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>> LAAN + OCEAN SAILING
Laan van Staalduinen, acting director of the SSG

2 >>  labour of love

‘I like rough conditions best’

Oh, a life on the ocean wave! The space all around you, the 
demands it makes on you. The need to be constantly on the 
alert. For Laan van Staalduinen, sailing on the open sea is 
‘the ultimate in freedom and self-reliance’. The sea is your 
biggest friend and your enemy at the same time. Here she is 
in wind force 9 on the North Sea, heading for England. Note 
the wave in the background.    RK / Foto: Rob Bonte
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A recent visit to Cambridge brought out the worst in me. How casually the stu-

dents strolled around their centuries-old colleague. I looked on in envy. There 

they were, all the brainboxes together, with their world-famous professors and 

superb facilities. The stories my hostess told me added fuel to the fire. Open bar 

balls with unlimited caviar and Dom Perignon, secret societies... I wouldn’t have 

minding studying somewhere like this. On page 12, ambitious Wageningen 

researchers tell us about their ideal academic climate, drawing on their interna-

tional experience. It seems that Harvard and Cambridge are not the holy grail 

after all. It is tough at the top. Researchers have to compete with their colle-

agues just to keep their jobs, professors hog the limelight and there is little 

space for human warmth. Perhaps the climate during my student days was not so 

bad after all. I’ll try and remember that next time I’m sitting in a Cambridge 

teashop, whinging over my scone. 

Rob Ramaker
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Food Technology professor 
Marcel Zwietering has published a 
letter calling on students to give 
feedback about their courses. For 
year, they have been able to do this 
in the Evasys survey at the end of 
each course, but Zwietering says 
the response can be ‘desperately 
poor’. Zwietering writes that lectu-
rers and teaching programme 
committees always use the feed-
back, indeed they need it. ‘We real-
ly do listen to you.’ That is why he 
is calling on students to give seri-
ous attention to the questionnaires.

Henk Vegter in the Education 
and Research department recogni-
zes the problem. ‘The response to 
course evaluations used to be 
around 45 percent but unfortuna-
tely it has dropped in recent years. 
We are going to look at what we 
can do about this.’ Vegter empha-
sizes that it is important for stu-

dents to fill in those questionnai-
res. ‘We use the results to improve 
teaching.’ 

Students and lecturers say the 
poor response is because the ques-
tionnaire is now sent electronically 
rather than being handed out on 
paper after the exam, as in the 
past.  But Vegter has his doubts. 
‘That was eight years ago’, he says. 
‘And the problem then is that you 
leave out students who don’t take 
the exam whereas they are impor-
tant too. Another advantage of 
electronic evaluations is the small 
amount of work involved, which 
means we can evaluate every 
course every year.’

Vegter points out that Wagenin-
gen students have a high response 
to other digital surveys. ‘The uni-
versity has a response of nearly 50 
percent for the National Student 
Survey, the highest score of any 
university.’ So Vegter has faith in 
the current method. ‘We do howe-
ver want to give the course evalua-
tion results more publicity among 
students so they can see the pro-
gress being made.’   

See too Zwietering’s letter on page 11
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If you like writing and have an idiosyncratic take on the world around 

you, then you are in luck! Resource is looking for a blogger.

We are looking for a student with distinctive views on things and the 

ability to present them in good Dutch. Someone who can be provoca-

tive, is prepared to share their insecurities and likes to seek out inte-

resting, wacky or informative links.

Your blogs must be clearly linked to your life as a student but can cer-

tainly also deal with topical issues. The idea is to provoke reactions 

from your readers while illuminating various aspects of student life.

If you think you can do this, send an e-mail to our web editor: nicolet-

te.meerstadt@wur.nl

>> news

-

The government will be making se-
vere cuts in science research fun-
ding over the next few years. There 
will be 400 million less for re-
search between 2012 and 2016, 
with 50 million of that coming 
from the DLO institutes, says the 
Rathenau Institute, which has cal-
culated the effects of measures in 
the coalition agreement.  That 400 
million comes on top of the 300 
million in cuts over recent years. It 
is not yet clear what the implicati-

ons of the measures will be for or-
ganizations like DLO, TNO and 
ECN. Minister Verhagen has set up 
a priority sector policy in which go-
vernment and businesses are to 
join forces in investing in know-
ledge. Verhagen is giving busines-
ses tax allowances totalling 500 
million if they invest more in 
knowledge. That should compen-
sate for the cut of 400 million in 
government funding.

Expenditure on universities will 
remain untouched for the years 
ahead. The universities will get 
combined funding of 2.3 billion 
this year, rising to 2.4 billion in 
2016. The cabinet is considering 
more cutbacks, however.  

  RR
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In future, students will be able to 
apply for any of the rooms ma-
naged by Idealis. That will mean 
an end to the age-old policy where-

choose a luxury apartment if he 
can afford it, while a Dutch PhD 
student on a tight budget can opt 
for a smaller room on a corridor.’

The new policy will be introdu-
ced step by step over the next few 
years. The real turning point will 
be 1 January 2016, when Idealis 
will get possession of 1,200 rooms 
that the university currently rents 
for international students. 

by different kinds of rooms are on 
offer for fi rst years, foreign stu-
dents, PhD students and so on. 
The policy reversal is outlined in 
the new Idealis business plan and 
is explained in more detail by di-
rector Hans van Medenbach later 
on in this edition. Van Medenbach 
says Idealis was getting a lot of cri-
ticism for ‘compartmentalizing 
the different target groups’, which 

he himself terms ‘1970s policy’. 
In the new situation any stu-

dent, regardless of their nationali-
ty, will be able to apply for any 
room in any Idealis complex, with 
furniture as an option. It will no 
longer matter whether you are a 
fi rst year or PhD student, or where 
you come from. ‘It will be fi rst co-
me, fi rst served’, says Medenbach. 
‘So a fi rst year from Uganda can 

Wageningen student orchestra De Ont-

zetting will be making a two-week tour 

of China at the end of the year, during 

which it will give fi ve concerts in the 

Shanghai area. If all the concerts are 

sold out more than 10,000 Chinese will 

get the chance to enjoy the orchestra’s 

music. The tour is being arranged and 

fi nanced by S&L Cultural Exchange Hol-

land. The students only have to pay 

their own travel costs, and they are ho-

ping to fi nd sponsors for this. De Ont-

zetting leaves for Shanghai on 26 De-

cember 2012.   SO

The planned new student residence Rijn-

veste will boast the fi rst (modern) wind-

mill in Wageningen.  It will not be a huge 

turbine, says Wim van Alphen from stu-

dent housing provider Idealis. ‘But it will 

provide enough electricity to light up the 

paths around the complex.’ Work will 

start on Rijnveste on the Rijnsteeg in Fe-

bruary. It will have a total of 345 units of 

varying sizes. The building is expected 

to be ready sometime in 2013. Besides 

the wind turbine on the fi fth fl oor, each 

unit or apartment will have its own solar 

thermal collector for heating tap water. 

 

Besides the existing study areas, from 

the beginning of February students are 

also allowed to make use of classrooms 

on the sixth fl oor of the Forum. This is a 

response to a shortage of study areas, a 

growing problem in the Forum, according 

to student council party VeSte. The 

rooms will be made available not only 

during resits week, but also in the fourth 

week of the next period. Willemijn Snel-

ler of VeSte is happy with the arrange-

ment, which she would like to see being 

followed through. ‘This is in line with our 

eff orts to create more study areas. If this 

works well, the rooms will be opened 

again in future during the busiest 

weeks.’  

