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Preface 
 
This report provides an overview of the study trip to Canada from the 1st of April until the 16th of April 
2017. The trip was organized by the board of Stichting Studiereizen Chemiestudenten (SSC) 2016/2017 
consisting of four students. A total of 18 Pharmaceutical Sciences/Chemistry students (mix of bachelor’s 
and master’s) and two professors (Dr. Jeroen Kool & Dr. Marco Siderius) started this journey from 
Amsterdam to Montreal & Toronto.   
 
This study trip was aimed to realize the following objectives: 

1. Broadening the students’ horizons and global cultural awareness 
2. Enabling students to gain a deeper understanding of the Canadian culture through academic, 

cooperate, cultural visits and social activities 
3. Challenging students to use their pharmaceutical sciences & chemistry knowledge in Q&A sessions 
4. Providing students with insights in the possible career opportunities in Canada 

 
In this final report, each participating student wrote a report about a particular day to give the readers an 
idea about what we did during this study trip and shared their overall experience in Canada.  
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Program 
 

Saturday 1 
April 

Sunday 2 
April 

Monday 3 
April 

Tuesday 4 
April 

Wednesday 5 
April 

Thursday 6 
April 

Friday 7 April 

Morning: 
Departure from 
Amsterdam to 

Montreal 
at 15:45 

 Morning: 
Visit PnuVax 

- 
Dr. Don Gerson 

Morning: 
Notre-Dame 

 
Pointe-à-Callière 

 Morning: 
Visit IRIC 

- 
Dr. Michel 
Bouvier/Dr. 

Anne Marinier 

Morning & 
Afternoon: 

Visit Douglas 
Mental Health 

University 
Institute 

- 
Dr. Brigitte 

Kieffer 
Afternoon: 

Arrival in 
Montreal 
at 17:15 

Afternoon: 
Biodôme 

 
Montreal Tower 

 Afternoon: 
Parc Jean-
Drapeau 

Afternoon: 
Visit 

Pharmascience 
- 

Mrs. Julie Belisle 

Afternoon: 
Montreal 

Museum of Fine 
Arts 

 Evening: 
Exploring 

Quartier des 
Spectacles 

   Evening: 
Montréal Plaza 

Evening: 
Mont Royal 

 
 

Saturday 8 
April 

Sunday 9 
April 

Monday 10 
April 

Tuesday 11 
April 

Wednesday 
12 April 

Thursday 13 
April 

Friday 14 
April 

Morning: 
Traveling from 

Montreal to  
Toronto 

from 08:55  
till 14:07 

Students are 
free to plan their 

own activities 

Day Trip: 
Niagara Falls 

Morning: 
Visit Donnelly 

Centre for 
Cellular and 
Biomolecular 

Research 
- 

Dr. Charles 
Boone 

Morning - 
Evening: 

Visit University 
of Toronto 

Mississauga 
- 

Dr. Scott 
Prosser 

Morning: 
Visit University 

of Toronto  
Leslie Dan 
Faculty of 
Pharmacy 

- 
Dr. Jack 
Uetrecht 

Morning: 
Casa Loma 

Afternoon: 
Eaton Centre 

 Afternoon: 
Royal Ontario 

Museum 

Afternoon: 
Ripley’s 

Aquarium 

Evening: 
Yonge-Dundas 

Square 
 

Nathan Phillips 
Square 

  Evening: 
The Keg 
Mansion 

Evening: 
CN Tower 

 
 

Saturday 15 
April 

Sunday 16 
April 

Monday 17 
April 

Students are 
free to plan their 

own activities 

Morning: 
Departure from 

Toronto to 
Amsterdam 

at 17:15 

Morning: 
Arrival in 

Amsterdam 
at 06:30 

 

Cultural Activities 

 

Traveling 

 

Academic Visits 

 

Group Dinner 
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Experiences of the Board of 2016/2017 
 
Truc Giap (Chairwoman & Commissioner of External Affairs) 
Starting from deciding the destination to actually realizing the trip with Dina, Mitchell and Marieke was a 
long but fun project and I would do it all over again if I had the chance to. Coming to Canada and broaden 
our knowledge by visiting universities and companies was very inspiring and made me realize once again 
how many different aspects there are to science which we are not (directly) exposed to.  
 
It was great to learn about the researches done in the visited companies and universities. In addition, I met 
awesome students and professors who were very helpful and kind. Thank you for your hospitality.  
Hopefully, we will stay in touch and I can welcome you in the future in our city Amsterdam and at the VU 
University.  
 
In conclusion, I am very happy and proud of how everything turned out. I learned a lot and laughed a lot. 
Organizing this trip is an experience I would never forget and I would like to thank each and everyone who 
contributed to this amazing trip!   
 
Mitchell Seraus (Secretary & Commissioner of External Affairs) 
For almost two years I’ve been part of the SSC. We put quite some time organizing an unforgettable study 
trip. All those times staying at the university until late were all worth it. I had a great time during this trip, 
as well as during the organization of this trip. I learned a lot from all the visits, and I got an insight in how 
research is done overseas.  During these visits, I also got to meet great people (students as well as 
professors). Next to meeting great people during the visits, I met some cool people of our own studies as 
well. During two weeks of doing more or less everything together, you get to know everyone very well. 
Because of that, I’m very grateful that I’ve had the possibility to go on this study trip. This was truly a 
fantastic study trip!  
 
I would like to thank all the professors and students who helped us organize the visits, our own professors 
Marco and Jeroen, our sponsors, the students who went on this trip, and last but not least my colleagues of 
the SSC. 
 
