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Serena Petracchini

CSO of Papilio.bio

Interviewed by Shruti Pothapragada

Serena Petracchini is the CSO and co-founder of Papilio.bio, a start-up that focuses
on developing self-tests to detect HPV early, making cervical cancer prevention
more accessible. Papilio.bio was among the 14 start-ups selected in the Shaker
program of Genopole. They have recently been incubated by Agoranov, known to
have incubated unicorns like Doctolib and Alan.

In this interview, Serena discusses her remarkable journey and the valuable
insights she's gained from co-founding a startup.

Q: Can you tell us about your background and career path?

| completed my bachelor’s and master’s degrees in biological sciences in Rome
before moving to Paris for my PhD at the Institut Pasteur. | have a strong passion for
synthetic biology and had the opportunity to participate in the IGEM competition,
where | won a gold medal in the US. IGEM was significant for me as it helped me
understand how synthetic biology projects are transformed into start-ups.

| have been working on host-pathogen interactions concerning women’s infections,
and after my post-doc, | knew it was difficult to find funding and have a stable job in
the academic sector. | decided to try something on my own and was very fortunate
to have met my co-founder Chiara, who had a very specific background in
economics for start-ups for about 10 years in Paris, and we founded Papilio.bio
together with a focus on HPV (Human Papillomavirus). | used the connections | had
with Réseau Biotechno in Genopole, submitted a project with her, and entered the
Shaker program, where we were among the 14 start-ups to be selected. We had
many classes and learned a lot about business and how to develop a start-up.
Following this, we developed our first proof of concept and registered our start-up

legally.
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Q: At what point in your academic career did you decide to venture into
entrepreneurship and how did you do it?

| pursued a master’s degree in biotechnology because of my strong passion for
creating impactful innovations. During my PhD, | found it difficult to focus directly
on this passion. However, participating in the IGEM competition exposed me to
numerous synthetic biology projects that were advancing toward their goals, which
deeply inspired me to work on projects that create an impact on people's lives. In
my post-doc, | focused on developing phagotherapies and small molecule therapies
but realized that transitioning from academic research to testing their impact on the
population was incredibly difficult. | am currently satisfied that my purpose is not
just to have a job and an income but | am developing something that would have a
positive impact on people.

Q: How did you choose the field and what was your vision for the company?

| am a microbiologist by training and have learned about clinical trials, infectious
diseases, epidemiology, and modeling. My co-founder and | have been surrounded
by many people who have tested positive for HPV but do not necessarily have all
the information and awareness regarding the virus. Since | am a microbiologist, they
would come to me with questions about it. | naturally read a lot about the virus to
be able to explain it to them well. One day, Chiara suggested we work on the HPV
and since | was learning a lot about it, | was very excited about the field.

Regarding the vision for the start-up, we have a dual objective— technology that
helps with the early detection of HPV and also creating an informative app as a
portal to increase the awareness and knowledge of the virus.
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We also strongly want to empower and encourage more women in the start-up
world. We aim to be very inclusive of different genders and minorities and want
everyone to be free and safe in the company without facing any discrimination. As
Chiara says, “We want to have a company that represents the ideal society we want
to live in”

Q: Has a PhD degree helped you in building your own start-up?

My PhD definitely helped me a lot with both technical and soft skills. During my
PhD, | handled multiple projects and learned a lot of techniques that help me
currently with my job. | joined a new lab so | had to learn many things about setting
up the lab, which helped me with the managerial aspect. Through my academic
journey, | also had many collaborations, which helped me maintain contacts and
also taught me how to communicate and manage with professionals.

Additionally, when setting up a new start-up legally, banks prefer if you have a PhD,
which increases your credibility.

Q: What was the biggest challenge you faced while transitioning and how did you
overcome it?

The biggest challenge | faced was to be okay with not knowing what the next step
was. Throughout my academic career, | always knew what to do next, w.rt
experiments, career, etc. When you are in the initial phase of a start-up, each day
can be different, and you do not always know what is coming ahead. | had to learn
how to deal with this uncertainty.
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Additionally, since | have only interacted with academic people for 6-7 years, | had
to learn a lot about how to navigate professionals in the non-academic sector with
very different backgrounds. | am lucky to learn a lot from Chiara (co-founder of
Papilio.bio) .

| realized that being outside your comfort zone pushes you to learn more and
increases your chance of success.