Some time ago my wife, our two children and I visited the 
village of Drumnadrochit, on the northern banks of Loch 
Ness. Everything in the village revolves around the famous 
monster. Special attractions, shops, cruises, a museum… 
you name it, it’s there. A complete fantasy world. And yet… 
As we drove east towards Inverness along the lake shore, 
we were all gazing over the water in case we might catch a 
glimpse of Nessie. 
Where does truth end and fi ction begin? Who can say? 
Maybe the Netherlands really did not win the world cup in 
1978, and Rensenbrink’s kick in the last minute of extra 
time did hit the goal post. And maybe the party in the Bue-
nos Aires football stadium that day was real. Maybe there 
really are politicians who talk about Moslem citizens in 
insulting terms and describe a colleague and compatriot 
as a bit of regurgitated halal meat. Maybe there really are 
people who think Vitesse will be the national champions 
in two years’ time.
And can he really exist, a State Secretary for nature who va-
lues a pheasant on his beet fi eld as much as a wet dune 
valley full of marsh grass in bloom; for whom a grassy fi eld 
full of dandelions is worth the same as a chalk hill covered 
in quaking briza grasses and gentians? Who gives instruc-
tions to sell off nature areas to be turned into rich pastu-
res. Who tries to wriggle out of international agreements 
on nature conservation. And who passes me a note 
asking, ‘Shall we go out for some goose shooting some 
time?’ 

news << 5
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response to the news. ‘A sum like 
this makes it possible for me to ta-
ke this research a stage further.’ 
Thomma’s award-winning project 
builds upon a discovery made in 
2010, when Thomma proved that a 
fungus which infects tomato 
plants makes use of camouflage. 
The fungus’s cell walls are made of 
chitin, a substance which is not 
found in plants and therefore acti-
vates their immune systems. To 
prevent this, the fungus covers its 
cell walls with proteins it produces 
itself.

-

 RK

Plant researcher Bart Thomma is 
to receive a Vici grant worth 1.5 
million euros from the Nether-
lands Organization for Scientific 
Research (NWO) for his research 
on pathogenic fungi. ‘I’m extreme-
ly happy’, says Thomma, assistant 
professor of Phytopathologist, in 

>> news

A GOOD ACADEMIC CLIMATE STARTS FROM BELOW  
hen Nutrition professor Martijn Katan 
and Plant Sciences director Raoul Bino 

left for the big cities (in 2006 and 2009 respec-
tively; Bino soon came back), one of the push 
factors was the lack of academic culture and 
intellectual debate. But with three new initia-
tives recently – Impulse, the Science Café and 
the Young Academy – it seems as though Wa-
geningen’s academic culture is getting richer 
by the day.  Let’s start with Impulse, the new 
venue on campus for business and social get-
togethers. The meeting point will open in 
April. Impulse is partly based on ideas raised 
in biologist Marten Scheffer’s speech at the 
academic year opening of 2010, when he ar-
gued passionately for creating space for sha-
red out-of-the-box thinking. 

And then there’s Wageningen’s Science Ca-
fé, launched last year to provide a forum for 
discussing the rise of China or the value of cli-
mate models. All the first four sessions at the 
Loburg Café were packed out. The Science Ca-
fé was started by researchers and students (to-
gether with Resource) and is now being sup-
ported financially by Wageningen UR. 

The newest contribution to the academic 
atmosphere is the Jong College (Young Acade-
my). The first meeting in January was pro-
mising: 17 ambitious young scientists seem 
quite determined to attract top researchers 
and editors to come and speak at Wageningen. 
The idea came from two highfliers, David Len-
tink and Dolf Weijers, and was quickly em-
braced by rector Martin Kropff and supported 

by dean Johan van Arendonk, Wageningen Spi-
noza Prize winners and Dutch Academy pro-
fessors. 

Strikingly, this kind of initiative always 
seems to come from below, and subsequently 
to be welcomed at the top. Researchers are the 
ones who have had first-hand experience of 
the dynamism of institutes such as Caltech or 
MIT, and who are now trying to inject the key 
ingredients of it into Wageningen life. During 
a round table discussion on the academic cli-
mate (see page 12), Dolf Weijers mentions Wa-
geningen’s evolution from an agricultural col-
lege to a university and research centre. This 
institution is still developing apace and an ap-
propriate slogan might be: a better academic 
climate starts with you.  

Meanwhile, Thomma has learnt 
that this mechanism is not unique, 
but is common to many fungi, in-
cluding those which can make hu-
mans and animals sick. His pro-
ject examines which role the pro-
tein plays in other pairs of patho-
genic fungus and host. In addition, 
Thomma is curious to know 
whether fungal diseases can be 
combated in this way. It will there-
fore be imperative that the project 
work in a multidisciplinary fashion 
with other disciplines such as me-
dical mycology. He also think there 

may be another complex mecha-
nism at work. Thomma: ‘The fun-
gus has to defend itself too against 
pathogens; another reason for ma-
king itself invisible could be to es-
cape its enemies.’ Thanks to the 
Vici grant, Thomma thinks he will 
be able to find out more in the co-
ming years.

It has become harder to get 
hold of a Vici grant in recent years. 
This year, NWO has awarded grants 
to only 31 out of the 236 scientists 
who applied. In 2003, 20 percent of 
the proposals were selected. 
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The blackbird is the undisputed 
number one, on that Meeuwsen 
agrees. ‘That sound is not just 
beautiful, but you feel as though 
you understand what a blackbird is 
saying.’ After the blackbird, the 
Dutch chose the sound of the surf, 
the nightingale, field birds and a 
purring cat. Meeuwsen prefers the 
sounds of the midwife toad, the 
crane and a barking deer. The full  
top 40 can be seen and heard on 
the Vroege Vogels website. RK

news << 7

ONE SHOT AT 
THE ELEVEN 

TOWNS TOUR 

Is it likely to go ahead? 
‘I very much doubt it still, but we have to take 
the possibility seriously. Mental preparations 
have definitely begun. I’ve been checking my 
diary to see what I might have to change. My 
provisions will consist of currant and muesli 
rolls and energy bars. But they can’t work won-
ders, and I am trying to keep to my usual ea-
ting habits as much as possible.’ 

Have you already arranged somewhere to 
sleep? 
‘Not finalized yet, but I do have family close to 
Leeuwarden, so it shouldn’t take more than a 
phone call.’

Are you fit enough? 
‘I was among the draw winners, but I still have 
a way to go. Basically, I am pretty fit, but my 
stamina and skating form are not great. I feel 
good on the skates, but I haven’t done much 
real distance training. I don’t want to over-
train, but I will try to put in a few hours this 
week on the inlet down by the Rhine.’

Is that enough?  
‘If it does happen, I certainly won’t have 
skated more than 100 kilometres at one go. So 
at around 130 kilometres it will start getting 
really tough. But it is one of my dearest wishes 
to skate in this race. If it goes ahead, I will set 
aside everything else for it. I am 61 and I think 
this will be my only chance.’ 

Klaas Swart, 

61, assistant professor  

of Genetics   

He has sharpened 

his skates and he’s get-

ting psyched up 

He is a winner in 

the draw to skate in the 

elfstedentocht

That’s the million 

dollar question. Sunday? 

‘You would expect Wageningen University, with all its 
proud farmers’ sons, would have the fewest female 
students. But no, it has the most: 56 percent.’

Prem Radhakishun in his programme Premtime, on the feminization of 

universities. 

Q

The Executive Board has decided 
to get rid of two chairs. In ESG, 
Land Degradation and Develop-
ment is to merge with Soil Physics, 
Ecohydrology and Groundwater 
Management to form the new 
chair of Soil Physics and Land Ma-
nagement. That means a fall in the 
number of soil research chairs 
from five to four. The reduction is 
possible as three of the four pro-
fessors are retiring.

The social sciences are also los-
ing a chair without any far-rea-
ching consequences for staff.  The 
Communication & Innovation 
group headed by Cees Leeuwis is 

to merge with Technology & Rural 
Development, where Professor 
Paul Richards retired two years 
ago. 

These losses create room for 
new professorships. The strategic 
policy plan for 2011-2014 an-
nounced three new chairs: Urban 
Environment, Biorefining and Ma-
rine Systems Ecology. They have 
not yet been filled. The so-called 
chair plan works on the principle 
of new for old: there is room for a 
new chair if an old one goes some-
where else. So room still needs to 
be created for a third chair but it is 
not yet clear where. A chair is eligi-
ble for abolition if the opportunity 
arises (a professor leaves), the tea-
ching burden is relatively low, or 
the subject area becomes less rele-
vant or overlaps considerably with 
another chair.  