Dina Zaouid (Commissioner of Internal Affairs & Sponsoring Liaison) 
As one of the organizers, you always see things from a different perspective. Two years was the amount of 
time we spent to organize this study trip. And what is more amazing than seeing your hard work paying off? 
With a lot of proud we could say that this trip was an amazing experience for all of us. Every letter we wrote, 
every email we sent, every meeting we had, it was all more than worth it. In these two weeks, we learned a 
lot, saw a lot, and laughed a lot. The diversity of the visits, varying from academic universities to generic 
pharmaceutical drugs companies, covered many of the potential future perspectives for us as 
pharmaceutical students. It truly was an amazing trip; we will all cherish the laughter, joy and learning 
experiences for a lifetime.  
 
A big shout out to all the sponsors that have made this trip possible. To all the companies, universities, and 
institutes that were willing to host us. To our professors, Marco Siderius and Jeroen Kool that were very 
helpful before, during and even after the trip. And of course, a really big shout out to the whole group, who 
created an amazing vibe during the whole two weeks!  
 
Marieke de Rooij (Treasurer & Sponsoring Liaison) 
As treasurer of the study trip commission 2017, it was a pleasure to organize and work together reaching 
such an amazing trip! I must admit, the result of more than a year work was priceless and has been very 
informative. The students had an enthusiastic and academic attitude, which contributed to the learning 
environment. Professionals in a wide variety of pharmaceutical sciences introduced their subjects to our 
students. The visits were well-organized and gave us a pleasant and welcome feeling. Even though, Jeroen 
Kool and Marco Siderius had represented our university to their institutes at a high level. Also, the 
accommodations where the group including our assistant-professors stayed, were comfortable and I would 
like to thank all our sponsors for their contributions to organize this study trip to Montreal and Toronto. 
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Experiences of the supervisors 
 
Marco Siderius and Jeroen Kool 
Together with a group of eighteen students Pharmaceutical Sciences (Bachelor) and Drug Discovery and 
Safety (Master), we left Amsterdam on April first for a two-week study trip to Canada. This trip, bringing us 
to Montreal and Toronto, was comprised of both a scientific and cultural program, organized by the SSC 
committee. Immediately after arrival in Montreal, we all had to rely on the organisatory skills of the SSC, 
delivering our group to the first residence in Montreal that was ‘Like a Hotel’. A splendid place which was 
the start and endpoint of our excursions into scientific and cultural Montreal. As our group of travelers was 
a good mix of Bachelor and Master students, originating from various cultural backgrounds, we perfectly 
blended into Montreal, which is a very diverse city as judged by the street view, the restaurants and other 
‘cultural features’.  
 
Scientifically, Montreal had a wide variety of flavors ranging from a small Vaccine-producing startup Pnuvax 
(Don Gerson) where we were allowed to have sneak peek behind the scenes of a small biotech company to 
a much larger site (Pharmascience) producing generic drugs where lessons in efficiency, GMP 
standardization at a much larger scale with all the plusses and minuses were presented.  
Does this work for the students? What will they take along from these visits? Discussions on our way back 
to our Montreal basecamp taught us that these first visits already stirred up ideas and opinions about future 
activities. Next stops (perhaps more familiar to the students and ourselves); academic groups (IRIC, Michel 
Bouvier) and McGill Douglas Mental Health Institute, Brigitte Kieffer). What did we learn from those visits? 
 
Apart from the great science that was presented, the enthusiasm of our hosts and their willingness to share 
experience make a very deep impression. We already noticed some of our students who are contemplating 
a future carrier move to these outstanding scientific centers. Although we may lose these students at the 
VU, this is the kind of response you intend to get while on a study trip, I guess. So, is it all about science in 
Montreal? Certainly not! Mount Royale, The Museum of Fine Arts, The Olympic Dome, the spontaneous 
home-cooked dinner will not lightly be forgotten. 
 
Second week; further to Toronto: After the marvelous ride by train, we arrive in the big city. This town 
brings a tower, Niagara Falls, Royal Ontario museum, Ripleys Aquarium, the Blue Jays amongst others. But 
here again; fantastic visits to outstanding Academic groups. Lessons in who we are as humans and how to 
learn from the model cell organisms like Saccharomyces cerevisiae, zebrafish, fruit flies (Donnely Centre for 
Cellular and Biomolecular Research, Charles Boone, Jolanda van Leeuwen). How does a PhD graduate of the 
VU end up here? And next day again the same question, Claudiu Gradinaru (VU PhD) welcomes us at 
Biophysics and Physical Chem, Univ Toronto (Scott Prosser). Here we are treated to a scientific banquet 
that would suit any symposium. Looking at the responses of the students, we realize that we all (not just 
the students) experience the fun of research that drives a researcher. The same happens when visiting the 
Toxicology Dept (Jack Uetrecht), enthusiasm, good science and the warm welcome that is offered to our 
group. Did we only consume in Canada? Certainly not! The students have (re-)presented the VU and 
Pharmaceutical Sciences/DDS and their research projects during the various visits. It is very rewarding to 
see that already in their early development as academics know how to shine and convey their information. 
Did we learn something on this trip? Yes, we did and it was not just the students but also their supervisors 
who have learned a lot! So, thanks to all of the groups receiving us in Canada, thank you SSC, thank you Truc, 
Mitchell, Dina, Marieke, Amira, Betty, Danielle, Eun Jin, Isabelle, Lana, Maral, Natascha, Nick, Robin, Shaima, 
Soukaina, Valerie and Wayne for a very good experience! 
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Report of the day 

