditional Behçet’s. This 
made us begin to think that our Behçet’s variant patients may 
have a different disease altogether,” he added.
The Adjunct Associate Professor at UL’s School of Medicine 
explained that the findings would inform how patients showing 
similar symptoms would be cared for in future, while the study 
will also be expanded.
“Our novel finding complements recent studies and further 
demonstrates that genotype may inform a personalised 
medicine approach, with great potential of providing effective, 
tailored therapeutic strategies to affected patients in the future,” 
explained Professor Fraser.  -  Alan Owens 

Pictured: (Top Left) Professor 
Alexander Fraser & (Bottom 
Left) Dr Fahd Adeeb. 
Image: iStock, dra_schwartz

UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK ON A MISSION TO TRANSFORM 
EDUCATION AND SUPPORT ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP

Be the change you want to see in the world“
-  Mahatma Gandhi

I magine a world where humanity chose to ‘step up’, where 
complex problems become merely exciting challenges 
that drive education. University of Limerick has joined with 

four other EU universities, to do just that. Actively creating 
an opportunity for learners to explore their purpose, what 
it is that makes them tick, understand their own and their 
collective potential. All of this, while working on the challenges 
associated with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the 
world’s collective plan; to end poverty, to reduce inequalities 
and tackle climate change. 
That is according to Andrea Deverell, Futures and Foresight 
Lead at University of Limerick who explains that “UL’s ‘Futures 
Lab’ will enable learners to develop the skills, mindset and 
knowledge required to begin to explore some of the complex 
problems that currently face humanity, while focusing on their 
local communities. 
“The Futures Lab will equip learners with the life skills that 
allow them to face change and disruption with confidence and 
resilience,” she explains.

“The abilities to imagine and shape alternative futures, 
designed to have a positive impact on our planet, society, and 
the economy. 
“The EU part of this initiative is aptly called EULab. 
Fundamentally, EULab will work with its partners to pilot the 
futures lab at scale, and to build viable options for student 
mobility across the EU. It will test and develop innovative new 
learning approaches that will support self-guided learning 
with the active support of learning coaches and access to a 
tools, techniques, and a methods bank that will grow over 
time. Learning will take place in a studio environment, initially 
online, but with the hope for a physical studio space, as soon 
that’s a possibility. 
“The EULab program team are ambitious and would love to see 
this as a fundamental offering to all learners at the University 
of Limerick and across the European Union. Heralding a new 
era in active mission-led education that is place-based and 
lead by the learner,” Andrea adds. 
EULab is being funded as part of a 24 month Erasmus+ Strategic 
Partnership project, led by Dr Annmarie Ryan (Kemmy Business 
School) with Andrea Deverell, lead of Futures and Foresight at 
UL. The partners include Oulu University (Finland), Audencia 
Business School (France) and Universidad de Leon (Spain). 
-  Andrew Carey
Getting in Touch: www.ul.ie\sustainability and email 
eulab@ul.ie  

Image: Students at the 
Kemmy Business School, Alan Place
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A researcher at University of Limerick has developed 
a low-cost, environmentally friendly sensor that can 
detect damage in pipelines and could save water as 

a result.
The damage detection sensor uses highly sensitive, eco-
friendly crystals that generate an electrical signal in response 
to a leak. It is the first validation of these biological crystals for 
real world applications.
An Irish research collaboration between the Bernal Institute 
at UL and the Dynamical Systems and Risk Laboratory in 
University College Dublin has validated the crystal-based 
sensor. 
The journal Cell Reports Physical Science published a study on 
the findings of the innovative research.
“The sensor is made of crystallised amino acids that are 
sensitive enough to detect leaks as small as 2mm,” said Dr 
Guerin, a postdoctoral researcher at the Department of Physics 
and the Bernal Institute in UL, who has been developing amino 
acid crystal devices since 2017. 
“Computer simulations show that they generate electricity in 
response to a force - such as strain or vibration - known as the 
piezoelectric effect. 
“Biomolecular piezoelectric materials such as these offer an 
inexpensive, non-toxic and renewable alternative to current 
commercial piezoelectric devices, which rely on toxic heavy 
elements or require heavy processing,” she explained.
Leak detection in fluid-carrying pipes is crucial for sustainable 

ECO-FRIENDLY DEVICE DEVELOPED AT UL CAN DETECT REAL-TIME PIPE DAMAGE 

SENSOR COULD HELP TO DETECT 
LEAKS AND SAVE WATER

water access, and vibration-based techniques have proven to 
be effective at early detection of leak onset. Current commercial 
solutions are either battery powered, or if piezoelectric, very 
costly. 
In addition, most commercial accelerometers have rigid 
structures, making them unsuitable for bonding to curved 
pipes, explained the UL researcher.
“This sensor has a number of advantages over current 
technologies,” said Dr Guerin. 
“It is flexible, cheap to make, and outperforms ceramics and 
polymers that are used in these structural health monitoring 
applications. The fabrication process is suitable for mass 
production of these devices,” she added.
Professor Vikram Pakrashi of UCD, a senior author on the study 
who has developed extensive testing facilities for validating 
materials for structural health monitoring that simulate 
infrastructural damage in for example buildings and pipelines, 
said the findings of the research were significant.
“These amino-acid-based sensors will provide real-time 
sensing of pipe degradation, allowing for data-driven 
decision making on repair and maintenance, aiding in the 
global challenge of equitable water access,” he explained.
“This is the first time such materials have been applied for real 
engineering problems and it has addressed one of the core 
challenges of our time – water,” added Dr Favour Okosun of 
UCD, whose doctoral research created the application of this 
sensor. -  Alan Owens

Pictured: Sarah Guerin
True Media

UL-RESTART: UL Retired Staff Association
The University of Limerick (UL) has a very active retired community 
called UL-RESTART. RESTART stands for RE(tired) ST(aff) for 
A(ctivation) R(enewal) and T(ravel). It is a voluntary group which 
continues to interact closely with UL and constitutes an enormous 
resource of expertise and experience. Its aim is to promote social 
and cultural activities, renew and maintain links and friendship, 
and provide intellectual stimulation for members.
Prior to Covid, members enjoyed many events including city breaks 
in Europe, visits to centres of power, e.g., Aras an Uachtarain, The 
Dail, and Stormont, field trips to the Burren, The Saltee Islands, 
Spike Island, guided walks locally, and presentations on subjects 
such as Brexit, photography, social media, legal issues, local VIPs, 
and international politics.

The Well-Being Way – A CWELL 
Community Wellness Book

The CWELL diploma offered by University of Limerick is an unusual 
academic programme: the curriculum content is co-designed 
with local communities looking to support personal and local 
development for positive change in their area. With a curriculum 
focus on Community Wellness, Empowerment, Leadership and 
Life skills, just like a well-known hardware brand, CWELL does 
exactly what it says on the tin! 
All CWELL work is community focused and in the second year 
of their programme, CWELL students work with local community 
partners and allies to design and deliver community-based 
projects. COVID-19 brought new challenges to this process but 
local networks of support – both inside UL and outside – were 
able to triumph over adversity. 
Head of community engagement and associate professor of 
politics, Dr Maura Adshead, said that throughout the Autumn 
semester in 2020, the CWELL second year class undertook 
socially distanced community conversations in the Southill area 
of Limerick city. 
“Not surprisingly, the Coronavirus pandemic featured a great deal 
and CWELL ‘community conversations’ revealed the extent of the 
impact of COVID-19 social restrictions. For a busy community like 
Southill, not being able to get involved in community social events 
was very difficult:  older people, in particular, were feeling cut off 
and socially isolated,” Dr Maura Adshead explained.  
“From this realization, it was but a short step for the CWELL 
students to think of ways that they could share many of the tips 
and techniques that they had learned in CWELL classes. And so 
it was that The Well-Being Way. A CWELL Community Wellness 
Book was conceived.” 
The Well-Being Way is best described as ‘a coffee-table book’ 
that presents a compendium of community-based stories, poems, 
activities and advice to address the social isolation that many 
have experienced during the COVID-19 social restrictions. 
CWELL students took part in the Limerick Lifelong Learning Festival 
and delivered an online wellness workshop based on the activities 
in the book. 
Dr Adshead said that the students wanted to thank everyone who 
helped them in their work and give special thanks to Tess Walsh, 
Southill After Schools Hub and Lindsey Liston, UL Access office for 
all their support.  -  Andrew Carey
Pictured: King Johns Castle, Limerick County Council

Planned events had to be put on hold in March 2020 due to 
Covid pandemic. 
The committee then decided to offer online presentations via 
zoom on subjects such as the Irish War of Independence, Dry 
stone walling, Birdwatching, Limerick Cycle plans, plus a special 
presentation from University of Limerick’s President, Professor 
Kerstin May.  Members also enjoy a virtual lunch each month; 
a special Christmas virtual lunch was also organised.  We 
discovered a benefit of zoom in that members living outside 
the local area can join in. Most zoom events are offered in the 
evening.
Future zoom topics include astronomy, music, song, abstract 
painting, and poetry. As COVID restrictions lift, there are plans 
for guided walk on Burren, golf outings, visit to MoLi (Museum of 
Literature Ireland), Dublin, Doneraile Court to name a few.
-  Bridie O'Sullivan
For more information on UL-RESTART can be obtained 
from Carmel.Ryan@ul.ie
Pictured credit: istock, shironosov



Expanding on activity with AAU, Ethiopia, Dr Jim Buckley, CSIS, 
developed and leads the partnership, where three staff have 
travelled to AAU to teach software architecture and maintenance. 
CSIS have hosted two staff members in return. This resulted in 
a seminar where the AAU students presented their work to UL 
academics, with three of the students obtaining mentors at UL. 
It is envisaged that these mentoring relationships will develop 
into joint supervision. Following the AAU return exchange to 
Ireland, Dr Getahun (AAU) has become co-supervisor of one of 
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UL GLOBAL 
ENGAGEMENT 
IN AFRICA
A s a continent of contrasts, Africa, according to UNESCO, 

has the highest rate of exclusion from the educational 
process globally as up to 60 per cent of Africans 

between the ages of 15 and 17 do not attend school. 
Yet the continent has experienced the highest increase in 
tertiary enrolments anywhere in the world over the past 
decade. This increase reflects the rising population and an 
increasing African middle class. 
Yet even with the expansion, African institutions are unable 
to meet the needs of tertiary students in terms of quality or 
capacity. In Nigeria, for example, fewer than 40% of university 
applicants are admitted to Nigerian universities, leaving an 
estimated one million students without a university place. 
An internationally recognised degree is desirable, meaning 
that affluent African urban middle-classes often choose to 
study overseas. 

UL Staff and Student Mobility
Since the Erasmus+ International Credit Mobility (ICM) 
programme was introduced in 2015, expanding opportunities for 
mobility for staff and students outside Europe, UL has received a 
total of €2.7 million in funding, which to date has facilitated over 
300 mobilities to and from counties outside Europe. ICM provides 
new opportunities for students and staff to experience diverse 
cultures, new teaching and learning methods and contribute to 
the internationalisation agenda of all partners involved, as well as 
enhancing the capacity of partners to become more competitive 
at a global level.
Activities under ICM involving staff and students have taken place 
between UL and partners across the continent of Africa covering 
many disciplines, including Algeria with the Department of 
Chemistry and the Department of Modern Languages and Applied 
Linguistics (MLAL), Morocco and the Department of Chemistry, the 
Department of Computer Science and Information Systems (CSIS) 
and MLAL. Partnerships in Ghana involve the Department of 
Nursing and Midwifery, the Faculty of Arts Humanities and Social 
Sciences (AHSS) as well as the Department of Electronic and 
Computer Engineering (ECE) who also worked with partners in 
Kenya. Staff and student mobility with universities in South Africa 
includes the Department of Physical and Sports Science, AHSS 
and KBS. Activities in Ethiopia include the Irish World Academy 
of Music and Dance (IWA) and CSIS. 
As ICM continues to expand in Africa and Dr Chris McInerney, 
Department of Politics and Public Administration, will lead the 
development of building on relationships created under a HEA/
Irish Aid funded project (2012-2016) with the University of Dar Es 
Salaam, Tanzania with a blended focus on teaching and training, 
with the unifying theme being the focus on local governance, local 
development and related social identity aspects.  
Interim Dean at KBS, Professor Finbarr Murphy, will work with 
the University of Rwanda’s African Centre of Excellence in 
Data Science, which is one of 24 Eastern and Southern Africa 
Higher Education Centres of Excellence in the World Bank's 
ACE II Project. The main objective of this is to strengthen selected 
Eastern and Southern African higher education institutions to 
deliver quality post-graduate education and build collaborative 
research capacity in the regional priority areas. The goal of the 
ICM project for both institutions is to provide opportunities for staff 
development, with the overall objective of the introduction of new 
learning opportunities for post-graduate students at both partners. 

The partnership between the Irish World Academy of Music and 
Dance and the Yared School of Music, Addis Abba University 
(AAU), Ethiopia, featured in the European Commission publication 
for the European Year of Cultural Heritage and a European 
Documentary, Citizen Europe, released in May 2019. Dr Sandra 
Joyce and Dr Niall Keegan oversee this partnership and to date 
six AAU students have visited UL coupled with four visiting staff 
members who delivered a series of master classes in Ethiopian 
traditional music. There have been four visits to Ethiopia where the 
IWA supported and contributed to Yared’s first MA, which mirrors 
the Academy's own postgraduate programmes in traditional 
music performance and studies.  This relationship is one that is 
leading to new initiatives in music pedagogy and regional music 
studies contributing to the IWA BA in World Music. 

Image: Dr Erzra Abate Yimam Yared School of Music
Sean Curtin True Media

Image: Staff and Students from Morocco and Nik Nikolav 
CSIS UL, Sean Curtin True Media

Image: Dr Sandra Joyce Dr Niall Keegan Avril McLoughlin 
IWA and Selamswit and Erzra Yared, Sean Curtin True Media

AFRICAN STUDENTS STUDYING AT UL
University of Limerick has approached Africa, particularly 
sub-Saharan Africa, with a long-term engagement focus. 
The aim is not just to recruit students, but to build lasting 
and meaningful partnerships with educational institutions 
in Africa.
Since 2015, UL has been activity promoting 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in West 
Africa though digital marketing, attendance at education 
fairs, as well as the development of a large network of 
education agents. 
Enrolments from Ghana and Nigeria have increased 
from 29 students in 2016 to 70 students in 2019 and 63 
in 2020, with most at postgraduate level. Since 2019, 
promotional activities have expanded to include East 
and Southern Africa. 
This year one in five international applicants to UL 
comes from Africa.

Dr Buckley’s (UL) PhD students and the collaborators are working 
on research papers detailing the state of Software Engineering in 
Ethiopia. CSIS are also involved in a partnership with University 
Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah (USMBA) Morocco, managed 
by Dr Nikola Nikolov in the area of artificial intelligence (AI) 
and data analytics. CSIS have hosted 12 postgraduate students 
from USMBA to date enriching their student experience in a 
competitive international research environment at UL. Morocco. 
The Intelligent Systems and Applications Lab (LSIA) at USMBA 
is a leader in the area of AI in Morocco. At the centre of their 
activities is the supervision of PhD students and the directorship of 
a MSc in Intelligent Systems and Network Security programme. 
The focus of the research at LSIA is on deep learning, a subfield 
of AI and data analytics that is of a particular interest to CSIS 
particularly in the roll out of new AI and data analytics-oriented 
MSc programmes at UL.
Dr Claire O’Donnell and Dr Kathleen Markey, Department of 
Nursing and Midwifery, are responsible for the partnership with 
the University of Cape Coast, Ghana, where UL contributed to
UCC’s midwifery programme with exchange of curricula and 
teaching practices. There is a commitment from both Institutions 
to engage in global conversations about Nursing and Midwifery 
and Healthcare development, promoting engaged learning for 
students, teaching and scholarly activity for faculty. The aim was 
to promote quality care for all patients and service users, which 
has led to the successful publication of peer reviewed papers. This 
collaboration with UCC has led to inter-faculty cooperation in the 
area of music therapy. UCC wish to develop expertise in Music 
Therapy and UL runs the only training in Music Therapy in Ireland. 
Indigenous music and dance are particularly important to both 
partners, as is the study of Ethnomusicology, this is being further 
developed through student and staff mobility. To date, UL have 
received six visiting staff members from UCC in both academic 
areas and eight undergraduate students covering nursing and 
midwifery, music and dance and politics, while six UL staff 
members have been hosted by UCC, Ghana.
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Global community engagement through online skill sharing and music therapy education
Dr Hillary Moss and a team at the Irish World Academy of 
Music and Dance have worked on music and dance therapy, 
collaborating with the University Cape Coast to work at the Padre 
Pio Rehabilitation Centre in Elmina, Ghana. 
They have successfully used music and dance as a tool to support 
the children and staff there. The Centre is led by Mark Mantey, a 
UL alum, who graduated with a PhD and awarded an outstanding 
achievement award by UL in 2016. 
Since the disruption of COVID 19, Hillary and a IWA PhD student 
Lisa Kelly have developed an online music therapy programme 
that has enabled them to continue to help children at the 
Centre who have extremely limited movement and little verbal 
communication.

Image: Padre Pio Rehabilitation Centre in Elmina, Ghana

KBS Africa research links

Cranet, launched in 1989, was established to meet the need 
for ready access to information on international best practice 
and comparative performance in the field of human resource 
management within Europe and now globally. 
Cranet is now an established research collaboration with a proven 
record of accomplishment of collecting powerful, representative 
data, on a continuing basis, undertaking rigorous analysis and 
disseminating high quality results. The current African partner is 
the University of South Africa, Pretoria. Professor Michael Morley, 
KBS, has long played a key role in encouraging membership of 
Cranet from developing economies.
Professor Patrick Gunnigle, KBS, has many years of experience in 
collaborating with African Universities. He was a visiting professor 
at Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University and Rhodes University 
South Africa and jointly supervised PhD students at University of 
Johannesburg. He has collaborated on joint research in Zambia 
and Zimbabwe and was a Fellows of the Zambian Institute of 
Human Resource Management (FZIHRM).
Dr John Lannon collaborated with colleagues in Rhodes University, 
South Africa on aspects of a digital citizen engagement initiative 
to enable civil society and government officials to communicate 
more effectively on service delivery. This focused on the delivery 
of clean water and sanitation in the Makhanda municipality on 
the Eastern Cape in South Africa, and links directly to SDG6. He 
and Dr John Walsh undertook a two-year research initiative to 
look at ways to strengthen international development programmes 
through improving knowledge flows. As part of this work, they 
engaged in action research with Trócaire country offices in 
Uganda, Kenya and Zimbabwe. 
This research was funded under the IRC New Foundations 
Scheme and Dr Lannon also worked on a project to establish and 
validate mechanisms to enable Irish higher education institutes to 
work collaboratively with partners in Africa including University 
of Cape Coast and the Padre Pio Rehabilitation Centre in Ghana. 
This formed part of a multi-disciplinary project, building on 
existing links between University of Limerick and a number of 
geographically adjacent institutions and organisations in Ghana. 
The aim was to establish ways of working that would lead to 
sustainable engagement across a range of thematic areas and 
disciplines.

Image: Department of Sociology Rhodes University with Prof Patrick 
Gunnigle, KBS

Professor Sheila Killian led an Erasmus+ engagement with Rhodes 
University, South Africa, focused on capacity building, information 
exchange and the SDGs. This saw three postgraduate students from 
Rhodes spending a semester on the KBS Master of Taxation programme. 
Their participation in the class cohort added to the diversity of 
perspectives on taxation within the class. Together with faculty members 
in Rhodes, Prof. Killian co-led an initiative to foster engagement between 
the Faculty of Commerce at Rhodes and KBS, focused on research and 
teaching on the SDGs. The way in which individual Goals are interpreted 
and prioritised in the contexts of Limerick and Makhanda led to a greater 
understanding of the global nature of the SDGs. 
The number of African students studying at Irish Institutions has increased 
by 61% over the past three years, growing from 800 in 2018 to 1,300 
students in 2020. The biggest growth was in 2019 when those enrolling 
jumped to 1,230, up from 800 the previous year, representing a growth 
of 53%. 
As Ireland is seen as a safe country with high quality and affordable 
education, UL Global will continue its engagements in Africa. Being 
English speaking, part of the EU and with the opportunity to remain and 
work post-graduation, Ireland becomes an attractive study destination 
for African students to consider.

