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CALL FOR PROPOSALS – SCAHT RESEARCH PROGRAM 2029-2032


The Swiss Centre for Applied Human Toxicology (SCAHT, http://www.scaht.org/) was founded in 2009 and registered as a foundation in 2014. It belongs to the Swiss Article 15 Institutions of national importance and is funded by the Swiss Confederation and the Universities of Basel, Geneva, Lausanne and the FHNW School of Life Sciences. Its mission is to protect human health and contribute to a safer and healthier environment by advancing the science of human regulatory toxicology to benefit society.
SCAHT research funding aims to fill an existing funding gap in Switzerland for applied toxicological research translating to regulatory use. Therefore, SCAHT funds integrated Swiss collaborative research projects that address topics related to human health and that are internationally recognized as areas of high concern. 
Context of SCAHT research
Chemical safety assessment is increasingly shifting from traditional animal testing towards human-relevant, mechanism-based approaches based on New Approach Methodologies, Artificial Intelligence and Next Generation Risk Assessment. Major international initiatives, including the adoption of the “European Roadmap towards phasing out animal testing for chemical safety assessment”, are accelerating this transformation. 
The current SCAHT funded research program gives priority to major human health issues of regulatory concern, i.e. neurotoxicity and endocrine disruption. These were explicitly identified by ECHA as key regulatory challenge areas within its “Key Areas of Regulatory Challenge” (KARC) framework. Given their continued scientific and regulatory importance, these focus areas have been maintained for the 2029–2032 funding period.
Call for proposals
On the basis of the above-mentioned developments, the SCAHT aims at establishing two Swiss regulatory toxicology flagship projects, demonstrating how human-relevant New Approach Methodologies (NAMs), mechanistic biomarkers, and integrated kinetics can support Next Generation Risk Assessment (NGRA). To this end, Swiss research groups are invited to develop proposals within the 2029–2032 research program, focusing on the assessment of chemicals affecting female reproductive health and the nervous system.


The SCAHT seeks project proposals that integrate hazard and internal exposure assessment, e.g. by using cutting-edge NAMs and kinetic modelling, and generally encourages the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI). The final goal is the establishment of in vitro/in silico tools with high confidence levels for regulatory application within NGRA frameworks. Biological plausibility, reproducibility, and toxicological relevance should be demonstrated and applicability domains defined according to the principles of scientific validation:
· Set-up of appropriate test methods (according to Crofton et al. 2011[footnoteRef:1]). [1:  Crofton KM, Mundy WR, Lein PJ, Bal-Price A, Coecke S, Seiler AE, Knaut H, Buzanska L, Goldberg A. Developmental neurotoxicity testing: recommendations for developing alternative methods for the screening and prioritization of chemicals. ALTEX. 2011;28(1):9-15. PMID: 21311847.] 

· Demonstrate stable in vitro/in silico tool performance.
· Verify that key biological pathways respond appropriately.
· Show that known pathways of toxicity are represented.
· Show within (intra-) or between (inter-)laboratory validation.
· Test a panel of reference chemicals, including known negatives and positives.
· Define sensitivity, specificity, and assay variability.
Each proposed project should be built on a collaborative effort of a project lead who is currently a member of the SCAHT and research groups from Swiss institutions.
1) Disease-based focus areas
The SCAHT is seeking project proposals in the two following topic areas: 
· Female Reproductive Toxicity Assessment 
· Chronic Neurotoxicity Assessment with a Focus on Neurodegeneration 



Topic 1: Female Reproductive Toxicity Assessment Using Advanced NAMs
Objective
Develop an integrated, animal-free and human-relevant testing framework for the assessment of female reproductive toxicity based on human-relevant biological pathways. The project may focus on any biological process required for successful female reproduction, ranging from female germ cell development to childbirth. Relevant target organs and processes may include ovarian function, folliculogenesis, oocyte maturation, fertilization, implantation, placental development and function, pregnancy maintenance, and parturition. As female reproduction is highly regulated by the endocrine system, pathways relevant to endocrine disruption should be included where appropriate. If test systems of other than human origin are used, their human relevance must be scientifically justified.
Scope
The SCAHT seeks project proposals that will establish test methods for identifying and characterizing key events (KEs) relevant for female reproductive toxicity according to the adverse outcome pathway (AOP) concept. Proposals may focus on one or more key biological processes involved in reproductive dysfunction, including but not limited to impaired gametogenesis, disrupted endocrine signalling, altered implantation, placental dysfunction, adverse pregnancy outcomes, and developmental processes affecting reproductive success.
Where established AOPs are not available, applicants are encouraged to develop putative AOPs, optionally in collaboration with the SCAHT directorate. Human-relevant NAMs should preferentially be based on hiPSC-derived and/or primary human cell systems representing relevant reproductive and endocrine tissues.
Advanced in vitro model results shall be integrated with kinetic modelling approaches to establish quantitative relationships between exposure and biological response. Particular emphasis should be placed on exposure scenarios relevant to female reproductive health, including sensitive windows of susceptibility where appropriate. Based on integrated biological pathways and/or chemical modes-of-action, predictive biomarker identification should facilitate regulatory uptake and implementation within NGRA frameworks.
Key Deliverables
· Human-relevant NAM(s) covering critical pathways involved in female reproductive toxicity.
· Development of predictive biomarkers for screening, prioritization, and mechanistic characterization of chemicals.
· Establishment of concentration-response relationships.
· Integration of in vitro-to-human kinetics (PBPK required, IVIVE encouraged).
· Evaluation of reference chemicals and real-world case studies suitable for NGRA applications.
· Generation of regulatory-relevant data supporting animal-free safety assessment of chemicals affecting female reproductive health.
Competences
A multidisciplinary consortium integrating e.g. reproductive biology, endocrinology, stem cell technologies, toxicology, systems biology, computational modelling, biomarker discovery, exposure science, and regulatory science.


