
The gathering of the 13th Internation-
al Congress on Autoimmunity 2022 

(AUTO13) could not have been held at a 
place better than the beautiful city of Ath-
ens,  Greece, at the Megaron Athens In-
ternational Conference Center (MAICC), 
which is short distance from the Acropo-
lis. With thousands of participants from 
more than 70 countries and five conti-
nents, the in-person meeting of AUTO13 
was a huge success. The topics presented 
and discussed were of extreme importance 
and delivered by leading researchers  in all 
fields related to autoimmunity. Attendees 
ranged from undergraduate students to 
major researchers [Figure 1]. While the 
waning of the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic made the face-
to-face meeting possible, the infection 
still dominated a number of the plena-
ry and the parallel sessions. In addition, 
the correlation between COVID-19 and 
COVID-19 vaccines and autoimmunity 
received particular attention [1]. 

Post-COVID syndrome and its correla-
tion with autoimmune mechanisms and 
similarities with autoimmune disorders got 
its own attention. Moreover, valued and ap-
preciated awards, namely the AESKU and 
MAI, were presented to leading researchers. 

The 12th International Congress on 
Autoimmunity (AUTO12) in 2021 [2] 
had been held virtually due to COVID-19 

restrictions; therefore, meeting in person 
for AUTO13 was a dream-like adventure. 
The 13th congress, held this year 10–13 
June 2022, has been meeting consecu-
tively since 2002. The congress was ini-
tially planned to be a bi-annual meeting.

Prof. Shoenfeld is a world renowned 
researcher in the field of autoimmunity 
who has discovered and named various 
syndromes and new entities [3]. He has 
been an organizer of AUTO for decades 
and continues the tradition of gathering 
leading researchers in the field of auto-
immunity to enable them discuss all top-
ics related to autoimmunity, the mech-
anisms, the associations with systemic 
diseases, the correlation with rheumatol-
ogy, and novel therapies.

The combination of in-person meet-
ings for the first time since the pandemic 
emerged, the amazing host city of Ath-
ens, the participants who came from all 

corners of the globe, the huge number 
of abstracts submitted, and the first class 
presentations contributed to a unique and 
significant event.

Athens is the capital of Greece, with a pop-
ulation of 4 million people. It is the seventh 
largest city in the European Union and is 
regarded as the center of arts and philoso-
phy as well as Plato’s Academy and Aris-
totle’s Lyceum. The Cave of Schist, which 
has been dated to between 11 and 7 BCE, 
is the oldest known human presence in 
Athens. Now, in 2022, Athens has become 
known as the center of autoimmunity.

As for the venue itself, the MAICC, 
is considered to be one of the most inno-
vative and technologically sophisticated 
meeting venues in Europe. MAICC has 
been rated as the fourth best conference 
center in the world. The total capacity 



of MAICC is approximately 6000 dele-
gates, and includes 18 conference halls 
for a total area of approximately 143 
thousand square meters. The inspiration 
behind the creation of MAICC is the 
singer, Alexandra Trianti, the founder of 
the Friends of Music Society. The plan of 
the building of the MAICC started in the 
1970s. In 1991, Mr. K. Karamanlis, the 
president of the republic at the time, for-
mally opened the Megaron Athens Con-
cert Hall. In 2003, the Megaron Athens 
Concert Hall turned into a multicultural 
hall, as it opened its international confer-
ence center.

In 2022, the enthusiasm of meeting in per-
son at AUTO13 was seen early during the 
registration process and was manifested 
during the event by the variety and pres-
tige of participants [4]. The number of 
participants in AUTO13 was significantly 
higher compared to the congress the previ-
ous year. AUTO13 satisfied the points of 
cultural diversity as well as the academic 
environment. Moreover, the interest and 
high level scholarship of the active par-
ticipation also reflected the huge number 
of abstracts submitted, with about 500 ac-
cepted and divided among oral and poster 
presentations [5]. While the oral presenta-
tions were presented in plenary and paral-
lel sessions, the posters were exhibited in 
one of the largest spaces at MAICC. 

The eagerness of participants to meet 
face-to-face contributed to the fact that 
all of the numbers and figures related to 
AUTO13 differed significantly compared 
to those seen in the virtual congress held 
in 2021 (AUTO12), during the pandemic 
of COVID-19 [2].

AUTO13 included the presentation of the 
prestigious and well-recognized AESKU 
and MAI awards. 

The AESKU award

The AESKU award is provided to individ-
uals who have significantly contributed to 
the area of autoimmunity during each event 

of the international autoimmunity congress 
held every 2 years. This year’s awardees 
were honored during AUTO13. The recipi-
ents of the AUTO13 AESKU awards were:
•  Abul Abbas MD: Abbas studied 

at Harvard Medical School and the 
Brigham and Women's Hospital. 
He was president of the Federation 
of Clinical Immunology Societies  
(FOCIS). The modulation of immune 
responses and the root causes of  
autoimmunity are at the center of 
Dr. Abbas interests.