Multidisciplinary UL Ghana Group 
In 2016 a UL group came together with the University Hospital 
Limerick health team and it coalesced into a multidisciplinary 
group with representation from medicine, neonatology, public 
health, nursing, midwifery, speech therapy, physiotherapy, music 
therapy, special needs, paramedics, business, and engineering. 
Each Irish member of the group has a corresponding link in 
Ghana, where possible. The primary mission is knowledge and 
skills transfer both ways. 
The project is engaged in the north and south of Ghana spanning 
a distance of about 600km. In the North-west the engagement is 
primarily with community health workers, while in the south, the 
Padre Pio Rehabilitation Centre looks after children with special 
needs and adults with leprosy. 
Since 2003, UL undergrads have been working with the Centre as 
part of the Cooperative Education placement programme.  
The University of Cape Coast, the primary site of training for 
doctors and nurses, and the obstetrics fistula hospital in Mankessin 
are both institutions with huge needs where this group learns 
and contributes. This is a truly multidisciplinary group which 
brings together people across the UL community which might 
not normally interact, providing an enriching experience for all 
involved. 

Image: Dr Owen Doody and Professor Alice Coffey (UL) with faculty 
of Nursing and Midwifery at the University of Cape Coast, Ghana

EMPOWERING OUR INTERNATIONAL ALUMNI 
The programme allows UL Global to stay connected with alumni in 
a more formal way. We want our alumni to benefit both personally 
and professionally and recognitions such as a reference, LinkedIn 
recommendation and a participation certificate have been 
introduced. 
International Alumni Ambassadors are voluntary, one-year, 
renewable positions. The programme provides opportunities for 
graduates to maintain their connection or reconnect with UL in a 
more meaningful way.  Part of the programme is currently being 
rolled out to current international offer holders through our student 
engagement phone app ‘Campus Connect’, which is powered by 
Study Bundles. The platform gives international offer holders and 
alumni a platform to chat directly.
The aim is to further engage alumni not only for advice but also to 
attend pre-departure briefings, higher education fairs, visit high 
schools, visit their alma mater in their home country or join UL staff 
at open days.
Our Ambassadors gain access to a wealth of networking 
opportunities, which helps them to acquire new skills, knowledge, 
and connections. They are provided with full training and support 
and a pack containing UL merchandise and promotional materials.
Positive Outcomes
The programme allows for a more systematic approach to alumni 
engagement in the wider context. There are multiple benefits for 
UL, particularly in terms of greater reach and impact. A growing 
peer recruitment network offers further insight into trends in 
behaviour and levels of engagement that can better inform staff 
for future marketing and recruitment activities.  

A significant advantage of involving alumni is that prospective 
students are given additional 1:1 personal contact time. The 
programme enhances the recruitment process, as word of mouth 
marketing remains powerful. It allows our international graduates 
to act independently, with appropriate oversight and quality 
controls, monitored by the Global team. 
Improving access to reliable information from a trusted source 
helps in solving the pre-departure knowledge gap for students. 
Alumni have a distinct credibility and authenticity with prospective 
students and this compliments academic and recruitment 
staff interaction. The programme will be a profound source of 
competitive advantage for international student recruitment 
efforts at UL.
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UL-LERO 
RESEARCH: VIDEO 
GAME SKILLS 
ENHANCED BY 
TRAINING 10 
MINUTES A DAY
R esearchers at Lero, the Science Foundation Ireland 

Research Centre for Software and University of Limerick, 
have found video gamers can significantly improve their 

esport skills by training for just 10 minutes a day.
The research team at Lero’s Esports Science Research Lab 
(ESRL) at UL also found novice gamers benefited most when 
they wore a custom headset delivering transcranial Direct 
Current Stimulation (tDCS) for 20 minutes before training 
sessions.
Dr Mark Campbell, director of Lero’s Esports Science Research 
Lab (ESRL) and senior lecturer in sports psychology at UL, said 
their work showed that neurostimulation could accelerate 
motor performance improvements specifically in novice 
esports participants and that this effect was confined to more 
complex sensory-motor actions.
“One of the original and most prominent esports over the 
past 20 years has been the first-person shooter (FPS) game, 
Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO). We asked 
participants to shoot and eliminate enemy targets as quickly 
and accurately as possible during their training sessions in the 
study,” added researcher Dr Adam Toth.
Participants wore a custom headset (HALO Neuroscience™) 
designed to deliver transcranial Direct Current Stimulation 
(tDCS). However, some received no stimulation, others just a 
‘sham’ treatment, while the remainder received a 20-minute 
exposure.
“Our study found that novice gamers who received tDCS over 
their motor cortex before training improved their performance 
on the specific task over five days, significantly more than 
novices who trained following no such stimulus,” explained Dr 
Campbell.

Curiously, according to Dr Toth, when they examined the effect 
of tDCS on training compared to non-stimulated groups, they 
observed a significant effect of tDCS on training for left and 
right targets, but not centre targets.
“The fact that tDCS exerted an influence on training 
performance specifically for targets requiring a larger 
controlled movement (left and right targets) corroborates 
the assertion that tDCS may be better able to accelerate 
performance improvements for complex motor movements 
rather than simple reactions,” Dr Toth added.
The Lero team, whose work was published in Computers in 
Human Behavior, a scholarly journal dedicated to examining 
the use of computers from a psychological perspective, 
believes the research could lead to benefits outside the world 
of esports.
Dr Campbell said that in light of the team’s findings, tDCS 
may be especially beneficial during the initial stages of task 
learning.
“Stroke patients, for example, could benefit from tDCS at 
the start of their rehabilitation process when re-learning 
complex movements that were once automatic”, concluded 
Dr Campbell.
Professor Brian Fitzgerald, Director of Lero, said that 
“connected health and human performance is an area of 
enormous growth and software has a key role to play within 
that.
“At Lero, our research in this sector extends from using artificial 
intelligence to improve cancer detection to the delivery 
of software as a medical device. It is an area in which we 
are continually expanding our capabilities and our industry 
partnerships.”  -  Alan Owens

Pictured: The research team at Lero’s Esports Science Research 
Lab at University of Limerick found that novice gamers benefit 
most from neurostimulation while training Picture: Diarmuid 
Greene/True Media. (Background) Unsplash (Matt Barringer)

W hen Conor Cantwell presented his BT Young Scientist 
project to the Physical Education and Sport Science 
Department at UL in May 2015, it was confirmation that 

the wanted to return to UL to pursue an undergraduate degree, 
such was the impression left. 
Conor’s project entitled “Functional Movement Training in Young 
GAA Players” was presented as part of an initiative run annually 
by PESS to allow projects based around PE and sport to highlight 
their work to experts in the field. 
The invitation also provided Conor with the opportunity to observe 
some of the research being conducted in the sports department 
through lectures and practical demonstrations in a lab-based 
setting. 
“When leaving the campus, I was in no doubt that I wanted to 
return to UL to pursue an undergraduate degree in sport and 
exercise sciences. This was going to be challenging as the 
competition for places was considerable,” Conor said but added 
that he worked extremely hard to maximise his chances. 
Success came Conor’s way and he explained that he was also 
able to avail of Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) due 
to a visual impairment from an optic glioma brain tumour he had 
as a child. 
“Thankfully I never let this put any limits on what I could or couldn’t 
do. Supports like DARE are fantastic for enabling people with a 
disability to achieve their full potential.
“In September 2017, I arrived in UL to begin studying Sport 
and Exercise Science. It was all that I expected and more. From 
day one, I was immersed in subjects like physiology, anatomy, 
coaching science, biomechanics, and psychology creating a 
great base of theoretical knowledge early in the course.” 
Conor added that the course is aimed towards addressing real 
life situations. 
“In my first year, I recall a module where we had to research a 
given topic and debate it with another group. This challenge was 
very practical as it presented the situations faced when engaging 
with sports and exercise industry multidisciplinary teams. The 
importance of a good scientific rationale and justification was a 
great lesson to learn, from very early on.  
“One of the biggest lessons I have learned from my time as a 
SES student has been from my practical learning alongside my 
coursework. From early on, I got involved in some voluntary 
coaching positions and I cannot emphasise enough how 
beneficial this was to both my learning and development as a 
student. 

“Gaining experience was complementary to my learning as it 
prompted the asking of better questions of the reading literature. 
This literature also prompted a critical assessment and reflection 
on coaching, through observing others and my own deliveries. 
“I realised quite early on that strength and conditioning coaching 
held the most passion for me and this is where I focused on 
gaining my experience. I was fortunate to learn and coach with 
Munster Rugby, assisting with their underage athletic development 
programs across various age groups. 
“I also gained experience with Garryowen FC rugby club and 
the National Centre Limerick High Performance swimming team 
based out of the UL Arena. Having established that my passion 
was for strength and conditioning coaching, an opportunity to 
study abroad in second year, immediately gained my interest. 
A five-month stint in the US saw Conor study at East Tennessee 
State University (ETSU) which is home to world renowned 
researcher, Dr Mike Stone and highly successful coach, Dr Brad 
DeWeese (now Director of Performance at the New York Jets). 
“While at ETSU I also completed an internship when I was 
assigned to coach and observe athletes from both the on-
campus Olympic training site and the university men’s baseball 
team. The opportunity to travel and learn in another country and 
environment was of huge benefit. 
Conor returned to embark on an eight-month work placement 
with Munster Rugby observing and assisting with the training of 
the senior squad. 
“This was a great learning opportunity, and I felt the coursework 
and my practical experience had really prepared me by allowing 
me to make the most of the opportunity. Unfortunately, COVID 
interrupted this opportunity and meant a large proportion of the 
placement was completed remotely. Learning from some great 
strength and conditioning coaches like Damien O’Donoghue and 
Adam Sheehan really helped me to progress my own coaching. 
“Due to COVID restrictions it was not the fourth year I expected but 
every effort was made to ensure the transition to online learning 
was as smooth as possible. On reflection, it was still an enjoyable 
but challenging experience. I completed my final year research 
project on accentuated eccentric loading. This novel training 
method allows for phase specific loading on a given exercise. 
“I was very fortunate to have excellent guidance and support 
from my supervisor Dr Mark Lyons on this project.”
Six years on from Conor’s very first visit to UL, he said that he 
loved every minute of it and is looking forward to the future ahead 
and the challenges it may bring. -  Andrew Carey

CONOR NEVER 
PUT ANY LIMITS 
ON HIS POTENTIAL

Thankfully I never let this put any limits on 
what I could or couldn’t do. Supports like 
DARE are fantastic for enabling people with a 
disability to achieve their full potential

“
-  Conor Cantwell
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A current and former University 
of Limerick academic 
have appeared as expert 

witnesses in front of a UK 
parliamentary group examining 
COVID-19.
Dr Elaine Kinsella, lecturer in 
psychology at UL, and her 
research partner Dr Rachel 
Sumner, a senior lecturer in 
psychology at the University of 
Gloucestershire and formerly of 
UL, were invited to appear at the 
All-Party Parliamentary Groups 
(APPG) on COVID-19 meeting in 
March of this year.

The researchers, who set up the CV19 Heroes Project to 
examine differences between frontline workers’ experiences 
of the pandemic in the UK and Ireland, answered questions 
by the parliamentarians and peers on their research findings.
While the focus of the session was primarily on their UK data 
– Dr Kinsella and Dr Sumner also drew comparisons with 
data collected from frontline workers - including health and 
non-healthcare workers - in Ireland, particularly in relation to 
government response and strategy.
“The CV19 Heroes Project was designed to compare how 
the different government strategies of the two nations may 
impact frontline workers, and understand more about their 
experiences in order to help improve the wellbeing of frontline 
workers in both countries,” explains Dr Kinsella.
Over 1,600 participants from Ireland and the UK signed up to 
the study from a wide spectrum of roles in healthcare, nursing 
homes, supermarkets, emergency services, postal workers, 
teachers and delivery providers.
“As well as collecting survey data, we conducted 38 in-
depth interviews during the first phase of research after the 
first lockdown and have been able to use this information to 
make recommendations to a recent hearing of the all-party 
parliamentary group in the UK, specifically on the topic of the 
wellbeing of healthcare workers,” adds Dr Sumner.
All of the participants in the study reported stresses and strains 
from working on the frontline during the pandemic, with those 
in the UK demonstrating lower wellbeing than those in Ireland 
during the first wave of data collection from March to May 
2020. 
“Participants based in the UK rated the Government’s response 
comparatively lower in terms of timeliness, appropriateness 
and effectiveness,” says Dr Kinsella. 

“Specifically, the less favorable judgement of the timeliness 
of the Government’s response by UK frontline workers is 
associated with the lower resilience and higher levels of 
burnout across all sectors. In contrast, in Ireland, it was lack of 
certainty about COVID-19 testing that was related to poorer 
wellbeing in frontline workers during the first lockdown and in 
the immediate aftermath of that 
first lockdown.”
The findings from this study so 
far have been used to support 
a UK Parliamentary Office of 
Science and Technology review 
and subsequent parliamentary 
briefing on the mental health 
and wellbeing of healthcare 
workers.
“Our six-month and twelve 
month data collection and subsequent preliminary analyses 
suggest that differences between countries in terms of judging 
the timeliness and effectiveness of government response have 
levelled out – this has been driven by a drop in evaluations of 
the Irish administration,” says Dr Kinsella.
“Also, the findings from our interviews show that there have 
been some differences across sectors - - such as the availability 
of PPE and testing - but that those on the frontline have also 
had some very similar experiences, despite the diversity of 
roles and sectors that we have included. This underlines the 
importance of considering the experiences of all frontline 
workers during the pandemic,” she adds.
A number of frontline workers reported frustrations with the 
mismatch between what people say (such as outwardly 
praising frontline workers as heroes and doing the ‘clap for 
the carers’), and what they do (sometimes breaking lockdown 
and public health guidelines), according to the researchers.
“One important factor may be the ability of frontline workers 
to adopt resilient coping strategies which was important 
in predicting their wellbeing levels. The results of the study 
suggest that frontline workers may benefit from specific support 
in learning and adopting appropriate coping mechanisms. 
However, this may only be a short-term strategy as over the 
longer-term, resilient coping can be related to higher burnout 
levels,” says Dr Sumner.
This research has resulted in four peer-reviewed publications 
so far, including a commentary in the British Medical Journal 
of Medical Ethics.
“Exploring the similarities and differences across occupational 
sectors will be the next focus of our work,” adds Dr Kinsella.
-  Alan Owens  For more, see www.cv19heroes.com

UL RESEARCH GIVEN AS EXPERT EVIDENCE TO UK 
PARLIAMENTARY GROUP ON COIVD-19

> Psychology lecturers set up CV19 Heroes Project to examine frontl ine workers’ 
experiences of pandemic

Pictured: 
Dr Elaine Kinsella
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SINGING ALL 
OUR CARES 
AWAY

I n early May 2020, I took a call from 
an RTE Radio producer who asked me 
to curate a playlist and to appear on 

the Brendan O’Connor Show to discuss 
our emotional relationship with music.  As 
a lifetime music fan and as an academic 
who has written extensively about 
popular music, it was an easy task.  Since 
the advent of the first lockdown I had 
posted songs to Twitter on a daily basis 

and constructed Spotify Playlists for sharing.  A unifying theme 
across all of these posts was the power of song to confront 
difficult situations and to offer a means of imaginative escape. 
I selected  just 15 songs for RTE.  I wanted the list to speak to a 
shared experience of COVID-19.  It included Talking Heads’ 
‘Life During Wartime’; David Bowie’s ‘Where Are We Now?’; 
Bjork’s ‘It’s Oh So Quiet’; The Cranberries’ ‘Twenty One’ and 
New Order’s ‘True Faith.’   All lists are inevitably subjective, but 
I wanted my selection to mirror the new found strangeness of 
a world in lockdown; songs which encouraged reflection and 
which acted as a reservoir of hope in the face of considerable 
adversity, songs which might connect us at a time of isolation. 
As a university teacher and researcher at UL,  I have engaged 
with the power of popular music for many years.  In my work 
on music fandoms and in the analysis of the songs of artists 
like David Bowie, Joy Division and Morrissey, for example,  I 
have had a long-standing interest in the affective or emotional 
aspects of music.  As my students will attest, in my teaching, I 
stress how we consume and make meaning of popular music 
is a really interesting key in  unlocking our understanding of 
larger social phenomena. Music can be a soundtrack to our 
emotional lives, individual songs can encapsulate important 
happy and sad events in our relationships with others.  
Songs, as we demonstrated in our 2018 book ‘Songs of Social 
Protest’, can be a stimulus for raising awareness of social 
injustices in the world. Live performances create a sense of 
connection, community and sometimes transcendence.  

I wanted the list to speak to a shared experience 
of COVID-19.  It included Talking Heads’ ‘Life 
During Wartime’; David Bowie’s ‘Where 
Are We Now?’; Bjork’s ‘It’s Oh So Quiet’; The 
Cranberries’ ‘Twenty One’ and New Order’s 
‘True Faith.’

“
Some of my research involves ‘working backwards’ through 
exploring the formative influences on individual song-writers.  I 
am currently writing about the Irish influences on David Bowie’s 
lyrics.  Ever the polyglot,  Bowie was particularly interested in 
the writings of Samuel Beckett and the artistry of Jack B. Yeats.   
All three are unified in their use of the personae of the clown 
to articulate sadness or happiness.  The late David Bowie, of 
course, is an example par excellence of a song-writer whose 
lyrics can be interpreted and connected with on numerous 
levels.  Many of Bowie’s songs confront ‘big’ human questions 
such as identity and mortality and his message that personal 
reinvention is possible works as a reservoir of hope for his fans.    
Equally in my curation work with The Cranberries,  I have 
explored the many influences on Dolores O’Riordan’s vocal 
and song-writing styles.  Dolores’s early lyrics drew as much 
on the poetry she encountered as a young woman as the 
words of post-punk Indie groups.  Her unique voice combined 
an array of influences including church singing (Plain Chant) 
and the Sean Nos singing style, all combining to allow The 
Cranberries songs to convey happiness and sadness in equal 
parts.  Cranberries fans all over the globe speak of how they 
have used songs such as ‘Linger’ and ‘Dreams’ to celebrate 
weddings, birthdays and deaths. 
As a researcher I am particularly interested in the indelible 
bonds that we  form with individual songs.  And although 
my personal collection of music is vast and cuts across many 
genres,  I return time and time again to a list of songs which are 
like old friends.  In coping with the tumultuous changes brought 
about in everyday life as a result of the COVID-19 lockdown,  
I personally found music to be a great source of solace.  Of the 
many lessons we have learned - so far - the various lockdowns 
have reminded us about the pivotal role played by music 
and  the performing and creative arts in our lives. Songs can 
illuminate the dark spaces; they can be cathartic in terms of 
the many challenges human beings encounter and they allow 
us to celebrate the joyful.  When they really work, they can, to 
quote Irish folk singer Damien Dempsey allow us to ‘Sing all 
our cares away.’
-  Professor Eoin Devereux, Co-Director, Centre for Popular 
Music and Popular Culture, UL.
Songs of Social Protest edited by Aileen Dillane, Martin 
J. Power, Eoin Devereux and Amanda Haynes was 
published by Rowman and Littlefield
Pictured: Professor Eoin Devereux
Background: Unsplash (Kevin McCutcheon)
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Doctorate launched in response to support 
academic needs of professionals 

A novel and innovative level 10 professional doctorate has 
been launched at University of Limerick to specifically answer 
the needs of further education for industry-based professionals. 
The Professional Doctorate in Human Performance and 
Innovation is designed to attract professionals and practitioners 
from a wide range of high-level performance environments 
including business and sport as well as those situated in the 
health and education sectors promoting physical activity 
behaviour. 
This course is a direct response to an evident and growing 
need for professionals who are both academically astute and 
capable of demonstrating high-level critical thinking within 
practical contexts.
Professor Giles Warrington, Head of Department at Physical 
Education and Sport Sciences (PESS) told Links that the 
programme is targeted at established practitioners, with a 
minimum of five years current working experience, within 
professional performance environments who have a desire to 
drive progress and innovation within their specific realms of 
expertise. 
“Starting next September, content will be customised to support 
the candidate in developing the skills and knowledge bases 
necessary to drive the evolution, development, validation and 
implementation of targeted innovations. 
“Those who join the programme will engage their professional 
practice and platform to evaluate beneficial innovations, 
which will further enhance their working environment, the 
impact of their professional practice and serve their future 
career ambitions. 
“Doctoral candidates will be supported and guided by an 
internationally recognised multidisciplinary team of academics 
and practitioners, who have enormous collective experience, 
insights and skills to share.”
The premise of the Professional Doctorate in Human 
Performance and Innovation recognises that mature 
practitioners, embedded in professional environments, already 
have substantial domain-specific knowledge, expertise and 
experiences.  
“As such, this landmark programme offers an alternative route 
to doctoral qualification by recognising the need to create 
agile and individually tailored programmes of study moulded 
around the working lives of busy professionals operating in 
high-pressure environments,” says the academic. 
Professor Warrington notes that, “accordingly, and in 
response to the changing nature and demands of 21st century 
performance domains, this course is designed to be optimally 
adaptable to individual needs and circumstances. 
“To this end, a menu of blended e-learning options ensures that 
the candidate can continue to learn and innovate, regardless 
of location and/or shifting life demands.”
-  Andrew Carey
For further information, please contact Ciaran.
MacDonncha@ul.ie or Giles.Warrington@ul.ie or see 
www.ul.ie/gps/human-performance-and-innovation-
professional-doctorate

WAFA IS LIVING 
HER IRISH JOYCEAN 
DREAM IN PURSUIT 
OF A PHD AT UL
When 26-year-old Algerian PhD student 
Wafa Rougab decided to pursue a teaching 
doctorate, little did she know that studying 
in Ireland or at University of Limerick was a 
dream she was going to realise

D espite having a visual impairment, Wafa Rougab 
has never been deterred from pursuing a career 
in teaching that will essentially help others help 

themselves through higher-level education. 
Having left her home in Laghouat, some 400 kilometres south 
of Algiers in Algeria, Wafa embarked on three years of study 
at undergraduate level that was closely followed by a two-
year master’s degree. 
“I loved those five years, but I wanted more,” she says. 
To get an international scholarship, Wafa entered an open 
competition for 140 national bursaries to study abroad in an 
English speaking country. 
Wafa is one of a cohort of Algerian PhD candidates who 
are studying for four years at University of Limerick as part 
of a national project that will see Algerian universities teach 
through the medium of English. 
“I remember when I started studying in Algiers, I knew there 
was a scholarship where people were going to the UK. 
Therefore, that was the objective from the beginning. I really 
wanted to get it.”
Pursuing the scholarship meant that Wafa faced more 
challenges, something she has had to do for many years. 
“I didn't know how to do it. I knew I had to be the best, but that 
was not enough. I mean, I asked myself how can I excel, but I 
did not know how to. 
“I was doing my best, but I was doing it with love. That is the 
thing. I really loved everything I was doing even though it was 
a huge challenge for me. 
“Everything I was learning, I would always tell myself, it doesn't 
matter about the exam, as long as I am learning it for myself.
Of that many traits that Wafa possesses, determination and 
confidence are two that shine when the 26-year-old speaks. 
Constant study and improving her academic levels have 
always been to the forefront for Wafa, as she would study 
alone, work on idioms and cultural aspects of the language. 
Specialising in literature and civilization while studying English, 
Wafa says that she would continue to work on her grasp and 
perfection of the language. 
With her eyes firmly set on the pursuit of the international 
scholarship, Wafa was dedicated to her studies and would 
take intensive summer courses with the British Council to further 
improve her English. 