Sunday 2nd of April 
April the 2nd was the first full day in Canada after we landed the day before. We spent the day sightseeing 
and doing activities in Montreal. At 4 a.m. our group chat was already booming because some of us were 
jetlagged, so we tried to make it a productive day. We had two planned activities that day: the Montreal 
Biodôme and the Montreal Tower. But the Montreal Tower was closed that day so we had to come up with 
something else. At the Biodôme we walked through replicas of four ecosystems found at the American 
continent. It was a very fun activity to start our trip with and also great for the group bonding since not 
everybody knew each other prior to the study trip. After we finished at the Biodôme we figured it was a 
good idea to visit Mont Royal because the weather was great for being outdoors. After a quite adventurous 
walk going uphill in the snow (we dutchies are not used to that), we reached the highest point with a view 
of Montreal and it was absolutely worth it. Many photoshoots with the skyline background later, we wanted 
dinner. So, we walked to Plateau Mont-Royal, which we were told is the coolest neighborhood in Montreal. 
The group split up accordingly to who what wanted to eat, and I with five other people ended up at a 
delicious Japanese restaurant. To summarize the day, it was a great introduction to Montreal with a lot of 
sightseeing and walking, and also walking in a circle (thanks to our professor ☺). We explored our own 
neighborhood a bit, which was Cartier des Spectacles, and were prepared for the upcoming week in 
Montreal with academic and company visits.      

Monday 3rd of April 
PnuVax was established in 2008 in Montreal (Canada) under supervision of Dr. Donald Gerson and his 
family. The aim of this company is developing and manufacturing vaccines to multiple countries around the 
world. Currently, PnuVax is developing a vaccine for infants against pneumonia, a single leading disease 
that causes childhood death under age of five years worldwide. During our visit, we had the chance to 
understand the approach used by PnuVax to develop vaccine against several serotypes of pneumonia. It 
was a complete different experience, showing how they will go from small amounts that are used for studies 
to large scale productions providing vaccines for multiple countries. A complicated process that must be 
conducted in an accurate manner to produce a satisfying product. Dr. Donald Gerson told us about previous 
owners of the building of PnuVax and how they failed making it a good working company due to wrong 
efforts and lack of knowledge. The main message of this company was that next to the possession of good 
equipment, we also need smart people that are well educated, who use their brains to be a step ahead, who 
are involved and trained to be able to perform an exceptional work. This will lead to the development of a 
superior product that can save hundreds of lives.  

 
 

 
 
 

After climbing up Mont-Royal Group picture with Dr. Don Gerson, CEO of PnuVax Inc.   
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Tuesday 4th of April 
The 4th of April will definitely be remembered by its heavy rainfall, making our travel to the different 
cultural activities bothersome. In the morning we started off by visiting the Basilique Notre-Dame Montreal, 
an incredibly beautiful basilica built in gothic style in 1829. On the inside, the sides of the basilica were very 
dark, in contrast to the breathtaking colorful altar. As soon as everyone had experienced this basilica’s 
beauty, we continued our rainy journey towards the Pointe-à-Callière museum. Here we watched a short 
documentary on the history of Montreal, which finally answered our question why Montreal was a French-
speaking city. Apparently, Montreal had been colonized by France around 1600. In the 18 th century, the 
British started to dominate Montreal and changed its official language to English. However, the majority of 
inhabitants of Montreal were French-speakers 
and continued to do so, making the coexistence 
of both languages necessary. Afterwards we 
proceeded to the archeological exhibition and 
even found some time to see and interact with 
some 19th and 20th century telephones, which 
were nearly as amusing as our current 
smartphones ;). In the afternoon we enjoyed 
some grilled cheese sandwiches and vegan 
burgers downtown and continued our way 
home. In the evening, each group made 
separate dishes, which were shared by the 
whole group in the evening. Afterwards the 
whole group had a good laugh while playing 
charades. 

                  
Picture before digging into our ‘home-made’ food 

Wednesday 5th of April 
Today we have visit Pharmascience Inc., which is the 10th largest pharmaceutical company in Canada. 
Pharmascience Inc. is privately owned and is also Canada’s third largest maker in generic drugs. Generic 
drug is a pharmaceutical drug that is equivalent to a brand-name drug in terms of dosage, strength, route 
of administration and intended use. It contains the same active ingredients as the original and it usually 
becomes available after the patent of the original product expires. We visited an office in an industrial area 
in Dorval, a suburb of Montreal. Upon arrival, we were warmly welcomed by its employees. Through the 
presentations, we gained insight in the formulations and analytical chemistry department. This 
introduction was followed by a tour of various departments. The formulation department focuses on 
combining excipients with the active ingredient in a such way that the preparation is stable and acceptable 
to the patient. It was interesting to learn which factors were important in the formulation studies and how 
the formulation experiments were conducted in the laboratory. The analytical chemistry department on the 
other hand, was all about performing analytical chemistry method for quality control analyses and was 
involved in almost every stage of the drug development. By doing so, it ensured that the company meets 
FDA’s Good Laboratory Practice requirements. Our visit to Pharmascience Inc. gave us a good insight on 
how a commercial pharmaceutical company operates. It was an eye-opening experience since our academic 
program mainly focus on the research. Although the techniques used in the pharmaceutical industry were 
similar to those used in academia, the context was totally different, and different skills and abilities were 
required. Compared to an academic research, which is more about understanding and discovering empirical 
evidence of natural science, a company’s goal is pretty straightforward and clear. This could be interesting 
for students who don’t want to pursue his/ her career in research. However, working in a company also 
required abilities to work under a pressure in a fast pace environment, manage priorities and adapt to rapid 
changes.  
 