There is no denying it, even for the 
nature sounds man, Henk Meeuw-
sen: the blackbird is top of the 
pops. But after that, his taste devi-
ates considerably from that of the 
average Dutch person. Henk 
Meeuwsen was a guest on the Vara 
radio talk show Vroege Vogels (Ear-
ly Birds) last Sunday, when the Top 
40 Nature Sounds was announced. 
Some of the recordings on which 
Dutch listeners could vote over the 
past month were his work. Meeuw-
sen has gradually made a name for 
himself as an authority in this 
field. No one who wants to do so-
mething related to natural sounds 
can afford to ignore him. 
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It just looks like sand to a lay person. 
Pretty, with those graduated layers of 
brown. And impressively large: the 
profile in the temporary exhibition in 
Gaia is two metres high. But for ex-
perts this soil sample is a real piece of 
underground treasure. One of the ex-
perts is Brazilian researcher Cristine 
Muggler. The profile is a prominent ex-
hibit in Isric’s Glinka Memorial Col-
lection, which Muggler considers a 
unique collection of Russian soil pro-
files. 

The twenty profiles in this collecti-
on still in the possession of Isric were 
collected in the Soviet Union around 
1924. They give a cross-section of Rus-
sian soil characteristics at that time, 
before the land became polluted by 
heavy industry and radioactive waste. 
This makes the profiles literally a pie-
ce of soil history. They provide soil sci-
entists with valuable material for com-
parison. 

But the history of the collection itself 
is just as interesting. The profiles are 
what remains of the collection the 
Russian soil scientist Konstantin Glin-
ka created from 1924 onwards. The 
idea was that the profiles would steal 
the show at the first International Con-
gress of Soil Science, held in Washing-
ton in 1927. The congress included an 
exhibition of soil samples from 
around the world. 

Soil science was still in its infancy 
and Muggler says the Russians were 
leading the way. Glinka was a pupil of 
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>> science

The European Commission wants to 
redistribute agricultural subsidies 
in Europe. This will affect countries 
already suffering from the euro 
 crisis, according to calculations by 
researcher Roel Jongeneel of the 
Agricultural Economic Institute LEI. 
Farmers across Europe receive diffe-
rent levels of subsidy per hectare of 
farmland. The proposal made by the 
European Commission last autumn 
is intended to reduce these differen-
ces. No one had yet calculated exact-
ly what this would mean for the vari-
ous countries. 

Jongeneel calculated the effects 
of the change in the hectare subsidy. 
He found that Italy stands to lose 
the most: over 1.5 billion euros 
between 2014 and 2020. But in pro-
portion to its national income, 
Greece will lose the most, as the 
country will receive more than one 
billions euros less over the rest of 
the decade. The Netherlands will be 
receiving 288 million euros less, ac-
cording to the LEI calculations. 

Other older member states such as 
France, Germany, Belgium, the UK, 
Denmark and Spain will lose too. 
The big winners in the proposed re-
distribution are the new eastern Eu-
ropean member states. Within the 
EU, more than 900 million a year 
will shift from the older member 
states to the new member states in 
eastern Europe. A modest redistri-
bution in the light of the total bud-
get for the European agricultural po-
licy: 60 billion per year.   

Dokuchaev, who is seen as the founder 
of soil science. Glinka led the Russian 
delegation of 22 people attending the 
congress in Washington in June. The 
collection, which was later named af-
ter him, was transported along the 
trans-Siberian railway line and across 
the Pacific to the New World. The soil 
profiles arrived intact, but not on time 
- the congress had already ended.

Despite that, Glinka was elected the 
first president of the International Soil 
Science Society. He died suddenly 
three months later, aged 61. The pro-
files went into storage, where they 
remained until they were donated to 
Isric in 1980. There were then still 55 
profiles remaining of the estimated 60 
to 70 in the original collection. Now 
there are only 20 left, and the rest have 
been returned to Russia or donated to 
other museums and universities.

Muggler says the Glinka collection 
is a fine example of Isric’s soil treasu-
res. The museum should value these 
treasures and take good care of them. 
That is why she has unearthed and do-
cumented their history. RK
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Once in 85 million years, life on Earth co-
mes in for a shock. Entire species are wip-
ed out almost simultaneously. There are 
numerous theories at large as to why this 
is, but none of them fully explain the mass 
extinctions. Wageningen emeritus profes-
sor Piet van den Noort (Agricultural Eco-
nomics) thinks he has found the key. His 
extinction theory – and the formula that 
comes with it – explains the time, size and 
frequency of all known extinctions.

Van den Noort’s formula is actually a 
simple one. According to him, there is a 
link between mass extinction (L), the 
number of species (N), the number of mu-
tations (M) and disastrous impacts (I). His 
formula is: L = aN + bM + cI (plus a statisti-
cal constant). The driving force behind this 
is mutations. Van den Noort expounds his 
ideas in the December issue of The Journal 
of Ecology and the Natural Environment.

Van den Noort’s ideas are based on the lo-
gistic growth theory. Under certain condi-
tions, this type of growth leads to instabili-
ty and chaotic growth behaviour. Only by 
continuous mutation can species avoid ex-
tinction. Van den Noort demonstrated this 

in the mid-nineteen nineties in his book, 
Complexity and Survival. Now he adds a 
new chapter to the story with his formula.

But that is not all. Van den Noort also ex-
plains what makes mutations vary across 
the various geological periods. The cause of 
this is the chaos in the solar system. Chaos 
causes the elliptical orbit of the Earth 
around the sun to shrink and expand conti-
nuously in a chaotic way. The bigger the or-
bit, the weaker the radiation and therefore, 
the smaller the chances of mutations and 
the more unstable the growth. Moreover, a 
bigger orbit raises the chances of meteorite 
impacts (the I in the formula), which some-
times lead to mass extinctions.

Chaos in the solar system is the cause of 
mass extinctions, then. According to Van 
den Noort, fluctuations in the orbits of pla-
nets are a well-known phenomenon in as-
tronomy. He even attributes the lack of life 
on Mars and Venus to this chaos. ‘Any form 
of life on these planets is wiped out as a re-
sult. The Earth has been lucky. Life has ne-
ver vanished completely from here. The 
lack of life on Mars and Venus in fact con-
firms my theory.’

The extinction formula explains more 
than just past events, however. To some ex-
tent, it also predicts the next mass extincti-
on. Not that we need to worry unduly about 
that, though. According to Van den Noort, 
that will only happen some thirty million 
years from now.  RK

-
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‘We have a five ruling in Wageningen too; we’ve had 
it about ten years. It is intended as an incentive. If 
students manage to pass all their courses in the first 
year, we let them off one five. That motivates stu-
dents to finish everything on time. Fine. 
‘On the other hand, imagine if we introduced this in 
Medicine. You don’t want to be treated by a doctor 
who hasn’t got his basic facts straight. And that goes 
for all arts and science graduates of course. In that 
sense, just one five in the first year is acceptable, but 
we should not make a general rule of the compensa-
tion principle. If someone gets one five, he stands a 
big chance of failing subsequent courses in that 
field as well. That five could end up costing the insti-
tution more teaching and supervision time, and 
therefore more money. 
‘There is also a danger that the quality of education 
and the value of the degree could suffer. That is why 
student organizations object to the five regulation – 
they are afraid of the InHolland syndrome. I under-
stand their suspicions, because this rule is being in-
troduced in several universities now to raise the 
pass rate and with it the institution’s income. It is a 
strategic move, and it should be opposed.
Educational quality should come first. You can safe-
guard that quality with good teaching, good exams, 
good exam regulations and good quality control on 
the exams. The examining boards in Wageningen 
are now working hard on quality control of the 
exams. We must not let standards slip and start pas-
sing students out of pity. This is only in our own in-
terests, since dubious quality would dent the pro-
gramme’s reputation and affect student recruit-
ment.’ AS

science << 

The scientific community in   
The Netherlands is too small for  
objective peer-review

Patrick Kabouw, 1 February.
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>> science

Microscopic capsules made from 
tiny rods of protein are very pro-
mising. They can help to keep food 
fresh longer, release a medicine at 
the right time and place, and get 
substances into the body undama-
ged.

