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INTRODUCTION

>

The COVID-19 crisis has seriously disrupted life in Ireland and around
the globe, threatening life and livelihoods and dramatically changing
the world in which we live. Researchers across the Irish university
sector galvanised into immediate action, contributing to the
national emergency response in every way possible as the pandemic
developed.

However, researchers themselves were also affected by the pandemic
in both their professional and personal lives. The COVID-19 crisis has
seriously disrupted research activity with many laboratories, research
facilities, archives and field sites rendered inaccessible during the
lockdown. Furthermore, school closures and caring responsibilities
meant many researchers were, like so many citizens, juggling their
work commitments with their family duties. And some experienced
the worst aspects of a global pandemic when they or their loved ones
contracted the virus.

In Ireland, the backbone of publicly funded research is comprised
of postdoctoral researchers, PhD students and technicians, the vast
majority employed on fixed term contracts. There is already great
precarity in such roles given the contract nature of this work. When
the COVID-19 crisis hit, the majority of these researchers could not
be physically presentin their work place due to the restrictions. Some
could work remotely to varying degrees dependent on the type of
research. However, across the board, their productivity was severely
limited and there was a danger of not delivering on large aspects
of research projects supported by grants from national funders
(IRC, SFI, HRB, El, etc.), international funders (EU, etc.) or third-parties
including industry. Despite the flexibility and support shown by

the funding agencies to researchers they were further hampered

by being ineligible for State supports available to workers in other
sectors.

As part of Exchequer funding secured in July 2020 by the Department
of Further, Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science
(DFHERIS), €47.7m was allocated to the HEA to assist in the provision
of costed extensions to research activities that were at risk because
of delays incurred as a result of COVID-19. This allocation was made
to support contract researchers and research students who were at
serious risk of not completing their contract or study and, in doing so,
to protect Ireland’s national research and innovation system as best
as possible and to protect Exchequer investments made to date. The
continued strength of the Irish public research & innovation system
is fundamental to the country being able to address the extreme
challenges presented by the pandemic and its aftermath. It is critical
that the integrity of the lIrish research system is preserved during
this crisis and, crucially, that the welfare of individual researchers is
supported at this time. The support provided by DFHERIS and the
Higher Education Authority (HEA) has enabled the research system
to endure the crisis period, minimising severe negative impacts and
securing it in a position to rapidly re-boot once the crisis period has
passed. Below there are just a handful of the many researchers and
research projects that have benefitted from the HEA COVID-19 Cost
Extension Fund.

“THE CONTINUED STRENGTH OF THE IRISH
PUBLIC RESEARCH & INNOVATION SYSTEM

.. CHALLENGES PRESENTED BY THE
PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH"
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>> DUBLIN CITY UNIVERSITY

Impact of HEA COVID-19 Funds on
Researchers in their own words....

Ollscoil Chathair
Bhaile Atha Cliath
Dublin City University

Dublin City University
Researcher Awarded: Dr Padraig Doolan

The Project:

Externally funded by Enterprise Ireland (El), CyCLIN is a 13-month
Commercialisation Fund research project, focused on developing
three mammalian cell culture products and commercialising these
products for the international cell culture market.

Negative effect of the Pandemic on the project:

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a very substantial interruption
to the CyCLIN project research activities, causing a product
development hiatus of over four months - roughly 33% of the original
project timeline. Such an interruption could not be readily addressed
within the remaining timeframe (especially given extant restrictions
on access, staffing numbers in laboratories, order deliveries etc.) and
a new project workplan was negotiated with Enterprise Ireland (EI)
(including a 1-month no-cost extension). However, this necessitated
droppingseveral experiments, includingthreeimportantdeliverables.

These three deliverables provide key informationto reassure potential
customers of the reliability and durability of these new products -
essential if we are to induce prospective buyers to incorporate our
products in their processes. These three deliverables are also time-
dependant — three months is required to complete each, however, all
three can be processed in parallel, which means that a single three
month extension allows us to deliver all three.