•  Abdul Razzaque Ahmed MD DSc 
MPA: Ahmed is a professor of der-
matology at Tufts University School 
of Medicine, USA. He is the director 
of the Center for Blistering Disease 
in Boston. He was the first physician 
scientist to describe pathogenic and 
nonpathogenic autoantibodies for 
blistering diseases.

•  Juan-Manuel Anaya MD PhD: 
Anaya is the founder and former di-
rector of the Center for Autoimmune 
Diseases Research at the University 
of Rosario, in Bogota, Colombia. 
His work focuses on identifying 
the common pathways underlying 
autoimmune disorders. In addition 
to co-editing 15 volumes on immu-
nology and immune disease, he has 
co-authored more than 350 scholarly 
publications.

The MAI award

The Mosaic of Autoimmunity (MAI) 
award is a bi-annual award with the pur-
pose of encouraging research in the field 
of autoimmunity. The criteria that the sci-
entific committee takes into consideration 
include: the quality and impact of scientif-
ic publications (h-index), the quality and 
level of independence of the previous and 
planned research, and the international 
impact of the planned research. The recip-
ients of the AUTO13 MAI awards were:
•  Iago Pinal-Fernandez MD PhD: 

Pinal-Fernandez’s research focuses 
on improving the diagnosis, progno-
sis, and therapy for patients with in-
flammatory muscle illnesses.

•  Serena Colafrancesco MD: Co-
lafrancesco is a research fellow of 
rheumatology at Sapienza University, 
Rome, Italy. Her interests in the fields 
of research include clinical and trans-
lational investigations, with a particu-
lar focus on Sjögren syndrome and the 
function of epithelial cells in microen-
vironmental inflammation.

•  Andrea Angeletti MD: Angeletti is 
the head of the Laboratory on Molec-
ular Nephrology, Division of Dialysis 
and Transplantation at IRCCS Insti-
tute Giannina Gaslini in Genoa, Italy. 
His research looked at the involve-
ment of the complement cascade in 
immunological nephropathy. Ange-
letti is currently working in the Italian 
Ministry of Health on immunological 
elements of nephrotic syndrome.

The participants of AUTO13 ranged 
from leading researchers, awardees, and 
practicing physicians to newly admitted 
graduate students and even undergrad-
uate students. In fact, the sharing atmo-
sphere of the congress allowed young 
scientists to broaden their perspective on 
their chosen fields of study by listening 
to leading researchers and their latest 
and newest findings. Furthermore, the 
opportunity to ask questions directly to 
investigators was a privilege and worth-
while pursuit. Surprisingly, the coffee 
breaks were more efficient for students 
than studying for hours and hours. These 
breaks offered enthusiastic students and 
young researchers the chance to ex-
change ideas with some of the world’s 
most distinguished experts. Moreover, 
due to the welcoming approach of the 
congress committee, the undergraduate 
students found an opportunity to pres-
ent their research ideas and findings to a 
first-rate audience. A third year medical 
student who presented in the session on 
infection and autoimmunity said, “I lis-
ten to the professors who found some of 
the diseases and treatments I learned in 
the medical school, then comes my turn 



to get up and try to explain my own proj-
ect, due to excitement, the beating of my 
heart was strongly felt in my ear while I 
was making my way to the stage.”

The participants of AUTO13 were privi-
leged to attend the plenary sessions deliv-
ered by leading researchers in the field of 
autoimmunity. During the plenary sessions, 
these researchers presented top tier findings. 

Prof. Shoenfeld, the first researcher 
to describe Autoimmune/Inflammatory 
Syndrome Induced by Adjuvant (ASIA) 
[3], highlighted the autoimmune mech-
anisms and autoantibodies in relation to 
autonomic nervous system dysfunction. 

Prof. McGonagle, from the Investi-
gative Rheumatology department at the 
NIHR funded Academic Unit for the 
Musculoskeletal Diseases and Leeds 
Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust and 
founder of the division of autoimmune 
and autoinflam matory diseases, contin-
ued [6]. McGonagle showed that enthesi-
tis is a primary focus of spondyloarthrop-
athies [7]. 

Prof. Dario Roccatello, from the 
nephrology department at the University 
of Turin, focused on the management of 
patients with autoimmune conditions, with 
a special interest in glomerulopathies.

Subsequently, Prof. Gabriela Rieme-
kasten, a clinical scientist at the Univer-
sity of Lübeck and the chair of the clinic 
for rheumatology and clinical immunol-
ogy, presented her findings. Her major 
interests include the pathogenesis of sys-
temic sclerosis and other autoimmune 
diseases.

Three different plenary sessions were 
conducted during AUTO13. Leading 
scientists presented their novel studies 
and detailed the most important aspects 
of autoimmunity. Following the MAI 
awards ceremony on the second day of 
the congress, Prof. Schneider illustrated 
the importance of a medical data registry 
and the usefulness of analyzing the data 

with regard to the safety and efficacy of 
drugs used in the long term [8]. During 
the same session, McGonagle presented 
the mechanisms behind immunothrom-
bosis in patients with COVID-19 and the 
vasculopathy seen in COVID-19 [9]. The 
effect of treatment including systemic 
glucocorticoids and anticoagulants were 
all addressed during the talk. 

