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Ontario Genomics SPARK 2016 Program: Microbiome Competition 
Guidelines 

 
Purpose: 
 
Ontario Genomics’ SPARK 2016 program seeks to provide investigators with catalytic funding to enable 
novel, high-impact and innovative early-stage projects in the genomic sciences1. The focus this year is on 
Microbiomes: communities of microorganisms living on/in people, plants, livestock, and in the 
environment including soil and water. 
 
Microbiomes are known to influence their environment and in some cases can ultimately effect human, 
plant and animal health. Imbalanced microbiomes have been linked to human chronic diseases such as 
obesity and diabetes; modulations of livestock health and production; and reductions in agricultural 
productivity and food security. In addition, microbiomes are known to contribute to the breakdown of 
contaminants in the soil and water.  
 
The intent of SPARK 2016 Microbiome is to support innovative genomics-based projects that have 
the potential to advance microbiome research, and improve our knowledge and understanding of 
this important field. Successful proposal(s) will enhance our understanding of how microbial 
communities contribute to health and disease in humans, plants and livestock but also how these 
communities can influence their environment. The outcomes should generate knowledge which, in the 
long-term, could be transferred to those who have the ability to translate and use it, ultimately resulting in 
useful applications in areas such as health care, food production, and environmental remediation.  
 
The SPARK grants are intended for high-risk, potentially high-reward projects where funding would 
otherwise be difficult to obtain due to the early-stage and/or innovative nature of the project.  Outcomes of 
SPARK should enable the applicant to achieve follow-on investment, further research, allow engagement 
of industry partners and/or end users and in the long term have potential impact for Ontario.  
 
Program Description: 
 
The SPARK program aims to catalyze new research directions and increase the competitiveness of 
Ontario research and its life sciences sector. The objective of the SPARK 2016 program is to support 
the development of microbiome knowledge and innovations using genomics. Enhancing our 
understanding of how these communities of microorganisms contribute to health and/or disease in 
humans, plants and livestock, and how they influence the environment provides an opportunity to create 
outcomes that can, in the long-term, lead to benefits for Ontario.    
 
Scope could include areas such as but not limited to: 

 Host <-> microbiome interactions, and vice versa  

 Impact of environmental conditions on the microbiome  

 Alterations of  microbiomes and effects on its environment 

 Microbiome community assessment to determine function of different members of the community i.e. 
functional metagenomics 
 

Ontario Genomics will provide up to four (4) individual awards of up to $25,000 to be used for short-
duration (6-12 months) research projects. Funded research must be performed in Ontario (Principal 
Investigator (PI) must be at an academic or research institution for eligibility) and should focus on 
discrete, unique and innovative microbiome projects involving genomics. Applicants must ensure that 
projects funded through the SPARK program are novel, independent of current funding or are incremental 

                                                 
1 Genomic Sciences refer to genomics and related disciplines such as proteomics, bioinformatics and other *omics research fields. 

For purposes of describing Ontario Genomics mandate it also includes related disciplines such as: epigenomics, metabolomics, 
metagenomics, nutrigenomics, pharmacogenomics and transcriptomics.  
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to previously funded projects. If applicants receive funding for the proposed research after submitting their 
SPARK application, they must inform Ontario Genomics as soon as they have received official notice of 
this funding (i.e. Notice of Award). 
 
To maximize the potential benefits for Ontario, the SPARK 2016 Microbiome program will be open to 
research projects involving human, plant, livestock and the environment including soil and water. 
There must be a plan which explains the potential next steps i.e. follow-on investment or funding, 
industry/end-user engagement, how the research could be transferred, disseminated, potentially used, 
and/or applied to realize the benefits. Proposals must clearly describe how those outcomes could enable 
further development/efforts that could eventually lead to high-impact long-term benefits to Ontario. 
Projects should address major hurdles or present opportunities that will push genomics in new directions, 
initiate collaborations, broadly benefit the scientific community and in the long term create opportunities 
for expansion and impact to Ontario.   
  
Application:  
 
All applications should combine all relevant documents and submit electronically as a single PDF file 
using the supplied application template (SPARK 2016 Program Application). 
 
Applicants should present their idea, describe how they plan to assess its feasibility and justify its 
potential to support the development of knowledge and innovations in microbiome using genomics.  
All proposals are required to provide details regarding: applicants, project plan, expected deliverables, 
approximate timeline around these deliverables.  Applicants should also describe next steps after 
completion of the project and the eventual plans for uptake by end users. This will allow Ontario 
Genomics to screen for eligibility (see Eligibility below). Eligible applications must effectively address the 
evaluation criteria established for SPARK 2016 to be competitive (see Evaluation Criteria below). 
 
Summary:  
Maximum 0.5 page 

 A brief summary describing the proposed research, its innovative nature, how the results of this 
project could enhance our knowledge of microbiomes and the anticipated long-term potential 
outcomes and impact for Ontario.   
 

Research Proposal:  
Maximum 3 pages & 1 page table and/or figures 

 Must address all relevant criteria as described above (see Purpose, Program Description, Eligibility 
and Evaluation Criteria).   

 It should include: 

 Goals, expected deliverable(s) and timeline (within the 6-12 month project) of the proposed 

genomics research 

 How the research fits within the intent of SPARK 2016 and the specific microbiome focus of the 

program (see Purpose and Program Description above). 

 The idea, proposed research and methodologies 

 Expected outcomes of the research, how they will improve our knowledge and understanding of 

microbiomes, and could create innovative tools, solutions and resources that could eventually 

benefit Ontario   

 The ability to immediately commence the project once funding is provided, and how the 

proposed research could facilitate follow-on investment, funding, partnerships etc.  