Speaking about March 2020 when the world was turned 
on its head by the COVID-19 pandemic, Wafa says that she 
feared everything would stop for her and her fellow students 
pursuing their PhD. 
“The top six in every University were selected for the 
competition and we all had to compete for the scholarships. 
Everyone had different specialised fields of study and there 
were just 140 places with hundreds of us competing for them. 
“Just before graduating we did the competition and then 
returned to our universities to complete our dissertations. Later 
on, I was really happy that I had won a place because I really 
wanted to go to an English speaking country. We initially 
thought it was going to be the UK and then it turned out to be 
Ireland and it was like a dream because that is the country of 
James Joyce.” 
Despite the challenges of the pandemic, the Algerian students, 
including Wafa, began their studies online until they were 
able to travel to Ireland, but Wafa still asked herself how she 
was going to be able to advance her studies with her visual 

impairment and all the while in a different country.
The young academic was not deterred however.  
“This chance was given to me so that was something positive. 
I told myself that I could, I knew I could but when I spoke to 
everyone here at UL, I knew I would be supported,” she says.
“Everyone here is so supportive and welcoming. I have never 
had supports before so this is the first time for me on quite a 
lot of things. 
“Since my childhood, I have not been able to see a classroom 
board so I rely on audio all the time and take notes, as I would 
have normally always had to rely on myself 100 per cent to 
do everything. 
“I often had to rely on others to write an exam for me when I 
was in Algeria.  
“However it has been totally the opposite here at UL. 
“If you are trying to survive in the hardest kind of circumstance, 
then that is a challenge, but if you are given support then it is 
going to be 100 times easier than before.” 
Wafa explains that her visual impairment has led her to 
become more independent. 
“It teaches you a lot about life skills, how to depend on yourself, 
and also how to find solutions. Therefore, you are developing 
this skill of finding solution for any problem. I ask myself how 
can I do the same thing, but in a different way?”
With the current University President as her PhD supervisor, 
Wafa shared her delight at meeting Professor Kerstin Mey 
recently and having the opportunity to work closely with her. 
Speaking of her first meetings with Professor Mey, Wafa says: 
“She is a great person. I mean, she is so supportive. She does 
not put pressure on you or anything. She is so calm. I really 
enjoyed our first meetings because sometimes she would raise 
very interesting questions and I would feel very comfortable 
discussing the topics. Professor Mey was interested in what I 
had to say. In fact, that is the same for the UL academic staff 
that we engage with. They really welcome opinion and our 
contributions.”
When asked about her engagements with Wafa, Professor 
Mey says: “Wafa approaches her research with focus 
and inquisitiveness. She brings to it a great deal of insight 
from practice and keeps an open mind about the dynamics 
between the spatial design of the learning environment, the 
use of technology and the pedagogy of language acquisition 
in the classroom. Wafa prepares intensively for her supervisory 
meetings, identifies issues that are to be further explored, 
which in turn makes for vibrant and stimulating debates and 
an enriching experience for all involved.”
Of her time in Ireland since the start of 2021, Wafa says that 
she has had nothing but good experiences with Irish people. 
“One lady offered to pay my bus fare after I forgot my Leap 
card as I had no cash on me at the time. I wanted to settle this 
with her later on and get her details but the woman just said no 
and that it was fine. 
“There are plenty of examples of those acts of kindness, but I 
have heard of negative parts too. I have not experienced any, 
but that is human nature too, people will differ so we just get 
on with it,” she adds. 
-  Andrew Carey
Pictured: Wafa Rougab, Sean Curtin, True Media
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COVID AND OUR LOVE AFFAIR WITH FOOD

A ll of the old adages about 
food being mood, everything 
in moderation and a little of 

what you fancy have become common 
parlance over the last year or so, mostly 
because there is so little else to talk about! 
Those who teach and research in this 
space see this as a great opportunity 
to see how pandemics influence food 
consumption and related health outcomes. 
Dr Catherine Norton, Lecturer Sport & Exercise Nutrition and 
Course Director MSc Sports Performance is heavily involved 
in the areas of nutrition and dietetics in the Physical Education 
& Sport Sciences Department at University of Limerick. 
Broadly, her interests lie in food for health and human 
performance. A registered dietitian and registered sport and 
exercise nutritionist, Catherine has 20 years’ experience 
across the breadth and scope of dietetic practice. 
Before taking up her post in PESS as lecturer in Sport & Exercise 
Nutrition, Catherine was head of Performance Nutrition at 
Munster Rugby. 
“It was really in this role I could see the potential for applying 
the tenets of nutrition in a high performance environment 
to disparate populations. The fascination of eating like a 
champion appeals to many, and this approach has relevance 
for ageing populations, ‘corporate athletes’ and many in 
between.”
Dr Norton recently led a team of students and researchers at 
UL in a collaborative, pan European, EU funded project, which 
aimed to improve the health and quality of life for older adults, 
through lifestyle interventions (nutrition and physical activity).  
The fieldwork involved comprehensive cognitive, physical, 
functional, anthropometric, dietary and sleep assessments, as 
well as quality of life measures. 
Dr Norton said that, Informed by these results, the second phase 
of the project included the development of several strategies to 
teach older adults about the benefits of appropriate nutrition 
and physical activity, in order to facilitate not only adding 
years to life, but also adding life to years. Among these 
innovative strategies were smart phone applications with 
exercise prescription guides; educational comic and books 
for children and young people on healthy, active ageing; an 
online educational platform; and promotional videos. 
Local and national restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
can influence dietary profiles, especially those of young adults, 
who are highly susceptible to acquiring sub-optimal eating 
habits. Poor dietary habits increase their subsequent risk of 
the development of degenerative diseases such as obesity, 
diabetes and cardiovascular pathologies. 

Quarantine Fifteen, Lockdown Lumps, Covid 
Kilos, Banana Bread, Comfort Food, Netflix 
Nibbles – our COVID related confinement 
seems inextricably linked with food! 

Catherine, together with members of the Healthy UL team, is 
currently undertaking research on the UL student population. 
They aim to study nutritional and dietary modifications during 
COVID-19 as well as to identify variables that may have 
influenced changes.
Further work investigating existing health-promoting policies 
and initiatives on campus at UL, as well as the community’s 
awareness of these policies has also been completed. It is 
hoped that this work will contribute to developing health-
promoting policies on the campus in support of a work and 
study environment that makes the right choice the easy choice. 
This will support healthier students and hopefully nudge better   
food choices for life.  
It is accepted that busy executives experience heightened 
stress on a daily basis, but studies show that business leaders 
today believe their jobs to be even more stressful than they 
were five short years ago. Longer working hours, lack of 
exercise and poor eating habits can further compound risks 
to long-term health. 
The tenets of nutrition to support high performance athletes 
have direct application and relevance for corporate athletes. 
Catherine is investigating the benefits of ‘eating like a pro’ 
in an executive wellness context, and believes that there 
may be scope for professional athletes to influence fans. The 
prevalence of obesity is rising, particularly among men, but 
they are less likely than women to engage in existing weight 
management programmes. 
The potential of professional sports club settings to engage 
men in health promotion activities is being increasingly 
recognised. Catherine is at the early stages of discussions to 
seek partnerships where sports organisations and researchers 
collaborate to encourage behaviour change in its fan base.
Closer to Catherine’s disciplinary expertise, she is also 
conducting research specific to athletic populations. Together 
with Dr Brian Carson, Catherine is supervising research on 
bone health and dietary restrictions in endurance athletes. 
Dr Norton recently also completed data collection with a 
group of students investigating prevalence, perceptions and 
appropriateness of sport supplement use in over 700 athletes.  
“Findings from both studies has potential to beneficially 
influence dietary policy and practice among our athletic 
populations,” she says. 
So what next?
“It is an exciting time to be involved in research of diet and 
lifestyle. Nutrition and dietetics is a strong but still emerging 
field at University of Limerick. 
While many UL researchers have been active in food for 
health and performance and medical nutrition therapy for 
many years, the first professional appointment at UL was when 
Catherine joined the Physical Education and Sport Sciences 
Department.
Since that time, research and teaching in this space has 
experienced exponential growth with the addition of Dr Eibhlís 
O’Connor to the Biological Science department, Dr Audrey 
Tierney to lead the development of the MSc in Nutrition & 

Dietetics in the School of Allied Health. 
Dr Anne Griffin and Dr Alexandra Cremona have joined this 
team to develop and deliver a CORU accredited Dietetics 
programme, together with experienced practice education 
dietetic practitioners. Collectively this team researches in 
dietary patterns and practices, with a particular focus on the 
Healthy UL initiative and monitoring staff and student dietary 
practices. 
Individually, they have interests across the scope of practice, 
aligned with the Health Research Institutes clusters in health 
implementation, aging, cancer and physical activity. 
“COVID confinement has certainly hampered participatory 
research. Aside from unwanted weight gain, people have 
additional COVID related concerns including attending UL for 
assessments,” says Dr Norton.
-  Andrew Carey
More information on this project can be seen at 
www.life-age.eu/projects 
Images: (Left page) Dr Catherine Norton & (This page) 
Unsplash (Priscilla Du Preez)

It is an exciting time to be involved in research 
of diet and lifestyle. Nutrition and dietetics is 
a strong but still emerging field at University 
of Limerick

“
-  Dr Catherine Norton
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MEET SOME OF OUR AMBASSADORS 

GLOBAL ALUMNI AMBASSADOR 
PROGRAMME INCREASES ENGAGEMENT
I n attracting students from over 100 different countries 

worldwide, it is fair to say that University of Limerick has a 
diverse student body. 

Many come from the key regions of China, India, West & East 
Africa, Middle East, South East Asia, and the Americas. 
The independent and technologically advanced Generation Z 
increasingly look to their peers as key influencers, particularly 
when choosing what university to attend. 
Peer-to-peer communication and its impact in building trust 
and influencing decisions is more important than ever. 
To this end, UL Global has launched a new International 
Alumni Ambassador programme consisting of 20 international 
alumni.  
The programme invites international alumni to become UL 
brand advocates, acting as advisors for prospective students 
in their home countries.  
It has been rolled out across our key markets with the aim 
of expanding the reach and impact of international student 
recruitment. 

UL Global are well versed in answering prospective 
international student queries, however, there are many 
questions that students often feel would be better answered by 
a recent graduate. 
Alumni provide an authentic and informed voice for UL. 
They have a unique student perspective, offer personal 
encouragement, and give clarity to applicant queries. They are 
influential in creating a sense of belonging, driving prospects 
to apply, and particularly instrumental in encouraging offer 
holders to enrol. 
Ambassadors offer invaluable information in relation to 
academic information, student life, culture differences, what 
to expect during the first few weeks, adapting to the Irish 
education system as well as application and visa guidance. 
They share a language and culture with prospects from their 
home country and have insights into career prospects in 
Ireland and in their home country.   
-  Andrew Carey

Matthew McCandrew, 
Texas, USA 
MSc in Work and 
Organisational Behaviour, 
2020
Current Employer: Apple 
“One of UL’s key strengths lies 
in the student experience both 
academically and socially. 
UL is ranked no.1 globally for 

International student happiness by the I-Barometer survey 2019.  
Right now, that can be tough during Covid-19, but I am still 
spreading positive UL stories with prospective students, colleagues 
and former teachers at my alma mater, Texas State University. 
Post-pandemic I plan to visit some local high school to showcase 
studying in Ireland and at UL.
I am grateful for this opportunity to make a significant contribution 
and give back in a rewarding and fulfilling way, while also 
expanding my own professional network.”

Jingru Yan, Beijing, China
MSc in Psychological 
Science, 2019
Current Employer: Lepu 
Medical Technology Ltd
“I came to Ireland through a dual 
master’s programme through an 
agreement between UL and my 
home university Beijing Sport 
University. This gave me the 
opportunity to study a 1-year 

masters at UL as part of my 3-year BSU degree and I gained two 
masters qualifications.
I thoroughly enjoyed my time in Ireland and at UL. The professors 
were approachable and open to my questions and class 
discussions were actively encouraged.
I was lucky enough to be chosen as an International Student 
Ambassador for both Education in Ireland and UL. During this 
time, I made so many friends from all over the world and it gave 
me more opportunities to see the world through other people’s 
eyes.
As a UL alumni ambassador I look forward to sharing my positive 
experience with prospective students, while also developing my 
network here in China.”

Bernal scientists join global consortium
A group of scientists at UL’s Bernal Institute has joined a global 
consortium that aims to pioneer a new standard of testing 
biological materials.
Bernal Institute Biomaterials researchers led by Dr John Mulvihill 
are one of the groups selected to join C4Bio, an international 
initiative featuring experts from 26 leading universities around the 
world.
The consortium aims to achieve consensus on the testing protocols 
for material characterisation of biological materials such as skin, 
arteries and bone - from brain tissue to blood vessels. They are 
aiming to disseminate the results to regulatory bodies that will 
ultimately lead to the development of improved stents, catheters 
and novel medical devices.
The Bernal Institute C4Bio partners are Professor Michael 
Walsh, Dr David Newport, Dr John Mulvihill and Post-Doctoral 
Researcher Dr Darragh Walsh. They join a field of experts from 
26 other institutions worldwide, including University of California, 
University of South Africa and Fudan University in China.
The consortium will publish a white paper on biological tissue 
characterisation that will break down barriers that hinder computer-
based modelling, also known as in-silico methodologies.
Dr Mulvihill’s work is focused on understanding traumatic brain 
injury. He characterises the tissues of the brain that can aid 
computer based modelling to mimic concussive impacts and to 
view how such an injury can instantaneously deform our brains 
and lead to knock-on effects. 69 million individuals are estimated 
to suffer traumatic brain injury from all causes each year. 
Commenting on the C4Bio initiative Dr Mulvihill says that 
“standardising these test methods will lead to improved models to 
help us design and develop medical devices from biodegradable 

Pictured: Dr Darragh Walsh & Dr. John Mulvihill, Alan Place

stents in our arteries to enhanced helmet design to improved 
robotic-led surgical procedures.
“Computer models and simulations are important tools to build 
medical devices and therapies, however, accurate input data 
on the strength and stiffness of biological tissues is required to 
build reliable models. While there are many scientific studies to 
characterise and examine the strength and stiffness of biological 
tissues there is high variability in the reported parameters for how 
stiff these tissues are.
“C4Bio will drive forward in-silico medicine research by 
contributing to a key breakthrough in one of the most significant 
barriers to ubiquitous adoption of computational biological 
models,” he adds.  
-  Alan Owens

I am a Pandemic Warrior at war with technology,
My armour my P.J’s,  with a keyboard for weaponry.
My battleground skirmishes take place in my room,

As I battle with Doodle and Moodle and Zoom.

I have been socially distanced while working remotely,
The silence is welcome but the contact is paltry.

My coffees are real but my coffee breaks virtual,
As my WFH blurs the home/office boundaries.

My meetings are Blue Buttoned, Zoomed or on Teams,
With side room discussions; gallery views and shared screens.
There are uploads and downloads to Sharepoint or Onedrive

And Webinar training to help us survive.

I struggle to Mute and un-Mute for my slots,
With my Digital hand raised while my internet Drops.

And just as I’m getting my internet back,
I’m Zoombombed by hubby or my fame-seeking cat.

While I juggle the customers, kids and the boss,
I think you’ll agree that we’re all at a loss,

As to how to Transition in a Frictionless fashion,
To a new way of working with a new found passion.

To open my Inbox I have to be brave,
As my Urgency Addiction has made me a slave,

To answer each query as soon as it lands,
So the email grenade won’t explode in my hands.

My work schedule’s now planned around my Capacity, 
And that doesn’t mean for Gin or Quarantini Rhapsodies.

Between Apps and Platforms, and I don’t mean shoes,
I think I’ve developed Technology Blues.

I will continue to “go forth into the breach”,
With new skills and a vocabulary full of “tech speak”. 

But as I march onward into Technologies Land, 
For me, “Zoom” will ALWAYS mean Fat Larry’s Band.

“Zoom – you chased the day away. High Noon – the moon and 
stars come out to play”.