The lack of the storage/stability data would have negatively affected
the commercial attractiveness of the products — they could not
immediately be offered for sale, as they would be lacking key technical
information to assist in closing customer and distributor sales. These
products are also expected to be part of the product pipeline for a
new commercial biotech spinout (hardCELL Ltd.) - their absence may

B | AT

“WE DID NOT HAVE THE FUNDING TO ﬁ
FACILITATE A LONGER EXTENSIONTO I:

RESEARCHER SALARIES, SO THE HEA I

COST EXTENSION WAS KEY FOR US”

in turn adversely affect the investment potential of the proposed
hardCELL Ltd. spinout and possibly the likelihood of the spinout
succeeding.

Positive effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the project:

This award is allowing the project team to complete the research
obligations of the CyCLIN project fully and successfully. It will also
complete the product development requirements for all three
prototypes and will ensure their suitability for commercial sale.

We did not have the funding to facilitate a longer extension to
researcher salaries, so the HEA cost extension was key for us -
these deliverables would not have been achieved otherwise, which
technically would have been a breach of contract with EI.

Impact of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the Researcher
Professionally and Personally:

On a personal level, the extension has allowed me to deliver
on the promises made to El which is important as they are a
vital partner moving forward in the launch and success of hard
CELL Ltd., so maintaining their confidence in the enterprise was of
the utmost importance.




>> MAYNOOTH UNIVERSITY

Impact of HEA COVID-19 Funds on
Researchers in their own words....

et
University
National University
of Ireland Maynooth

Maynooth University

Researchers Awarded: Dr Bernhard Bauer (postdoc), Dr Nora White
(senior postdoc), Godstime Osarobo (RA), Truc Ha Nguyen and
Francesco Felici (PhD students).

Supervising Pl: Prof David Stifter
Dept: Department of Early Irish School of Celtic Studies

The Project:

The project “Chronologicum Hibernicum” is funded through an ERC
Horizon 2020 Consolidator Grant, the project started in 2015 and
aims at refining the understanding of variation and change in the Old
Irish language during the period of c. 600-950 AD. To arrive at a more
precise absolute chronology of these linguistic developments, new
corpus linguistic and statistical methods are being developed by the
team. A central tool to make these technologies work is the deeply
annotated lexicographic database plus textual corpus CorPH (Corpus
PalaeoHibernicum). 1t will be the most important output of the
project (along with several workshops and numerous publications)
and will constitute an essential resource for the study of Old Irish
language variation in the future.

Negative effect of the Pandemic on the project:

The indirect consequences of the pandemic have delayed the
scheduled progress in the crucial final year of the project by many
months. The project programmer lost his father to COVID-19 early
on in the pandemic. Several of the team have family responsibilities.
Those with young children were particularly impacted by the periods
of school closure; another colleague had caring responsibilities for
his aged mother, while another had difficulties getting timely medical
treatment for an underlying condition. Since a project of this size is
collective work where the progress of one team member depends on
the progress of everybody else, the sum of these bigger and smaller
personal disruptions amounted to a major overall delay in our work
on the main deliverable, the database CorPH. The shutdown of
university facilities has proven another considerable factor.

Positive effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the project:

When CorPH is completed, it can be expected to have a major impact
on Celtic Studies and historical linguistics, in that it will constitute
a radically innovative new resource for the field. This resource will
then be the basis for future work for scholars across the world. The
HEA COVID-19 support has been crucial in allowing the team to put
in additional months of work to finish the project database CorPH.
This has provided the opportunity to fix software glitches and to
enhance the data structure, in order to ensure an easy and smooth
performance for users after the end of the project. Three important
publications have been completed during the support period. The
team will now be able to organise a formal launch of the database
through an online event before the end of the project. Two PhDs will
now proceed to completion as a result of the award.

Impact of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the Researchers
Professionally and Personally:

In addition to the disciplinary and the digital humanities experience
acquired by those who have contributed to building the database, it
will form an item of substantial import in their career achievements
when seeking future employment. Without the HEA COVID-19 award,
it would not be possible to complete CorPH in a way that would be
useful for other scholars. A central impact is that the support allowed
five early career researchers to continue working at a time when
hundreds of thousands of other people have been furloughed or
laid off. For the PhD students the HEA award meant they were able
to complete their programmes of research, which will be examined
this year.