In the evening, we had free time so some of us decided to go to a famous poutine restaurant “La Banquise”. 
Poutine is a Canadian dish that was originated in Quebec and it is basically a fast-food dish made of French 
fries and cheese curds topped with gravy. La Banquise is known for having more than thirty different sorts 
of poutine so we were pretty excited to try it out. Our expectations didn’t turn into a disappointment and 
we had a great evening enjoying our poutine. we went home early since most of us still had jetlag and we 
also had another visit the next day. 
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Poutine at La Banquise     After our visit with Radu Ropot & Smita Debnath from 
jhPharmascience 

Thursday 6th of April 
In the morning we paid a visit to the institute for research in immunology and cancer (IRIC), which is part 
of Université de Montréal. We were very warmly received with coffee and muffins at 8.30 a.m. Marc Terrien, 
Martine Taymond and Nadine Beauger gave presentations about IRIC, the graduate study program in 
Systems Biology and the commercialization of research, respectively. Moreover, two students of the VU gave 
a presentation about the VU and the bachelor program of Pharmaceutical Sciences and the master program 
of Drug, Discovery and Safety. After that, Manon Valiquette and Benoit St-Jacques guided us through the 
IRIC laboratories and core facilities. Later this morning Michel Bouvier presented research from IRIC about 
the architecture and spatio-temporal propagation of GPCR signaling in living cells, Marco Siderius presented 
research from the VU about HCMV-encoded vGPCRs; oncomodulatory signaling and targeting with 
nanobodies and Anne Marinier presented research from IRIC about the discovery of a first-in-class PAR4 
antagonist as a novel antithrombotic. All the presentations were very interesting and it was a great 
experience to hear about research done in other institutes in the world. IRIC also had organized a very nice 
lunch for our students and it was an opportunity to talk with IRIC students, PhDs and professors. After the 
visit to IRIC, it was raining cats and dogs. We had planned to go to the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, but 
were recommended by Julie Mantovani to first go to Saint Joseph's Oratory, since it was nearby. Because, it 
didn’t stop raining after our visit to Saint Joseph's Oratory, we went to the museum by bus. The museum 
had several floors with different collections of art. In the evening we had a group dinner. We could bring 
our own drinks to the restaurant, so we brought bottles of wine. The restaurant was chic and served really 
nice steaks and fish. We had a great time together.  
 
 

On the screen, next to the elevator. Thank you IRIC!                     Learning about IRIC and the opportunities to study there 
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Friday 7th of April 

The 7th of April marked our last day in Montreal. We visited the Douglas Mental Health University Institute. 
Upon arrival Brigitte Kiefer welcomed us saying we had bad luck with the weather. The weather in Montreal 
around this time of the year is either very cold and snowy or sunny. But that day it was raining and the sun 
was nowhere to be seen. We learned that the Douglas institute not only provides patient care but also 
advances and shares knowledge in mental health. This institute is the second largest mental health research 
center in Canada, with around 200 to 300 scientific publications per year. They had multidisciplinary 
approach to research that combines the neurosciences, clinical experience and psychosocial factors. 
Expanding the knowledge base related to the causes of mental illness helps them to improve diagnostic 
tools and treatments, which extend beyond Canada’s borders. Brigitte guided us through the building to a 
lecture hall where we would spend the rest of the day. The first presentation was given by Brigitte herself, 
during which she explained more about the Douglas Research Center followed by a talk about opiates and 
the brain. The next two presentations were about brain imaging in schizophrenia and how neurons give 
rise to behavior.  After a short break Naguib Mechawar, director of the Douglas-Bell Canada Brain Bank, told 
us about the largest Brain Bank in Canada. This Brain Bank coordinates the brain donation process. They 
store and prepare brain specimens and distribute samples to researchers throughout the world. Their 
mission of providing the scientific community with brain samples is to achieve advances in treatment, cure 
and prevention of disorders. Naguib brought our group to the Brain Bank where we saw all the brain tissue 
stored. We learned that the Brain Bank is operational 24/7 and there are more than 3000 human brains 
stored. We returned to the lecture hall and had a lunch break. Afterwards, our professors Jeroen Kool and 
Marco Siderius presented about our research at the VU University. Then it was time for the so-called 
Datablitz, short presentations from our students and the Canadian students.  It was a very educational day 
for all of us. Leaving the institute, we realized it was already so late and we should go back to the hotel to 
get ready for the train journey of the next day, and rest. In the bus, we recognized a Canadian student who 
was with us at the institute.  We told him we were leaving the next day and he recommended us not to miss 
the opportunity to go out once in Montreal. He said: ‘people come from Toronto to experience night life in 
Montreal’. Our plan changed. We went back to the hotel, packed our suitcases and dressed up to go out that 
night.  

