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PhD Position in Plant Virology and 
Epidemiology 

Evaluation of the Viral Phytosanitary Status of Rubus spp. in Belgium 
(ViRuBel Project) 

 
Starting date: October 2026 
Duration: 1-year contract renewable for an additional 2 years (total PhD duration: 3 years) 
Location: Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech (University of Liège) and Walloon Agricultural 
Research Centre (CRA-W), Gembloux, Belgium 

Research Project 

The Laboratory of Plant Pathology (LPP) at Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech (University of Liège) 
and the Plant and Forest Health Unit of the Walloon Agricultural Research Centre (CRA-W) 
are jointly recruiting a highly motivated PhD candidate to undertake the ViRuBel project: 
Evaluation of the Viral Phytosanitary Status of Rubus spp. in Belgium through Enhanced 
Surveillance and Novel Diagnostic Tools. 

Raspberry (Rubus idaeus) and blackberry (Rubus fruticosus) production is increasing in 
Belgium, while wild Rubus populations are widespread throughout the country. These 
cultivated and wild hosts may act as reservoirs of regulated, emerging, or yet-undiscovered 
plant viruses, potentially threatening berry production and other economically important crops. 

ViRuBel aims to provide the first comprehensive assessment of the viral phytosanitary status 
of cultivated, imported, and wild Rubus species in Belgium. The project combines large-scale 
field surveys, high-throughput sequencing (HTS), bioinformatics, biological characterization 
of priority viruses, and the development of improved diagnostic tools. 

Research Objectives and Activities 

The PhD candidate will investigate the diversity, distribution, and phytosanitary significance 
of viruses infecting cultivated, imported, and wild Rubus populations in Belgium. The research 
will include: 

 Large-scale surveys of cultivated, imported, and wild Rubus populations across Belgium; 
 High-throughput sequencing and bioinformatic characterization of Rubus viromes; 
 Viral genome reconstruction and comparative analyses; 
 Assessment of virus prevalence, diversity, distribution, and symptom association; 
 Biological characterization of selected viruses, including host range and transmission 

studies; 
 Publication and dissemination of results to scientific, regulatory, and agricultural 

stakeholders. 
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Research Environment 

The successful candidate will be jointly hosted by the Laboratory of Plant Pathology (LPP) at Gembloux 
Agro-Bio Tech (University of Liège) and the Plant and Forest Health Unit of the Walloon Agricultural 
Research Centre (CRA-W). Located less than 500 meters apart in Gembloux, the two institutions 
provide a unique combination of academic excellence and applied expertise in plant virology, 
diagnostics, and phytosanitary surveillance. The candidate will benefit from access to facilities and 
research teams at both institutions. 

The project is conducted in collaboration with Flanders Research Institute for Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Food (ILVO) and benefits from a broad national and international network of 
experts in plant virology, diagnostics, epidemiology, and phytosanitary risk assessment. 

Required Qualifications 

Essential 

 Master's degree (or equivalent) in Plant Pathology, Plant Sciences, Biology, Biotechnology, 
Bioengineering, Bioinformatics, or a related discipline; 

 Practical experience in molecular biology and nucleic acid-based diagnostics; 
 Strong interest in plant pathology, plant virology, and applied research; 
 Ability to analyse and interpret biological data; 
 Driving licence (for Belgium); 
 Good communication and organizational skills to integrate the research team and 

collaborate with a laboratory technician on the project; 
 Ability to work both independently and as part of a multidisciplinary team; 
 Good proficiency of English and French. 

Desirable 

 Experience with high-throughput sequencing technologies; 
 Bioinformatics skills (Linux, sequence analysis, phylogenetics); 
 Experience in field surveys, plant health monitoring, or epidemiology; 
 Experience with plant-virus interactions or greenhouse experiments; 
 Knowledge of statistics and data analysis. 

What We Offer 

 A fully funded 3-year PhD position (1-year contract renewable for an additional 2 years); 
 A unique research environment combining university research and applied plant health; 
 Access to state-of-the-art molecular biology, sequencing, greenhouse, and bioinformatics 

facilities; 
 Opportunities to publish in international peer-reviewed journals and present at scientific 

conferences; 
 Collaboration with leading Belgian and European research, diagnostic, and phytosanitary 

organizations; 
 Competitive salary according to University of Liège regulations and Belgian social security 

coverage. 
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About Gembloux 

Home to both Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech (University of Liège) and the Walloon Agricultural 
Research Centre (CRA-W), Gembloux is a leading European center for agricultural and 
environmental sciences. Located in the countryside of Brussels, Gembloux is just a short drive 
from the cosmopolitan capital of Europe (35 minutes by train). The city combines the serenity 
of a peaceful lifestyle with convenient access to city amenities. 

Application 

Applicants should submit: 

 Motivation letter; 
 Curriculum vitae; 
 Academic transcripts; 
 Contact information of two referees. 

Applications will be reviewed until the position is filled. 

Contact 

Prof. Sébastien Massart 
Laboratory of Plant Pathology 
Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech – University of Liège 
sebastien.massart@uliege.be 

 