“WHEN CORPH IS COMPLETED,

IT CANBE EXPECTED TO HAVE A MAJOR
IMPACT ON CELTIC STUDIES AND
HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS”
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Impact of HEA COVID-19 Funds on
Researchers in their own words....
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National University of Ireland Galway
Researcher Awarded: Lorraine Walker

Supervising PI: : Professor Saoirse Nic Gabhainn/Dr Colette Kelly
Dept: Health Sciences/Health Promotion

The Project:

| work on a World Health Organisation collaborative cross-national
study (Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC)) that
investigates the health behaviours, health outcomes and social
environments of school-aged children across Europe and North
America. The study is funded by the Department of Health. In 2018
we collected nationally representative data from 15,557 children aged
9-17 year old and we are finishing the dissemination and knowledge
translation phases of the work. As well as our scientific publications,
the team produce national and international policy-oriented
reports and factsheets, and host a knowledge translation helpdesk.
| work primarily on this helpdesk, liaising with knowledge users and
producing knowledge translation outputs.

Effect of the Pandemic on the project:

Working from home proved to be extremely challenging. In addition
to the logistical challenges of poor internet access and the lack of an
appropriate work space, the period between March and September
2020 was very stressful. | experienced multiple symptomes, including
eye and back strain, sleeplessness, headaches and inability to
concentrate. Together, this meant, | was effectively unable to work
during this period.

| was unable to complete two major deliverables; the full variable
report’ that is needed for building interactive data visuals for the
website and the HBSC Trends Report that was due to be published
by the Department of Health in 2020. | should have been working
on the data analysis, quality control and report design for the Trends
Report. | have specialist skills relevant to these deliverables and they
could not have been reassigned without extra funding.

WORKLIFE AND MY HOME LIFE;
IT CAME AT EXACTLY THE RIGHT TIME"

Effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the project:

This award has been essential to meeting my project milestones.
| have completed both the full variable report, and the prototype
interactive data visuals are now undergoing testing by other team
members. The HBSC Trends report was a group project, and | was
able to meet all my commitments on it. The Trends report was
successfully launched by Minister Frank Feighan on March 8th. This
means we have produced all our deliverables to the Department of
Health and can maintain a positive collaborative relationship with
them for the future.

Effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the Researcher Professionally
and Personally:

HEA support has been so valuable to me, in terms of my work life and
my home life; it came at exactly the right time. The end of a project
is always stressful and | felt | was going to let my colleagues and our
funders down. The funding has allowed me to complete all my own
tasks and support other team members in their work. Over the years |
have seen how when things start to go wrong it can start a downward
spiral for people. The help of the HEA funding means that | have been
able to regain perspective on my own contribution and be an equal
to other team members. It has returned me to a level playing field
for future research opportunities. Although the COVID-19 pandemic
has brought so much uncertainty to all dimensions of life, being able
to work productively and retain my home as a quiet sanctuary has
provided much welcome stability.
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Impact of HEA COVID-19 Funds on
Researchers in their own words....

HUCC

University College Cork, Ireland
Colaiste na hOllscoile Corcaigh

University College Cork
Researcher Awarded: Edel Murphy

Supervising Pl: Prof Anita Maguire and Dr Stuart Collins
Dept: School of Chemistry

The Project: Chemoenzymatic methods in asymmetric synthesis
of Bioactive compounds

This project is funded by the Irish Research Council — Enterprise
Partnership Scheme. The enterprise partner is Thermo Fisher
Scientific. Using novel marine enzymes harvested from Lough Hyne
in the South West of Cork, this project has identified the novel
functionality of these enzymes in the asymmetric synthesis of
pharmaceutically relevant compounds. The work in this project has
been carried out in a very exciting and successful collaboration with
specialist microbiologists in the BIOMERIT research centre in UCC.
The work that has been completed to date has been published and
the enterprise partner will benefit from increased understanding of
the value of biocatalysis.