Applicant(s): 
Maximum 0.5 page 

 Concise description of the applicant(s) background and qualifications.  

 List and provide links for up to three (3) publications that support the applicants’ ability to meet their 
proposed objectives.  
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 A link to the applicants’ LinkedIn profile or faculty webpage can also be provided.  Note: it is not 
necessary for the applicant(s) to have performed research in this area before. However, applicant(s) 
must demonstrate their capability to meet the proposed goal(s) and, where possible, demonstrate a 
track record of the applicant(s) in bringing forward innovative ideas.  

 
Future Plans:  
Maximum 0.5 page 

 A brief description of outcomes, future research, follow-on investment or funding plans, 
industry/end-user engagement and how this initial research program could potentially feed into 
future studies/activities whose outcomes could be transferred, disseminated, potentially used, and/or 
applied to realize the long-term impact. 
 

Budget and Justification: 

 A research budget, up to a maximum of $25,000 and a brief description of how the funds will be 
spent. Note: due to the short duration of these projects, it is expected that funds should be primarily 
spent on salaries and consumables. Institutional overhead and PI salary are not eligible expenses for 
this funding program. 
 

Eligibility: 
 
To be eligible for SPARK 2016 Microbiome, a proposal must:  

 respond to the objectives and intent of the SPARK 2016 program i.e. support and initiate innovations 
in the genomics space to improve our knowledge and understanding of microbiomes 

 demonstrate how the outcomes of SPARK will enable the applicant to achieve follow-on investment, 
further research, and allow eventual engagement of industry partners and/or end users. The 
potential to have impact for Ontario in the long-term must be clearly articulated 

 demonstrate the need for the requested funds, and the ability to immediately commence the project 
once funding is provided 

 Funded research must be performed in Ontario (Principal Investigator (PI) must be at an academic 
or research institution for eligibility) 

 
Evaluation Criteria: 
 
To ensure that the objectives of this program are met, all applications must address the Evaluation 
Criteria established for SPARK 2016 (below). Those proposals demonstrating the highest degree of 
overall fit with the criteria will be the most competitive.  
 
An external panel of experts from a wide range of relevant backgrounds (e.g. subject matter experts, out-
of-the-box thinkers, industry business development experts, etc.) will review the applications based on the 
evaluation criteria. Note: All panel experts will have signed a non-disclosure agreement (NDA).  
 
If considered eligible, project proposals will be evaluated based on the following criteria: 

 fit of the proposed research to the criteria of SPARK 2016 i.e. specific focus on genomics and 
microbiomes 

 the novelty and ingenuity of the research 

 the potential for the proposed research to be transformative 

 probability of the proposed research in facilitating future research, follow-on investment or funding or 
industry/end-user engagement 

 likelihood of eventual impact of the proposed research for the benefit of Ontario 

 appropriateness of the project plan and budget. 
 

Process and Timeline:  
 
Launch:  

 Ontario Genomics will launch the fifth round of the SPARK program in September 2016.   
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Submission:  

 Applications must be submitted electronically by the application deadline – 9.00am, Tuesday, 
November 1, 2016 

 Note: Combine all relevant documents as a single PDF file and submit electronically to 
ECorbett@OntarioGenomics.ca referencing SPARK 2016 in the subject line of the e-mail 

 
Notifications: 

 Funding decisions will be provided to applicants in December 2016.  

 Those projects proceeding to external review will receive feedback at a later date  

 Successful applicants will receive a Notice of Award (NOA) which will include (any) final conditions 
for disbursement of funding as required by Ontario Genomics i.e. provision of lay summary for 
distribution through social media; acknowledgement of Ontario Genomics in any publications, 
presentations, or outreach activities stemming from this project etc.  

 Ontario Genomics will include host institutions on initial press releases for approved projects 
 

Project Implementation:  

 Once all NOA conditions have been met to the satisfaction of Ontario Genomics, applicants and 
Ontario Genomics will sign an agreement for the project to define roles and responsibilities.  The 
agreement must be signed by Friday February 10, 2017, otherwise Ontario Genomics may 
withdraw funding 

 The project start date will be no later than March 1, 2017 and will be specified in the signed 
agreement but incurred project expenses may start from date of NOA 

 Awarded funds will be disbursed once the agreement has been signed 
 
Project Completion:  

 Within one (1) month of the end of the project, applicants will provide Ontario Genomics with a brief 
final report (template to be provided at later date) which will include: 

 an updated lay summary; research summary; description of the future plans and brief financial report 

 On the twelve (12) month anniversary of the end of the project, the applicants will provide an update 
to Ontario Genomics  (template to be provided) 

 Beyond this, applicants shall provide Ontario Genomics with information about any significant grant 
awards, successful collaborations/partnerships, product development or commercialization that 
originated from the project. 

 
Important Dates 
 

Event Date 

SPARK Launch September 2016 

Proposals due to Ontario Genomics No later than 9.00 am on Tuesday November 1, 2016 

Funding decision notification (NOA) December 2016 

Agreement Signed No later than Friday, Feb 10  2017 

Start date No later than Wednesday, March 1, 2017* 

Final Report One month after project ends 

Anniversary Report One year after project ends 

      * Note - incurred project expenses may start from date of NOA 
 
Questions? 
If you have questions about this program or would like to discuss your proposal idea, please contact: 
 
 Elaine Corbett, Senior Manager, Business Development and Research 
 E-mail: ECorbett@OntarioGenomics.ca 
For more information, please visit the SPARK program website at: www.ontariogenomics.ca/SPARK 
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