Jackie O

Disclaimer: This is not in any way meant to undermine the severity of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and all those who have been affected. 
Pictured: (Background) Unsplash (Lauren Mancke)

Post New Year WritePace Blog - At War
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RECALIBRATING MUSIC FESTIVAL RESEARCH DURING 
COVID-19: NEW APPROACHES AND APPRECIATION

H aving received €1million in EU funding, the international 
FestiVersities project team were ready to critically 
interrogate the relationship between culture, public 

space and social integration in music festivals in five European 
countries. 
Including UL researcher Dr Aileen Dillane as one of the 
principal investigators and Dr Sarah Raine as a post-doctoral 
researcher, the European network aims to study music festivals 
across Europe and received Humanities in the European 
Research Area (HERA) funding in 2019 thanks to the very 
careful planning of research methods by the FestiVersities 
team. 
However, the global pandemic was about to put a halt to the 
research and to live events. 
Dr Dillane said that “in our application, we placed an 
emphasis on ethnographic fieldwork and onsite observation 
to get a deep and richly textured representation of festival 
publics and cultures of diversity in music curation and audience 
participation across the continent. 
“Everything was laid out carefully, rigorously underpinned by 
best practice and sound theoretical foundations. We thought 
we had it all figured out. 
“By late 2019, The FestiVersities team had already interviewed 
festival organisers from our select case studies, in advance of 
2020 fieldwork on sites across Ireland, the UK, Denmark, The 
Netherlands and Poland. 
“Things were progressing just as we had planned. Then 
COVID-19 arrived, followed by the closure of most  music 
festivals sites across Europe, with a particularly long and strict 
lockdown period experienced in Ireland. 
“Amidst the confusion and chaos, it became clear a radical 
shift in approach was required as we recalibrated not only our 
methods, but also our fundamental research questions. 
“It was becoming more and more obvious that the lack of live 
music, the shift to virtual platforms, and the inability to be in 
spaces together, was altering how we value and experience 
music festivals and collective celebrations in general,” Dr 
Dillane said. 
As those involved in the music industry and in DIY community 
festivals grappled with this strange new world, the FestiVersities 
team also realised that national contexts were revealing 
different approaches and responses to the pandemic. 
Dr Raine continued:
“There were points of intersection: themes of grief and renewal 
were shared across contexts, as were questions of the value 
of ‘liveness’ in musical experiences, when researching virtual 
platforms. But there were other considerations, too. To differing 
degrees, Black Lives Matters responses after the killing of 

George Floyd were also impacting on these reimaginings of 
music festivals during COVID-19, with implications for future 
stagings.  In many cases, diversity (and what constituted 
diversity and inclusion) became less a tick-box exercise 
and more of an action and practice, in programming and in 
embracing new audiences and participants.  
“Questions around gender equity were rearticulated, and the 
nature of inclusion now that events were going online, brought 
into the conversation greater awareness of neurodiversity, 
ageism and ableism, along with discussion of class and the 
exclusion of those from online festive publics where stable 
internet access, or even access to hardware itself, was an 
issue,” Dr Raine said.
In the Irish case studies, the paths chosen by the festivals 
different greatly. Music and well-being festival, Body & 
Soul, cancelled its 2020 solstice event in the grounds of 
Ballinlough Castle in County Meath. Since then, Body & Soul 
has reimagined itself as a commissioning body, producing 
the extraordinary ‘Eiru’s Threshold’ 8-minute film in Feb 2021, 
thanks to Irish Arts Council emergency funding. In June 2021, 
Body & Soul will be working in association with Sounds from 
a Safe Harbour Festival to produce ‘A City and a Garden’, a 
sonic experience in Cork city streets and the National Botanic 
Gardens, Dublin. 
Dr Dillane added that “as for the future, there are questions 
marks as to whether the festival will return in its pre-existing 
form or if, in fact, this moment has revealed the unsustainable 
nature of smaller, independent music festivals competing with 
larger neoliberal models of festivity dominating the popular 
music festival scene.
“Cork International Choral Festival cancelled its 2020 
iteration shortly after the pandemic hit Ireland in March, 
but it was back in force on the May bank holiday weekend 
of 2021. Curated on an entirely virtual platform with pre-
recorded videos of performances, along with live pre-concert 
discussion, the festival brought in new international choral 
participants that might otherwise have not participated. The 
festival also reiterated the importance of Cork City as a centre 
for hospitality through poems, compelling drone footage, and 
tourism ads, in lieu of fun-filled nights post competition in local 
hotels and clubs for which is justly celebrated. Its reduction to 
a screen allowed for a curious expansion, and its inclusion of 
diversity webinar spoke to new awareness of who gets to sing 
in choirs and who gets excluded, and in what ways the virtual 
might be accommodated in future on-site festivals. 
“Dublin’s Temple Bar Tradfest had already taken place in 
January 2020, only weeks prior to the first lockdown, and 
it too managed to provide an online festival experience 

in January 2021, along with creating the one-hour TV 
programme, ‘Ireland in Music’; an upgraded podcast of music 
and interviews; and rolling online and TV events, including a 
series broadcasts on national television. 
“Celebrated traditional artists feature alongside or 
collaborating with newer Irish artists, including hip-hop 
performer Denise Chaila, whose mash-up with Sharon 
Shannon on the Cliffs of Moher proved a crucial talking point 
for the public. This festival based in the tourist quarter of Dublin 
found itself reaching out to an international public over three 
times its usual size, with an inventiveness and new approach to 
programming that continues to push the boundaries of genre 
and belonging.
“In all of these cases in Ireland, ‘publics’ have shifted and 
coalesced in different ways; single human beings behind 
solitary screens, often participating in real-time comment 
boxes, but at the very least feeling a sense of community through 
participation. Choir members have recorded their parts for 
collective songs individually, with these voices sutured together 
by technological wizardry.  Festival goers insistent that they’ll 
only settle for on-site, immersive, somatic experiences have 
accepted holding patterns and fallow periods, and grieved 
and found solace in free online experiences, in the shared 
hope that ‘when all of this is over’, collective celebration will 
be possible again,” Dr Dillane said. 

Music festivals and live music are not 
incidental or supplemental.  They are at the 
very core of our emotional, collective lives, 
societal cohesion, and economic well-being. 
Pathways to robust supports and modelling of 
successful and sustainable music festivals for 
others is what is required now

“
-  Dr Aileen Dillane

In all cases, according to the UL researchers, what constituted 
public spaces and cultural diversity has been and continues to 
be reimagined. 
“The same could be said for all of the FestiVersities partners 
across Europe, as we grapple with the significance of our 
findings and write about our adaptive research methods and 
the unexpected riches they have brought to our project,” Dr 
Raine notes.
“We have recognised the need for intervention by the State 
and/or the EU to support struggling artists, festival curators, 
and promoters, not just as an emergency response, but as a 
long-term strategy for the Arts. After a year of online festival 
attendance, zoom interviews, telephone calls, virtual fieldwork, 
and netnography, FestiVersities is ready to share these initial 
findings with our research communities and partners, and 
we want our research to inform national and European-wide 
policy. It has become very clear to all of us that we cannot do 
without music and the Arts.  
“Music festivals and live music are not incidental or 
supplemental.  They are at the very core of our emotional, 
collective lives, societal cohesion, and economic well-being. 
Pathways to robust supports and modelling of successful and 
sustainable music festivals for others is what is required now,” 
Dr Dillane concludes. 
-  Andrew Carey

Dr. Aileen Dillane is Senior Lecturer 
in Music at the Irish World Academy, 
University of Limerick, and is the Irish PI on 
FestiVersities, an EU-Funded HERA project 
on European Music Festivals, Public Spaces 
and Cultural Diversity (2019-2022). Aileen 
co-directs the Centre for the Study of 
Popular Music and Popular Culture at UL 
and co-edits the associated book series, 

Popular Musics Matter: Social, Cultural and Political Interventions 
and Discourse, Power and Society, both of which are published 
with Rowman and Littlefield International. 

Dr. Sarah Raine is Postdoctoral Fellow on 
FestiVersities at the University of Limerick. 
Sarah’s published research considers issues 
of gender and generation, authenticity and 
identity, and the construction of the past 
and present in popular music scene and 
industry. She is the author of Authenticity 
and Belonging in the Northern Soul Scene 
(Palgrave Macmillan: 2020). Sarah is also 

the co-Managing Editor of Riffs, a Book Series Editor for Equinox 
Publishing (Music Industry Studies / Icons of Pop Music), and the 
Editor of Jazz Research Journal.

Pictured: (Background) Unsplash (Tony Pham)
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UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK 
GETS FIVE-STAR RATING IN 
INFLUENTIAL GLOBAL RANKING
U niversity of Limerick has achieved the highest possible 

standard in the new QS Stars Rating System, the only 
university in Ireland to achieve this in 2021.

UL joins an exclusive group of universities worldwide to receive 
the overall five-star status in the ranking, which is considered 
one of the most influential and credible ratings for universities 
globally.
The QS Stars Rating System was launched in 2009 to assess 
higher education institutions more broadly than rankings alone 
and five stars is the maximum score that can be achieved. It is 
compiled by education analysts Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), 
the world’s leading provider of services, analytics, and insight 
to the global higher education sector.
The five-star rating is valid until March 2024 and follows 
a rigorous and independent data collection process and 
analysis of performance metrics by QS.
The evaluation process at UL lasted five months and focused 
on the collection of dozens of indicators including institutional 
data and surveys results, employer engagement, focused 
analysis of research output, teaching and internationalisation. 
QS Star ratings are entirely based upon an institution’s 
performance, rather than how they compare to peer 
universities.
In addition to the overall rating, UL also earned the highest 
five-star rating in several other areas: Teaching, Employability, 
Research, Internationalization, Facilities, Innovation, and 
Inclusiveness.
Professor Nigel Healey, UL’s Interim Provost and Deputy 
President/Vice President Global and Community Engagement, 
welcomed the recognition.
“This QS Stars rating places UL globally in the top 2% of all 
universities. The advantage of the QS Stars Rating System over 
a global ranking is that it signals to potential staff and students, 
as well as to future partners, the areas in which UL excels,” 
Professor Healey explained.
“We have always been well known for our strengths in 
internationalisation, innovation, inclusion and employability, 
as well as the quality of our learning and teaching, and it 
is reassuring to know that these are externally assessed as 

world-leading with a five-star rating. But as we approach 
our 50th anniversary in 2022, these new ratings let the world 
know that we now also have research and facilities that are 
world-class,” he added.
The overall five-star rating reflects UL’s commitment to being an 
independent, internationally focused University. UL is young, 
energetic, and enterprising with a proud record of innovation 
in education and excellence in research and teaching. 
The rating reflects the University’s mission to build on the 
expertise of its scholars in creating, harnessing and imparting 
knowledge for the benefit of our students and the enrichment 
of the community.
Five-stars in Internationalisation demonstrates the diversity of 
UL’s staff and students. The rating has been awarded based 
on international research collaborations, international mobility 
programme, a dedicated international student support centre 
as well as the proportion of international faculty and students 
at UL.
Five-stars in Employability is testament to UL’s outstanding 
reputation and excellent relationships with employers both 
domestically and internationally. UL graduates continue to 
enjoy exceptional employment prospects with a graduate 
employment rate of over 96%. The University’s Cooperative 
Education programme is one of the largest in Europe. 
Each year over 2,000 students across 56 degree programmes 
undertake a six-to eight-month placement as part of their 
undergraduate degree programme, one fifth of which are with 
international companies. 
UL is recognised as possessing one of the most spectacular 
and environmentally sympathetic third-level campuses in 
the world, and this has been reflected in the QS five-star 
Facilities rating. The campus has unrivalled sports and cultural 
facilities including Ireland’s first Olympic-size swimming pool, 
an indoor sports arena, a boathouse with a state-of-the-art 
indoor rowing tank, the 1,100-seat University Concert Hall, 
the Irish Chamber Orchestra Building and the Irish World 
Academy of Music and Dance.
-  Alan Owens
For more information on the QS Stars rating system see 
www.topuniversities.com/qs-stars

UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK 
MAKES GLOBAL IMPACT 
ON THE RANKINGS

U niversity of Limerick has seen a major improvement in its 
position in the latest global ranking measuring institutions’ 
social and economic impact.

UL has climbed to 50th overall in the Times Higher Education 
(THE) Impact Rankings 2021.
The THE Impact Rankings assess the contributions made by 
universities worldwide to achieving a more sustainable world 
through the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). 
In total, 1,240 universities from 98 countries and regions have 
participated this year across the 17 SDGs. 
In the overall THE Impact Rankings as UL is ranked 50th out 
of 1,115 universities this year – moving up from a 101-200 
ranking out of 768 universities last year. 
The major improvement in the overall ranking is a result of UL’s 
performance in SDG 17 (Partnership for the Goal) where UL is 
ranked 39th this year compared to 301-400 last year. 
UL is ranked 10th globally for SDG11 (Sustainable Cities 
and Communities) and is the top ranking Irish university in this 
category.
In the individual SDGs UL ranked in the top 50 in three 
categories. Highlights include:
• Ranked 10th for SDG11: Sustainable Cities and 

Communities. Top ranking Irish university
• Ranked 35th for SDG16: Peace, Justice and Strong 

Institutions. Ranked 3rd nationally
• Ranked 39th for SDG17: Partnership for the Goals. 

Ranked 3rd nationally
• Ranked 62nd for SDG8: Decent Work and Economic 

Growth. Ranked 4th nationally
• UCC achieved an overall top 10 placement in the 

world’s best list, with four Irish universities achieving 
eight top 10 positions in total.

Reacting to the ranking announcement, Minister for Further 
and Higher Education, Simon Harris said: “This is fantastic 
news, and while the exceptional standard of the Irish higher 
education system is no surprise to me, I am delighted to see 
our universities ranked so highly internationally for their work 
in creating a sustainable future.  
“Sustainability is a significant economic and social challenge, 
and I look forward to working with the university sector and 
our partners in research and innovation to tackle it head-on.
“We know we have the talent, and now, with my Department’s 
full support, we can work across our sectors and outside our 
boxes to make ideas reality,” added Minister Harris.
-  Alan Owens Image: Aerial view of Living Bridge, UL Campus 

and Limerick City Centre in distance, True Media
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TRIDENT: 
REVOLUTIONARY 
BATTERY TECHNOLOGY 
IN DEVELOPMENT 
AT UNIVERSITY OF 
LIMERICK

U niversity of Limerick research is to play a key role in the 
development of a smart battery system that seeks to 
‘revolutionise the way households manage energy’.

The TRIDENT consortium, led by University of Limerick 
academic Dr Tadhg Kennedy, secured €3.65 million in 
funding from the Irish Government’s Disruptive Technology 
Innovation Fund to develop a sustainable sodium-ion smart 
battery system.
The TRIDENT battery will be a plug-and-play solution that 
can be installed in a household utility room, with the aim of 
revolutionising the way households manage their energy by 
empowering individuals to take an active role in the energy 
market, Dr Kennedy outlined.
TRIDENT is one of number of exciting new projects involving 
University of Limerick to receive State investment in disruptive 
technologies.
UL is a partner also on two more projects looking at reducing 
the cost of offshore wind and another to improve maritime 
security and position Ireland as a leader in the field of smart 
drones.
UL Vice President Research Professor Norelee Kennedy said: 
“The Disruptive Technologies Innovation Fund is a key funding 
instrument to advance excellent innovative projects.
“UL’s involvement in three DTIF awards in leading a consortium 
on battery technology as well as working with colleagues 
across Ireland in the energy, climate and sustainability area, 
demonstrates our commitment to undertaking excellent 
research that addresses global challenges. 
“The awards also signal the partnerships approach to 
our research that is fundamentally important to realising 
the innovations needed for the challenges of the future. 
Congratulations to all involved,” Professor Kennedy added.
Dr Tadhg Kennedy, a lecturer in environmental technology in 
UL’s Department of Chemical Sciences who is also a Principal 
Investigator in the Bernal Institute, said TRIDENT would tackle 
challenges in the supply of renewable energy and the demand 
for electricity.
“Battery energy storage systems can provide the solution to 
this problem. During times of low demand, stationary storage 
batteries can be charged to avoid curtailment. During peak 

times, the stored energy can be sent back to the grid to make 
up for any shortfall. Lithium-ion batteries are currently the most 
suitable technology for this due to the high energy densities 
afforded,” he explained.
However, with concerns over the sustainability of lithium-ion 
batteries and an expected ten-fold increase in demand for 
batteries and energy storage expected by 2030, TRIDENT 
will be well timed.
“Unlike lithium-ion batteries, the electrode materials in the 
TRIDENT battery are low cost, nontoxic and composed 
from highly abundant elements. The active materials are 
optimized for sustainability and this ecological design 
will lead to significant reductions in both global warming 
potential and active materials cost compared to Li-ion battery 
manufacturing,” he said.
The TRIDENT project is developing disruptive technology at a 
hardware level also, with a wireless battery monitoring system 
and highly efficient inverters allowing for easy and effective 
coupling of the sustainable sodium-ion battery to the home 
and grid.
“The TRIDENT smart battery system will allow renewable 
energy to be optimized and used more efficiently as electricity 
can be stored domestically in times of low demand, thereby 
avoiding curtailment. It will also empower the owner to sell 
energy to the utility companies, creating a valuable energy 
asset that will reduce their bills. The innovative solution will 
introduce flexibility to the energy markets, a key requirement 
for Ireland if the country is to meet its renewable energy 
targets,” explained Dr Kennedy.
Partners on the project are Tyndall National Institute, Analog 
Devices, mSemicon, ICERGi Limited, Glantreo, TisaLabs 
and Smart M Power. Furthermore, the project has been 
fully endorsed by MIDAS, the Industry Association for 
Microelectronics and Electronic Systems Design in Ireland.
Ray O’Brien, Enterprise Manager at the Bernal Institute, 
who played a key role in assembling the consortium, said: 
“The project is ideally placed for success as the goals will 
be delivered by partners spanning the battery value chain, 
including materials synthesis, battery management systems 
and electric power transmission.” -  Alan Owens

UL THE FIRST UNIVERSITY 
TO OFFER A LEVEL 
10 APPRENTICESHIP

R esponding to the growing popularity and the diversity 
of options in apprenticeships, University of Limerick 
has recently achieved the status of being the first 

University in Ireland to offer higher-level apprenticeships from 
level 7 to level 10, and the first University in the World to offer 
a level 10 apprenticeship. 
Speaking on the launch Dr Mary-Liz Trant, Executive 
Director, SOLAS said, “the launch of this apprenticeship by 
the consortium and University of Limerick is an incredible 
achievement.  The growth in apprenticeship opportunities over 
the past six years has been remarkable. New programmes 
such as this one are a clear example of how apprenticeships 
can offer both employers and employees a flexible route to 
career development. A doctorate level programme which 
participants can attain whilst continuing in their employment 
demonstrates the power of apprenticeship in building 
workforce skills and industry knowledge. Congratulations to 
all involved in its development.”
This apprenticeship has been developed by a consortium of 
industry leads, in partnership with UL, with the aim to meet the 
expanding needs of businesses in Ireland and to prepare Irish 
industry to be leaders on a global scale. 
Designed to minimise the student’s time away from the 
workplace by using a 70-30 ratio on and off the job, a suite of 
apprenticeship programmes are available at Doctorate Level 
10, Masters Level 9, Degree Level 8, and Diploma Level 7. 
Unlike traditional apprenticeship programmes, the higher-level 
apprenticeships are aimed at employed professionals who are 
already experienced in a particular area and wish to broaden 
their skills while they work.
“Our programmes are beneficial to employers as they help 
develop business talent and fill current or predicted skills gaps 
by growing your own in-house knowledge and talent with 
a combination of ‘on the job’ learning and formal studies,” 
explained Michael Hennessy, Head of the Flexible Learning 
Centre.
 “They will bring fresh thinking to a business, improve staff 
retention and loyalty and enhance productivity and cost 
effectiveness,” he added. 
The programmes are designed so that employees can gain 
a professional qualification while working, acquire an in-
depth understanding of the latest developments and emerging 
processes in their chosen industry and enhance their career 
progression prospects. They will also learn best-practice from 
other organisations and build networks with their peers in their 
respective fields. 
According to Professor Brian Fitzgerald, Director of Lero – the 
Irish Software Research Centre, practitioners in Irish industry 
are often very advanced and to the forefront in implementing 
innovation in their companies nationally and globally. 
“In many cases, this practice is capable of contributing to 
the state-of-the-art to such an extent that a Doctorate could 

be awarded,” said the Principal Engineer of the Doctoral 
Apprenticeship Programme.
“The traditional PhD, which is more academic focused and 
intended to produce researchers and academics, is not as 
suitable a path for industry-based candidates. Often these 
entry requirements of a 2.1 honours degree are not something 
that was available to all practitioners who may have less 
academic qualification but have more than made up for it 
in professional expertise. As a result, we created the PDEng 
programme which allows credit for this learning and is a very 
appropriate path to a Doctorate that is far more relevant to 
today’s environment of continuous professional development.”
The apprenticeship programmes are varied and include 
Principal Engineer, Lean Sigma Manager, Supply Chain 
Manager, Supply Chain Specialist, Supply Chain Associate 
and Equipment Systems Engineer. Entry requirements vary 
depending on the programme level. 
“Our apprenticeship programmes are between 2-4 years in 
duration depending on the programme of study,” said Elaine 
Butler, Apprenticeships Programme Manager at UL. 
“We believe that it is important for apprentices to have 
exposure to significant on-the-job learning to enable them to 
apply their theoretical knowledge to practice and to impact on 
the development of industry.”
-  Andrew Carey
Further information can be found on www.ul.ie/gps/
apprenticeships or by email to apprenticeships@ul.ie 

Image: UL Students in front of the ARC, Glucksman 
Library, Alan Place

Image: D Buckley
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FINDING YOUR VOICE
Professor Eoin Devereux on leading UL 
Creative Writing’s unique module Creative 
Writing In The Community