Leonard Sagis, associate profes-
sor of Food Physics, struck on this 
idea after observing artificial pro-
tein fibrils. These are stiff little 
protein rods which in turn compri-
se protein fragments stuck toge-
ther side-by-side.  

basic proteins or by ad-
ding on more layers of fi-
brils. The consistent final 
product contrasts sharply 
with the ‘thick layers of 
amorphous material’ so-
metimes seen when old 
techniques of producing 
microcapsules are used.

In the meantime, the 
influential Reviews of Mo-

dern Physics has recently published 
an overview written by Sagis of the 
theory behind complicated border 
surfaces, such as those of ‘his’ mi-
crocapsules. RR

Structures like these are pre-
sent in the brains of Alzheimer’s 
patients. It seems that they can al-
so be manufactured in the labora-
tory by heating a protein for ten 
hours in an acidic environment. Of 
note is that digestive enzymes can 
break them down safely. 

The fibrils can be used as building 
material for capsules. Sagis uses a 
drop of oil coated with charged 
protein fragments as ‘scaffolding’. 
This is coated with alternate layers 
of positively charged and negati-
vely charged fibrils. The end result 
seen under the microscope 
strongly resembles a ball of wool.

This technique is very much 

better than current methods of 
producing capsules. ‘You can con-
trol the mechanical and release 
properties much better,’ says Sa-
gis. This is done by using different 

providing an insight into an invisi-
ble world in a light-hearted, acces-
sible manner. ‘I will explain in par-
ticular what my colleagues and I 
need to see before we really accept 
the need for a complete overhaul 
of particle physics.’ Linde says a lot 
more evidence is required. ‘99.9 
percent of elementary particle phy-
sicists are and remain incredibly 
sceptical about this measurement.’

Linde says it is more likely to be 
a measurement of something else 
than an as yet unknown physical 
phenomenon. ‘I am putting my 
money on a measurement error. 
But in my discipline we say ‘mea-
surement is knowledge’ until we 
can disprove it. If neutrinos really 
do travel faster than light then 
we’re back to square one. In fact, it 
means we no longer have a valid 
theory to explain many great, accu-
rate experiments in the past. So 
that would be a revolution. In a 
word: fantastic.’ 

23 February, 8 p.m., Café Loburg. 
With live music by Anne and Aljosha.
Wageningen Science Café is an initi-
ative of Resource and others.

Sixty nanoseconds. That is the rea-
son for the talk particle physicist 
Prof. Frank Linde will be giving in 
the next Wageningen Science Café. 
That tiny difference in time made 
physics into front page news last 
year. Researchers at CERN shot 
neutrinos from Switzerland to Italy 
and these subatomic particles ap-
peared to have travelled faster than 
the speed of light. If that result can 
be replicated, we can dump our 
physics theories in the wastepaper 
bin. In principle it would even ma-
ke time travel possible.

Linde is the director of the Nati-
onal Institute for Subatomic Phy-

sics (Nikhef). He was involved for 
some time in the experiment that 
resulted in the neutrinos that tra-
vel faster than light. He is currently 

one of the people working on the 
search for the Higgs particle with 
CERN’s ATLAS detector. Linde will 
be talking about the research into 
superfast neutrinos and particle 
physics, and he will discuss the re-
sults and their implications with 
the audience.

The researcher gives dozens of talks 
for the general public every year, 
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Email to resource@wur.nl. 

I would like to appeal to all of you to fi ll out the EVA-

SYS questionnaires.

I am a professor, lecturer and member of a program-

me committee. In these capacities, I often use the 

results of course evaluations.

As a professor, I am responsible for the teaching qua-

lity of the chair group. I discuss every evaluation with 

the course coordinator. I discuss the results of the 

course evaluations during the annual job performance 

appraisal of each lecturer. The course coordinators in 

my chair group also view the evaluations seriously 

and use them to make improvements. The results of 

these questionnaires are important in promoting lec-

turers (tenure track system). As a lecturer, I look at 

the results of lecturers and the comments. My boss in 

his turn discusses with me the results of my own 

courses and the courses in my chair group. Finally, 

programme committees review all course evaluations 

and when needed, urge course coordinators to take 

action. 

Feedback is crucial to achieve quality. This feedback 

is taken seriously. The response from students in 

some courses is sometimes so miserably low that the-

se results are taken less seriously.

Education in Wageningen is considered to be of a high 

standard, and both lecturers and students want to 

keep it this way. I therefore appeal to all of you to 

give more thought to fi lling out the questionnaires. 

We really will listen to you. We might not be able to 

make changes to everything and sometimes we have 

to look around for a good way of addressing a pro-

blem, but we are working in earnest and we need your 

feedback to do so.
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We should stop giving priority to foreign students when 
allocating student rooms, declared Jillis in the previous 
issue of Resource. It so happened that the preceding 
page featured photographs from a photo exhibition on 
student rooms – rich and poor - around the world. That 
turned out to be an explosive mix.

While a thoughtful discussion grew 

up around Jillis’ opinion, all hell 

broke loose because of the photos.  

A misunderstanding led several rea-

ders to regard them as part of a poli-

tically incorrect piece of scientifi c 

research. As this storm subsided, it 

left some people in its aftermath 

who wanted to air their grievances: 

‘The Netherlands is in a rotten state 

of anti-international everything,’ 

says . In short, the trolls 

could have a ball. Luckily, some, 

such as , also saw the beauty 

of the photos: ‘Fantastic, I will cer-

tainly take a look when the exhibiti-

on moves to Utrecht.’

discussion << 
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Student questionnaires on courses are necessary for 
improving and assessing teaching standards. So pro-
blems arise if students don’t fi ll them up anymore, 
declares Professor Marcel Zwietering. See the letter at 
the bottom of this page.

Via the internet, students indicated 

practical problems which reduce the 

level of response. ‘I would like to 

include the exams in the evaluation,’ 

says , ‘but because we are given 

the evaluation way before the exams, 

I forget about it afterwards.’ Others 

point to the exasperatingly long 

online questionnaires with a tenden-

cy to crash.  feels the questi-

ons are not good enough: ‘I notice 

that I’m okay with everything asked, 

and yet I do have a lot of criticisms of 

the courses.’  gives the discussion a 

nostalgic tint: ‘What is wrong with the 

former system? Why not just let us fi ll 

out the evaluation on the spot after 

the examinations?’
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From left: Erwin Bulte, 

Dolf Weijers, Joris Sprakel 

and Vera Ros. ‘When it 

comes to the culture, it’s 

up to us.’

What do ambitious researchers need in order to thrive? 

No Harvard on the Rhine
Wageningen needs to create a more invigorating climate for top 
research. Four seasoned experts scrutinise the academic culture at the 
Born. ‘We mustn’t be fixated on Harvard.’

text: Gaby van Caulil / photos: Manon Bruininga

J
oris Sprakel is the first to answer. ‘Money!’ he 
shouts in response to the question what it takes to 
produce outstanding research. ‘No, we talk too 
much about money, actually’, responds Erwin Bul-
te. And the ball is rolling. 
At the invitation of Resource, four researchers with 

experience at top institutes are pondering the academic 
climate at Wageningen. They have met on the second floor 
of Hotel De Wereld. 

Among the scientists is Dolf Weijers, one of the initia-
tors of the Young Academy launched two weeks ago. The 
academy is made up of talented researchers who want to 
stimulate the right sort of climate for top research. They 

aim to attract distinguished speakers to Wageningen and 
promote interaction between Wageningen highfliers in 
different fields. 

This raises questions about the academic culture at the 
Born. Is it stimulating enough? How is this university 
doing compared with the top universities? After one and a 
half hours of discussion in De Wereld, one thing is clear: 
Harvard is not the be-all and end-all. Although we could 
use a bit more scientific ‘drive’. 