Saturday 8th of April 
Our first week had passed by in Canada and we had to say goodbye to Montreal early in the morning. At 
around 7.00 a.m., the quiet streets of Montreal were woken up by the loud sound our suitcases were making 
on our way to the metro station. At the very moment when all 20 of us were on the escalators at the metro 
station, the escalators suddenly stopped working. Everyone had to carry their heavy luggage downstairs 
and we jokingly decided not to go on other escalators all at once anymore. At punctually 8.55 a.m., our train 
left the beautiful city Montreal to the wonderful city Toronto. The trip to Toronto took approximately 5 
hours. Everyone spent the trip doing what they like. To sum it up: we laughed a lot, took some naps, played 
games, filled in puzzles, had food and checked our social media as we had Wi-Fi in the train. Something we 
all enjoyed during the trip was the beautiful nature of Canada. When we first took off, we saw the beautiful 
landscape where parts were covered with snow. We passed through different cities such as Kingston and 
saw the beautiful lake that borders the USA. In the afternoon, we arrived in Toronto. We walked outside 
and were surprised by the tall and modern buildings we saw. We were also very lucky that the weather was 
great. A few days before we arrived in Toronto it had snowed, but now the sun was shining and it really felt 
like spring!  On our way to the hotel we got an idea of what Toronto was like. We had free time in the 
afternoon, so everyone started discussing what to do in this beautiful city. In general people went to see the 
famous Eaton Centre, Dundas Square, the Nathan Phillips Square and people took pictures with the well-
known Toronto sign. Overall, our first day was pretty amazing in Toronto.  
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Sunday 9th of April 
The 9th of April was our day off and we were in luck because the sun was shining. So, it was the perfect day 
to explore the beautiful city of Toronto. Armed with cameras, food, maps and a good mood we were the 
ultimate tourists to explore Toronto! A few kilometers and a lot of pictures later, we arrived at the ferry to 
go to the Toronto Islands. A few minutes on the ferry, and we had the best view of the skyline of Toronto 
that was shining in the Canadian sun. Naturally, we had a photo-shoot (or selfie-shoot if you will) on the 
ferry with the skyline on the background. Also, the I-look-away-casually-and-pretend-not-to-notice-that-a-
picture-is-being-taken picture could not be missed. When the ferry ride was over, we were still not done 
taking pictures of the Toronto skyline and ourselves. Finally, after almost taking up all the space on the 
camera’s memory card, we went on our way to explore. Even though the summertime did not yet start and 
so a lot of attractions were not open, we did have a lot of fun. After the beach of the Island we went to Snake 
Island and the farm. When we were done exploring the Islands we went to a restaurant on the Island, to 
refuel and rest our very tired feet. After a delicious lunch, we continued our walk to the ferry. Dinnertime! 
As very wise students we had the best and healthiest dinner of all, pizza! Naturally, we had to go to Eaton 
Centre to get the pizza. This was the best excuse to first shop a little (or a lot)… Finishing our pizza in Eaton 
Centre we were very tired, had very sore feet and were even more broke. We came up with the best idea 
ever, go to the hotel and go to bed.   

Monday 10th of April  
At a certain morning during our trip we gathered in front of our hotel to get on the bus to Canada’s most 
famous natural hotspot: the Niagara Falls. The sun was shining, the birds were whistling and the bus made 
it to our hotel exactly in time. What could go wrong you would say? Well, after leaving Toronto we were 
driving on the highway when suddenly a sound from the front of the bus appeared: a certain technical 
problem with the engine arose. Being responsible for some fifty persons in the bus, the bus driver could not 
do anything but pulling the bus over after leaving the highway. Gladly, we were able to continue our trip to 
the Falls since the travel company sent a new bus to our location that only would cost us half an hour. The 
bus trip itself already evoked some nostalgic feelings of primary and high school bus excursions, but 
standing next to the bus due to technical problems completed it. The time we needed to wait felt like it were 
only a few seconds, since some of the students knew some good riddles that entertained the rest of us. After 
arriving at the “American side” of the Niagara Falls I was a little bit disappointed at first. The distance to the 
Falls themselves was pretty big and being that far from the action the water flow and falls did not seem that 
special. However, when we descended to the water in order to get on the boat that would takes us closer to 
the Falls, my impression quite changed. Seeing billions of liters of water falling in front of you each minute 
is quite impressive at least. The boat took us literally into the Canadian part of the Niagara Falls and, apart 
of getting a heavy shower, this was really amazing. Subsequently, we had to return to the bus at 2 p.m. in 
order to be transported to the Canadian side of the Falls. Some people of the group did not join the rest of 
us then, because at that moment they were flying in a helicopter 200 m above the Falls back then. Although 
there is a high chance that those fifteen minutes were the most expensive minutes of their life, according to 
them the experience was worth it every penny. Some of us performed another photo-shoot above the 
Canadian Falls and some very nice movies of the flowing water together with the rainbow that appeared 

were made.  Next, we went to a small old town in the 
neighborhood of the Niagara Falls. The bus was not 
allowed to drop us in the center of the town and so 
we either had to walk or make use of a shuttle bus 
service. The small town had some real nice stores 
and old English-style inns with special kinds of beer, 
so we could all enjoy our time there in our own 
desired way.  Finally, we went to a vineyard that was 
close to this small town. The hosts were very 
welcome to us and we were allowed to taste some of 
Canada’s finest wines there. The first four red and 
white wines were pretty okay, but the last two were 
unbelievably tasteful. This was not a big surprise for 
the wine experts amongst us: the ice wine appears to 
be one of the greatest wines in the world and is very 