I n April 2021, emerging creative 
writers, young and not so young, 
were warmly welcomed to University 

of Limerick by President Professor Kerstin 
Mey. A two-hour online event - owing 
to the constraints imposed by COVID 
19 - featured readings by well-known 
UL authors Professor Joseph O’Connor, 
Frank McCourt Chair in Creative Writing; 
Professor Sarah Moore Fitzgerald and 
our UL Creative Writing Arts Council 
Writer in Residence, Kit De Waal.  
The real focus of the evening however 
was not on the work of these established 
authors, but rather on the writings and 
readings by participants in UL’s Creative 
Writing In The Community module. 
The virtual audience of tutors, friends 
and family members were treated to a 
selection of readings by creative writers, many of whom were 
reading their work in public for the very first time. Participants 
heard stories, poems and novel extracts that were dark, funny, 
honest, heart-breaking and raw.  
Despite the artificiality of reading in an online setting, UL’s 
MA students had clearly excelled in building the writers’ trust 
and confidence.  Speaking just after the readings, MA student 
Michael Power said: 
“I could not describe the pride I felt listening to their work in 
class. The Open Mic night brought me to tears. For two hours 
we listened to writers, young and old, nervous and confident, 
read and act out their beautiful stories and poetry. It was 
glorious. I am not a father, but when my ‘South East Crew’ 
kicked off proceedings, I think I might know what it feels like to 
be a proud dad”.
One of our community partners, Sinead Fraser, of Mungret 
Community College stated: 
“The online reading event this year provided a place for our 
students to share their stories and gave a stage to the pride 
they, and all of us, have in their work. The elation of the 
students the following day as they were congratulated by the 
entire staff on their success was wonderful to witness.”
Creative Writing In The Community is an elective module on 
UL’s Master’s in Creative Writing.  We are the only university 
on the island of Ireland to offer such an option. MA Students 
work with organizations in the community to design and 

deliver a short course in creative writing.
This year we partnered with Mungret Community College; 
the writers’ co-operative Writepace, the Limerick and Clare 
Education and Training Board and Aiseiri, Waterford.   
MA students put considerable time into the planning and design 
of their creative writing courses.  We focused a great deal in 
the early weeks of the course on the very many challenges 
that need to be overcome when teaching in a non-traditional 
setting.  In addition to the many inequalities that continue 
to persist in society, the task of nurturing people to find and 
speak/write with their own voice is not to be underestimated.  
UL’s Creative Writing Arts Council Writer In Residence, Kit De 
Waal delivered two very powerful workshops on this theme.  
The storytelling methods created by Narrative 4 as a community 
development tool was the subject of another class led by Dr. 
James Lawlor. In the main however, the MA students put their 
considerable energies into devising classes and lesson-plans 
tailored to the specific needs of their students.  We focused 
in our classes on importance of reflexive practice and on the 
emotional aspects of creativity and writing.  A wide range of 
genres were used in the delivery of creative writing classes 
in the community including poetry, flash fiction, spoken word, 
rap and short stories.  One of our tutors, for example, asked 
her students to write about a memory they had in relation to 
someone close to them making an apple tart or brown bread.  
Online delivery of classes in the community was a new 
challenge this year, however it was evident that our MA 
students gained the confidence and the trust of their 
participants.  Marek Sukenik for example worked with our 
MA student Pippa Slattery.  He offered a powerful testimonial 
when he stated: 
“I was interested in learning about creative writing in general 
and, most importantly, finding my writer’s voice.The search 
is over - Pippa has made me realise I do have a voice and 
empowered me to use it.”
Another of our MA students – Valerie O’Connor – summarised 

her positive experience of taking the module: 
“The Creative Writing in the Community module was an 
intensive starting block for teaching. Recognising that 
everybody is coming from different places and listening to 
their needs is probably the most important thing I learned. 
Fun is needed, now more than ever and this is something I 
bring forward from this learning. Writers, artists and thinkers 
are everywhere, to think that teaching creative writing might 
enhance somebody’s life experience is the best thing.”
Nathan O’Connell delivered creative writing classes online 
and in person to students at Mungret Community College 
Limerick. The school has partnered with UL Creative Writing 
since the module’s inception.  In summing up the impact of the 
school’s engagement with UL Creative Writing,  one of the 
school’s English teachers Sinead Fraser stated: 
“The workshops that we have participated in with UL have had 
an astounding impact on our school community. The writers that 
came to work with us became excellent mentors to the students 
and have allowed our students that love to write to find their 
voice, inspiration and the aspirations to pursue their passions. 
Across the school writing and creative ideas are being spoken 
about with pride. The workshops have also provided a space 
for our students with AEN to gain confidence and write their 
story. The workshops have also provided a safe space for 
some of our students to explore their emotions and wellbeing 
without judgement.” 
The module represents an important training ground for our 
MA in Creative Writing students.  Pippa Slattery said: 
“Taking the elective on Creative Writing in the Community 
has been both instructive and inspiring.  I have taken the key 
ingredients from the MA in Creative Writing and honed those 

skills into a teaching practice that I can now offer to people 
who have been marginalised within our community. During the 
process of the course I learned about myself as a writer as well 
as a teacher and it has given me the confidence to go forward 
into a new and exciting career path.”
As a university teacher and a creative writer I am immensely 
proud of the work undertaken by our creative writing MA 
students in the community. We have ambituous plan to 
develop the module further over the next few years.  Given 
our programme’s linkages with the late Frank McCourt, himself 
a teacher and highly accomplished author who excelled in 
giving a voice to the voiceless. In Angela’s Ashes he writes 
“Sing your song, dance your dance, tell your tale”, it is entirely 
fitting that University of Limerick Creative Writing are pioneers 
in this field.  -  Professor Eoin Devereux
Images: (Left page) Professor Eoin Devereux, Kit De Waal & 
(This page) Unsplash (Etienne Girardet)

The online reading event this year provided 
a place for our students to share their stories 
and gave a stage to the pride they, and all of us, 
have in their work. The elation of the students 
the following day as they were congratulated by 
the entire staff on their success was wonderful 
to witness

“
-  Sinead Fraser, Mungret Community College

The workshops that we have participated in 
with UL have had an astounding impact on 
our school community. The writers that came 
to work with us became excellent mentors to 
the students and have allowed our students 
that love to write to find their voice, inspiration 
and the aspirations to pursue their passions

“
-  Pippa Slattery, MA Creative Writing Student
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RESEARCHER RESILIENCE – INTERNATIONAL INSIGHTS IN COVID-19 IRELAND
‘Stay at home.’  ‘Hold firm.’  ‘All in this together.’
These phrases have permeated the Irish consciousness since the announcement of a countrywide 
lockdown in March 2020.  While the country ground to a physical halt, the world of research work 
turned digital and a healthy dose of resilience was required

D r Susan Daly, Research 
Program Manager – SMART 
4.0 at Confirm sought the 

experiences of the UL-based 
and co-supervised SMART 4.0 
H2020 Marie Sklodowska-
Curie Action (MSCA) fellows, 
who, over the past 12 months, 
have relocated internationally in 
a pandemic-uncertain climate, 
integrated into a new culture and 
work environment, and proven 
their drive to deliver impactful 
research.   

Dr Sabir Halder  
Ireland is a global hub for cybersecurity, 
with 40 multi-national corporations with 
cyber-security operation along with 60 Irish 
cyber-security companies and start-ups.  
Additionally, R&D centres in Irish universities 
and national research centres are engaged 
with developing cyber-security solutions.  
In short, there are endless opportunities to 
enhance my knowledge base and develop 

skills in the area of cyber-security in Ireland.  Smart manufacturing 
is expanding at an increasing pace and will only further increase 
with the adoption of 5G connectivity and the deployment of 
fog and edge computing.  My research focuses on designing 
an anomaly detection technique to identify cyber attackers, 
leveraging a unique electronic fingerprint that each industrial 
internet of things device creates via its physical characteristics.  
Due to a rise in complex and sophisticated attacks, machine-
learning techniques are needed to automate the detection 
procedure and reduce the detection time; these factors all have 
significant commercial implications in the smart manufacturing 
domain.  
The current challenging times has inspired and motivated me to 
design and develop innovative solutions to improve quality of 
life.  As a source of inspiration, I always defer to a quote from 
the great explorer, Christopher Columbus - ‘You can never cross 
the ocean until you have the courage to lose sight of the shore’.  
My advice: get inspiration from fellow researchers and scientists, 
remain focused and follow your passion.  

Dr Iman Kazerouni
I always wanted to work abroad to 
complement my knowledge, expand my 
horizons, and encounter new people and 
cultures.  Ireland is an innovation leader 
in Europe; its strong digital infrastructure, 
multidisciplinary R&D centres of excellence 
and new ways of thinking are just some of 
the contributing factors that make Ireland a 
top R&D hub.  

My research is focused on a vision system for smart mobile robots 
in industrial environments to aid object detection and enable 
automatic pathfinding.  One of the major advantages of smart 
mobile robots is their computer vision capabilities.  The complex 
array of cameras and sensors used by mobile robots to detect 
their surroundings, allows them to observe their environment 
in real-time with high accuracy.  This is valuable especially in 
industrial settings that are constantly changing and shifting.  Such 
technology is particularly useful in today's world as smart robots 
may be used in industrial environments, do not require social 
distancing and can keep working without any limitation.
Adapting to change can be challenging and sometimes difficult.  
However, no one is alone.  My advice: "building resilience is 
the key to turning challenges into successes."  Excuses serve no 
purpose - ambition and drive derive success and as benefactors 
of publicly funded research awards, we owe it to the public to 
deliver upon our research commitments.

Dr Amrita Ghosal
Ireland has a long-standing reputation for 
being a friendly and welcoming nation, 
in addition to its fame as an international 
hub for high quality scientific research. The 
MSCA fellowship has provided me the 
opportunity to work in my chosen area with 
world-leading experts. 
My research analyses the security of 
industrial manufacturing systems: existing 

cyber-attack vulnerabilities, weaknesses, levels of awareness and 
preparedness.  My work aims to minimize cyber-attacks prevalent 
in smart manufacturing using preventive techniques using machine 
learning and rigorous monitoring to provide an enhanced, secure 
and reliable smart manufacturing ecosystem.  This will make smart 
manufacturing more attractive for industry adoption leading 
to more personalized products for consumers, greater energy 
efficiency and less repetitive tasks for workers in manufacturing.
The ‘new normal’ has enabled me to give more time to my family.  
On the professional side, I have explored some new research 
topics which I am hoping to build on through collaboration with 
peers and wider CONFIRM community.  

Dr Jobish John
Ireland provides the ideal mix of social, 
commercial and political factors for the 
systemic growth and development of 
research.  I was looking for research 
and entrepreneurial environment as my 
postdoctoral experience; hence, I could not 
resist coming to Ireland.
MSCA fellowships are one of the most 
prestigious in the world, giving me 

the opportunity for excellent academic growth by enabling 
me to mature experientially as a MSCA SMART 4.0 fellow.  
Manufacturing industries are witnessing a revolutionary phase 
named Industry 4.0, where various advanced technologies 
converge to form highly flexible production environments.  
CONFIRM has given me an excellent opportunity to enhance my 
skills, both technical and transversal.  
Industrial automation systems consist of different devices e.g., 
sensors, actuators, etc., all implementing complex monitoring and 
control tasks.  They operate in a well-coordinated, interconnected 
manner using highly reliable and low latency communication 
techniques.  Although wireless communication technologies exist, 
much of industry control operations used wired solutions and are 
reluctant to adopt wireless technologies.  My research focuses 
on evaluating the suitability of different wireless technologies to 
improve performance limits, especially low-power solutions, for 
various industrial use cases.  
At first I found the current climate a bit overwhelming but as 
time has passed I have learned to accept the concept of digital 
connection and growth, and the change in pace.  Humans 
have endured worse times - reading about the lives of inspiring 
individuals such as Eva Kollisch and Naomi Replansky is both 
humbling and reassuring.  

Dr Ahmid Farhadi
Smart Manufacturing, also known as 
Industry 4.0, is a highly digitalized 
manufacturing methodology taking 
advantage of new information technologies, 
enabling IoT devices to monitor and control 
machines in real time.  
A key component of smart manufacturing 
technology is a Digital Twin, which is a 
virtual representation of a physical process.  

It provides a virtual platform for digital visualization, monitoring 
and control of manufacturing processes accessible through 
different human-machine interfaces, e.g.  PCs, mobile phones and 
tablets.  My research is focused on digital twin model development 
of machining composite materials in an automated manufacturing 
process, and will provide deep insights into process validation 
and optimization.
With COVID-19 and the need for physical distancing, the 
operational aspects of many manufacturing firms were suspended.  
By creating a multi-dimensional Digital Twin of production 
chains including machines, systems, products and processes, the 
manufacturing sector is able to continue its activity in the virtual 
world.
Like many other researchers influenced by the pandemic, onsite 
investigation was/is limited.  However, the current situation has 
enabled me to designate more time to activities due to the intrinsic, 
digital nature of my research.  
Researchers are a unique sub-group who must continue to work 
to develop solutions and inspire innovation.  Personally speaking, 
I challenged myself to keep working hard and to maintain my 
motivation - form and maintain a circle of inspired friends and 
stay focused.  I look forward to the inevitable flourish of energy 
and activity after such a long period of containment.

CONFIRM CENTRE FOR SMART MANUFACTURING
Confirm Centre for Smart Manufacturing (‘CONFIRM’) is a 
diverse, multidisciplinary research ecosystem with a multicultural 
ethos.  Since its inception in 2017, CONFIRM has grown to 200+ 
researchers and 11 full-time operations staff, spanning 9 research 
performing organisations with representation from 38 countries.  
In 2018, the Centre achieved great success by securing EUR 2.9 
M in funding via the H2020 Marie Sklodowska-Curie Action 
(MSCA) Cofund vehicle to develop its postdoctoral fellowship 
programme, SMART 4.0.  The primary objective of SMART 4.0 
is to enable the international mobility of talented researchers and 
advancement through intersectoral and interdisciplinary research 
in the domain of smart manufacturing.

Pictured: (Top Left) Dr Susan Daly
(Left) CONFIRM Centre, True Media
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T he Anthony Foley Scholarships at UL cover three pillars - 
music and dance, access and sport.
Following the death of the Munster and Ireland star in 

early 2016, a number of groups organised fundraising events in 
his memory, following which Olive made a donation to the UL 
Foundation.
The Music and Dance element is divided between scholarships 
for the MA in Classical Strings and PhD scholarships in a variety 
of areas at the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at UL. 
Olive has also presented scholarships to Access students. Asked 
why she made the donation, Olive told UL Links: “I suppose it is 
a case of why not – education is fierce important, the university 
is very close to our hearts and Anthony worked in the Arena. It is 
our local university and something we are so proud of – we have 
watched it grow and develop over the years. 
“It is such an important institution – it is so important to us and it 
was so important to Anthony. Any time there was something new 
going up there, Anthony would come home and go ‘you have to 
drive in around UL and see the beautiful new building’. 
“We just love that university and I really hope that my kids are 
going to go there,” she added.
The Killaloe native said she was particularly happy that the 
scholarships would cover Access programmes also.
“Access is so important to us – and music and dance, well I 
suppose that would be more my side of the house than Anthony’s, 
but it is lovely to cover a wide variety of areas and not solely on 
sport, it is lovely that it can be spread around,” Olive explained.
Sarah Hartnett, Director of Development at the UL Foundation, 
said: “The Anthony Foley Scholarships celebrate Anthony’s 
compassion for young people and it is very fitting that our most 
deserving students are benefitting under the programme.  
“We are privileged to have been chosen to pay tribute to 
Anthony’s legacy in this way and also extremely grateful to 
Olive Foley for her generosity in helping to ensure that our most 
deserving students receive financial support,” she added.
-  Alan Owens

ANTHONY FOLEY’S 
MEMORY LIVES ON 
AT UNIVERSITY OF 
LIMERICK FOLLOWING 
GENEROUS DONATION

Pictured: Sarah Hartnett, Director of Development UL 
Foundation, Emeritus President Dr Des Fitzgerald and Olive 
Foley. (Background) Anthony Foley (Ray Lohan, Sportsfile)

A donation by Olive Foley, wife of the late, great 
Anthony ‘Axel’ Foley, to the University of Limerick 
Foundation has created student scholarship 
programmes in the rugby star’s name

EMerge AT UL: OFFERING VIRTUAL PEER SUPPORT 
FOR EARLY AND MID-CAREER ACADEMICS

> The COVID-19 pandemic has presented many challenges for academics not-limited to changes in how 
research can be conducted, a transition to online teaching and meetings, social isolation, reduced 
access to peers, increased caring responsibilities and home-schooling

F or new staff members at UL, particularly our international 
colleagues, it has been particularly challenging to 
navigate a new academic institution and culture, remotely, 

during a global pandemic. These challenges have been 
particularly troublesome for early and mid-career academics 
(EMCAs) who are also trying to establish themselves as 
competent and independent researchers and educators, 
search for permanent and secure contracts, seek external 
funding, build collaboration networks and balance internal 
and external leadership roles. Despite these challenges, there 
are many opportunities for EMCAs to reflect and evaluate the 
status quo, and in some cases, pave the way for a new kind 
of scholarship. 
To complement existing formal University support structures, 
the EMerge peer-support network was launched in November 
2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic, to establish a virtual 
collaborative and supportive environment 
for early and mid-career academics 
(EMCAs) to realise their career objectives 
through mentoring and development of 

shared academic and research 
opportunities at the University 
of Limerick.  
This informal network was 
founded by Dr Elaine Kinsella 
(Department of Psychology), 
Dr Jennifer McMahon 
(Department of Psychology) 
and Dr Niamh Cummins 
(School of Allied Health) 
who are passionate about supporting EMCAs through the 
complexities of academic life. 
The purpose of this dynamic and interdisciplinary network is to 
connect academic staff members across the university campus, 
to offer informal, peer support to EMCAs, to support skill- and 
career- development opportunities for EMCAs, to champion 

EMCA ideas and research activities, 
to promote the visibility of EMCAs at 
UL, to offer a voice for EMCAs, and to 
continue to nurture a culture where more 
established academics seek to include 
EMCAs on ongoing projects to develop a 
strong talent pipeline at UL. 
There are currently 129 members across 
all faculties at UL and membership is 
open to all who identify as an early or 
mid-career academic. The network has 
remained active over recent months with 
a variety of informal social events (open 
to network members), as well as seminars 

and external talks (open to all academic colleagues). 
Building on this successful format, The EMerge-PhD network 
was launched in February 2021 to support PhD researchers 
at UL. The new committee for the EMerge PhD network is as 
follows: Meghan Gilfoyle, Dylan Scanlon, and Mairead C. 
Conneely.  -  Alan Owens
For more information, email emerge@ul.ie or follow on 
Twitter (@EMerge_UL)
Pictured: UL student at the Glucksman Library, Alan Place
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T he new chief operating officer 
of SSPC, the SFI Research 
Centre for Pharmaceuticals 

based at University of Limerick, 
believes that access to education 
and STEM should be ‘universal’.
Dr Sarah Hayes, appointed to 
the role in April, has long focused 
her research on building STEM 
capital among under-represented 
groups.
Throughout her career, Dr Hayes 
has made significant contributions 
to the fields of science education, 
communication and the 

popularisation of science and currently supervises two PhD 
students working in this area. She was one of the founders of 
the Science Hub at Learning Hub Limerick over 10 years ago, 
and has worked with colleagues in Access Campus throughout 
her career.
Prior to taking on the role, Dr Hayes previously held the position 
of Associate Director for Academic Partnerships and Public 
Engagement in SSPC, and prior to that held positions in Mary 
Immaculate College, the University of Bremen and University 
of Limerick. She works with an operations team based at the 
Bernal Institute in UL and researchers across nine Irish higher-
level research-performing organisations in Ireland.
“I feel very strongly that access to education, to STEM should 
be universal,” she says. 

“Education, be it formal, in-formal or non-formal, has enormous 
transformative power and as a society we should be cognisant 
of that and ensure that as gatekeepers we keep those gates 
wide open and work hand-in-hand with our communities.”
Dr Hayes sits on the IUA Campus Engage Working Group 
for Community-based Teaching and Learning, and notes the 
transformative effect working with communities can have for 
students, researchers and communities alike. 
A natural progression of this work has been leading SSPC 
on this journey in terms of both the Education and Public 
Engagement programme and the centre’s work in the areas of 
diversity, equality and inclusion. 

THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF EDUCATION
Dr Sarah Hayes, new Chief Operating Officer at the UL-based Synthesis and Solid State 
Pharmaceutical Centre, speaks to UL Links about universal access to STEM education

I feel very strongly that access to education, to 
STEM should be universal“
-  Dr Sarah Hayes

“SSPC has an incredible Diversity, Equality and Inclusion 
Council, with members from industry and academia from PIs 
to PhD students. What is really unique about the council is 
that we are really focusing on cultivating an environment that 
enables the advancement of the type of complex scientific 
challenges that we engage with in SSPC, through the range of 
perspectives, ideas and experiences of our diverse community. 
I strongly believe that this is key to our individual and collective 
success,” Dr Hayes explains.
An interesting challenge for the centre is to marry all of these 
aspects, this culture of diversity, equality and inclusivity with 
the core technical scientific challenges. Sarah notes that while 
it may seem that these perspectives do not align, she very 
much believes that they do. 
“Along with our scientific co-directors Professors Mike 
Zaworotko and Gavin Walker, we all fundamentally believe 
that people are the centre’s most important asset. 

People are key to our success, and as such creating an 
environment, an eco-system whereby the people can thrive, 
where they can bring their whole selves to work, and be 
supported to be creative, that is vital. So the holistic perspective 
of inclusivity is not contradictory at all, but really empowering.”
SSPC, recognised internationally as a hub of process innovation 
and advanced manufacturing for the pharmaceutical sector, 
has demonstrated capabilities in the design and implementation 
of flow chemistry, asymmetric synthesis, fundamental and 
applied aspects of pharmaceutical crystallization, amorphous 
materials, continuous processing, novel pharmaceutical solid 
forms and emerging pharmaceutical technologies.
It plays a significant role in the research and development 
ecosystem for (bio)pharma in Ireland and supports the sector 
move further up the value chain, building Ireland as a global 
leader in innovation.
The training of an industry-ready, highly skilled workforce is 
one of the hallmarks of SSPC, as a wider part of this holistic 
approach to education, says Dr Hayes.