Negative effect of the Pandemic on the project:

The research laboratories in the School of Chemistry were closed for
extensive periods of time when lockdown levels were at their highest.
The closures halted the progress of the research project, as no work
could be completed in the laboratory, therefore no new results
were generated. For a synthetic chemist, the majority of the working
time is spent in the laboratory carrying out experiments, purifying
samples and analysing the purified samples, with 90% of the time
spent in the laboratory and 10% of the time analysing the data. With
work being limited to the desk, in a work from home situation, due
to COVID-19, there was a limited amount that could be completed
during the closure. The critically important experiments, focused
on biocatalysis mediated by the enzyme of interest, require access
to both the chemistry and microbiology laboratories to enable
preparation and quantification of the biocatalyst in advance of their
use in the synthetic experiments.

Positive effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the project:

The HEA COVID-19 award is hugely beneficial for this project -
without this funding the project would have experienced devastating
effects. The award of this funding will make sure that the project is
finished to a very high standard allowing publication of this work in
a scientific journal which will help to advance my career. It will also
deliver on the commitments made to the enterprise partner. Through
this award | was enabled to continue working in the laboratory full
time, to allow the collaboration with the BIOMERIT research centre to
be continued in a successful and rewarding manner. The experiments
that | need to complete will take many hours in the laboratory, to
isolate and purify the required biocatalyst and explore its application
in synthesis. Trying to complete this work on a part time basis would
not be successful and risk jeopardising the investment to date in the
project.

Impact of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the Researchers
Professionally and Personally:

The awarding of the funding has meant that | will be able to complete
my PhD to a very high standard supported by strong scientific
publications that demonstrate the quality and value of my research.
Finishing my PhD, thanks to the HEA COVID-19 funding, will give me
the opportunity to fulfil my lifelong career goal to work in research
and development in the pharmaceutical sector. To gain employment
at the desired level | will need to complete my PhD. This funding
has also made sure that | will be able to continue working on my
PhD project without the added stress and worry of how | will pay
for my rent, bills and living expenses. Without this funding | would
have been left with no other choice but to look for alternative
employment, risking never completing my PhD. This would have an
irreparable impact on the progress of my research and professional
career development.

“WITHOUT THIS FUNDING |

WOULD HAVE BEEN LEFT WITH NO
OTHER CHOICE BUT TO LOOK FOR
ALTERNATIVE EMPLOYMENT, RISKING
NEVER COMPLETING MY PHD”




>> UNIVERSITY COLLEGE DUBLIN

Impact of HEA COVID-19 Funds on
Researchers in their own words....

University College Dublin
Researcher Awarded: Conor Quinn

Supervising PI: Professor Siobhan McClean
Dept: School of Biomolecular and Biomedical Science

The Project:

Funded by the National Children’s Hospital foundation and UCD
One Health transatlantic alliance this project focuses on verotoxin-
producing E. coli (VTEC) which cause bloody diarrhoea. The severity
and incidence are highest in children under five as they can develop
Haemolytic Uremic Syndrome, the leading cause of kidney failure
among young children to date. Due to the increasing proportion of
children experiencing severe symptoms and complications, there is
an unmet need for a vaccine against this illness. My work investigates
the protective efficacy of two of our lead vaccine candidates against
VTEC infections. As cattle are the leading reservoir of VTEC, the final
output of my research will determine the prevalence of our identified
novel antigens in a Californian dairy herd.

Negative effect of the Pandemic on the project:

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic access to the Conway Institute was
extremely restricted from March to June, meaning no laboratory work
could be conducted. From June to August the labs were operating
at 50% capacity, which involved working half days only. Just prior to
the first lock down immunisation studies were due to begin in mice
to see if the vaccine antigens identified were effective in protecting
mice against VTEC infections. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the first
of three immunisation trials was delayed until June, the second until
November and the third study had to be postponed until 2021. Part
of my final year funding in collaboration with UC Davis — California
is to investigate the prevalence of our previously identified antigens
in a dairy herd population. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, our
collaborators were unable to collect and send samples from dairy
cows from their lab in California until October2020. For these reasons,
it was clear that | would be unable to complete all the necessary
experiments to submit my PhD thesis on time.

