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HIGHLIGHT PIONEER FELLOWS INVENT STAIR-CLIMBING WHEELCHAIR
An electric wheelchair which can overcome obstacles and even climb steps – this is Scewo. It was developed
by two ETH-trained mechanical engineers, Pascal Buholzer and Bernhard Winter, together with Thomas
Gemperle of the Zurich University of the Arts (ZHdK). Thanks to its compact size, Scewo will fit through almost
any door; it is also self-balancing and highly manoeuvrable. The prototype is currently being tested, and the
market launch is scheduled for 2019. Scewo also impressed the judges of the ZKB Technopark Pioneer Award
– in competition with 50 other start ups, the team won this prestigious prize (worth almost CHF 100,000) in
May 2018. The team’s efforts to develop a marketable product have been facilitated by the Pioneer Fellowship
which Buholzer and Winter received last year.
Our heartfelt thanks go to our donors, who make the development of innovative products such as Scewo
possible through donations to the ETH Zurich Foundation. The Pioneer Fellowship Program of ETH Zurich can
only be realised thanks to this continuous support.
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SUPPORTING MORE PROMISING YOUNG TALENTS
Through the Pioneer Fellowship Program, ETH Zurich helps ambitious young researchers to develop
their ideas into marketable products and services. Twice a year, the most promising submissions
are selected by a jury at ETH Zurich. The successful candidates receive start-up funding and take
part in an 18 month mentoring and training program. Sincere thanks are due to our donors, whose
contributions to the ETH Zurich Foundation are vital in supporting this program. The support
provided by the program offers ideal conditions to embark on the journey towards becoming a
successful entrepreneur.
NEW PIONEER FELLOWS 2017/2018
The Pioneer Fellows’ business ideas are as diverse as their scientific backgrounds. The following
two pages provide details of projects supported by a Pioneer Fellowship in 2017.

IRENE WÜTHRICH & STEVEN SCHMITT
SpheroBiotics
With its pioneering microsphere technology, SpheroBiotics is pursuing the ambitious goal of
discovering novel, urgently required antibiotics in natural microbial communities. This offers
two key advantages: firstly, up to a million bacteria per day can be screened for antimicrobial
properties with the aid of microspheres (gel beads), which permit growth and analysis of bacteria
at the micro-level. Secondly, this approach provides access to bacteria which cannot be grown in
the lab – thanks to the microspheres, bacteria can be grown under controlled conditions in their
natural environment and then tested. This significantly increases the chances of discovering rare
microorganisms secreting antimicrobial substances.
www.spherobiotics.com

MANUEL SCHAFFNER & PETAR STEFANOV
Spectroplast
Because of its specific properties, silicone has not previously been used as a raw material for additive
(layer-by-layer) manufacturing. Spectroplast has now developed a silicone 3D printing technology
which makes it possible to use off-the-shelf silicones to produce customised components for
medical applications – for example, hearing aids, heart valves and plastic implants in general. The
method is based on a special formulation which enables crosslinking of silicone with the aid of light
rather than heat. This technology does not require the use of moulds, saving both time and costs;
as a result, it is highly attractive for mass production of silicone components.
www.spectroplast.com

ENKELEJDA MIHO
aiNET
Biopharmaceuticals – and antibodies, in particular – are promising therapeutic agents for cancer,
infections and immunodeficiency disorders. But how can they be identified? The software offered
by aiNET enables biotech and pharmaceutical companies to analyse large datasets and discover
biologics that bind to cancer cells or other targets. Software engineers and business consultants
from ETH, INSEAD, IMD and Harvard are involved in aiNET. Collaboration has already been
established with one large pharmaceutical company, and negotiations with other potential clients
are underway.
www.ainet.ch
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MARCEL GORT & MANUEL HECKHORN
Rapid Graft
Small skin transplants known as split-skin grafts are used to promote the healing of chronic leg or
foot wounds. Skin fragments are also required for the production of larger, tissue-engineered skin
equivalents. To date, there has been a lack of devices suitable for taking standardised skin biopsies
simply, rapidly and precisely. To fill this gap, Rapid Graft is developing a one-click device for taking
split-skin samples – the tissue engineering dermatome (TED).
www.rapidgraft.ch

XAVIER GARRABOU PI
PROT de novo
The vision of Quiralex is to facilitate the production of effective new pharmaceuticals. To this end,
Xavier Garrabou is developing a new generation of industrial biocatalysts, which make it possible
to synthesise novel, pharmacologically interesting molecules. These can serve as building blocks
for drug development, opening up new horizons for pharmaceutical research.

