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NEW ZEALAND–UK ALGAL BIOTECHNOLOGY WORKSHOP 
 

Cawthron Institute, Nelson, New Zealand, 14th-17th August 2017 
 
 
A networking event sponsored by BBSRC, The Cawthron Institute, CBMNet, PHYCONET, 

the Microbiology Society and the British High Commission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

~~~~~~~ 
 
 
 
The workshop brought together algal researchers and industry representatives from New 
Zealand and UK to discuss progress and opportunities in the exploitation of microalgae, 
particularly as feedstock for aquaculture and as sustainable sources of novel bio-products.  
 
The UK delegation included six leading academics, together with representatives of four 
SMEs from the algal biotech sector: namely, Varicon Aqua, TeeGene Ltd, Greenskill Ltd 
and Algenuity. Approximate 20 NZ delegates joined the workshop and comprised algal 
researchers from the Cawthron Institute, several NZ universities, and biotech companies in 
the Nelson region. We were also honoured to be joined by Min Sung Park, a world 
authority on algal biotechnology and Distinguished Professor at the Centre for Microalgal 
Biotechnology and Biofuels, Institute of Hydrobiology, Wuhan, China. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Members of the workshop re-enact the Last Supper at an excellent restaurant in Nelson! 
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At the start of the workshop, we were warmly welcomed to the Cawthron Institute with a Mihi 
Whakatau. This is a Māori welcome (mihi – to greet; whakatau – to settle) that follows customs and 
values (tikanga) that have been adhered to in New Zealand over many centuries. It was led by 
Rev. Harvey Ruru, a Maori elder (Kaumatua), together with the Cawthron Waiata group. The Mihi 
Whakatau serves to unite two groups as one through the various elements of the welcome 
including prayers (karakia), the touching of noses (hongi) and sharing of food (kai), and was a 
wonderful beginning to our new friendships. 
 
As an introduction to the workshop, Robert Matheson (Manager, Cawthron Institute) gave an 
overview of the history of the Institute, including the impressive philanthropy of Nelson 
businessman Thomas Cawthron (1833–1915) who bequeathed his estate for the established of the 
Institute. The Cawthron is the largest independent research organization in NZ with approximately 
200 researchers and specialist staff from more than 20 countries with expertise in aquaculture, 
marine and freshwater resources, food safety and quality, algal technologies, biosecurity and 
analytical testing. The Institute’s programmes include the development of algae as a natural feed 
for shellfish and fish hatcheries; fish health and seafood safety; water quality monitoring for harmful 
algal blooms (HABs), and characterisation of algal toxins. The Institute has a collection of over 300 
algal strains and supplies Sigma-Aldrich with reference toxins. Saul Purton (UCL & Director, 
PHYCONET) and Michele Stanley (SAMS & Co-Director, PHYCONET) gave overviews of the 
algal biotech sector from the UK perspective, some of the challenges to commercialization, and 
highlights of research being carried out in the UK through national and international funding. 
Finally, Johnathan Puddick (Analytical Biochemist, Cawthron) gave a fascinating presentation on 
both harmful and helpful bioactives from cyanobacteria and microalgae, and how these studies are 
benefiting local shellfish producers who work closely with the Institute’s scientists. 
 
There were then a series of science presentations from UK and NZ delegates under the headings 
of “Molecular Genetics and Tools” and “Algal Bioactives and High Value Products”. The talks 
underscored the exciting progress that is being made in moving algal research towards translation 
in both countries. For example, Patricia Harvey (University of Greenwich) reported the impressive 
progress that has been made in the EU-funded D-Factory project (www.d-factoryalgae.eu). The 
main objective of this FP7 project is to establish a sustainable biorefinery producing nutraceuticals, 
chemicals, feed and fuels from halotolerant microalgae. The goal is to have a prototype D-Factory 
in operation in Europe, demonstrating the business case for global investment in sustainable large-
scale CO2 algae biorefineries. 
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A tour of the newly refurbished (and intelligently designed!) laboratories and algal facilities at the 
Cawthron provided lots of food-for-thought of how we might improve our own research facilities. 
Mike Packer (Senior Scientist, Cawthron) also showed off a labscale cultivation system they has 
been designed and built in-house for comparative measurements of growth performance. The 
system allows computer-regulated precision control of lighting, temperature, mixing and pH. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day two involved further talks with four presentations on “Biomass Production” and six on “Value 