Q: How do you gain the confidence to run your own company and make executive
decisions?

We need to learn to assess a situation, give our best, and have many backup plans.
However, the most important thing is we need to know that it is okay to make
mistakes through this process. We will not be able to make the right decision at all
times. In such cases, we need to assess the situation and it will be a big learning
experience. As a start-up we are also lucky to have a network of people around us
we can reach out to whenever we need support.

Q: How did you network with like-minded people who help you with building a
business? Any advice for students trying to build their professional network

| started with the Reseau Biotechno After works to network or try to understand
how to network. For the start-up, entering Genopole was very beneficial since we
were surrounded by people who knew other people and so on. This was helpful in
the initial phase.

@ Follow us ! :in

www.reseau-biotechno.com



https://www.linkedin.com/in/serena-petracchini/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/sai-shruti-pothapragada-4604a6165

» RESEAU

e _1.# BIOTECHNO

Newsletter INTERVIEW ARTICLE

Serena Petracchini

CSO of Papilio.bio

Interviewed by Shruti Pothapragada

In general, | just reach out to people/ companies. | tell them what | do and ask if
they want to collaborate or have any advice for me. For example, last year | reached
out to Merck and they invited me to a week-long international conference in
Madrid. This was a great networking opportunity. Additionally, we go to incubators
and events, where the goal is to network and find people.

To summarize, there is no one particular rule. You need to reach out to people, they
are often very kind and willing to help.

Q: Is Papilio.bio recruiting?

We will be hiring in 2025. We plan to get a bioinformatician, a postdoc, an engineer,
and a technician with specific roles in R&D.

www.reseau-biotechno.com
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Pili: a carbon conscious color company

Today, 99% of colors are produced using fossil fuels, a polluting industry that emits
200 million tons of CO, every year. Pili offers an innovative alternative to both fossil
fuels and rare expensive plant-based colors, for a colorful and low-carbon world!

Pili uses hybrid processes combining biomass valorization, industrial fermentation
and organic chemistry to manufacture biobased dyes and pigments for textile,
paints & coatings, polymers and inks. Pili is a French biotech company, powered by
45 people, located in Toulouse, Lyon and Paris. The company’s multidisciplinary
teams expertly combine chemistry and biology processes, leading the
transformation of the colorant industry!

Pili produces biobased anthranilic acid and indigo, with biobased trichromatic HPP
and aromatic intermediate currently in development. The company also develops
custom aromatic molecules for clients who are ready to co-develop a biobased
solution and have identified a market of interest.

Jérémie Blache, CEO of Pili, tells us more!

Q : Can you tell us a little about how the Pili adventure started?

The initial idea to make bio-based colorants originated as part of a biology and
design student project and grew from there! The proof of concept was conducted
in the “La Paillasse” biohackerspace. It’s a unique story in deeptechs, with great
challenges from the beginning. We needed a lot of financial support!


https://www.pili.bio/en/homepage/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeremieblache/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/alice-le-friec-phd-021554129/
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We were lucky to benefit from public support and funding, especially those directed
towards young researchers (iPhD thesis grant...), as well as private investments and
support from the Indibio accelerator. The AgriO label helped us access BpiFrance
AgrioFrenchTech seed grants.

My advice if you are interested in entrepreneurship: you first need to surround
yourself with the right support and people, who can give you both practical tips and
access to their networks. Though your idea and proof are crucial, founding a
company is about more than just science—you must be willing to adapt and evolve
beyond your initial concept. In fact, the first technology Pili originally developed is
not the solution we sell today.

Q : Please tell us more about the science behind Pili!

Pili initially focused on biotechnology to produce colors, but we quickly realized that
we would need chemistry too, if we wanted our products to reach the same
performance as those developed by the petrochemical industry. We integrated new
R&D resources for chemistry, which lead us to our innovative hybrid process! In
short, we use fermentation (biotechnology) to produce the aromatic intermediate
and then organic chemistry to derive colors from this intermediate, such indigo, a
critical pigment for the denim textile industry.