SSPC has an incredible Diversity, Equality 
and Inclusion Council, with members from 
industry and academia from PIs to PhD 
students

“
-  Dr Sarah Hayes

SSPC, the SFI Research Centre for 
Pharmaceuticals based at the Bernal 
Institute in UL, runs an extensive Education 
and Public Engagement programme, 
playing a key role in communicating the 
importance and value of science to the 
wider society in Ireland. 
Prior to Covid-19 lockdown, Dr Martin 
McHugh and the (EPE) team at SSPC 
had completed over 50 school visits 
and set up a brand new outreach lab in the Bernal Institute. 
Suddenly finding they had to manage a public engagement 
programme without access to the public, meant changing 
strategic direction and rethinking existing programmes. 
“Like many others our work practices were turned upside 
down at the start of the pandemic. There were no instructions 
on how to do the job of engaging the public from a distance, 
so we had to experiment to see what worked. One of our key 
skills is writing for lay audiences and the EPE team initially set 
out to write on an article about the coronavirus,” explains Dr 
McHugh.
“Our goal is always to provide engaging learning experiences 
no matter the audience, we realised early that we needed to 
move our direction fast and still make what we do engaging 
and worthwhile.”
“We approached the European Molecular Biology Laboratory 
and together developed an article for ‘Science in School’, the 
largest teacher magazine in Europe. Entitled ‘Coronavirus: 
the science in brief’, it was the quickest way for us to help out 
teachers and students at the start of the pandemic. 
“Like many others, we thought lockdown was going to last for 
around two weeks. With the rolling extensions, we decided to 
target parents and children at home during lockdown. To be 
effective, online activities have to be simple and engaging so 

SSPC - Education and outreach during 
COVID-19

“All researchers can avail of a 3-6 month industry placement 
in the course of their PhD to allow them to gain experience 
in the industrial environment and appreciation for what is 
important in industrial research,” she says. 
“This has been a challenge for us over the past year but we will 
continue to forge meaningful links between PhD candidates 
and pharmaceutical companies, ultimately transforming 
research into practice. Students who have been exposed 
to the innovative and applied research projects along with 
new technologies are well positioned to take up key roles in 
companies in the future. This is a driver for job growth and 
retention within the pharmaceutical sector in Ireland, growing 
the skills base of qualified scientists and engineers.
“We will return to the office sometime this year but in the 
meantime the unique and innovative culture of collaboration 
which is a fundamental aspect of SSPC will continue and I 
am very proud to be managing a centre that has capacity to 
adapt to changes in the sector and further foster innovation 
and discovery,” she added.
-  Alan Owens

we developed Backyard Science. This was a STEM competition 
for primary school pupils across Ireland. Running for 4 weeks, 
children were asked to use recyclable materials to complete 
challenges like building towers and marble rollercoasters. 
Over 200 entrants were judged by the SSPC community and 
the online response was overwhelming. 
“This was our first successful venture into the new virtual world, 
and this gave us the grounding to do more. For Science Week 
2021, we designed the ‘SSPC Lab Box’. The project came 
about through a collaboration with  Liz Kingston, from the 
Department of Nursing and Midwifery, University of Limerick. 
The box contains equipment for secondary teachers and 
students to conduct three different experiments around hand 
washing. Students from every secondary school in Limerick got 
the opportunity to learn how bacteria spreads and even make 
their hands glow under UV light. The goal was to empower 
students to be responsible and informed citizens in light of 
COVID-19.”
The lab box also featured at the first virtual BT Young Scientists 
Exhibition in January 2021, alongside the launch of SSPC-
iCRAG’s National Crystal Growing Competition and a panel 
discussion on making vaccines during a global pandemic 
moderated by Dr Sarah Hayes, SSPC’s Chief Operating 
Officer with Prof Luke O’Neill and SSPC scientist’s Dr Sarah 
Hudson and Dr Abina Crean.
“Moving forward, we are looking at working with teachers 
and students on a citizen science research project assessing 
hand-washing practices in schools. Again, this all has to be 
done virtually, but it is certainly not as daunting a task as it was 
in March of 2020,” says Dr McHugh. 
“Creativity is currency in the world of public engagement and 
COVID-19 has really forced us to be innovative. We are now 
thinking outside the box and strategizing on how to make the 
programme better through film and even video games, so 
watch this space,” adds Dr McHugh.
-  Alan Owens
Pictured: Dr Martin McHugh

Pictured: Dr Sarah Hayes

Pictured: UL students, Alan Place 
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STRONGER LINKS 
BETWEEN HOSPITAL 
GROUPS AND UNIVERSITIES 
LEAD TO ‘BETTER 
HEALTHCARE’
Professor Paul Burke, Chief Academic Officer 
for UL Hospitals Group and Vice-Dean Health 
Sciences at University of Limerick, speaks to 
UL Links about deepening ties between the 
organisations

T he links between hospital groups and universities should 
grow and deepen, leading to ‘better outcomes for the 
patient’ as a result.

That is according to Professor Paul Burke, Chief Academic 
Officer for UL Hospitals Group (ULHG) and Vice-Dean Health 
Sciences at University of Limerick, who is keen to ensure that 
innovation, research and teaching remain to the forefront of 
Irish healthcare.
Professor Burke’s role, a joint appointment between ULHG and 
UL, is pivotal in creating and enabling strong links between the 
academic and clinical institutions in the Mid-West.
Professor Burke explains that the Chief Academic Officers 
(CAOs) act as a link between their hospital groups and 
universities and, as the COVID-19 pandemic deepened, the 
CAOs of the seven hospital groups began to harness their 
resources to focus on areas that needed urgent attention.
Reflecting on the past twelve months, Professor Burke notes 
that there have been several collaborative projects between 
the partner organisations of UL, UL Hospitals Group and Mid-
West Community Healthcare, which have arisen as a direct 
result of COVID-19.
“These projects serve to highlight the wonderful opportunities 
we have in the Mid-West to combine our expertise across 
clinical and academic fields for the benefit of the people in the 
region,” Professor Burke told UL Links.
He cites the particular example of the Intermediate Care 
Facility at UL Arena, which saw almost 190 patients benefit 
from rehabilitation between June and October of last year, 
with 24-7 care provided by a multi-disciplinary team from 
ULHG, supported by UL students from the faculty of education 
and health sciences.

The collaboration is most evident in the Clinical Education and 
Research Centre, which is located on the campus of University 
Hospital Limerick, and is the hub for clinical education and 
research in the hospital group. Co-funded by the HSE and 
UL, it also plays a vital role in supporting and enabling health 
sciences education in the region.
The Health Sciences Academy, officially launched in 
December 2019, is a partnership between UL, UL Hospitals 
Group and Mid-West Community Healthcare, to bring 
research, education and innovation closer to clinical practice 
and is another example of close collaboration between the 
partners in the region.
A particular highlight from the past year has been the 
development of a Junior Health Sciences Academy, which 
aims to instil an interest in students at primary, post-primary 
levels in the areas of health as a career. 
It hosted a hugely successful two-day ‘early careers’ event in 
March that was attended virtually by over 1,600 transition 
year students. A variety of different careers in healthcare were 
showcased and current UL students offered a valuable insight 
into what it is like to be a student, both now in the midst of a 
pandemic and prior to it.

“One of the four priorities of the UL Hospitals Group strategic 
plan is ‘Education, Research and Innovation’. Building on 
the success to date undertaken through the Health Sciences 
Academy, the range of collaborative projects that have been 
brought to the fore during the pandemic aligns strategically 
with that priority,” says Professor Burke.
“The CAO group have advocated for an Academic Health 
Science System to be introduced nationally. Integrating 
teaching, training, research and innovation into all aspects 
of patient care results in better outcomes for the patient, more 
efficient levels of care, increased staff retention and better 
value. Academic Health Sciences Systems are key drivers of 
high-quality healthcare in North America and more recently 
across Europe and the UK.
“While the exact model may vary, the key feature is the 
shared mission of achieving high standards of clinical care, 
educating health professionals and leading medical research 
and innovation. 
“This could be the model for future development of the Irish 
Health Service,” he adds.
Central to these considerations is the reality that the pandemic 
has fundamentally reset society. Professor Burke says it “led 
to rapid changes in how services are delivered, greater 
awareness around the impact of data and the infinite 
opportunities for research that abound.
“It has led to a greater emphasis on the benefits of technology, 
simulation, virtual reality, augmented reality and indeed 
innovation in how education is delivered and services 
provided. The pandemic has demonstrated the agility of the 
health service and in many ways, changed how some aspects 
of healthcare will be delivered from here on,” he explains.
“Healthcare is still fundamentally delivered by people to 
people, and this relationship is central to the success of any 
intervention, treatment or research endeavour. Like many areas, 
healthcare will land somewhere in the middle - embracing 
technology for the huge value it brings and enabling face-
to-face care in the safest way possible for patient and staff,” 
he adds.
-  Alan Owens

Image: Professor Paul Burke, Emeritus President Dr Des 
Fitzgerald and CEO of ULHG Colette Cowan, True Media

Network to promote public and patient 
involvement in health research

University of Limerick will play a central 
role in a new HRB and IRC funded network 
to promote public and patient involvement 
(PPI) in health research.
The PPI Ignite Network is led from NUI 
Galway and is a collaboration between 
NUIG, UL, UCC, UCD, TCD, DCU, RCSI 
and 10 national partners. It will facilitate 
sharing of PPI resources, learning from each 
other and ultimately lead to a co-ordinated 

approach to embedding PPI in health research in Ireland. 
There is both national and institutional support for the Network, 
with funding coming from the Health Research Board (€2.3m), 
the Irish Research Council (€1m) and each of the 7 HEIs (€1.7m), 
leading to a total budget of €5 million over five years.
Within the Network, UL will lead nationally on the development 
of academic training and education in PPI. Successful local 
initiatives from PPI Ignite will also be continued and expanded 
under the leadership of Principal Investigator, Dr Jon Salsberg. 
Collaborating locally with UL are Care Alliance Ireland, Health 
Research Charities Ireland, the Health Sciences Academy, UL 
UNESCO Knowledge For Change and Limerick City Community 
Development Project.
With health funding agencies requiring PPI in all research 
proposals, this is more likely to result in the development of new 
knowledge that is more relevant and can contribute to positive 
change in healthcare in Ireland.
“Key to successful PPI is meaningful involvement. It signals a move 
away from the public and patients taking part in health research 
as ‘subjects’ or sources of data and a move towards the inclusion 
of the public and patient voice at all stages of research as partners 
and decision-makers,” says Úna McInerney is PPI Manager at UL. 
“This includes involvement in decisions about what topics to 
research in the first place, the co-designing of research projects, 
and active participation in governance and decision-making 
throughout the process. 
“Successful PPI means reflecting on the power dynamics in the 
research team and creating safe spaces for patient and public 
partners. The development of strong relationships is critical and 
time is needed to allow partnership working to develop,” she 
adds.
At UL, work in this area has been led by the School of Medicine’s 
Public and Patient Involvement Research Unit, which was 
established by Professor Anne MacFarlane, and from the UL 
Research Office and Health Research Institute.
Other UL partners include Zoe Hughes, who is Senior Policy and 
Research Officer with Care Alliance Ireland - a national umbrella 
organisation of not-for-profit organisations working to support 
family carers – and Miriam McCarthy, manager of the Health 
Sciences Academy, a collaboration between the University of 
Limerick, the UL Hospitals Group and the Midwest Community 
Healthcare Organisation.
-  Alan Owens
For more, see www.ul.ie/medicine/public-and-patient-
involvement-ppi-research-unit
Image: Úna McInerney

Image: Professor Paul Burke,True Media
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THE SHOW 
GOES ON FOR 
UNIVERSITY 
CONCERT HALL

N othing can beat the feel of live theatre and music – the 
senses consumed by the magic of the stage.
A pandemic has no consideration for such things 

however and, like venues everywhere, University Concert Hall 
was forced to close its doors in March 2020 and cancel one 
of the busiest schedules in its 28-year history.
Activity has since returned to the UCH stage, but remains 
virtual amid public health restrictions.
The 1,100-seater venue, situated in the heart of the UL campus, 
is usually a hive of activity with lectures by day and shows 
by night. In 2019 alone, it welcomed over 142,000 patrons 
across 250 shows. The slate for 2020 was another busy one 
with The Late Late Show booked for a St Patrick’s Day special.
“We had an exciting new classical concert series ready 
to launch, Copper Face Jacks the Musical  with us over the 
summer and our annual UCH Panto pencilled in for Christmas. 
Cue COVID-19 and the world as we knew it changed 
overnight,” explains Sinéad Hope, UCH Director.
“All of our plans were quickly thrown out the window and we 
were faced with mounting uncertainty. As an industry and as 
a team we were forced to innovate in search of new ways to 
reach audiences in their homes,” she adds.
UCH took a step into the world of online streaming with an 
intimate virtual performance by Jack Lukeman in October. 
However, as panto season approached, restrictions remained 
in place. 
“We knew it would be impossible to safely welcome a live 
audience for the show and without vital ticket sales it wasn’t 
financially viable for us to run the production,” explains 
Sinéad. 
“Thankfully, the production received much needed funding 
from the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport 
and Media and in just seven short weeks an incredibly talented 

team of cast, crew and creatives performed a Christmas 
miracle,” she says.
“Our first ever virtual panto, Jack and The Beanstalk, opened 
on St Stephen’s Day with thousands of families tuning in from 
every corner of Ireland and across the world, as far reaching 
as Panama. The reaction on social media was incredible and it 
was a resounding success, giving us confidence to programme 
a number of online events for 2021.”
A new Sunday afternoon concert series opened in March, a 
project Sinéad  says UCH was “determined to make a reality”. 
“We wanted to support Irish artists and to encourage 
audiences to experience more classical music. Streaming 
gave access to a whole new audience from all over the world 
who would not have been able to experience the series had it 
been a live show,” she says.
“Of course, live audiences and the energy that they bring 
can’t be replicated online but during the challenging months 
of lockdown, online streaming allowed us to not only reach 
audiences in their homes, but also to provide important 
employment in the industry.
“With continued funding challenges the generous support of 
the Friends of UCH, our Corporate Sponsors and our online 
audience has helped to keep the show on the road in some 
capacity but it remains challenging.”
The future is still  uncertain but Sinéad  is asking audiences to 
keep an eye on the programme and to tune in when possible.
“The focus is on continuing to deliver exciting programming 
to audiences virtually in the coming months, with a number 
of projects in the diary including our new Fighting Words 
Limerick initiative, the continuation of Awakening, Limerick 
Concert Series and our annual Limerick Sings International 
Choral Festival. We hope that our audience will continue to 
support us as we work towards re-opening” she says. 
For more, see: www.uch.ie

Like most arts venues around the world, UCH 
was dark for most of the pandemic – but the 
team has worked hard to find new ways to 
reach its audience Pictured: Cast of Jack and the Beanstalk, True Media

AN UNEXPECTED SILVER LINING IN 
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
Interim Provost and Deputy President 
Professor Nigel Healey talks about the 
silverlining in academia that has emerged 
from COVID-19

A s the Covid-19 pandemic and the associated 
restrictions on normal on-campus teaching have 
continued, University of Limerick has been closely 

monitoring the impact of the move to online learning and 
assessment on students.  
A committee known as CAMPG (Covid-19 Academic 
Monitoring and Planning Group) was set up at the start of the 
crisis, chaired by the Provost and including senior academic 
and professional services staff and elected student leaders.  
It meets weekly to review the student academic experience 
and make changes as appropriate in light of student and staff 
feedback and changing public health regulations.
Professor Healey said that “CAMPG pays particular 
attention to indicators of student performance, notably grade 
distributions, pass rates and withdrawals. These data have 
consistently shown a positive, and at first sight surprising, trend 
– average grades and pass rates have steadily improved 
during the pandemic, while withdrawal (drop out) rates have 
fallen.  
“Investigations into these trends reveal a combination of effects 
at work. Firstly, with most lectures available asynchronously 
online, students report spending much more time reviewing 
these lectures, repeatedly watching sections which explain 
theories and concepts that they find challenging.  In the 
process, they master academic content that may have evaded 
them in conventional, face-to-face lectures that cannot be 
“relived”.
Secondly, Professor Healey notes that most traditional closed 
book, end-of-semester examinations have been replaced by 
continuous assessment.  
“While these assessments are designed to assure that the 
same intended learning outcomes have been met, they allow 
students more opportunity to determine the quality of their 
submitted work.  An end-of-semester examination is like a cup 
final.  However hard you train and prepare for the game, it 
comes down to your performance on the day.  
“Continuous assessment is more like playing an entire season.  
To win the league, you need to put in the hard yards week 
after week. 
“While Leicester managed to narrowly defeat Chelsea in this 
year’s FA Cup Final, it was Manchester City that convincingly 
won the Premier League for the third time in the last four 
seasons, losing only six games all season.
“For this reason, students tend to perform better in continuous 
assessment than examinations, and the relative improvement 
in performance tends to be associated with discipline and the 

amount of work students invest in their academic work.  
“Most studies find a gender bias, with women generally 
being better at working steadily on their assignments and 
outperforming men in continuous assessment.
Thirdly, the UL provost said that during the pandemic, “it is likely 
that this continuous assessment effect has been exacerbated 
by the public health restrictions.  
“With the normal distractions of sport and socialising 
cruelly curtailed, students have had much time to devote to 
preparing their assignments, resulting in significantly improved 
performance in continues assessment.  
“Seen in these terms, the improvement in average grades and 
pass rates and the decline in withdrawal rates is less surprising, 
but it is nonetheless a testament to the huge amount of work 
staff have devoted to making learning accessible online, as 
well as the amazing way our students have responded in these 
very challenging times,” Professor Healey concludes. 
-  Andrew Carey

Pictured: UL students on Living Bridge, UL Campus, Alan Place
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A SIMPLE TWIST OF FATE

D eep in the Bernal Institute at University of Limerick 
sits a microscope that allows researchers to study 
materials at an atomic level.