Chain and New Technologies”. These included an overview by Marco Lizzul of Varicon Aqua 
Solutions Ltd: probably the most successful of the UK’s algal companies. Marco described the 
background to the company; the products (photobioreactor, specialised media) and services 
(bespoke design and consultancy) offered, and examples of large-scale photobioreactors installed 
by Varicon around the world. Benoit Guieysse (Professor in Environmental Engineering, Massey 
University) presented his research on maximizing productivity and reducing environmental impacts 
of full-scale algal production in open pond systems through optimization of various key parameters, 
and Min Sung Park described the amazing state-of-art facilities and impressive research being 
done at the Centre for Microalgal Biotechnology and Biofuels in Wuhan, China. Importantly, 
Professor Park offered an open invitation to the delegates to visit the facilities and to explore 
opportunities for collaboration, which we will certainly be following up! 
 
On day three we had tours of two key facilities near Nelson – The Cawthron Aquaculture Park and 
Pharmalink Extracts Limited. The Cawthron Aquaculture Park is a world-class research and 
technology centre for the New Zealand aquaculture sector and its stakeholders. The 20 hectare 
site is a shared facility, hosting Cawthron's own aquaculture and biotechnology research teams 
together with aquaculture industry firms, and teaching labs operated by the Nelson Marlborough 
Institute of Technology. We learned about the research being done into the intensive production of 
juvenile oysters, other shellfish and salmon fry for the aquaculture industries, and toured the indoor 
facilities for continuous cultivation of microalgae as a live feed for the animals. 
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After lunch the group visited Pharmalink Extracts Limited. The company use supercritical CO2 as a 
benign solvent to extract high-value natural products from plant, animal or algal biomass. These 
products include oil from the locally-produced green lipped mussels (the oil has a lucrative market 
as a natural anti-inflammatory), and astaxanthin from the microalga Haematococcus pluvialis (sold 
as a powerful anti-oxidant with numerous health benefits). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The meeting was concluded with some social events to promote further networking, including a 
visit to a vineyard to sample the local wines, and a boat trip to Abel Tasmin National Park. 
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Comments from the some of delegates 
 
 

§ “Thank you one and all for making this algal biotechnology meeting such a fantastic success!…..To 
all the participants locally, nationally and internationally. Very grateful for all your contributions and 
for juggling busy schedules to be a part of the conversation. I for one found the meeting exactly the 
right mix of scope and focus and very stimulating. I’m certain a lot will come out of the many very 
good discussions had over the last few days.” 

Dr Mike Packer (Cawthron Institute) 
 

§ “It was wonderful to visit Nelson and Cawthron. We learned a lot during the last three days and feel 
very fortunate to meet so many great people. Since we hope to return your graciousness, please feel 
free drop me a note if you want to visit us in China. Hope that we can maintain the positive energy 
and momentum from the workshop.” 

Professor Min Sung Park (Centre for Microalgal Biotechnology and Biofuels, Institute of 
Hydrobiology, Chinese Academy of Sciences) 

 
§ “Brilliant meeting! thank you SO much for your generous hospitality and time - I have made nice 

contacts and will be back!” 
 Professor Patricia Harvey (Algal Biotechnology Research Group, University of Greenwich) 

 
§ Thank you for coordinating such an awesome workshop. I have made several new friends and look 

forward to developing potential collaborative projects in NZ. 
Steve Skill (Greenskill Ltd) 

 
§ “Dear Mike et al., thanks for all your hard work in making it such an enjoyable meeting. Good to see 

the great facilities you have too. I look forward to further discussions and potential joint projects.” 
Dr Gill Malin (University of East Anglia, & President of British Phycological Society) 

 
§ “Thank you for all the hard work which went into organizing a fantastic program - it was a highly 

enjoyable week, packed with exciting science and interesting researchers. I look forward to exploring 
future collaborations as a result of attending.” 

Dr Katherine Duncan (University of Strathclyde) 
 

§ “Just to add my thanks for a great meeting and being made to feel very welcome by all at the 
Cawthron. Looking forward to seeing the projects that develop from it and hopefully meeting with you 
all again at some stage in the future.” 

Dr Michele Stanley (Scottish Association of Marine Science, & Co-Director of PHYCONET) 
 