expensive to buy in the Netherlands. The wine tasting marked the end of the organized program of this day, 
the only thing left was to get on the bus back to Toronto. There we spent our evening in smaller groups. 
Together with some other people I went eating Pho in a Vietnamese restaurant. This very nice dinner was 
followed by spending the rest of the evening in a board game café: a concept that was new to us Dutchmen.  
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Tuesday 11th of April 
After spending the previous day at the beautiful Niagara Falls, we had to reconvene at 8:30 a.m. in the lobby 
of the hotel. Some chose to grab a quick breakfast, others preferred some extra sleep. Once gathered, we 
headed to Donnelly Centre for Cellular and Biomolecular Research by foot. After a 30-minute walk, we 
received a warm welcome in their beautiful facilities. Especially, the in-house garden was very impressive. 
After an informal but inspiring lecture by Charlie Boone on the history of the research center, two groups 
were formed for a tour around the facilities. Jolanda van Leeuwen, a former PhD student at the VU, showed 
the first group the laboratories in which they worked on the genome of yeast. One of the goals in these labs 
is to make single and double mutants to determine the importance of certain genes in yeast. The second 
group got a tour through different labs. In these labs, they worked with zebra fish and drosophila’s. An 
example of their research is their alternate way of screening compounds. Instead of performing in vitro high 
throughput screenings, they performed in vivo screenings in zebrafish. This way several factors which may 
become an issue in a later stage of drug development are already tackled, for instance metabolic stability. 
After lunch the groups were switched to get the second tour. Once these inspiring tours were over, the hosts 
were thanked with some gifts containing typical Dutch goodies and we went on to visit the Royal Ontario 
Museum. Because of the very broad collection of the museum the group naturally divided into several 
groups, some were more interested in the Egyptian artefacts, others took their time to look at the dinosaur 
collection, but most of us were intrigued by the mineral collection and spend most of our time looking at 
these magnificent stones. Because there were no more obligations that day everybody was free to plan their 
own evening, but because there was another important day coming on Wednesday most of us decided to 
grab a quick bite at the Eaton center and head to bed early. 

                                                                         
              In the lab at the Donnelly Centre 

Wednesday 12th of April  
Waking up in the early morning before 7 a.m. was one thing, sitting in a bus for almost 1 hour, while being 
driven to the university of Toronto in Mississauga, was another. Nevertheless, a wonderful day was 
organized for us, starting with a short but interesting tour around campus with dr. Prosser. I heard all the 
buildings were near a Starbucks, which sugar coated the cold for a while. The brief tour ended in KNL1220, 
where we were welcomed by an old VU acquaintance: dr. Gradinaru. Dr Gradinaru finished his PhD in the 
Netherlands where he came to know dr. Frese from the physics (!) department, an acquaintance of many of 
us. His welcoming remarks were followed by a series of presentations by professors about their current 
fields of interest. GPCRs were very popular, as these receptors are also very important in the human body. 
Not only knowledge acquisition about certain GPCRs was important: some GPCRs are also targeted for 
anticancer strategies. Beside all that, we were introduced to methods for better research, visualizing energy 
transfers of single molecules, distinguishing between different conformations of GPCRs and how to carry 
out isotropic enrichment efficiently. It was interesting to see that many different aspects of research come 
together to work and to be able to work. In silico, in vitro and in vivo experiments have much more to say 
when combined robustly, than alone. Just by finding a nice binding conformation in silico, does not mean 
that it is met in real life. Or if you find a crystal structure of a receptor, you cannot tell how it behaves in the 
human body (because of the different conformations), and if you target the receptor in vitro, you cannot say 
much about how it works in vivo, in humans. But not only the biochemical insight is needed here, also the 
physical insights are needed to produce strategies to obtain the needed knowledge. It was interesting to see 
that different departments actually have to work together to make an impact. And how a conference as such 
forms a platform to find potential collaboration partners for research in your field of interest. The day ended 
with a beautiful buffet and a chance to chat with local students.  
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Thursday 13th of April 
On Thursday the 13th of April, we visited the research group of Dr. Jack Uetrecht at the department of 
pharmacy at the University of Toronto. This visit was the last academic visit of the trip and during this visit 
we were given a tour around their department and working spaces. At the beginning of the visit, we were 
given an introduction in what the different graduate and undergraduate programs were that the institution 
offers. Most of the students attending the facility were Pharmacy students. These students had to have at 
least 2 years of pre-university education before they were able to enroll in the pharmacy program. The 
program itself lasts 4 years and focusses mainly on patient care. The other program, they offer, is the 
pharmaceutical chemistry program. This program is followed by graduate school. The focus on this program 
lies on training the students in how to conduct research and set up their own research plan. Most of the 
students that helped organize this visit were also graduate students from the pharmaceutical chemistry 
program. After this short introduction, Dr. Jack Uetrecht himself enlightened us with a presentation about 
his research on Idiosyncratic Drug Reactions (IDRs). He told us about the correlation between covalent 
bonding and IDRs and that most drugs that are associated with IDRs don’t form toxic reactants during 
metabolism and that IDRs are almost always dose-independent. He, therefore, continued by telling us more 
about his own predictive model for these serious adverse reactions. In this model, he emphasizes the need 
to understand the underlying mechanisms of IDRs and that most of them are immune mediated.  Dr. 
Uetrecht’s presentation was followed by the presentations of Alastair Mak and Tiffany Cho who are both 
students of Dr. Utrecht. Alastair told us about the first valid animal model used for IDR and how this model 
uses Alanine Transaminase (ALT) as a measure for liver injury. Tiffany Cho told us about their way of testing 
of mitochondrial dysfunction caused by drugs that 
induce electron chain inhibition, especially complex 1 
inhibition. The rest of the morning was filled with 
presentations of our own research group and 
presentations of both our bachelor students about the 
undergraduate program. After the visit to the research 
center, we visited Casa Loma, which is one of Toronto’s 
last castles. This one was situated on a hill and was 
built at the beginning of the 20th century and belonged 
to Sir Henry Mill Pellatt and his wife. After the visit to 
Casa Loma, most of us returned to the hotel. In the 
evening we had dinner reservations at the Keg 
Mansion.  
           At the Leslie Dan Faculty of Pharmacy  