Biomass Fermentation Extraction Organic chem. Biobased dyes
& pigments
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We use biomass, co-products from agriculture, to produce the sugars that feed our
microorganisms in the fermentation step. In a way, this biomass is what replaces
fossil fuel in the usual industrial pipeline! To go even further in the circular
approach, we take part in international consortium researching second-generation
sugars, extracted from waste recycling.

Q : Sustainability is at the heart of Pili’s products mission: how you operate
the company in an environmentally friendly way?

Pili was founded to reduce the environmental impact of the colorant industry! Our
guiding mission and compass are not only the sustainability of our products, but of
all our activities.

We evaluate our R&D and industrial processes using Life Cycle Analysis, performed
by an external partner. This helps us to identify the operations that emit the most
carbon, so we can make informed decisions to reduce our footprint as much as
possible. We arbitrate based on the cost of production vs the cost in emissions, but
also on the quantity vs the quality of waste (how toxic is it? is it easy to process?
how much waste is produced?). You can imagine that it’s not always easy, but
everything we do is in the interest of striking a good balance.

Another fundamental aspect of our philosophy is to take care of the people that
work at Pili, which means an environment and working conditions consistent with
our employee’s growth and well-being! This is crucial, because an innovative
company like Pili is always evolving and dealing with novelty. In scientific, technical,
and operational (safety, quality..) terms, this demands a lot of flexibility and skill
development from our teams. We need to scale up in a safe and sustainable way.
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeremieblache/
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We are also part of groups that work together to bring change (professional
associations for example). We joined French and international organisations «
Convention des Entreprises pour le Climat » and « En Mode climat », “Bioeconomy
for Change”) to increase our impact. At Pili, we believe that technological solutions
alone won’t be enough to bring real transformation. Although new products are
necessary, we need to federate in larger more influential groups, and to work
together on other important aspects such as regulatory changes!

Q : Can you tell us more about your team’s expertise and organization?

We started out in Toulouse, and our biotech R&D is still based there. We are lucky to
be part of Toulouse White Biotechnology, an “industrial demonstrator”, where we
benefit from shared equipment for molecular biology, fermentation and analytical
platforms. It’s also a great place to meet other experts, from TWB or from the
neighboring Toulouse Biotechnology Institute laboratory. We have hired several
young PhDs after public-private collaborations or CIFRE theses!

Our corporate activities and business management are based in Paris, and we also
conduct part of our chemistry R&D there (we were initially welcomed by a
laboratory at the Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers). Our industrial
activities are based in Lyon, and we benefit from shared infrastructure at the
Plateforme Technologique Les Roches Roussillon.

All these facilities and shared infrastructures are key in allowing us to test our ideas,

meet and recruit experts, scale up our processes in a robust way, increase our yields
and gradually expand our activities.
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Q : What is Pili’s latest news, and what does the future hold?

We are very excited by the launch of the first collection of denim dyed with Pili’s
biobased indigo! We’ve managed to integrate several tons of sustainable indigo into
our partner’s production process. It’s so satisfying to see the first jeans reach the
market, after several years of research.

We are continuing to develop new pigments and to scale up our processes. We

currently outsource production, but we are raising funds and gearing up to build our
very own production factory!

To find out more

e Pili's Linkedin page

e https://www.theinterline.com/2025/01/08/pili-partners-with-citizens-of-humanity-
and-orta-to-revolutionize-the-denim-industry-with-biobased-indigo/

e https://www.businews.fr/Thomas-Landrain-portrait-d-un-scientifigue-activiste a38
00.html



https://www.linkedin.com/company/pili/posts/?feedView=all
https://www.theinterline.com/2025/01/08/pili-partners-with-citizens-of-humanity-and-orta-to-revolutionize-the-denim-industry-with-biobased-indigo/
https://www.theinterline.com/2025/01/08/pili-partners-with-citizens-of-humanity-and-orta-to-revolutionize-the-denim-industry-with-biobased-indigo/
https://www.businews.fr/Thomas-Landrain-portrait-d-un-scientifique-activiste_a3800.html
https://www.businews.fr/Thomas-Landrain-portrait-d-un-scientifique-activiste_a3800.html
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recommendations of the month.