Put simply, this is at a scale of a 10-billionth of a millimetre. 
The Titan Themis transmission electron microscope (TEM) is a 
multi-million euro instrument, one of just a handful worldwide.
A machine like this knows nothing of a pandemic – certainly 
not one that has significantly affected collaborative research 
and influenced the progression of vital projects.
Amid lockdowns and disruption to campus access all over 
the world, there was a necessity to maintain the use of high-
class instruments like the Titan Themis – a machine that cannot 
readily be switched off and on again, not without major 
disruption.
“Several research projects depend very much on the use 
of this instrument, and if there was no access, government 
and industry funded projects as well as PhD projects would 
falter and even fail,” explains Professor Ursel Bangert of UL’s 
Department of Physics and Bernal Chair in Microscopy and 
Imaging.
Rules for daily use of the Titan Themis TEM were established, 
with all COVID guidelines followed and researchers given 
access on an individual basis. There were some extremely 
significant outcomes from this period, Professor Bangert 
explains.
“Interestingly and unexpectedly, the pandemic restrictions 
led to advantages, namely that people could undistractedly 
focus and concentrate on their own measurements, using this 
complex piece of equipment. There were no interruptions, and, 
due to the prohibition, less demands, by collaborators and 
customers,” she explains.
“Hence researchers had more time for instrument use, which 
they dedicated to their own specific investigations,” she adds, 
noting that there were “internationally first results” in the area 
of ultra-high resolution and of in-situ transmission electron 
microscopy by Dr Michele Conroy and Dr Jennifer Cookman, 
who are both members of the TEMUL group, which Professor 
Bangert leads.
“Dr Conroy revealed size and direction of the smallest shifts 
and movements of individual atoms that can yet be detected,” 
Professor Bangert explains. 
“In ferro-electric materials, just by slightly shifting the location 
of atoms one can design exotic, new nano-electronic and 
even quantum devices, where the electronic circuitry can 
be drawn and moved just like you do with the etch-a-sketch 
children’s toy.
“Dr Cookman carried out in-situ observations, which 
revealed the nucleation and formation of pharma-crystals 
and their polymorphs directly in the TEM and on the nano-

The pandemic caused huge disruption but 
also allowed some research to thrive, bringing 
about some unexpected results, says Professor 
Ursel Bangert

scale. Although having the same chemical composition, 
pharmaceuticals can grow in different crystalline forms – 
polymorphs - and certain polymorphs lead to inefficiency of 
the drug. Hence an understanding of the crystal formation 
of pharmaceuticals, which can then be used to control and 
achieve the correct polymorph formation, is vital, and very 
important for Pharma industries,” she adds.
“The outcomes of this research will lead to large scale 
production of medicines with reliable efficiency, since so 
far, due to insufficient certainty and control of the precise 
manufacturing conditions, whole batches of certain drugs are 
found to be ineffective.”
-  Alan Owens

Pictured: Professor Luuk van der Wielen, Director of the 
Bernal Institute and Professor Ursel Bangert, Bernal Chair of 
Microscopy and Imaging at the microscope. True Media

Pictured: Dr Jennifer Cookman, Professor Ursel Bangert & Dr 
Michele Conroy at the Bernal Institute, University of Limerick

UL@WORK TO FUTURE PROOF 
DIGITAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

P rofessor Ann Ledwith, Executive Dean of Graduate and 
Professional studies at UL welcomed the new initiative 
saying that, “UL@Work will build a flexible, technology-

enhanced learning platform that responds to the challenges 
of the new economy and the future world of work. We are 
excited to exploit the UL edge of close industry collaborations 
to bring enterprise expertise into education, and education into 
the workplace to form a co-designed futureproofed learning 
environment. UL@Work will develop student talent that is fluent 
in the use of Digital tools through flexible, innovative and 
technology-enabled experiential learning” 
UL@Work will build a library of reusable and extendible online 
learning blocks to rapidly build industry relevant programmes 
as well as unique challenge-based accelerated, engineering 
degrees, flexible masters and professional diplomas in 
emerging technologies that will be of practical benefit to full 
time/part time undergraduate all the way through to lifelong 
learners who require a professional development pathway to 
advance in their careers. 
Dr Sinéad Burke, Programme manager for UL@Work explains 
that “this autumn UL@Work is launching part time professional 
diplomas for workplace based learners in Intelligent Systems 
(Industry 4.0), Data Analytics, Strategic Leadership, Agile 
Development, Digital Future Studios, Cognitive Robotics, and 
Computer Vision Systems. These programmes will deliver 
undergraduate and postgraduate education for campus and 
work-based learners who are keen to develop their skills 
throughout their careers.” 
Professor Martin Hayes, academic lead for UL@Work 
explained that “UL@Work will sustain, formalise and further 
develop UL’s institutional capability to deliver emerging 
technical and transversal skills in partnership with enterprise.” 
Hayes goes on to explain that UL@Work will leverage benefits 
that have arisen due to the change in learning patterns that 
have been accelerated by the pandemic. “Many other 
programme offerings including a diverse range of Diplomas, 

UL@Work is an exciting new initiative that 
offers employers and employees in the Mid-
West, Ireland and further afield to upskill and 
reskill in key areas of the Digital economy. 
It is funded through the HEA’s HCI Pillar 3 
programme with funding of €16.9million 
awarded to deliver on the Digital and 
Enterprise priorities set out in UL’s strategic 
goals

Degrees and Master classes for Professional development are 
planned for 2022 where formal recognition of aptitude for 
a discipline through portfolio based entry will be a feature.” 
Students can benefit from accelerated learning and a plethora 
of additional placement opportunities that school leavers will 
access via challenge based degrees. “Students will now be 
able to learn about the new Digital workplace immediately 
after completing their Leaving cert”. Hayes adds, “We will 
look at their portfolios and provide students with a new 
tailored pathway to higher education that recognises their 
proficiencies in the emerging areas that are so vital to the new 
Digital economy”.
The range of Industry partners that have already signed up 
to support the UL@Work initiative is impressive and spans a 
broad spectrum of Irish enterprise including Analog Devices, 
Dell, Intel Ireland, Jaguar Landrover, Stryker, Johnson & 
Johnson, Edwards Life Sciences, Price Coopers Waterhouse, 
Fiserv and Northern Trust.
Richard McKeogh, Director of Operations and Plant manager 
at Stryker Ireland, welcomed the new range of Digital 
Engineering offerings by UL saying that “Engineers Ireland, 
reported that 91% of engineering employers identified Digital 
skills shortages as a significant barrier to growth within our 
Industry. The skills shortages that have been identified are not 
only in the technical areas of Digital engineering and science, 
but also in the areas of transversal skills. Employers like Stryker 
are struggling to fill these new Digital roles and recruitment 
challenges are placing a brake on our annual growth rates. 
UL@Work will tackle these pinch points and I look forward to 
contributing to the UL@Work oversight board to maximise the 
benefits for all employers in the Mid-West.”
Universities, through projects like UL@Work are addressing the 
challenges that the future world of work poses by re-inventing 
the way that Digital subjects are taught to students. The ultimate 
aim is to produce graduates who are capable of meeting 
Ireland’s skills needs now and into the future.  -  Andrew Carey

Pictured: UL students, Alan Place 
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COVID CO-OPERATIVE: LANGUAGES 
ALUMNI STEP FORWARD TO PAY BACK

I t was a sentiment shared by many studying one, two or 
even three languages as part of their undergraduate 
degrees. 

Dr Jean Conacher, course Director at School of Modern 
Languages & Applied Linguistics said, “Global Co-op can be 
a life-changing intercultural experience for many language 
students, a pivotal point in the transformation from language 
learner to language user and their first step in defining their 
future career path. 
“Although some students were finally able to embark on 
work-placements under COVID guidelines, for those students 
who could not travel or whose placement was cancelled, the 
question remained: How could that intercultural experience be 
brought into their homes?
“One solution lay in a new initiative, ‘Working with Languages 
at Home and Abroad’ – a bespoke module within the 
Alternative Cooperative Education programme developed by 
the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences.  
“Key to its success has been the participation of languages 
alumni in helping current students understand the rewards and 
challenges of pursuing a career with languages. The online 
nature of the module enabled guest speakers to return to UL 
from anywhere, while taking only limited time away from their 
own jobs. Live sessions offered our home-based students 
direct insights into the realities of multilingual life.
“Each week, Applied Languages alumni stepped forward 
to share their career expectations and experiences of using 
languages in their professional lives. Many emphasised the 
privilege of paying something back to their language lecturers 
for their UL experience and talked about their desire to help 
students following in their footsteps. For many, their study of 
the literatures and cultures of their chosen languages had been 
central; their language skills opened doors, but their cultural 
knowledge helped them understand the worlds they had 
entered. The positive impact of their talks stretched well beyond 
the module. Within weeks of speaking to Second Years about 
her journey from graduating with French, Spanish and Politics 
in 2014 to her current position as Second Secretary in the 
Irish Embassy in Bangkok, Lorraine Healy was also providing 
further advice to a number of Year 4 students interested in 
working in the Diplomatic Service.

“I love learning about different cultures, and 
one of the main reasons I chose this course was 
for the experiences you would get abroad” – the 
words of a Year 2 Applied Languages student 
faced with the realisation that the pandemic 
had other plans for her overseas Cooperative 
Education (Global Coop) placement in Spring 
2021

“A common fear among language graduates is that, as Ray 
Dolan (French/German/Spanish, 2017), now working in 
recruitment in Munich, puts it, “We just have the languages, 
we don’t have anything else”. Ray could assure students that 
employers recognise the key transferable skills languages 
students develop: the abilities to communicate through 
different languages, to express themselves clearly, to be 
resilient, flexible, empathetic, creative, and open to new ideas 
and perspectives. Such skills, valuable in the workplace, but 
often under-appreciated by students themselves, are equally 
skills for life. 
“Another common misconception is that language graduates 
only find openings in teaching, translating and interpreting, 
but even those speakers who had followed such paths 
stressed the diverse career routes available. Some working as 
language teachers, translators, in marketing or social media 
demonstrated what language graduates can do in Ireland. 
Others had chosen to return abroad. 
“Pa Sheehan (French/Irish/Politics, 2014; PME Languages, 
2016) won a Fulbright Scholarship to teach Irish in the US. 
He now teaches Irish language and culture at the University 
of Toronto. 
“Bernice Dempsey (French/Spanish/Japanese, 2010) talked 
about the value of persistence in job-hunting. Still living in 
Japan after eleven years, she currently works for a travel agent 
in Osaka. 
“Deirdre Finnerty (French/Irish/Spanish, 2007; PhD, 2011) is 
now a Senior International Broadcast Journalist with the BBC. 
She urges languages students to be confident: “A languages 
degree makes you very adaptable… with lots of transferable 
skills … [don’t] be afraid to think broadly and outside the box”. 
“The world has become less certain since the pandemic 
began. While Ireland tries also to work out the long-term 
implications of Brexit, the UK’s departure from the European 
Union opens up opportunities for Irish citizens with high-level 
multilingual skills. This is particularly the case from 2022, when 
Irish becomes a full official language of the European Union. 
“Niamh Ní Dochartaigh (French/Irish/Spanish, 2018) 
demonstrates how the multilingual nature of life in Luxembourg 
provides a backdrop to her work as a proof-reader and 
language editor in the European Parliament.

“Working every day with multilingual colleagues and students, 
it is easy to forget that this environment is not the norm for many 
Irish graduates. Repeated studies indicate that employers 
consider communication skills and foreign language skills 
among the main soft skills graduates still lack. 
“IBEC’s Smarter World, Smarter Work campaign emphasises 
that Irish and international employers see ‘modern languages 
and intercultural awareness’ as key skills for future graduates. 
We are half-way through the life-cycle of Languages Connect, 
Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages in Education 2017-
2026, which seeks to encourage language diversity, improve 
foreign language competence and promote the value of 
language education for all. There is still much to be done.
“Since March 2020, many of our students have been denied 
the standard Coop experience where their languages are 
brought out of the seminar room into the workplace, out of the 
library onto the streets, out of the comforts of a student village 
on the UL campus to a home shared with new housemates in a 
foreign city, be that Paris, Buenos Aires or Tokyo. 
“As we hope restrictions begin to ease, Year 2 students who 
missed out on working abroad in Spring Semester 2021 
have renewed motivation and confidence to take up what 
opportunities lie ahead. 
“Many are already applying for summer internships outside 
Ireland with a view to developing the breadth of cultural 
understanding, linguistic confidence and professional 
knowledge only extended time abroad brings. This is due in 
no small part to the generosity of our alumni who took the time 
to share how their language studies have changed their lives 
and opened up new career paths. What began as a stop-
gap solution promises to become a permanent feature in the 
coming years, enriching students’ understanding of the value of 
their language studies and strengthening our connections with 
our international network of multilingual alumni,” concludes Dr 
Conacher.  -  Andrew Carey
Picture credit: iStock, Kubkoo

Each week, Applied Languages alumni stepped 
forward to share their career expectations 
and experiences of using languages in their 
professional lives

“
-  Dr Jean Conacher, Course Director, School of Modern 
Languages & Applied Linguistics
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evaluated in concert with colleagues from the United Kingdom 
who work in this field.
Dr Cahalan noted the previous media attention the project 
received and revealed that “in recent weeks, an agreement 
has been reached to house “SingStrong” officially under 
the auspices of COPD Support Ireland, the national patient 
support charity for the condition. 
“This alignment with an established network of community 
groups will provide badly needed logistical and administrative 
support to grow the project. It will also allow greater capacity 
to broaden the research arm of this project, and the study of 
respiratory health more broadly. 
“A current aim of the “SingStrong” programme is to train a 
network of vocal coaches skilled in singing for lung health, 
to support and partner with the existing national network of 
community based lung-health groups once COVID-19 is 
under control. It is hoped that this will leaded to sustainable 
growth of the project in the long term. The intention is also to 
continue with online classes to overcome logistical difficulties 
for people unable/unwilling to attend in person. The outcome 
of the “SingStrong” for Long Covid project will add to the 
international discourse on the evolving management of this 
complex condition. 
“To date, much of the funding for this innovation has been 
from private enterprises such as Menarini Pharmaceutical 
and small community-based arts and health groups. 
Happily, “SingStrong” offers huge “bang for the buck” with 

minimal financial outlay required for a healthy (literally and 
figuratively) return. 
Dr Cahalan concluded that “the joy of “SingStrong” is that it is 
an exercise programme underpinned by clinical rationale, and 
delivered with specific health aims in mind. But because it is 
great fun, it doesn’t feel like exercise, and as such compliance 
is excellent and people are exercising without realising it.  It 
is also accessible to everybody, including those too infirm to 
exercise conventionally. No singing experience or ability is 
necessary, and the community of members continues to grow 
nationally”.  
-  Andrew Carey
Pictured: (Background) iStock, GeorgePeters

DR ROISIN CAHALAN PROFILE
Dr Roisin Cahalan is a Senior Lecturer in Physiotherapy at the 
School of Allied Health.  She is a UL alumni, having completed 
her BBS Business Studies at UL in 1994, before embarking on a 
professional dance career with “Riverdance the Show” between 
1996 and 2004. She then returned to UL to complete her BSc 
in Physiotherapy, and worked clinically for a number of years in 
a range of private and public settings. She completed her PhD 
which explored pain and injury in elite adult Irish dancers under 
the supervision of Dr Kieran O’Sullivan, before joining the then 
Department of Clinical Therapies in 2013. She has been the 
module leader for Respiratory and Cardiovascular Physiotherapy 
modules for number of years and her research interests are split 
between this area and injury surveillance and prevention in elite 
dance and sports. Roisin is the author of the first evidence-based 
book in Irish dancer health, “Complete Irish Dancer: Optimization 
of Health and Performance in Irish Dancers”, published in 2020. 
She is also an accomplished teacher having won both the UL 
individual Teaching Excellence award 2020 and the Shannon 
Consortium Regional Teaching Excellence award in 2018. She 
was also shortlisted for a prestigious International Association of 
Dance Medicine and Science (IADMS) Dance Educator Award 
in 2020. 
Pictured: Ciara Meade and Dr Roisin Cahalan with Niamh 
Julian (Senior Respiratory Physiotherapist), and Michael Drohan, 
patient representative from COPD Support Ireland.

SINGSTRONG CAN HELP SELF-MANAGE CHRONIC RESPIRATORY CONDITIONS

W ith chronic respiratory disease as one of the leading 
causes of morbidity and mortality in Ireland, a 
UL initiative is helping patients self-manage their 

conditions through song. 
Chronic conditions such as COPD, pulmonary fibrosis and 
asthma, place an enormous burden on limited healthcare 
resource and can have a devastating impact on the patient 
and their families, affecting the holistic wellness of the person 
– physically, emotionally, socially and economically. 
Best practice advocates empowering people to self-manage 
their health and wellness over the long-term, with group 
settings particularly useful for compliance and support. 
The “SingStrong” project delivers interventions crafted to 
address these bio-psychosocial problems through community-
based singing and breathing classes, education and social 
interaction. This intervention has proven to be exceptionally 
effective in terms of objective measures of health improvement, 
qualitative reports of participant satisfaction, and value for 
money.
“SingStrong” is the brainchild of Dr Roisin Cahalan, Senior 
Lecturer in Physiotherapy, School of Allied Health at the 
University of Limerick; and Limerick vocal coach and choir 
leader Ms Ciara Meade. Ciara is also a UL alumnus, having 
completed her MA in Community Music at the Irish World 
Academy of Music and Dance a number of years ago. 
In co-operation with COPD Support Ireland and with funding 
from the Irish Research Council, this programme of breathing 
and vocal exercises was first delivered to community COPD 
support groups in Limerick, Clare and Tipperary. 
“An evaluation of the 8-week pilot trial was conducted with the 
assistance of several HSE-West clinicians,” Dr Cahalan said. 
“Of the 75 participants, the 58 members who attended at 
least half of the classes were included in the analysis which 
showed significant improvements in physical endurance as 
well as non-significant improvements in spirometry and quality 
of life measures. Focus groups were additionally conducted to 
inform subsequent iterations of the programme. The feedback 
was universally positive with participants commonly alluding 
to improvements in breathing, quality of life and intervention 
enjoyment. 
The culmination of this pilot stage of the project was the 
“SingStrong” Symposium, held in the Irish World Academy. 
Pre COVID, this event was attended by over 200 delegates 
including patients with COPD, clinicians, public health 
representatives, and of course the study participants 
themselves. 
“The three groups from Limerick, Ennis and Nenagh performed 
a short repertoire together, which was greeted by a standing 
ovation. The joyfulness that earmarked that event has been a 
signature element of the “SingStrong” programme. The choir 
were also invited to open the prestigious annual conference 
of the International Primary Care Respiratory Group in 2020 
in Croke Park, but this was postponed due to Covid-19. The 
group are to be featured via video at this year’s opening 
ceremony instead.

According to Dr Cahalan, “there are multiple physiological 
underpinnings for the efficacy of “SingStrong” as an 
intervention in lung disease. These include utilisation of 
cardiorespiratory system during persistent singing training, 
resulting in enhanced respiratory muscles and an optimized 
breathing mode. 
“In addition, singing can also cause changes in 
neurotransmitters and hormones, including the upregulation of 
oxytocin, immunoglobulin A, and endorphins, which improves 
immune function and increases feelings of happiness. Many 
patients with chronic disease display inefficient apical 
breathing patterns, using the smaller muscles of the neck and 
shoulder in preference to the primary respiratory muscles 
of the diaphragm and intercostal muscles. This can lead to 
disordered breathing, inefficient oxygenation of skeletal 
muscles, and over time reduced exercise endurance, anxiety 
and a curtailed ability to participate in life,” Dr Cahalan 
added. 
“SingStrong” addresses these multi-pronged problems through 
hour-long classes that support respiratory muscle training, 
anxiety management and mindfulness. 
With the advent of COVID-19, the programme moved online 
and now delivers classes to people from all over the island 
of Ireland. The online programme also facilitates optional 
breakout rooms for people to chat to others facing similar 
challenges. 
“This has been a lifeline for many people living alone and 
cocooning due to the current pandemic. The online format has 
also allowed the delivery of seminars from relevant experts 
(physiotherapy, GP, dietician, psychologist), as requested 
by the members. All classes and talks are free of charge 
and recorded to be made available to people who cannot 
attend live. Participants are additionally provided with a 
selection of short breathing and vocal exercises which they 
are encouraged to practice regularly, to supplement classes.
“At present, the majority of our members are people with COPD 
and/or asthma, as well as a lesser number with pulmonary 
fibrosis or post lung cancer. We have just commenced a 
“SingStrong” trial for people suffering residual lung issues post 
COVID-19. This cohort poses a challenge to clinicians due to 
the unknown and evolving nature of the disease. 
“However initial data indicates a high incidence of disordered 
breathing and suboptimal oxygen saturation in a marked 
proportion of people post Covid-19, including both ventilated 
and non-ventilated patients. The trial will evaluate the impact 
of a targeted breathing retraining and singing programme 
over a ten-week series of bi-weekly classes.
We will shortly commence specific classes catering for people 
with pulmonary fibrosis, as a result of a new collaboration with 
the Irish Lung Fibrosis Association (ILFA). Pulmonary fibrosis 
is a debilitating disease which although less well known than 
COPD, affects many people nationwide. Life expectancy for 
this condition is markedly shorter than that of people with 
COPD, and supports are urgently needed for this cohort. 
The “SingStrong for Pulmonary Fibrosis” programme will be 

A current aim of the “SingStrong” programme 
is to train a network of vocal coaches skilled 
in singing for lung health, to support and 
partner with the existing national network of 
community based lung-health groups once 
COVID-19 is under control

“
-  Dr Roisin Cahalan
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Dr Grace Brennan
What do you work at? What is your 
research about?
I work as a postdoctoral researcher 
studying the optical properties of 
nanostructures in UL. I am focused on 
different problems and applications. 
Primarily, I work with hybrid plasmonic 
nanostructures, which use metals like gold 

and silver to concentrate light at the nanoscale. 
How will this research impact society? Who will this 
research impact? 
These nanostructures can be used to improve upon current 
generation integrated photonic systems. Integrated photonics 
involves using light in applications that traditionally used 
electronics, like communication and sensing applications. 
Another project I work on aims to achieve low-cost, high-
performing and energy-efficient nanocrystal-based light-
emitting diodes (LEDs) and lasers. In everyday life, we use 
LEDs in our screens and lighting, and the physics behind them 
is ever advancing. Finally, with the advent of nanomaterial-
based technology and its integration into our everyday life, I am 
involved in the EU H2020 ASINA project that aims to thoroughly 
characterise and assess the safety of popular nanomaterials.
Why is it important or exciting or novel? 
For me, the best aspect of being a physicist is the variety – I never 
get bored. Each day is different and brings forth new challenges 
and questions. Working in a multidisciplinary institute like the 
Bernal Institute makes it even better, each researcher comes to 
the table with a different problem to solve and experience to 
give. The Bernal Institute and Department of Physics at UL also 
engage in a lot of science outreach, which is vital. Over the 
years, we have had the opportunity to engage with prospective 

