
Transversal Spotlight ‘Sciensano 2025’1 

Transversal domain: Infectious diseases 

What are the (future) societal challenges in this scientific field to which Sciensano will be able to make 
a contribution? 

Although most infectious diseases in our country are controlled by surveillance, vaccination and 
prevention programmes, they remain important in our society. This is all the more so because some of 
them are gradually turning into chronic diseases. It is important to map the total health impact of 
infectious diseases and to look at the benefits of prevention.  In addition, a number of (re-emerging) 
diseases can, by a reduction in immunity, tourism, migration and global trade in food and animals, pose a 
threat to human and animal health. 

The most important demographic evolution within the field of infectious diseases is without doubt the 
increase in vulnerable persons within the population, due to, among other things, rising immigration 
(vaccination status often unprecedented), the ageing of the population (immunosenescence) and the 
therapy-related immunodeficiencies. Due to increased globalisation, there is an increased chance of 
contact with 'exotic' pathogens, which upon return can be introduced into a largely naive population. It is 
important to note that keeping special animal species, as well as exotic adventurous travel, are 
increasingly to blame for the introduction of rare and exotic diseases in our regions.  In addition, 
population growth, crowding, global warming and further intensification in livestock farming must be 
taken into account. 

The further division and fragmentation of powers in Belgium make it difficult to monitor and control 
infectious diseases efficiently.  After all, the reservoirs and vectors of infectious diseases do not respect 
political or language boundaries. Coordination and centralisation of the various surveillance services is 
desirable, although further federalisation of powers will have to be taken into account in the future.  
In addition, the European Union's disintegration may, in future, create problems for combating infectious 
diseases in a concerted manner or for keeping them outside its borders. Political and social instability is 
an important factor in the emergence of epidemics (e.g. Ebola) and the resurgence of rare infectious 
diseases (e.g. polio). 

How will Sciensano's Scientific Directorates contribute? By setting which priorities? 

Sciensano is the only institution in Belgium that offers advanced and centralised epidemiological and 
laboratory surveillance of infectious diseases in humans, animals and their environment in a One Health 
perspective, in collaboration with all partners and with respect for everyone's competences. This includes 
centralised monitoring of immune status and protection against infectious diseases. The One Health aspect 
and knowledge/access to health databases is a strength that sets us apart from our partners.  

Sciensano invests in building big databases, in electronic data transmission and advanced statistical 
methods for infectious diseases. It also offers a lot of opportunities for companies, institutions and health 
professionals through the e-health platform. The exchange of medical data between healthcare providers 
or between patient and healthcare provider offers a huge range of prospects in the field of infectious 
diseases.  

1 This document is a working document of Sciensano, which is presented to our privileged partners for exchange 
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Having databases such as the HIS, healthdate.be, etc. in-house is a unique added value. 

In addition to the development of advanced high-throughput technologies (including NGS, multiplex and 
MS) and the development of a bioinformatics platform, Sciensano will continue to focus on the expertise 
to translate genetic data into biological phenotypes and medical relevance. This in contrast to clinical 
laboratories, which in the future will only have fast, but blind identification and diagnostic techniques at 
their disposal, without isolation of the causal pathogen and determination of the phenotype. 

What added value will this bring for our target groups? 2 

Sciensano is strongly committed to scientific research into infectious diseases, key pathogens and their 
virulence factors, and the interaction with other domains. 

Sciensano will have a well-developed biobank at its disposal, where all information on biological samples 
and isolates of pathogens will be brought together in a centralised system. Such central collections can be 
used for the validation and development of new tests, epidemiological and medical research.  
 
The complementary expertise in relation to infectious diseases (human, animal and their environment), 
centralised surveillance, knowledge of biosafety risks, combined with laboratory analyses, including NGS 
and mass spectrometry, make Sciensano a strong partner for the various authorities in Belgium. 

What crucial questions will be dealt with in these priorities? 
Infectious diseases with a special focus on re-emerging diseases, zoonoses, food-borne and vector-borne 
diseases 

 What is the impact of migration movements, the increase of vulnerable groups and global warming 
on the dynamics of infectious diseases in humans and animals? What is the impact of global trade on 
food safety? Which are the emerging microbiological hazards that can be linked to this?  

 Which advanced laboratory methods should we develop and implement to detect emerging 
microbiological hazards in a fast, precise and agile way and to provide an accurate laboratory 
diagnosis? Can we offer methods that can be used as first screening in the field and what 
confirmations are still needed after that? 

 What are the important virulence factors in these diseases, when are they expressed and what is 
their impact on health in the different health groups? 

 

Central epidemiological and laboratory surveillance of infectious diseases in humans and animals, including 
microbiological safety of food. 

 How can we collect and centralise as efficiently as possible all data related to infectious diseases 
within a fragmented health landscape and the new digital and technical (r)evolutions? 

 What is the role of infectious diseases in certain chronic diseases and in long-term sequelae? 

 How can we organise an efficient surveillance of infectious diseases and zoonoses in wild animals? 

 What additional value can the (r)evolution of new sequencing and high throughput technologies 
have for surveillance system, services and expertise? 

 

 

                                                           
2 Our target groups are: health professionals, policy, population 
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Vaccination and protection against infectious diseases 

 What is the immune status and vaccination coverage of the human and animal population? 
 To what extent are existing and new vaccines sufficiently adapted and effective against established 

and emerging strains? Are we able to investigate this in relevant infection models and do we have 
the techniques to investigate all relevant immunological parameters? 

 What is the impact of certain infectious diseases and the degree of protection in vulnerable groups 
within the population (e.g. people with reduced immunity, chronic diseases, elderly and 
migration)?   

 How can our findings be translated into policy advice and optimised vaccination programmes? 

Which current projects contribute to the question?  

Details of projects can be found in the attached Excel 'PMO tool Schijnwerpers'. 

Which strategy will be used to achieve this spotlight? 

1) Development of projects mentioned in Excel. 
2) Working with all internal experts in a more transversal manner, with an internal platform. 
3) Strengthening internal collaboration between epidemiologists and microbiologists in the field of  

vaccination of preventable diseases. 
4) Taking our position in the Belgian landscape on zoonoses and food-borne pathogens by strengthening 

the external platform (One Health – Zoonoses and foodborne outbreaks project to be launched).  
5) To increase cooperation with our stakeholders in order to be able to bring the research questions into 

focus at the start of a project and thus bring the advice and output of the project more closely  in line 
with the research field. 

6) Create a human AMR reference lab (process has already started).  
7) Use the budget for scientific projects strategically in a transversal way. 
8) Better informing  our stakeholders to provide a clearer picture of what Sciensano can do for them, so 

that more use is made of Sciensano to investigate essential questions. 
Summary 3 

Sciensano is the only institution in Belgium that studies infectious diseases in humans and animals from a 
One health perspective by means of: 
- Advanced and centralised epidemiological and laboratory surveillance of infectious diseases in humans  
  and animals in cooperation with all partners and with due respect for everyone's powers. 
- Centralised monitoring of the immune status and protection against infectious diseases  
   on behalf of the public authorities. 
- Scientific research into infectious diseases, their virulence factors and their interaction with other  
   domains. 
- Investment in building big databases, electronic data transmission, advanced statistical and laboratory  
   methods for infectious diseases, new sequencing and high throughput 
   technologies. 

 

                                                           
3 Brief summary to open the discussion 
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