Topic 2: Chronic Neurotoxicity Assessment with a Focus on Neurodegeneration Using Advanced NAMs
Objective
Develop an integrated, animal-free and human-relevant testing framework for the assessment of chronic neurotoxicity and neurodegeneration based on human-relevant biological pathways. The project may focus on any process contributing to the maintenance or dysfunction of the nervous system across the lifespan, including neuronal and glial function, neuroinflammation, synaptic integrity, neuronal network activity, protein homeostasis, blood-brain barrier function, and processes associated with age-related neurodegenerative diseases. The link of the proposed work to neurodegeneration has to be laid out. If test systems of other than human origin are used, their human relevance must be scientifically justified.
Scope
The SCAHT seeks project proposals that will establish test methods for identifying and characterizing KEs relevant for chronic neurotoxicity and neurodegeneration according to the AOP concept. Proposals may focus on one or more key biological processes associated with neurodegenerative disorders, including but not limited to neuroinflammation, mitochondrial dysfunction, impaired proteostasis, oxidative stress, synaptic dysfunction, axonal degeneration, and blood-brain barrier impairment.
Where established AOPs are not available, applicants are encouraged to develop putative AOPs, optionally in collaboration with the SCAHT directorate. Human-relevant NAMs should preferentially be based on hiPSC-derived neuronal, glial, blood-brain barrier, or brain organoid models. Advanced in vitro model results shall be integrated with kinetic modelling approaches to establish quantitative relationships between exposure, target tissue dosimetry, and biological response. Particular emphasis should be placed on repeated and long-term exposure scenarios relevant to chronic toxicity and neurodegenerative disease processes. Based on integrated biological pathways and/or chemical modes-of-action, predictive biomarker identification should facilitate regulatory uptake and implementation within NGRA frameworks.
Key Deliverables
· Human-relevant NAM(s) covering critical pathways involved in chronic neurotoxicity and neurodegeneration.
· Development of predictive biomarkers for screening, prioritization, and mechanistic characterization of chemicals.
· Establishment of concentration-response relationships.
· Integration of in vitro-to-human kinetics (PBK modelling required, IVIVE encouraged), including considerations of blood-brain barrier transport and brain exposure where relevant.
· Evaluation of reference chemicals and real-world case studies suitable for NGRA applications.
· Generation of regulatory-relevant data supporting animal-free safety assessment of chemicals affecting the nervous system.
Competences
A multidisciplinary consortium integrating e.g. neurobiology, stem cell technologies, toxicology, systems biology, bioinformatics, computational modelling, biomarker discovery, exposure science, and regulatory science.

2) Criteria to take into consideration for developing projects
The following aspects are related to the desired outcome of the SCAHT research program and will be taken into account in the evaluation process:
· An indicative annual budget of CHF 650,000–800,000 in federal funding, for a duration of 4 years per project.
· The project lead must be employed by one of the current SCAHT member higher education institutions, i.e., the University of Basel, the University of Geneva, the University of Lausanne, or the FHNW School of Life Sciences, for at least the duration of the funding period.
· Successful projects are expected to be co-funded through in-kind contributions[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  Research projects are expected to provide sufficient resources of their own to ensure proper conduct and completion of the project in the form of staff, infrastructure, materials and equipment. These resources form part of the beneficiary’s in-kind contribution to the SCAHT and will, as a minimum, have to match SCAHT funding. As part of the Annual Report the beneficiary will be asked to list in-kind or other contributions, he/she has received in the accounting year.
] 

· Proposals should be built on the principles of scientific excellence and demonstrate a recognizable contribution by SCAHT researchers to human applied toxicology and to continued building of expertise in specific domains.
· The desired output of a research project should guide which methods and resources are needed, not vice versa. 
· Promoting a strong and tight-knit research network across the SCAHT is seen as essential for achieving success. Synergies of SCAHT research groups with research groups in their fields at an international level are viewed as beneficial (however, international groups cannot receive SCAHT funding).
· Significant contributions to the SCAHT include involvement in and impact on international efforts (regulatory science activities such as expert committees, revision of test guidelines, AOP development, further funding acquisition, etc.), as well as in the active contribution to toxicology training and education in Switzerland.
· Studies including inter-individual variability, sex-specific responses to physiological and/or toxicological stimuli, or epigenetic aspects are encouraged.

3) Process for development of the 2029-2032 SCAHT Research Program
The application process consists of a two-step procedure. In the first step, applicants are asked to develop a pre-proposal outlining their idea and indicating partners, to be submitted by October 15, 2026. Pre-proposals for the two Focus Areas will undergo an initial evaluation by the SCAHT Directorate, with support from its Scientific Advisory Board and its Strategic Support Group of the Federal Offices. 
Applicants selected at this first stage will be invited to submit a full proposal as the second step, with an application deadline of February 28, 2027. The evaluation of the full proposals will be carried out by a panel of international subject-matter experts.
The two selected proposals will be part of the overall SCAHT proposal for the next funding period 2029–2032 that needs to be submitted to the Swiss State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation by the end of June 2027.
Submission deadline for pre-proposals: October 15, 2026
Submission deadline for full proposals: February 28, 2027
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