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The road to PEARL-DNA 
Our EIC Pathfinder Challenge journey

EIC Pathfinder Challenges Info Day (20/03/2024)

Tomaž Karčnik, BioSistemika d.o.o.

Coordinator of PEARL-DNA 



Path to successful application

Happy families are all alike; 
every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. 
 

L.N. Tolstoy, Anna Karenina
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Our services

• Custom software development

• Laboratory software products

• Digitalization consulting

Interdisciplinary expertise

• Life Sciences (Biotech, Biology, 
Biochemistry, Pharma)

• Physics, Electrical & Mechanical 
Engineering

• Software development

3
14 years

of experience

100+
projects

250+
customers

30+
countries

Best SME
employer in Slovenia in 2023

ISO 9001
Certified



Pathfinder project: DNA digital data storage

Main challenge: fast write, efficient read
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Printer

Write to DNA

Scanner + OCR

Read from DNA + decode



202220202018

Idea evolved with time

EIC Pathfinder Challenge 
„DNA Digital Data storage“

PEARL-DNA, 2023 – 2026
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2018

First patent 
application

SME instrument 
Phase 1

Feasibility Study

EIC Accelerator Pilot
TRL 6-8 

DATANA, 2021 – 2024

2019



Three pillar approach

• Excellence
• Objectives
• Novelty/Innovation
• Plausibility
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Why 
&What

Who How

• Solo vs. 
Consortium

• Work packages

• Deliverables   



Why & What

Project idea was 90% clear at the very beginning

Ample of hands-on experience from previous project 

DATANA - EIC Accelerator

Almost perfect match to Pathfinder Challenges 

Initial ideas still required some reflection

End-to-end solution with the shortest time-to-market 
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Building consortium

• Started from almost zero

• We did not have the 
expertise to do it all by 
ourselves

• All our previous projects 
were solo 
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• At least 40% of the effort 
spent on building 
consortium

• Time consuming – timing is 
important (summer 
holidays)

• Rejections, conflicts of 
interests and “non-answers” 
happened 

• 6 partners: 

• 3 academic and 3 SMEs

• Successful proposal

Start Process Result



Proposal

1. Clear project idea was only a start

2. It took plenty of time, there can never be too much

3. Establishing a clear common goal and a clear leader was essential

4. Pathfinder is focused on excellence but …

5. Implementation (workplan) took most of the time

6. Finding balance between Excellence and Impact was tricky

7. Form and readability matters - put yourself in reviewer's place
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www.pearl-dna.eu

Bringing together experts from research 
and technology to shape the future of 
DNA-based data storage  

Interoperable, end-to-end platform of scalable and 

sustainable high-throughput technologies for DNA-

based digital data storage

➢ Project type: EIC Pathfinder Challenge

➢ Duration: 1st Oct. 2023 – 30th Sept. 2026

➢ Budget: €5M Learn more about the consortium



Portfolio activities

• Part of EIC Pathfinder Challenge

• All projects work together on activities of 
common interest (Standardization, Roadmap, 
Specific underlying technologies, etc). 

• Looks very promising – still early in project 
execution – but…

• Demands time

• Supportive EIC officials: POs, PM 
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Pathfinder Challenge grant timeline

Feb 2022

22.2.2022

15.6.2022

Jun 2022

Jul-Aug 2022

11.8.2022

28.8.2022

Aug-Oct 2022

19.10.2022

21.3.2023

31.7.2023

1.10.2023
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Work Programme 2022 published: Pathfinder Challenge on DNA-storage announced

EIC Pathfinder Info day – online

Pathfinder 2022 challenge published (incl. Challenge Guide) 

Proposal abstract - draft

Partner search

Grant office selected

LoC and NDA signed by all partners

Writing the proposal

Proposal submitted

Received “Invitation to grant preparation”

GA signed

PEARL-DNA Kick-off 



Takeaway messages 

Consortium
• Jump on it immediately: search can and does take (too much) time

• Engage all available support channels e.g., EEN (Enterprise Europe Network)

Consultants – project office 
• It was a good decision for us to bring them in 

• Choose wisely – the choice is huge and so is the price & quality spectrum

• Ask for references – have a detailed discussion with the consultant upfront 

• Retainer vs. success fee

20/03/2024 13



Takeaway messages 

Split the role of admin (project office) and content supervisor
• Content is always the responsibility of the leader

• Make sure there is one go-to person for each aspect in your team 

Writing a proposal required more time & effort than we anticipated
• Partners may not all be responsive all the time or have clear ideas

• We aimed to have full application draft at least two weeks before deadline

• We faced frustrations several times in the process, but we were persistent

• Having an independent (internal) reviewer is helpful
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Takeaway messages 

Mind the EIC guidelines and requirements
• All details must be addressed

• Follow the instructions super closely, incl. terminology

Perfection  
• Grant application must be close to perfection in every aspect

• Every single detail matters 

Luck favours the brave!
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PEARL-DNA team

tkarcnik@biosistemika.com

Group photo

www.pearl-dna.eu
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