M) What you can READ this month ?
=  Thousands gather across U.S. and world in Stand Up for Science
events, by Alexa Robles-Gil for Science

Read more about the Stand Up for Science movement and events in
the U.S and internationally, as thousands rally to raise awareness and
stand in solidarity against the current anti-science policies initiated by
the U.S government. Find out more here.

What you can ANALYZE this month ?

= 2025 Life Science Outlook, by Deloitte US Center for Health Solutions

Leading consulting firm Deloitte takes a look at Life Science in 2024, and
presents its outlook for 2025. Combining industry data and a survey of
150 C-suite executives, this article gives new and optimistic insights into
the year ahead. Find the full article here.

What you can LISTEN to this month ?

= The Caring Scientist : Mission Sustainable, by Nikoline Borgermann &
Adriana Wolf Perez

(Re)discover 17 episodes of this 2023 podcast exploring practical
solutions for more environmentally friendly laboratories. Maybe there
are ideas you can apply in your field! Check it out here.


https://open.spotify.com/show/1BCQF97RRT8YcBCPMjCvVM
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/health-care/life-sciences-and-health-care-industry-outlooks/2025-life-sciences-executive-outlook.html
https://www.science.org/content/article/thousands-gather-across-u-s-stand-science-events

f&;‘ RESEAU
° BIOTECHNO

Newsletter

SPECIAL EVENT

D4Gen Hackathon

48 hours to find digital solutions for Life Science!

Save the date : the Hackathon takes place from 16th to the 18th of May 2025.

%Y Researchers, students and entrepreneurs are welcome to join the D4Gen
Hackathon! This event brings together teams of participants ready to brainstorm how
to apply the power of artificial intelligence to scientific challenges in health and
environmental sciences.

£3 Four ways to participate!

1. Propose a challenge that you want to take on and create a team of new recruits
that you’ll lead during the competition

2. Join a team focused on a challenge that is important to you, lending your skills
to design a solution

3. Become a mentor and contribute to innovation by offering a few hours of your
know-how to the teams

4. Become an event sponsor and accompany innovation experts and future talents
on a path to better healthcare and a more sustainable environment

D4GENhackathon

>OLE

HACKATHON

Du 16 au 18 mai 2025
Q Paris

En savoir plus
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Cap Docteurs by APEC
When: Monday 17th to Wednesday 19th of March octorantes et Docteur
Where: Online votre carrierepro?

=

mercredi 19 mars

du lundi 17 au é l
The “Association Pour I'Emploi Cadre” presents Cap _,y}

Docteurs, a series of webinars (in French language) ﬁ;»

dedicated to career opportunities for PhD students and

graduates. Quickly register for free here!

Enviropro Grand Ouest
When: Thursday and Friday 26-27th of March
Where: Angers

! .«
Meet the professionals developing environmental solutions, envi E’?g 1
from wastewater treatment, to depollution, to biodiversity
and ecology and more. For your free ticket to the event and
to check out the exhibitors, click here
Afterwork PhDTalent x Réseau Biotechno
When: Thursday 27th of March from 18h30 to 21h00

.o ) o ~hDTalent ¥
Where: Bar “Le Piano Vache”, Paris
X

Join the first PhDTalent and Réseau Biotechno afterwork of s RESEAU

the year and meet like-minded people in a friendly * ] BIOTECHNO

atmosphere. For more information and to sign up, click here.

Docteur.e.s et employabilité, by ANDés Association
When: Monday 31st of March

Where: Arts et Métiers, Paris Bl e = i

o . . DOCTEUR.E.S
The Association Nationale des Docteurs (ANDeés) and the *
College des Sociétés Savantes Académiques de France !

KEYNOTES TABLE RONDE TEMPS D'ECHANGES

organize a day dedicated to discussing the employment of
PhDs and to the recognition of doctorates in different
professional fields (in French language). Find out more here.

www.reseau-biotechno.com
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Think it & Do it Innovation day
When: Monday 7th & Tuesday 8th of April
Where: Université Evry Paris Saclay

Université Evry Paris Saclay, in partnership with the MIT,
present two days dedicated to innovation! Discover how to
give life to your ideas, and deep dive into the innovation
process. Quickly register here!



https://www.univ-evry.fr/evenements/agenda-des-evenements-universite/journees-innovation-think-it-do-it.html