TOO MUCH MONEY TALK 

So Joris Sprakel feels the need for more funding. ‘My own 
research is highly dependent on equipment. I notice that 
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who are doing very well internationally. There simply isn’t 
a tradition of bringing those sorts of people to Wagenin-
gen. My point is: the people who are in the Veni, Vidi, Vici 
system are probably going to make it. What I want is to 
provide inspiration for people who haven’t got that far yet 
– a PhD student who ends up getting frustrated because 
things don’t work out, or a postdoc who is wondering 
whether he’d better get out of academia. We have to show 
them that there really are possibilities, based not just on 

their own research group but also on a supportive wider 
community.’ 

Vera Ros: ‘But that is already happening of course. 
We’ve got WEES, the Wageningen Ecology Evolution Se-
ries. These are monthly lectures for which we invite world-
class speakers. I don’t think it is well enough publicized, 
though.’

Bulte: ‘When it comes to the culture, it’s up to us. Regu-
larly inviting inspiring people to speak is a practical point, 
and something we have to do ourselves.’

Ros: ‘And we have the Science Café too now. That is 
going well; it’s packed out every time. That is motivating.’

Weijers: ‘It is part of a culture in which you realise that 
science is enjoyable.’

‘We have the Science Café too now. That is going 
well; it’s packed out every time. That is motivating’

it is very hard to secure major investments and in my sub-
ject area this means quite simply that we lag behind pla-
ces that don’t have this problem.’

But funnily enough, it is the economist in the group, 
Erwin Bulte, who thinks there is too much talk of money 
in Wageningen. ‘That is not always the issue. The IPOP 
theme for research on complex systems has now got to be 
linked with top sectors. What you will see now is that very 
interesting subjects, which you would love to work on, will 
disappear over the horizon. Another sticking point is 
tenure track, with acquisition requirements being set 
which are not realistic, I think. This is to the detriment of 
the academic work. I want people from my group to be ab-
le to dedicate themselves heart and soul to their research. 
They should be publishing as well as possible, get every 
opportunity to do their work and not have to worry too 
much about acquisition.’

Dolf Weijers nods in agreement. ‘I am not sure money 
makes such a difference either. I really like being spurred 
on by contact with someone who has been very successful, 
someone who can inspire you to keep on going all out. 
What I’m talking about here is also one of the reasons for 
setting up the young academy. The aim is to have real con-
tact with people who are ambitious. To create a platform 
where you can share your ambitions and find support and 
reinforcement for them.’

Sprakel: ‘And yet there are surely some very successful 
scientists at Wageningen.’ 

Weijers: ‘That’s true. But I also have in mind people 
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between groups.’
Weijers points out another cultural difference. ‘At the 

Max Planck Institute in Tübingen, fantastic people come 
and speak on a regular basis. That kind of seminar took 
place on a Monday evening at a quarter past eight. You 
went along and soaked up the science. That is unimagina-
ble here.’

Sprakel: ‘That is something that has completely astoni-
shed me. At five o’clock the chemistry building is almost 
empty. At Harvard, the place is busy around the clock. Peo-
ple are recording and working even at night. Here people 
see science as a job; in America they see it as a mission. 
There people aim to do one thing, and to be the best at it. 
That attitude is totally ingrained. There is a lot of competi-
tion.’

Weijers: ‘How did you like that?’
Sprakel: ‘I saw a case where two people were taken on 

when there was one job going. The first one to come up 
with results got the job. Appalling.’

Bulte: ‘You want to publish at a high level, no question 
about that, but in the end I don’t think science can flou-
rish in a competitive atmosphere. In Tilburg I saw how the 
economics faculty kept a beady eye on their competitors-
cum-colleagues at the University of Amsterdam. It was so 
bad that if Amsterdam got an article in a top journal, peo-
ple in Tilburg were down in the mouth. Now, that is too 
crazy for words, if you can’t be pleased for your colleague.’

Ros: ‘You want people to share things. You get more 
out of cooperation.’

Bulte: ‘Yes, our group thrives better on cooperation 
than on competition. Within our niche, by collaborating 
on big projects we can achieve unique results. That makes 
us of value to others as well. If I were to try and create a mi-

Bulte: ‘Yes, I think that’s really good, too. But besides 
that, there are some factors in the Wageningen UR system 
that work against a strong academic climate. There is an 
emphasis on quantity at the expense of quality. More stu-
dents, more PhDs. My goodness, in our Development Eco-
nomics group we have more PhD students that the whole 
economics department at Tilburg – which is five times the 
size. At Tilburg I worked with my fellow professors, here I 
mainly work with students. That leads to different sorts of 
projects, of course.’

COLLABORATION, NOT COMPETITION 

All four of the scientists at the table have spent some time 
at universities abroad. What are the differences between 
those top institutes and Wageningen?

Ros: ‘At Pennsylvania it struck me how strong the colla-
boration was between different groups. People really look 
beyond the borders of their disciplines.’

Sprakel: ‘In the Netherlands we are full of talk about in-
terdisciplinary research, especially in the natural scien-
ces. But as soon as you really try to go for it, you find it dif-
ficult to get funding for it. Sorry, there I go, talking about 
money again.’

Bulte: ‘That may be true, but I do think Wageningen is 
a positive exception in that respect. That is why I came 
 here, too. Look at the IPOP or the INREF programmes, for 
example: they are attempts to establish interaction 

Erwin Bulte, Development Economics.

Also research fellow at the Universities of Cam-

bridge and Oxford, and professor at Tilburg. 

Received a Vici grant in 2010.

‘Here people 
see science 
as a job; in 
America they 
see it as a 
mission’

Joris Sprakel, Physical  

Chemistry and Colloid Science.

Did post-doc research  

at Harvard University. 

Received a Veni grant in 2011.
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ni-Harvard in our group, based on internal competition, I 
would take away the one weapon we have.’

Sprakel:  ‘Nevertheless, I think that top-class scientists 
are competitive. And they are the ones who get your insti-
tution high on the Times Higher Education list.’

Weijers: ‘Yes, that is an interesting point. Precisely be-
cause the wish has been expressed here to get ourselves 
higher up those lists. Perhaps these two things do not go 
together: a high ranking and a caring attitude towards 
each other.’

Sprakel: ‘The governing body at Groningen wants to 
turn it into the Harvard of the Netherlands. A misguided 
ambition. People put themselves first and don’t care 
about their staff. Compared to Harvard, precisely what I 
value in the Dutch model is that people who are struggling 
a bit can be carried along in the wake of others, because 
they are given some at tention and coaching. I think it’s ni-
ce to give someone a chance when they are going through 
a difficult period in their life.’

Bulte: ‘I don’t see us as competition for Harvard…’
Sprakel (laughing): ‘Nor does Harvard, I should think!’
Bulte: ‘We are too small for everything. We should stay 

in our niche, and do as well as we can there. Go beyond 
that, and we’re overestimating ourselves.’

FLAT ORGANIZATION

Weijers: ‘Something else: what I often wonder is whether 

the very hierarchical system in the Netherlands affects the 
academic climate. You have mentioned American univer-
sities that have a very flat culture. Here the individual re-
searcher has a very limited role to play in strategic decisi-
ons.’

Sprakel: ‘As it happens we raised this issue just a month 
ago. Our chair holder is leaving. We have made a cautious 
proposal for a flat organization, to see how that would 
work in our lab. So instead of having one big kingpin, with 
everyone else standing somewhat in his or her shadow, 
everyone is equal and has a share of the financial respon-
sibilities. But people are not open to this at present.’

Weijers: ‘That is understandable from the organizati-
on’s point of view. But if you are looking to create a stimu-
lating climate, I think every ambitious researcher wants to 
take on some responsibility and get recognition for his 
successes.’

Bulte: ‘If you ask me, it depends on the make-up of the 
group. If it gets some enlightened leadership from some-
one who can get ‘a thousand flowers blooming’, and who 
can sometimes persuade people to tackle things together, 
then things go very well. But if the group is led by a top dog 
who cannot or doesn’t want to do this, it is deadly for eve-
ryone else.’

Sprakel: ‘Exactly. That way, you stifle ambition. You re-
ally want everyone to progress as fast as possible on the 
strength of their own motivation.’