Friday 14th of April 
Friday 14th of April, vendredi saint, or good Friday. One of the last days of our trip on which we had a few 
cultural activities planned. First, we visited Ripley’s Aquarium of Canada. One of the biggest aquariums we 
have ever been to, filled with beautiful animals. The 3 galleries that stood out the most for me, were the 

Dangerous Lagoon, where you got transported through an 
underwater tunnel by a moving walkway and got to see an 
infinite lot of different sharks and other fearsome-looking 
animals, Ray Bay, where you got to see the rays feed out of 
the diver’s hands, but most of all could come up close at the 
hands-on experience at the top of the bay and Planet Jellies, 
with its backlit 
and color-

changing 
displays which 
made these 

special animals look even more special.  Next on, we went to 
the Toronto Blue Jays game vs the Baltimore Orioles. An 
amazing game where we got to see five homeruns 
(unfortunately four of them by the Baltimore Orioles), a bat 
split in dozens of pieces but most of all where we got to 
experience the amazing enthusiasm of the Canadians during 
the game. Last, but definitely not least, we visited the CN tower, where we had the chance to look over the 
beautiful city of Toronto from 346 meters high. The city lit up beautifully in the dark and you could see 
incredibly far. Altogether it was an amazing day to remember! 
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Saturday 15th of April 
It is nearly the end of our trip. Our last full day in Toronto, a nice sunny Saturday. There was no schedule 
anymore for today, everybody could do what they want with their free time. Most people went to see more 
of the city. A part of the group went to the St. Lawrence market. This is a really nice market with fresh 
groceries, a little bit similar to our weekly markets all over Amsterdam. After dinner, some people of the 
group that haven’t been to the CN tower yet, went for a visit. We thought of the beautiful sunset picture, but 
unfortunately, everybody else thought of that as well. So, the line was pretty long when we came there. The 
view at night was still breath taking and we enjoyed ourselves a lot, especially at the glass floor, which was 
terrifying for some. At the end of the day most of the girls went out to the club Rebel. And the rest of us went 
for a beer (barking squirrel) at the Imperial pub. That was the end of our last full day in Toronto. On the 
next day, we flew back to the Netherlands. 

We arrived home safe and sound!  
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The students’ experiences 
 
I have experienced this study trip as a very 
interesting and educational journey. It was 
nice that there was a combination of 
company visits and academic visits so I could 
see the contrast between these two work areas 
since I’m still figuring out if I want to work 
in academia or in the industry. We had 
lectures from many inspirational speakers 
and they showed us how important science 
and research is and how important it is that 
people engage in it. Additionally, we also 
explored Montreal and Toronto as cities and 
have seen a small part of Canada which for 
me was also an experience I would never 
wanted to miss. – Amira Ramic 

 
Our visit to Canada was marvelous, we have felt all 
kindness, politeness and hospitality of the people of this 
country. They made us feel home and did everything 
possible to send us back home with important messages 
that will help us build our career. They took all the 
effort to answer each and every question we had and 
made us understand how everything works. We are 
back with new insights, knowledge and ideas to 
continue our journey in research and development. 
Canada on itself is a very beautiful country to visit due 
to the diversity, landscapes and history. You can never 
get bored and there is always something interesting to 
discover about her cities. – Betty Al Araaj 

 
 
 
I have definitely enjoyed our study trip to Canada. It was 
extremely interesting to learn more about the work from 
different research groups. All groups had different focuses 
and approaches and we are truly thankful for all the 
researchers that have allowed us to see their perspective on 
science. Fortunately, we have also had the chance to explore 
the Canadian culture. We’ve seen two great but very 
different cities, Montreal and Toronto, and in both cities 
Canadians have been very welcoming and friendly to us, 
with no exceptions. All in all, this trip has taught us 
different perspectives on science and will definitely 
contribute to our career, but had also shown us the beauty 
of Canada and its inhabitants, which will surely force us to 
revisit this great country in the future. – Danielle Bianchi 
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This study trip was in one word amazing. The trip 
was well organized and the balance between 
academic visits and cultural activities was good. 
The visits really helped us to understand what is 
relevant in the field of pharmaceutical sciences. I 
think everybody benefited from this trip. Whether 
you are orientating for a master degree or looking 
for a PhD position or looking for a job in a 
pharmaceutical company. It was great to visit 
world’s top institutes and to see what they are 
actually working on. The study trip also created a 
nice opportunity to meet and network with other 
people from our field.  – Eun Jin Jang 

 
 
 

 
 The study trip to Canada was a great 
experience! We paid visits to several 
universities and different departments and 
two companies. To me, it was really 
interesting to experience the ambiance in 
pharmaceutical companies in Canada. 
Moreover, the lectures at the universities 
were interesting too. We were told about 
several researches in for instance pharmacy, 
toxicology and neuroscience. Besides, the 
cultural activities were amazing. Especially 
the Niagara Falls. Some other highlights to 
me were the Mont royal, Notre-Dame, CN 
tower and the baseball game. And the 
shopping in Canada was really nice.  
– Isabelle Koning 

 
 

