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Miguel Velazquez comes originally from a small island in the south of Mexico. He 
gained his first degree in veterinary medicine at the Autonomous University of 
Yucatan and at that point he was happily on course to be a vet.  Then, in 2000, 
everything changed when he spent a few months in Sweden as a Visiting Research 
Assistant at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, working with cattle and 
pigs.   
 
“That was a great experience and a very international environment,” he explained.  I 
met people from other parts of the world, including the Czech Republic, Germany, 
New Zealand and England.  It was a turning point for me, seeing what a research 
career could be like.”  Miguel couldn’t wait to go back to Sweden and continue the 
experience and he managed to go for a second time. Then he won a scholarship 
from the Mexican Government and in 2002/2004 a Masters in Animal Reproduction 
at Liverpool University followed. That too was a turning point.  Not only did he 
publish his first academic paper in assisted reproduction in cattle but he met his 
English wife.  He also found the topic that would be the focus of his research interest 
in the future, reproductive biology.  After some time spent teaching vet students back 
in Mexico at the Autonomous University of Campeche he went to Germany to do his 
PhD with funding from the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), 
researching reproduction in cattle at the Friedrich Loeffler Institute, Mariensee. It was 
a time and place with lots of opportunities for him to expand his skills and, again, to 
meet researchers from all over the world. At that time his research was focused on 
embryo-maternal interactions during the preimplantation period (a time when the 
embryo is free floating in the reproductive tract) using a combination of in vitro and in 
vivo models. “My interest was to investigate how preimplantation embryos respond 
to excessive levels of hormones that can stimulate cell growth, which is relevant for 
pregnancy success in individuals with hormonal imbalances,” he explained.   
 
Then it was time to look for a post doc position and he and his wife, now with a 
young child, decided to move to the UK.  “I was looking for a post doc in assisted 
reproduction in cattle,” he said. “I wasn’t really expecting to end up working with 
mice, as happened when I went to work at Southampton University.  But I am very 
happy that I did, and I spent four years there.  The biomedical world has a different 
way of thinking which really gave me an alternative perspective.”  Miguel and his 
colleagues were researching the hypothesis that the environment which an embryo 
experiences in the uterus, before it becomes implanted in the uterine wall (the 
preimplantation period), can determine its susceptibility to disease later in life.  This 
research is relevant for all species, including human beings.  Nutrition at this early 
stage seems to be a key factor that can have implications for later life and health.  
 
“In one of my projects at Southampton University I exposed early embryos to 
different nutrient concentrations during in vitro development. The embryos were then 
transferred to surrogate mothers and the resultant offspring was analysed during 
postnatal development. We wanted to test the hypothesis that some nutritional 
mediators, such as amino acids, are the mechanistic link between protein 
undernutrition during the preimplantation period and the development of disease 



during postnatal life”, he explained. This “developmental programming” is also 
important in the context of older mothers, who are increasingly common in our 
modern society, and Miguel and co-workers were also testing the hypothesis that 
some of the adverse effects observed in offspring from mothers of advanced age are 
already programmed by the time the embryo is ready for implantation in the uterine 
wall.  
 
When his post doc finished Miguel was keen to take these new insights back into the 
context of his established interest in cattle.  “I wanted to return to my academic roots 
and to combine that with this developmental hypothesis,” he said. “By such means I 
think it is possible to address important questions of relevance for livestock 
production.  The opportunity to come to Newcastle came just at the right time for me 
and I am looking forward to carrying out more mechanistic research here – not only 
observing what happens, but looking for the causes.  I hope we can then begin to 
answer some important questions in reproductive and developmental biology. I do 
think cattle can provide us with a good model for human reproductive medicine – 
though I know some of my colleagues who work with mice may disagree!  This kind 
of diversification is, I think, good for the school and good for research.” 
 
Now settled with his family in the Tyne Valley, Miguel is enthusiastic, not only about 
his research, but about the North East.  “I first saw Newcastle when I passed through 
the city on a train back in 2003,” he said.  “I looked out of the window and thought 
then, what a beautiful place it was, and I’m very happy to be living here now.” 