Weijers: ‘I think that is a strong factor. Spreading res-
ponsibilities creates a stimulating academic climate. If 
people share the full range of responsibilities, including 
attracting funding, allocating budgets, appointing staff 
and running doctoral research, this provides a tremen-
dous stimulus to do their best and to stay ambitious.’  

Dolf Weijers, Biochemistry.

Did post-doc research at  

the University of Tübingen.

Received an ERC grant in 2011.

Vera Ros, Virology. 

Did post-doc research at the Uni-

versity of Pennsylvania. 

Received a Veni grant in 2011.

‘We should 
stay in our 
niche, and do 
as well as we 
can there’
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GET YOUR SKATES ON  

Neck and neck. Exactly 160 metres in a straight line. 

And may the best man win. You can’t say fairer than 

that. That’s how it went last Sunday down by the 

Rhine at the Wageningen students’ short track cham-

pionships. And then to take a tumble just before the 

finishing line! Face to face with the ice. An end to a 

dream. But a stunning scene.  RK / photo Guy Ackermans



RESOURCE    — 27 augustus 2009

18 >> features

RESOURCE — 9 February 2012

The ideal system
With the student population growing too fast for the housing provider to 
keep up with, Idealis has been an easy target over recent years. Which 
is not always justified, says Idealis director Hans van Medenbach. ‘You 
can’t just say, OK, we’ll put up a student residence costing ten million.’

text: Linda van der Nat and Rob Goossens / photo: Guy Ackermans

‘Investments in 
real estate take 
place on a 
different time 
scale from the 
fluctuations in 
student 
numbers’

A
n explosive rise in student numbers has put 
a lot of pressure on the room rental market 
in Wageningen in recent years. But the end 
is in sight, if Idealis gets its way. In its new 
business plan, the student housing provi-
der outlines plans to build a thousand new 

rooms. It is also going to introduce a new, flexible rental 
system.  Meanwhile, it seems as though the university and 
Idealis are drifting further apart: the university is plan-
ning to stop renting Idealis accommodation for foreign 
students and is looking for another partner for its buil-
ding plans for the campus. 

One thousand new rooms when only a few years ago the 
Rijnsteeg residence with 625 rooms was demolished… Is 
it hard to plan student accommodation? 

‘It is not as simple as you make it sound. Let me take 
you back in time for a moment. From 1990 to 2005, stu-
dent numbers in Wageningen fell dramatically, against 
the general trend. At one point there was even talk of pos-
sibly closing the university. In 2005, we had 700 empty 
rooms, and the university itself predicted that numbers 
would not grow in the years following that. It was precisely 
at that moment that we had to decide whether to spend 7 
to 8 million euros renovating the Rijnsteeg. In that con-
text, it was a sensible decision to demolish the complex. 
But then suddenly, student numbers began to shoot up, 
by more than 10 percent per year. Then you soon see the 
pressure on accommodation going up. It is very difficult 
for us to keep adjusting in such a situation. Investments 
in real estate take place on a different time scale from the 
fluctuations in student numbers. After two years of growth 
you can’t just say, OK, we’ll just put up a student residence 
for the next 40 years, to the tune of 10 million. You have to 
weigh up the demand against the risks.’

You don’t always seem to see eye to eye with the univer-
sity on this issue. The university has even started to buy 
and rent out property as temporary accommodation for 
foreign students. And for the new student residence on 
campus they are looking for another partner – not 
Idealis. Are you still on speaking terms actually?

‘Yes we are. Relations are better than they were a year 
ago. Then there was tension about the sale of land. We we-
re keen to build for the growing student population, but as 
a social housing corporation we could not afford the astro-
nomical prices that were being asked for land at the time. 
The university had a lot of land for sale itself, because of 
the move to campus. We said, if we could buy a small per-
centage of that for a reasonable price, we could get going. 
But we drew a blank. Go and talk to a developer, was the re-
ply. With good reason, perhaps – like the university nee-
ding money for its new building plans. I can’t see into the 
university’s purse. But whatever the case, our hands were 
still tied. And meanwhile, they were still recruiting foreign 
students, which put pressure on the accommodation mar-
ket. The university responded to that by buying up and 
renting out properties for temporary housing. Strikes me 
as an extremely pricy solution to a problem we could have 
prevented by doing a bit of extra building, but that was 
their choice.’

From Idealis’s plans, it seems as though there are big 
projects in the offing again. 

‘Yes, that is thanks to the economic crisis. Land prices 
have plummeted because commercial projects are pretty 
much at a standstill. Student housing was always last in 
the line for the real estate sector, but now we are really the 
only party that is still investing in it at all. And so we can 
suddenly buy up first-class sites in the city which were 
 always out of our reach before. And they do indeed take 
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And what is the new rental system precisely? 
‘In practice we often run into the problem of matching 

demand with supply. We have put all our target groups in 
neat boxes, à la the 1970s. There are rooms for first-years, 
for foreign students, and for PhD students, all with their 
own characteristics: simple for one group, more luxurious 
for the other, furnished for a third. We get a lot of criticism 
for this, so we are going to change it over the next five 
years. Soon everyone will be able to choose a complex, a 
room, and possibly furniture, on our website. It will be 
first come, first served. So a first-year from Uganda also 
has the option of going for a luxury apartment, if he can 
pay the rent. While a Dutch PhD student on a limited bud-
get can opt for a smaller room on a corridor. There will be 
no distinction between courses of studies or nationalities. 
We are going to introduce this step by step in the coming 
years, with 2016 as the final changeover date.’

Will this mean the end of the ‘campsite student’ who has 
become a feature of the start of the academic year? 

‘I am not promising that. We will never have the capa-
city to completely absorb demand at that peak arrival 
time. The problem is that the arrivals are all within one 
month, whereas departures are spread over the whole 
year. If you build so many rooms that you can even absorb 
the peak demand, it means empty rooms over the rest of 
the year, with higher rents to make up for that. No one 
wants that. But more than a thousand new rooms over the 
next five years does constitute a considerable expansion. 
Our capacity will be fairly well adjusted to the real de-
mand. I think we will be able to offer both students and 
the university an excellent starting point this way.’ 

Hans van Medenbach: ‘You 

have to weigh up the 

demand against the risks’

priority for us over building on campus. Why? Firstly, in 
order to spread the risks. If student numbers fall again, 
small-scale complexes in the centre could be used for 
other target groups such as older people or singles. That 
way you can avoid a repeat of the Rijnsteeg demolition. Se-
condly, this is what our target group wants. Many of the ol-
der students and PhD students prefer to live in the town 
centre and at the moment only about 5 percent of our 
rooms are there. Whereas we actually already have quite a 
lot of rooms around the edge of the campus: Bornsesteeg, 
Dijkgraaf, Hoevestein. Even Droevendaal is practically on 
the campus. 

It’s fine by me that the university is considering going 
into business with another partner there. There is no need 
for us to be the only party on the housing market. As long 
as we keep each other informed in good time, and dovetail 
our building plans. Because then maybe we can scrap so-
me of the projects on our list.’

The university is still renting 1,200 rooms from Idealis for 
foreign students. What is going to happen to them? 

‘Wageningen UR has indicated that it wants to stop 
doing that at the end of this contract period, on 1 January 
2016. The argument is that having empty rooms on its 
hands is too expensive and that the university wants to 
abandon the room guarantee on such a large scale. I don’t 
entirely understand that, given that Idealis covers most of 
the costs. From a business point of view, at least, I find it 
incomprehensible that the university wants to get rid of a 
rent agreement with what I can safely describe as the most 
favourable conditions in the Netherlands. But here again, 
no doubt Wageningen UR has reasons of its own, of which 
I am not always aware. The advantage of this for Idealis is 
that it gives us the chance to introduce a new rental sys-
tem.’
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elsewhere there is myrrh.’ The Boswellia family includes 
19 species. The best quality incense traditionally came 
from the Arabian peninsula, from Oman and Yemen, or 
from a country known in the old sources as Puntland. 
‘This is probably what is now northern Somalia, but no 
one knows for sure. We are talking here about Biblical 
frankincense or Boswellia sacra. But production in Oman 
and Yemen is on its last legs. The trees have been felled 
and there is no regeneration going on. At the moment, 
Ethiopia is the biggest producer in this region. Production 
is spread over the entire northern region of the country. 
That is where we find the populations of Boswellia papyri-
fa which we are studying.’