The study trip to Canada is for me one of the 
nicest things I have done so far during my 
study years. I really enjoyed my time in 
Montreal and Toronto. The group was amazing 
and we had the best supervisors with us. I 
learnt so much from the academic visits and I 
finally had the opportunity to see how things 
work in pharmaceutical companies, be it a 
small family company like PnuVax or a big 
company like Pharmascience. At last I want to 
say I am so grateful for the new friendships I 
made during this trip. – Lana Karim 
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An unforgettable trip. Canada, oh Canada, you were great to us! 
From the very first moment until the very last, I cannot say more than that I enjoyed every 
second of my trip. Canada has a wonderful nature, from the breath-taking Niagara Falls to the 
amazing view from the Mont-Royal. It was truly great to see two different kinds of cities in 
Canada. Both Montreal and Toronto were both so different, but both beautiful in its own way. 
The francophone Montreal reminded me of Europe, particularly France, with a North-
American influence. While the high buildings, modern style and diversity of Toronto reminded 
me of New York City. As a traveler, I loved seeing both ways of living and cities.  Also, every 
single university and company visit was very instructive. We have seen new research in our 
fields but also subjects we already 
know. Seeing how similar research is 
performed in another part of the world 
has broadened my way of thinking. 
Even though, we had read the articles 
of the institutions in advance seeing the 
research and hearing more about it 
gives a deeper insight of the research. 
Learning about fields that were new to 
us, but close to our research field was 
great, as one has to keep learning more 
about the research in the scientific 
world. I would like to thank all the 
companies and universities for having 
us, the presentations, showing us their 
labs and their hospitality.  
– Maral Nazarian 
 
 

The study trip as a whole was an amazing and 
useful experience. Composed of visits to 
companies with interesting, essential products 
and distinctive business models, renowned 
universities with word-class researchers and 
speakers in the fields of our scientific interest, 
cultural excursions with fellow students and 
professors, I would consider the study trip as 
something that every student should 
participate in. Such a trip gives you the same 
happy feeling as enjoying your regular 
holidays, but next to this it offers a lot more. 
It shows you how top-notch research is being 
conducted outside your own country, it 
provides you with insights in potentially 
interesting connections and positions for 
internships and thereby may lead to new steps 

in your academic career. I am currently thinking of doing, if I am able to, an internship at one 
of the universities we visited myself. Although at first I considered the goal of the study trip 
tending to be a bit of a cliché, after experiencing it myself I can say that this study trip indeed 
lived up to those words: it broadened my horizon. – Nick Bergkamp 
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It was an amazing trip full of 
interesting lectures and 
astonishing sightseeing’s. The 
dynamic in the group was great 
and I want to thank all the 
sponsors and hosts who made 
this unforgettable trip possible.  
– Robin Den Besten 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Canada was good to us, as far as I can 
speak for everyone. A multicultural 
country with a love for politeness and 
poutine. At the universities, we were given 
helpful insights as to where we could steer 
our careers. And outside the universities 
we were given a nice welcome by the locals, 
with a boost in confidence in humanity. 
The big streets and bigger buildings were 
rather freeing than intimidating. It’s like a 
paradox, feeling at home in a country, 
thousands of miles away from home. The 
cutesy houses in Montreal, Niagara Falls, 
the food courts in the malls… Will 
definitely be visited again. – Shaima Ayubi 

 
 
 
Overall, the trip was definitely well 
organized and consisted of the right number 
of academic visits and cultural visits to keep 
the students focused and engaged. The 
academic visits themselves were not just 
educational and useful, but inspiring as well. 
We were given the opportunity to see 
cutting-edge research from up-close and to 
meet a few of the most interesting and 
ambitious people within drug discovery and 
medicinal chemistry. One of them might 
even win the Noble prize one day. It was 
very inspiring to see how most researchers 
dedicate their time, energy, knowledge, and 
resources to create vaccines, medicines, and 
other solutions to help the world, especially 
those forgotten by major drug companies. As 
a student, to be able to experience that was 
very humbling and motivational. – Soukaina 
Abouhssen 
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This study trip to Montreal and Toronto 
was one of the most amazing trips I have 
ever been on. We got the opportunity to 
visit several companies and universities 
where we got to meet very interesting and 
inspiring people. It was great to see the 
similarities and also the differences in how 
the people within the universities operate 
compared to what we are used to and to 
look at the running of things within the 
companies at the other side of the world. 
The trip was a perfect combination of 
academic visits and cultural activities to 
really get to know two beautiful cities. I 
enjoyed every bit of it and I hope to be back 
someday! – Valerie Kleuver 
 
 
 

For my first time in Canada I 
was amazed by the country 
itself and cities she had to offer. 
The diversity of the cities is 
really nice. Our visits to 
different companies and 
universities gave a really good 
in-depth view of how chemistry 
is developing in Canada. A lot of 
good opportunities were 
presented to us to develop 
further. For example, 
internships, master programs 
and PhD options. Canada is 
definitely a place for me for an 
internship or a PhD. Some 
highlights as the Niagara Falls, 

CN tower and Montreal mountain were very nice visits with amazing views. Overall it was a 
nice educational and fun visit to Canada. Will see you again soon!  – Wayne Chang 
 
 
I think that I will speak for a lot of people 
who went on this trip, that we have 
learned a lot! We had a taste of how it is to 
study in Canada. We also learned that 
Canada is an awesome country with very 
amazing cities. Besides learning a lot, we 
also had a lot of fun. Overall the study trip 
was an amazing experience and I would 
definitely recommend it. I especially fell in 
love with Toronto and I know that I will 
be back there very soon! I would like to 
thank the universities and companies that 
we have visited for their hospitality. Also, the VU for helping making this happen, but a special 
thanks is for the board of the SSC for arranging the whole trip and all the visits in Canada.  
- Natascha Krikke 
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