OSKARI VINKO & MAXIMILIAN SCHULZ
UniteLabs
In today’s life science labs, many tasks are still performed manually because of the effort involved
in automation. UniteLabs is developing an easy-to-use and flexible software platform enabling
processes to be automated in minutes rather than days. This should allow life scientists to focus
on high-value work – analysing data, planning experiments and testing new ideas.
www.unitelabs.ch

VOLKER BARTENBACH
AUXIVO
Factory and construction workers regularly perform physically demanding tasks such as lifting and
carrying heavy loads. This can lead to injuries and musculoskeletal disorders. AUXIVO, together with
industrial partners, is developing wearable (exoskeleton) systems to support workers performing
tasks of this kind. One example is a waistcoat which takes on some of the load, thus relieving the
strain on the back and arms in particular.
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ALI OEZHAN ALTUN
UNISERS
Various manufacturing processes require highly purified water, containing virtually no contaminants
– so-called ultrapure water. This also applies to the production of semiconductors. UNISERS is
developing an analytical system for the continuous optical detection of impurities in ultrapure
water during production processes. This in-line monitoring makes it possible to react much more
rapidly in the event of contamination than if samples are analysed externally. This saves time and
money, increasing output and enhancing the quality of semiconductor chips.

MARK BISPINGHOFF
Lumendo
Implants are used, for example, in orthopaedic, dental and neurovascular surgery. But the placing
of implants often requires a major intervention. Lumendo is developing an alternative approach,
involving filler materials injected through a catheter, which only harden (to form the implant) in
the target cavity. This is made possible by substances in the fillers which are activated by light to
initiate the hardening process. The placing of implants is thus much easier and safer than with a
more invasive operation. Lumendo is planning to start preclinical trials soon and expects its first
products to be launched within two to four years.
www.lumendo.ch

PASCAL GUILLET & LEA POKORNY
microPow
Many food products contain added flavours and aromas. Often, these ingredients have limited
stability, and their intensity is reduced over time. To address this problem, microPow is developing
a microfoamed (palm or coconut) fat powder to serve as a delivery system for active ingredients
such as aromas, which are enclosed in a protective layer. When the product is consumed, the
fat powder is broken down, releasing the enclosed substances. The microPow foam ensures
that active ingredient shelf-life is extended, and that products retain their aroma after prolonged
storage. The amount of active ingredient required is thus significantly reduced, while at the same
time the product’s sensory properties are enhanced.
www.micropow.net

TRACK RECORD OF THE PIONEER FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM (2010 – 2018)

81

Fellowships granted
since 2010

10

Current
Fellowships

51

Companies founded
by Pioneer Fellows
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MANY THANKS TO OUR PARTNERS AND DONORS!
Our sincere thanks go to over 300 persons, ETH alumni, companies and foundations, without
whose support this program would not be possible. They include:
AdNovum Informatik, Adrian Weiss Stiftung, BASF Schweiz Forschungsstiftung, Blooming
Juniper Foundation, Stiftung ACCENTUS, Verena Guggisberg-Lüthi Fonds, Hauser-Stiftung,
Huawei Technologies, IMG Stiftung, Palmary Foundation, SCS Swiss Child Support Foundation,
Robert Bleibler, Albert Eberhard, Christoph Fischer, Walter Fust, Gregory Mirko Xavier
Guglielmetti, Prof. Dr. Anton Gunzinger, Hansruedi Kaiser, Gottlieb Knoch, Dr. Markus Rauh,
Gerhard E. Schmid, Prof. Dr. Roland Yves Siegwart.

BY SUPPORTING YOUNG ENTREPRENEURS AT ETH ZURICH, YOU CAN HELP TO
STRENGTHEN SWITZERLAND’S POSITION AS A CENTRE OF INNOVATION
Each year, around 10 to 15 Pioneer Fellowships are awarded to talented young researchers –
either individuals or two-person teams. These Fellowships are made possible largely by donations
to the ETH Zurich Foundation from private individuals, companies and foundations. There is no
shortage of excellent ideas, but to enable even more young entrepreneurs to turn their ideas into
reality, the ETH Zurich Foundation is seeking additional dedicated partners.

NEWS PIONEER FELLOWS WIN W.A. DE VIGIER AWARD
Vincent Martinez and Luca Hirt – recipients of a Pioneer Fellowship in 2016 and co-founders of the
ETH Zurich spin-off nanoleq – were among the winners of this year’s W.A. de Vigier Awards. The
Pioneer Fellows are developing high-tech unbreakable cables. The range of possible applications
for the new cable technology is very wide – from smartphone headphones to medical implants,
where cable reliability is of critical importance. The W.A. de Vigier Award is one of the most
valuable national prizes for young entrepreneurs with innovative business ideas.
„Vital inspiration for inventions is provided by highly qualified young academic
researchers, whose creativity contributes to new discoveries and thus also to new
products. But turning these young scientists’ ideas into innovations requires a sound
financial basis. Our support is designed to help establish excellent conditions for
young researchers. We’re particularly interested in new inventions which contribute
to sustainable construction.“
Dr Norbert Wagner, President of BASF Switzerland Research Foundation

Contact:
Alex Hochuli
Relationship Manager
Companies
+41 44 632 49 08
alex.hochuli@ethz-foundation.ch
www.ethz-foundation.ch/en