SACRED SMOKE 

The word frankincense is derived from words for ‘sacred 
smoke’. Frans Bongers divulges that he served as an acoly-
te in church himself in his younger days. But that is not 
the reason for his interest in the Boswellia family. This 
dates back to the mid-nineteen nineties when an Eritrean 

Whiff of death 
Help, the frankincense tree is dying out! This, basically, was the message 
sent out just before Christmas by Professor Frans Bongers (Forest Ecology 
and Forest Management). And his SOS signal was no exaggeration, as his 
research shows. 

text: Roelof Kleis / photos: Lineair and Frans Bongers

‘Frankincense 
is a fantastic 
product that 
gives everyone 
a good feeling’

Ethiopia is the world’s lea-

ding exporter of frank-

incense. Both production 

and export have expanded 

massively in recent deca-

des. At the end of the 20th 

century, about 1,700 tons 

of frankincense were being 

exported annually. Ten 

years later, this amount 

has almost quadrupled to 

4,700 tons. About 80 per-

cent of the frankincense 

currently gets shipped 

abroad, the bulk of it to 

China, where it is used in 

medicines. The price of 

frankincense depends on 

the quality. Top quality 

frankincense fetches 

5,000 dollars per ton, 

while the poorest quality 

goes for 2,000 dollars or 

even less. So the kilo price 

is anywhere between 2 

and 5 dollars, giving it 

only marginal economic 

value. Bongers estimates 

the value of Ethiopia’s to-

tal exports of frankincense 

at less than 12 million dol-

lars.  

IN MONEY TERMS  T
he media responded en masse. ‘I was on the 
phone almost continuously for a week.’ The 
BBC alone reported the alarming threat to the 
Frankincense tree in six different program-
mes (including the World News). So the strate-
gy worked. As expected, actually, Bongers re-

calls with satisfaction. Exactly the same thing happened a 
few years ago with a press release on the frankincense 
tree. It seems the combination of Christmas and frankin-
cense is one journalists find irresistible. ‘All because it’s 
about frankincense’, says Bongers. ‘Frankincense is a fan-
tastic product that gives everyone a good feeling. Frankin-
cense is something that matters to hundreds of millions 
of people. One of the reasons is its symbolic function in re-
ligion. And not just in Christian circles, mind you. Mus-
lims and Buddhists burn incense as well.’

SCAB TISSUE 

Frankincense is resin from trees of the Boswellia family. 
The species in Ethiopia for which Bongers has sounded 
the alarm, is the Boswellia papyrifera. This tree accounts 
for more than 80 percent of the country’s export of gum 
and resin. Resin is really a sort of scab tissue, Bongers ex-
plains. ‘Harvesting is done by making little cuts in the 
tree’s bark. The white fluid that is then emitted dries in 
the air; more or less the way a scab forms on a wound on 
your skin.’ The comparison holds water: the resin has the 
same protective function as a scab does on a wound. Two 
weeks later, the resin is scraped off the tree and the pro-
cess can begin all over again. The harvesting takes place in 
the dry season that lasts nine months. The heat makes it 
hard work, says Bongers. 

Incense is a product of tropical dry forests. According 
to Bongers, they come in for much less attention than tro-
pical wet forests. ‘And yet they cover a gigantic area. 
Northern Ethiopian forests largely consist of frankincen-
se trees. In other dry forests, Acacia gum is harvested, and 
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and roots, or for flowering and seed production. His con-
clusion is clear: Intensive harvesting leads to fewer vital 
trees and hence to more deaths. 

The decline of the frankincense tree is reflected in hard 
figures. Bongers: ‘From our model studies you can see 
that only 10 percent of the current population will be left 
in 50 years’ time. Frankincense production in those fo-
rests has been halved in 17 years. So something must be 
done to save the frankincense tree.’ Bongers has already 
put forward several proposals. In the first instance, the 
way the harvesting is organized needs to be changed. It is 
currently too focused on the short term. ‘So concessions 
should no longer be granted for one of two years of harves-
ting, but for much longer periods. Then farmers and coo-
peratives will be forced to think more long-term.’

Secondly, frankincense trees should be better protec-
ted against felling and fires. ‘That demands rigorous con-
trol, and I can’t see that happening for the time being, alt-
hough it is badly needed’, says Bongers, thinking aloud. 
One alternative is to establish plantations, but that would 
require some major investments. And frankincense trees 
grow slowly. Woldie argues for strict guidelines for both 
the number of taps per tree and the harvesting rate. Sus-
tainable production, says Woldie, needs to be based on 
the tree’s carbon balance. ‘And of course we must also 
analyse the role played by the long-horn beetle in the 
deaths and see what we can do about that’, adds Bongers. 
He does not see the Boswellia research as finished, by a 
long way. But he is not short of willing helpers. His alarm 
has had an impact. ‘This month I received several applica-
tions from Ethiopians wanting to come and do a PhD on it 
here.’ 

student knocked on his door, asking him to supervise a 
PhD research on frankincense trees in Eritrea. A visit to 
Ethiopia in 2003 led two years later to a long-term re-
search programme on the fortunes of the frankincense 
tree in Ethiopia. The ensuing studies have produced four 
whole PhD theses on frankincense in the last six months. 
Hence the SOS sent out in December. The frankincense 
tree is under threat. The trees are dying out at a rate of se-
ven percent per year in the populations studied. The ques-
tion is why. Bongers suspects that the long-horn beetle 
(Idactus spinipennis) plays a role. ‘This insect has become 
more and more common in recent years, according to the 
locals. But of course, the question is: are there more in-
sects because more trees are dying or are more trees dying 
because there are more insects? Which is the cause and 
which is the effect? We don’t know.’

HALVED OVER 17 YEARS

Tree deaths are not such a problem if regeneration goes 
on. But this is not happening. Bongers: ‘There are no 
saplings left. In the whole of northern Ethiopia I could on-
ly find one place where regeneration was going on. 
Saplings no longer get the chance to grow up into adult 
trees.’ The reasons for this are known: overgrazing, defo-
restation for agriculture, and burning. Then there is the 
fact that the frankincense trees are tapped more and more 
intensively to boost production. All that tapping weakens 
the trees, as PhD researcher Tefera Mengistu Woldie de-
monstrated. He researched the influence of tapping on 
the frankincense tree’s carbon balance. After all, tapping 
means a loss for the tree. Carbon that is tapped is no lon-
ger available for growth, for reserve formation in leaves 

In 50 years only 10 percent of the current population of frankincense trees will be left.

Saplings no 
longer get the 
chance to 
grow up into 
adult trees
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‘Am I no longer happy here? Because I’m moving on? This 
isn’t a research job; I’ve been working here for over six 
years and there comes a day when you suddenly realize 
you’ve got into a cycle: here we go again with this or that… 
Then it’s time for a change. Good for me and refreshing 
for the organization.’ So Viola Peulen, director of Corpo-
rate Communications and Marketing, is moving on 1 
March to Nijmegen, to put the St Radboud University Me-
dical Centre on the map. ‘Yes, another institute that com-
bines education with research’, she says. ‘And there is a lot 
going on in the health care sector: working with market 
forces, developing centres of expertise – these are the 
challenges. I am not interested in developing further in a 
management position; I would rather do content-related 
work within my subject area.’

Peulen currently leads about 80 people from the head 
office, but even in Wageningen she has found time to en-
gage with the core work too. She looks back with pride on 

 ‘I WANTED TO GIVE WAGENIN GEN 
A HIPPER IMAGE’

such achievements as the development of the intranet, 
Wageningen World, and the Food for Thought fundrai-
sing campaign. But most of all, on her first main task: get-
ting rid of the last traces of an association with old-style 
agriculture that still stuck to Wageningen UR. ‘The ‘You’ll 
wake up in Wageningen’ recruitment campaign that was 
running then made you hear cockerels crowing in the far-
myard. I wanted to give Wageningen a hipper image.’