The second plenary session con-
tained a stimulating, informative, and 
interactive talk given by Prof. Shoenfeld 
on the role of autoantibodies against the 
autonomic nervous system and the con-
tribution to various autoimmune diseases. 
Actually, the topic has been extensively 
studied by Shoenfeld and his group [10]. 
In addition, the second day session includ-
ed a talk by Prof. Riemekasten discussing 
COVID-19 and autoimmune diseases. 
She presented the role of autoimmune 
mechanisms in various diseases including 
rheumatological ones [11]. 

During the final day of the event, 
Prof. Roccatello demonstrated the novel 
methods used in lupus nephritis therapy. 
The plenary sessions were ended by Prof. 
Anaya in a lecture on the topic of autoim-
mune tautology, which is a field dealing 
with the similarities autoimmune diseases 
share in terms of genetic factors, patho-
physiology, and clinical manifestations.

Although AUTO12 was held virtually 
last year due to the restrictions and reg-
ulations that were applied worldwide 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic [2], this 
year AUTO13 was held face-to-face in 
Athens. Nevertheless, and as with al-
most everything else, the congress was 
influenced by the pandemic, and a large 
number of the topics discussed during 
the plenary and parallel sessions as 
well as poster presentations dealt with 
COVID-19. For example, the relation-
ships and correlations found between 
SARS-CoV-2 infection and various au-
toimmune diseases were discussed. The 
discussions were not limited only to 
the virus or the infection it causes but 
was expanded to cover the scope of the 

available COVID-19 vaccines, with the 
focus on the autoimmune mechanisms 
involved [12,13]. More than 10 bil-
lion doses of COVID-19 vaccines have 
been administered worldwide [14], and 
multiple side effects related to autoim-
mune mechanisms have been described 
[15,16]. Thus, researchers demonstrated 
their findings, presented case reports, ex-
plained possible pathogenic mechanisms, 
and urged their findings to be evaluated 
further and taken seriously.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been 
going on since 2020, and hundreds of 
millions of people have been affected 
worldwide. Therefore, it seemed inevi-
table that the autoimmune associations 
explored COVID-19 during AUTO13. 
Some topics that attracted sizable inter-
est at the congress were related to post-
COVID syndrome, to which an entire 
2-hour parallel session was dedicated. 
The session included nine presenta-
tions outlining multiple properties of 
post-COVID syndrome ranging from an 
overview of symptoms [17] and patho-
physiology [18], to a talk highlighting 
the vitality of decisive leadership in the 
pandemic to talks about multiple autoim-
mune conditions in the period following 
corona virus infection. These conditions 
included Hashimoto’s disease, which 
was highlighted by Prof. Churilov in his 
talk on COVID-19 and Hashimoto’s dis-
ease as it has been reported in the medi-
cal literature [19]. Bullous diseases were 
underlined by Prof. Kasperkiewicz [20] 
in his systematic review on the associa-
tion between COVID-19 vaccination and 
autoimmune bullous diseases.

The topic that seemed to garner the 
most attention among the presenters in 
the session was autoantibodies and their 
correlation to post-COVID syndrome 
[11,21], which had four presentations 
dedicated to it. These talks emphasized 
a variety of autoantibodies with potential 
roles in post-COVID syndrome and sug-
gested methods for identifying them.



Thousands of researchers and others from 
more than 70 countries attended AUTO13. 
The congress was more than a scientific 
gathering per se; the city, the venue, the 
atmosphere, the variety of the participants, 
and the innovations presented contributed 
to a special and unique event. We look for-
ward to attending many more internation-
al congresses on autoimmunity. 

The pathophysiology and trajectory of post-coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) syndrome is uncertain. To 
clarify multisystem involvement, Morrow and colleagues 
undertook a prospective cohort study including patients 
who had been hospitalized with COVID-19. Serial blood 
biomarkers, digital electrocardiography and patient-
reported outcome measures were obtained in-hospital and 

using chest computed tomography with pulmonary 
and coronary angiography and cardio-renal magnetic 
resonance imaging was also obtained. Long-term clinical 
outcomes were assessed using electronic health records. 

discharge, people with COVID-19 (n=159, mean age 55 
years, 43% female) had persisting evidence of cardio-
renal involvement and hemostasis pathway activation. 
The adjudicated likelihood of myocarditis was very likely 
in 21 patients (13%), probable in 65 (41%), unlikely in 56 

discharge, COVID-19 was associated with worse health-
related quality of life (EQ-5D-5L score 0.77 [0.23] vs. 
0.87 [0.20]), anxiety and depression (PHQ-4 total score 
3.59 [3.71] vs. 1.28 [2.67]), and aerobic exercise capacity 
reflected by predicted maximal oxygen utilization (20.0 
[7.6] vs. 29.5 [8.0] ml/kg/min) (all 

(7%) died or were rehospitalized, and 108 patients (68%) 
and seven controls (26%) received outpatient secondary 
care (  = 0.017). The illness trajectory of patients after 
hospitalization with COVID-19 includes persisting 
multisystem abnormalities and health impairments that 
could lead to substantial demand on healthcare services 
in the future.