THE FUTURE OF BERNAL: EMERGING RESEARCHERS 
SPEAK TO UL LINKS ABOUT THEIR PATH TO SCIENCE

Dr Sheida Isikli
What do you work at?
I am a research scientist at the Bernal 
Institute. I work in material development 
and testing for next generation lithium-ion 
batteries. 
What is your research about?
My research is about designing electrolyte 
materials for lithium-ion batteries. Today’s 

lithium-ion batteries for portable electronics and electric vehicles 
uses flammable liquid electrolytes. My objective is changing this 
liquid component of a battery with a safer solid material building 
so-called solid-state lithium-ion batteries.
How will this research impact society? Who will this 
research impact? 
The expected outcome of solid-state battery research will have 
an important influence in areas such as transport and energy. 
Solid-state battery technology can be a major facilitator in 
the delivery of the ambitious EV adoption targets set out by EU 
directives - 900 million electric vehicles on the road by 2040. A 
strong focus on reducing emissions coming from road transport 
is vital since 72% of Europe’s transport emission comes from 
road transport.
Moreover, domestic production of batteries for electric vehicles 
would be a fantastic opportunity for the European economy. 
Beyond EVs and portable electronics, this research to build 
safer solid-state batteries could be applied to storing electric 
power produced by renewable energy sources, such as solar 
and wind. Solid-state batteries could be a key facilitator in 
reducing the dependence on fossil fuels for energy generation 
and combatting climate change.
Why is it important or exciting or novel? 
The length of time it takes to charge an EV, and the overall 
battery life are among the top concerns for consumers. Solid 
state batteries will increase the driving capacity and reduce the 
charging time which should in turn increase consumer uptake 
of EVs. 
Why did you decide to become a scientist?
Starting from an early age in school, I was always interested in 
maths and science. I was lucky to go to one of the best science 
schools and have brilliant science teachers. As a teenager, 
I enjoyed going to the library to read about famous science 
discoveries. I wanted to study either physics or chemistry. 
I was accepted in the Chemistry department and studied 
electrochemistry as selective course in college. After the 
undergraduate final year project, I decided to continue with a 
masters and PhD degree in electrochemistry.
Who influenced you? How did you get to the position you 
are at now?
One of my professors in college inspired me to become a 
scientist. I started working in his research lab without finishing my 
undergraduate degree. Thanks to my undergraduate research 
experience, I was hired as a PhD student in IMDEA Energy in 

Spain. Soon after graduating with my PhD degree in 2013, I 
had the privilege of being appointed as an R&D scientist and 
research project manager in industry for four years at Solvay SA, 
a multinational chemical company in Belgium. I feel fortunate to 
have had the opportunity to work with electrochemistry, polymer 
synthesis and battery experts in the multimillion European FP7 
Academia-Industry Partnership Project ENERGY CAPS for two 
years. 
Before joining UL as a researcher, I managed a pilot-scale 
electrodialysis production research unit in Solvay in Spain. 
Electrodialysis is used to transport salt ions from one solution 
through ion-exchange membranes to another. Electrodialysis 
applications include seawater desalination, drinking water 
production, and food processing. I built a polymer membrane 
characterisation lab and managed pilot scale production tests 
to reuse the company’s production effluents. This two-year 
research and development work produced several technical 
reports, presentations and important industry collaborations.
In 2019, I obtained funding from Enterprise Ireland in the 
framework of CAREER-FIT program for lithium ion battery 
research at UL. Supports at the Bernal Institute include world 
leading mentors and research facilities. My supervisor 
Professor Kevin Ryan helped me to develop advanced skills in 
nanomaterials and research leadership. Dr John Hanrahan, 
Chief Technical Officer at Glantreo, has introduced me to a 
network of industry experts. Working with Kevin and John has 
empowered me to deliver research that captures industry interest 
and I am currently collaborating with significant industry players 
both in Ireland and within Europe.
What are your ambitions/scientific goals?
My mission as scientist is to develop battery technology solutions 
to reduce carbon emissions and build a sustainable future for all 
of us. My ambition is to help preserve the planet’s limited energy 
resources.

Dr Jennifer Cookman
What do you work at?
Using electron microscopy to reveal 
particle formation, and how these 
particles dissolve, grow, move and 
interact with each other, using UL’s one-
of-a-handful in the world, high-end Titan 
Themis transmission electron microscope, 
equipped with in-situ capabilities to study 

materials’ behaviour under environmental, and even extreme, 
conditions - even observing how atoms behave and get on with 
each other…or not!
What is your research about?
Revealing nucleation and crystal growth, currently geared 
towards colloidal finding out details, of how particles, 
specifically crystals, form, grow, dissolve, move and interact, in 
order to obtain a fundamental understanding of, and to be able 
to control, the formation or crystallisation of pharmaceuticals.

scientists in schools which is particularly important for girls and 
students from disadvantaged schools. Not every scientist is 
exposed to science from a young age or is a child prodigy, and 
anyone who wants to be a scientist can be a scientist!
Why did you decide to become a scientist?
In school, I really didn’t know what I wanted to do. I knew I was 
pretty good at maths and enjoyed making graphs so, for my 
leaving cert I picked economics as one of my electives. Though 
reasonably interesting, I realised that I needed to be hands-on 
with the data I was graphing and so, decided in sixth year to 
take up physics. In my secondary school - an all-girls school in 
Waterford - physics was not a priority with less than ten girls 
taking up the subject. During this year, I did a few different 
science camps in universities around Ireland and discovered 
that I also enjoyed electronics and engineering. Applied Physics 
at UL combined all of these things, experimental physics, 
electronics, material science and much, much more so it seemed 
like a good match for me.
Who influenced you? How did you get to the position you 
are at now?
During my undergraduate, my favourite subjects were optics and 
nanotechnology and in my final year, I did a research project 
with a lecturer whose interests aligned with mine. It is common 
for applied physicists to take on multidisciplinary projects, 
using our understanding of physics to solve problems that 
arise in adjacent fields like engineering, material science and 
computing. I wanted to challenge myself with a big problem, so I 
decided to look at the application of my favourite physics topics, 
optics and nanotechnology, to medicine. 
During my PhD, I studied the physics behind magnetic and 
light-responsive nanoparticles - particles that are around one 
billionth of a meter in size - with applications in cancer diagnosis 
and therapy, along with chemical and biological sensing. In my 
PhD, I had the opportunity to do material synthesis, microscopy, 
spectroscopy and computational physics, and working on the 
interface really gave me room to explore my interests. I also 
travelled across Europe for conferences and workshops, and 
spent a month in Russia in a nanotechnology institute.
My favourite aspect of my PhD was working in the laser lab, and 
I wanted to continue post PhD.
What are your ambitions/scientific goals?
Over the next few years, I hope to continue my study of the 
optical properties of various nanostructures looking at new, 
interesting applications. I hope to further develop my research 
skills, towards someday becoming an independent scientist 
learning from my fantastic mentors here at UL.  
-  Alan Owens

How will this research impact society? Who will this 
research impact? 
This research will help to prevent the inefficiency of 
pharmaceuticals and medicines, and make them reliably 
efficient, which is vital for our population’s health. It also 
important for Pharma industries, since so far, due to insufficient 
certainty and control of the precise manufacturing conditions, 
entire batches of drugs can be found to be ineffective.
Why is it important or exciting or novel? 
Outcomes of these studies, regarding revelations of crystal 
growth by direct observations, in-situ in the electron microscope 
and on the nano-scale, are internationally firsts. They were only 
possible through use of the novel in-situ facilities, which we have 
acquired for the Titan Themis electron microscope at UL.
How did you get to the position you are at now?
After my PhD, I obtained a PDRA position on a prestigious EU 
FET-Open grant, MagnaPharm, working in collaboration with 
partners from Bristol and Nijmegen University and UCL.
What are your ambitions/scientific goals?
To become an academic, and gear my research towards 
contributing to the development of novel directions in electron 
microscopy, especially to visualise materials’ dynamics on the 
nano-level directly (in-situ) in the microscope, for example how 
are materials’ structures/functionalities affected when exposed 
to high temperatures, electrical stimulus or in different chemical 
environments. To get a fundamental understanding of this, it has 
to be studied on the - at least near - atomic scale.

Image: Bernal Institute, University of Limerick, Sheena Doyle
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University of Limerick academic heading up Dutch bio-economy platform

A University of Limerick academic is to lead 
a bio-economy platform in the Netherlands.
Professor Luuk van der Wielen, director of 
the Bernal Institute and Chair of Biosystems, 
Engineering and Design at UL, has taken 
up up the role of Chair of Platform Bio-
Economie (PBE).
PBE is seeking to become the leading 
industry organisation targeting the 
development of a fully renewable and 

sustainable, CO2-neutral society in which product chains are 
circular and bio-based.
Professor van der Wielen, who has over 30 years of academic 
and industrial experience in developing bio-economy technology, 
business and policies, will lead the implementation of the PBE 
vision.
Central to this is the development of a concrete investment 
agenda, flanked by a quantitative macro-economic and climate 

GROW MORE 
BEANS!

I ncreased cultivation of legumes such as beans, peas 
and lentils could lead to significant nutritional and 
environmental benefits, according to UL research.

A new study involving researchers at UL has used a first-of-
its-kind approach to show that adding more legumes to crop 
rotations could lead to a more sustainable and nutritious 
approach to European agriculture.
The study, coordinated by Dr David Styles, a lecturer in 
Environmental Engineering and researcher in the Bernal 
Institute at UL, was published recently in the journal Frontiers in 
Sustainable Food Systems.
It presents some of the first holistic evidence that adding 
legumes to traditional crop rotations - which more typically 
include barley, wheat and rapeseed - offers significant 
environmental benefits as well as increased nutritional value 
for humans and livestock.
“Our innovative approach goes beyond simple food footprints 
by looking at the footprint of delivering a specific quantity of 
human, or livestock, nutrition from all crops produced within 
representative crop rotations,” says Dr Styles.
“This provides a clearer picture of inter-crop effects and the 
overall efficiency of different cropping sequences in delivering 
nutritious food or livestock feed,” he adds.
All crops need the critical nutrient nitrogen in order to grow 
and, for most crops, farmers must provide nitrogen via fertilisers. 
However, it has become increasingly clear that conventional 
fertilizers are not sustainable - they require significant energy 
to produce, they are depleting finite resources and they pollute 
the surrounding environments. 
The European Union Green Deal Farm to Fork strategy 
specifically aims to address this problem, with goals to cut 
greenhouse emissions and chemical pesticide use by 50%, as 
well as reducing synthetic fertilizer use by 20% by 2030. In 
contrast to other crop types, legumes are among the only crops 
that are capable of getting all of the nitrogen they need simply 
from the air around them. This is due to a symbiotic partnership 
with bacteria that transforms nitrogen in the air into a form that 
can be used by plants. 
Legume crops do not require fertiliser and they also enrich the 
soil with nitrogen, reducing the need for nitrogen fertilizers 
for future non-legume crops. From a nutritional perspective, 
legumes are also one of the most nutrient-rich crops, providing 
protein, fibre, folate, iron, potassium, magnesium and vitamins.
“This strategy can contribute significantly to the specific 
European Union Green Deal Farm to Fork objectives to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, chemical pesticide use and 

synthetic fertilizer use,” says the study’s first author Marcela 
Porto Costa, a PhD student in Bangor University in the UK, 
whose main supervisor is Dr Styles. 
“For example, in Scotland, we’ve shown that the introduction 
of a legume crop into the typical rotation reduced external 
nitrogen requirements by almost half whilst maintaining the 
same output of food measured in terms of potential human 
nutrition.”
The study is more comprehensive than previous calculations 
of environmental footprints because it compares 10 different 
crop sequences using 16 different impact categories. The 
assessment also represents a timeframe of 3 to 5 years and 
three different European climates in Italy, Romania and 
Scotland.
The approach only calculates the potential nutritional delivery. 
The amount of nutrition ultimately delivered by different 
rotations will also depend on how foods are processed 
and sold. Further research is also needed to develop better 
calculations for livestock feed. The team plans to extend this 
approach to other types of crop rotations and additional 
agricultural locations and climates.  
“Our results strengthen evidence on the positive role 
that healthy diet transitions could make to environmental 
sustainability,” says Dr Styles. “Legumes provide a healthier 
balance of carbohydrates, protein and fibre compared with 
cereal crops, and could improve the nutritional profile of the 
food we eat.”
“These results also highlight the need for whole-system (multi-
crop, farm-to-fork) thinking when designing interventions 
to drive sustainable food systems so that we can deliver 
better nutrition whilst reducing environmental impacts,” adds 
Marcela.  
-  Alan Owens
Image: Legumes, iStock, piyaset

UL research shows adding more legumes 
to agriculture has nutritional and 
environmental benefits

The future of medicine: Digital manufacturing meets pharma to extend life expectancy, 
while also protecting the environment

A leading University of Limerick 
professor has said that the “future of 
medicine is entwined with advances 
in manufacturing and growing 
awareness of the need to protect the 
environment”.
Professor Gavin Walker, 
Bernal Chair in Pharmaceutical 
Engineering at University of 
Limerick, believes that achieving 
better health and sustainability 
outcomes “is dependent on 
successful application of digital 
technologies”. 
He says that these technologies are 
necessary not only for designing 

better drugs and ensuring they are taken by patients as prescribed, 
but also for reducing manufacturing’s footprint and impact on the 
environment.
“Recent developments and breakthroughs in this sector, which is 
a vital component of the Irish economy, are filling in the picture 
of what this future might look like,” says Professor Walker, who is 
leader of the Process Engineering Cluster at the Bernal.
“A key goal is to enable the return of manufacturing to the EU, 
utilising greener, sustainable and more environmentally friendly 
methodologies through new synthetic techniques relevant to 
industry, a reduced dependence on solvents, smaller quantities 
of renewable, green solvents - when essential - and using process 
analytical technology to develop processes that are benign-by-
design.”
There are over 75 biopharmaceutical companies with a 
manufacturing presence in Ireland, including the global top 10 
biopharmaceutical companies. 60,000 people are directly and 
indirectly employed in this sector, which has invested €10bn in 
Irish facilities since 2009 and invested €1.8bn in manufacturing 
process development R&D in 2017 alone. 
Biopharma exports amounted to over €73bn in 2018, 

which accounts for over 50% of Irish exports in total. Given 
this sector represents such a high proportion of Irish GDP, 
alongside the country’s potential as a front runner in advanced 
manufacturing, Ireland is uniquely positioned to lead globally in 
biopharmaceuticals, according to Professor Walker.
“In a rapidly evolving landscape, digital technologies are opening 
up many new possibilities in what is termed smart manufacturing, 
or Industry 4.0,” he says.
“New digital technologies are essential to continuous 
manufacturing, a method of manufacturing of increasing interest 
for pharmaceuticals. Continuous manufacturing further represents 
an innovative approach to producing pharmaceutical products, 
in which enhanced control of material attributes allows for more 
personalised, patient-focused medicines.
“Digital track and trace of products in supply chains is already 
becoming an important feature in security and assurance, 
particularly important for pharmaceuticals. In the current 
pandemic, digital technologies have huge potential for helping to 
deliver COVID-19 vaccines to the right people across a range of 
geographic locations.”
The Bernal professor believes also that manufacturing will 
increasingly become an ever more densely networked activity.
“This will require cooperation between government, business, 
academia and civil society to maximise its benefits for all. 
Investment in the required infrastructure and complex information 
systems is vital for smart manufacturing to maximise its capacity 
and meet its potential,” he says. 
“Smart manufacturing will become synonymous with fostering 
better stewardship of environmental and energy resources, as 
an environmentally, socially and economically sustainable future 
for production is critically dependent on technology-driven 
innovation.
“Technological change will further need to be steered and 
leveraged to enhance health and quality of life outcomes - 
smart manufacturing will be fundamental to the development 
of pharmaceuticals, yet the impact will extend far beyond the 
technological,” he adds.  -  Alan Owens

Pictured: 
Professor Gavin Walker

impact study and proactive communication supporting a green, 
post-pandemic economic recovery in The Netherlands.
He says: “Responsible energetic and non-energetic use of biomass 
are integral parts of sustainable bio and circular economic 
development. It is based on sustainable production, trade and 
use of sustainably certified bio-based raw materials in context 
of other renewables. While wind and solar energy and circular 
materials are developing seriously, they are still far from complete 
coverage of the Dutch needs. I think of domestic needs, such as 
those of the chemical, food, energy, transport and construction 
sectors and the global opportunities that underpin the flourishing 
Dutch economy.
“I am looking forward to working with our industry and societal 
partners in the development of the investment agenda, supporting 
the development of a professional market where bio-based and 
circular innovation are leading.”  
-  Alan Owens
Image: Professor Luuk van der Wielen, True Media
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UL FIFTY: REFLECTING — CONNECTING — TRANSFORMING

H ave you special memories of UL or its founding 
institution NIHE down through the years? 
If you do, we would love to invite you to take part 

in a special project to gather the reflections and memories of 
those who studied and worked in Plassey during it’s almost 
50 years. 
As you know, next year is the 50th anniversary of the 
foundation of University of Limerick. We plan to mark this 
occasion with twelve months of programmed events from 
May 2022 that look to the future and remember our past. This 
period will be an opportunity to showcase the University’s 
strengths in research and learning, to highlight what our staff 
and alumni have achieved and to anticipate what UL might 
aspire to in the next fifty years.
UL’s strength has always been its creative approach 
to teaching. UL pioneered the concept of Cooperative 
Education, recognising the disruptive value of switching sites 
of learning between the classroom and the workplace. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, our staff, students and researchers 
adapted to online learning and supported the national and 
international effort to tackle coronavirus and its effects on 
society. UL FIFTY gives us the chance to celebrate this spirit of 
innovation.
The University’s origins go back to the National Institute for 
Higher Education and Thomond College of Education in 
Limerick. When these institutions were established in the 

early 1970s, the Watergate scandal consumed international 
attention, as did the launch of NASA’s Space Shuttle Program, 
and those in Ireland anticipated what entry into the European 
Economic Community might hold. 
The first new university created since the foundation of the 
state, our Plassey campus on the banks of the River Shannon 
is renowned for its natural beauty. UL is fortunate among 
European universities in that we continue to have ample space 
for recreation, for sport and for sustainable development. 
Now it is time to look to the future as UL continues to transform 
education and research in Ireland, providing innovative and 
sustainable solutions to global problems; to revitalise or create 
connections with our alumni, and with our local, national and 
international community; and to reflect on our values and 
history as a University.
Over five decades, our University has shaped the lives of 
thousands of individuals. UL FIFTY is a significant occasion 
and a chance to share your stories and celebrate the role the 
University of Limerick has played in your life, and for us all to 
decide what we would like to achieve in the next fifty. 
Mary Harney
Chancellor, University of Limerick
If you have an idea, a memory to share or would like to 
support UL FIFTY, get in touch with the team: 
fiftyyears@ul.ie
Image: University of Limerick campus, True Media

AN IMPORTANT 
MOMENT FOR 
PHILANTHROPY 

P hilanthropy has always played a 
central role at UL, and this must 
continue to meet the ambitions 

of a rapidly expanding university. UL 
Foundation has been able to support an 
even wider array of projects this year 
thanks to a growing number of new 
donors. In addition to an array of gifts for 
equipment, scholarships, and academic 
posts, I want to tell you about three impactful examples:
First, is the support we received from the JP McManus PRO-
Am 2022, to fast-track UL’s Covid-19 response. Thanks to 
this donation, we purchased specialist equipment to enable 
Covid-19 research and to support students and staff coming to 
terms with the impact of the pandemic. This included essential 
temperature scanners for high footfall locations across the 
campus. 
Second, is the Foundation’s well-publicised role in UL’s new 
Immersive Software Engineering (ISE) programme. Already 
backed by Stripe, Analog Devices, Intercom, Manna Aero 
and Provizio, we have just been joined by Beckton Dickinson 
(BD) and Transact Campus. We hope to announce further new 
donors over the coming weeks. 
Third, is our new matched giving initiative, called MULtiply. 
It is focused on growing the number of PhD scholarships at 
UL. Donor funds, coupled with those of the Bernal Institute, 
CONFIRM, SSPC and our department of Chemical Sciences 
will underwrite fully funded PhDs. MULtiply has just secured its 
first commitment, the Boston Scientific Research Scholarship. 
This and similar gifts will change students’ lives and add to UL’s 
breadth of ground-breaking research. It is also a wonderful 
reflection of UL’s deep roots with industry, particularly in the 
Mid-West. 
While Atlantic Philanthropies funding also came to an end 
during the last year, Chuck Feeney’s legacy is not just evident 
in the physical buildings or through the many funded teaching 
roles, he is inspiring the next generation of philanthropy. In 
launching ISE, Stripe CEO, Patrick Collison said: “Chuck 
Feeney, one of my heroes, was a big supporter of the University 
of Limerick — he loved their always practical and innovative 
orientation. Stripe, John, and I are very pleased to launch this 
new initiative.” 
Backed by our new Chairman, Harry Fehily, Managing 
Partner of Holmes O’Malley Sexton, and a Board of global 
leaders, UL Foundation is excited as we look to the year 
ahead. We would like to thank our many friends and alumni 
for their continued support. Please contact me directly if you 
would like to find out more about the Foundation’s work.
Harvey Duthie
CEO, UL Foundation

In addition to the many, long-standing, and 
generous benefactors, donors to new projects at 
UL this year include:
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First for 
reaching 

new heights.
UL is home to Ireland’s tallest climbing wall. 
First for facilities, UL is the Home of Firsts.