“IT HAS REDUCED THE LEVEL

OF STRESS THAT COMES WITH
DOING A PHD, ESPECIALLY IN THESE
UNPRECEDENTED TIMES WE ARE FACING”

Positive effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the project:

With the help of the HEA COVID-19 award, | have regained critical
lost time by completing two of three immunisation trials and will
have the time to complete the final clinical trial, as well as screening
almost 60% of the cow samples sent by UC-Davis. This work will
provide a compelling insight into the prevalence of our identified
antigens among VTEC shed in dairy herds and will increase the
quality of my PhD thesis significantly by obtaining crucial data worthy
of publications.

Impact of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the Researcher
Professionally and Personally:

Professionally, the additional time awarded by the HEA COVID-19
cost extension has helped to increase the quality of my PhD thesis
content and allowed the collection of crucial data. Furthermore,
being able to complete delayed work will subsequently strengthen
the collaborative links between UCD and UC Davis.

Personally, the cost extension has provided extra financial support for
my additional time in the laboratory. Without the monthly stipend,
completion of my work would have proven more difficult to achieve.
Moreover, this opportunity has allowed me the time to acquire new
skills and learn additional techniques, contributing to my overall
learning progression. It has subsequently reduced the level of stress
that comes with doing a PhD, especially in these unprecedented
times we are facing. Overall, | am now in a better position to complete
my PhD thesis and move into the workforce.

13
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Impact of HEA COVID-19 Funds on
Researchers in their own words....

UNIVERSITY OF

LIMERICK

OLLSCOIL LUIMNIGH

University of Limerick
Researcher Awarded: Marie Glynn

Supervising Pl: Dr. Triona McCaffrey & Dr. Alison Ledger (Uni. of Leeds)
Dept: Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, School of Humanities.

The Project:

The study explores the possibilities of a music therapist becoming
an integral part of the multidisciplinary team working within a large
intellectual disability organisation in Ireland. It aims to identify the
challenges for both the music therapist and the other healthcare
professionals upon setting up a new service, and how the changes
taking place within the organisation may affect the integration
process of the service. The research is carried out from both the
perspective of the other healthcare professionals working within the
organisation and the music therapist.

Negative effect of the Pandemic on the project:

COVID-19 has put me in a difficult position with regards the
completion of this study. My own approach to the research has been
quite immersive and focusing on the experiential factors of music
therapy service development. As a result, | have undertaken the task
of integrating myself into established working teams, and working
alongside them to discover the important factors of new service
development in healthcare settings. Prior to the COVID-19 crises, |
was at the final stages of data collection and was preparing to conduct
focus groups within healthcare organisations. This opportunity
suddenly became unfeasible due to lockdown. As a result | needed
to readdress the previously developed methodology to continue
working on my study by developing new means of accessing data
that would be pertinent to exploring the chosen topic.

Positive effect of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the project:

The period of interruption caused by the COVID-19 crises has most
significantly affected the completion of this project by denying access
to potential participants within healthcare settings. The restrictions

in place have resulted in the cessation of any access to healthcare
organisations and other healthcare professionals working within to
protect the vulnerable people they support. This has resulted in
the cancellation of the organised focus groups that were a crucial
means of data collection. This called for a significant redevelopment
in the methodological approach and also the methods employed
to access the data needed to address the research questions. The
redevelopment of the project has taken a considerable amount of
time, consequentially pushing the completion date of the study. The
HEA COVID-19 award has ensured that the time needed to redevelop
the project has not been in vain. With the support of this award, the
project is now well underway to be completed by 2021, with thesis
submission due by May.

Impact of the HEA COVID-19 Award on the Researchers
Professionally and Personally:

| am now in the position to complete my PhD study and do not
have to leave the programme. Many of the relevant research roles
opening in both the private and public sector require the successful
completion of a PhD. The award has allowed me to continue on my
intended career path with the hope of eventually moving forward
with my research career. Personally, | am now in the position to
remain focused within my research. In 2020 | was beginning to lose
hope that | would ever finish the project. The HEA COVID-19 award
is the reason | can now complete and fulfil this professional dream
of mine.

“THE AWARD HAS ALLOWED ME
TO CONTINUE ON MY INTENDED
CAREER PATH WITH THE HOPE OF
EVENTUALLY MOVING FORWARD
WITH MY RESEARCH CAREER.”
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