It worked out well: student numbers soared to 80 per-
cent more than when Peulen arrived. ‘I am quite proud of 
that, but you must keep it in proportion. We had a lot of 
things going for us: the beautiful new Forum building, the 
fact that our themes were marketable, and don’t forget 
that although we at Communications make sure Wagen-
ingen stays in the picture, it’s the people who run the pro-
grammes who convince the high school students at the 
open days.’

STOMACH ACHE

But it hasn’t been all sweetness and light over the past six 
years. ‘The call for tenders for Resource in 2008 gave me 
sleepless nights and stomach ache’, she recalls. ‘Particu-
larly the inaccurate reports that we were aiming at a com-
mercial magazine. As if that was something the organiza-
tion would want. I was able to postpone the Europe-wide 
tender for a couple of years, but then it had to happen. It 
was not planned in advance that the tender submitted by 
Cereales, the publisher of Resource at the time, did not co-
me out top.’

The way the organization came under fire last year, in 
Zembla over the bee research for instance, is all in the ga-
me, says Peulen. ‘The social context has changed. Increa-
singly, people with different stances on an issue try to use 
research results for their own ends. If it suits them, they 
give more credence to their auntie than to an eminent pro-
fessor. And everything spreads around the world at light-
ning speed on the internet or through Twitter. What we’ve 
got in Wageningen is invaluable, but we need to give more 
thought to what we present to the public, and how, who 
will react to it and what the consequences could be.’ She is 
not in favour of making a distinction between communi-
cation about the university and about the more commer-
cially oriented institutions. ‘That unity is our strength, but 
we must make clear to the public every time again what 
sort of research is in question, who did it and who com-
missioned it’, says Peulen. ‘When I first came here we still 
worked with collections of newspaper cuttings’, she says. 
‘Now we have a webcare system that automatically tracks 
any tweets about us and detects whether the tone is posi-
tive or negative. We then get going on a webcure, respon-
ding or inviting someone in for a cup of coffee. Gone are 
the days when communications personnel could take a 
day to mull over a press release.’  Rik Nijland 

‘If it suits people, 
they’ll listen 
to their auntie 
rather than to a 
professor’ 

From an association with agriculture to the life sciences. From paper 
pamphlets to instant tweets. From docile citizens to outspoken critics. 
As head of Communications, Viola Peulen led Wageningen UR into the 
brave new world of modern communications. Now she’s moving on.    
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International students in the Prince Maurits barracks in Ede.
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SURVIVING EDE’S BLEAK MIDWINTER 

brand-new showers and kitchen 
utensils. The units are even 
cleaned for them. Each unit has 17 
rooms, but on most corridors only 
10 of them are occupied. The doors 
to all the units are left open and 
everyone joins in the parties. Juen 
from China says: ‘In comparison 
with Wageningen student houses, 
it is obvious that social life there 
revolves very much around your 
own unit. We also have a bigger kit-
chen, which is important for ha-
ving a lot of contact with each 
other.’ Dmitri from Bulgaria 
agrees. ‘We eat together with other 
units too, and there are parties eve-
ry week.’ Is this enough reason to 
stay? ‘In the end’, says Gerard from 
Benin, ‘you have to weigh up the 
advantages against the disadvanta-
ges. In Benin we also formed a 
community made up of many stu-
dents who lived far from the uni-
versity, just like here. If you build 
up a strong relationship with your 
housemates, you don’t want to lea-
ve any more.’

DANCING IN THE SNOW 

Things haven’t got that far yet in 
the unit where Paula from Colom-
bia lives. Most of the students here 
have just arrived in the Nether-
lands and are still getting over the 
culture shock at the quiet, wooded 
barracks compound. They have co-

me to do a two-year Master’s de-
gree, and are just getting to know 
each other around the kitchen ta-
ble. 

But Emma’s unit is full of ex-
change students who go home 
again after six months. Over a peri-
od of five months the unit has 
been home to 35 students of 23 na-
tionalities. Now there are eight na-
tionalities, including Canadians, a 
Dane, an Ethiopian and a Bengali. 
With so many cultures together, 
don’t you get friction? Emma: ‘No, 
actually, we get on well together.’ 
Take the Brazilians. ‘They are gre-
at’, says Emma. ‘They always 
switch to English if you are in the 
room, even if you are not in conver-
sation with each other. I have a lot 
of respect for that.’

The Brazilians themselves are 
finding the cold a bit hard to cope 
with. Natalia: ‘Yesterday I cycled as 
far as the barracks gate, but I tur-
ned around. I felt that I wouldn’t 
make it to Wageningen.’ They  
were just about getting used to 7 
degrees (above zero). ‘That was 
cold enough for us.’ Then it started 
to snow and they forgot the cold 
for a while. ‘The first snow we had 
ever seen’, says Natalia, still savou-
ring the memory. ‘At midnight we 
were out there dancing and shou-
ting with excitement, in our pyja-
mas.’  Irene Boers

Since last August, a number of 

international students have been 

housed in the Prince Maurits 

barracks in Ede. They feared the 

bleak Dutch winters. So how are 

they faring now that the frost has 

kicked in?   

Soldiers out, students in. A nice so-
lution to the shortage of rooms. Or 
is it? In November, the students 
made in known, including in Re-
source, that although they were sa-
tisfied with the accommodation, 
they were less happy with the dis-
tance between their barracks and 
the university. 

A delegation from the university 
paid a visit, as promised. Emma 
from England, who was a spokes-
person at the time, was quite im-
pressed. Not that the shuttle bus 
service the students wanted has 
materialized. ‘That didn’t surprise 
us. But it was disappointing that 
there was no follow-up at all after 
the visit.’  For this reason, three 
quarters of the students have left, 
according to Emma. She can un-

derstand it. ‘It is a pity to live so far 
from Wageningen. We miss a lot.’

PARTIES 

But apart from the distance, the 
students are having a good time in 
Ede. Emma: ‘The facilities are fan-
tastic.’ For 333 euros a month, the 
tenants get 13 m2, furniture, 
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Emergency repairs to a broken window at the Dijkgraaf.

Dijkgraaf students 
fear intruders 
Students living on the ground 

floor of the Dijkgraaf residence 

in Wageningen no longer feel 

safe in their rooms. They want 

Idealis to take steps against 

potential housebreakers. 

This came out at the beginning of 
February during a meeting organi-
zed by the student housing provi-
der after a recent wave of break-ins 
at the student residence. In recent 
weeks, six rooms on the ground 
floor have been broken into, or an 
attempt has been made to break 
in. There have also been break-ins 
at the Bornsesteeg and at Droeven-
daal. The ten residents who came 
to the meeting at the building’s 
bar, the Bunker, no longer feel safe 
in their rooms. ‘It has happened 
twice now that I was lying in bed in 

the evening and saw people trying 
to force open my window. It’s got 
beyond a joke’, says one of the stu-
dents. One of the residents came 
home from a night away to find a 
brick on her pillow. The students 
want Idealis to address the security 
problem by installing lighting, me-
tal blinds and cctv cameras. 

The neighbourhood police offi-
cer who attended the meeting 
emphasized the students’ own res-
ponsibilities. ‘Keep your valuables 
out of sight and close windows and 
doors when you are out of the 
room. Call the police, certainly in 
the coming weeks, if you see or 
hear anything suspicious. All infor-
mation is welcome.’

Jan Harkema, head of Accom-
modation at Idealis, promised the 
students to send round a letter 

soon, with tips and important te-
lephone numbers. The student 
housing provider has also agreed 
with the police that they will patrol 
the area more frequently. ‘In the 

long term will be look into the pos-
sibilities for extra lighting or 
blinds. We want to show that we 
are taking it seriously.’  LvdN

How big will Dutch students’ debts get? 
finishing their Bachelor’s or Mas-
ter’s degrees. The fine is a little 
over 3,000 euros per year and has 
to be paid by all slow students 
from September 2012. 

Will those doing a Master’s in the 
Social Sciences incur extra hefty 
debts? 

These Masters’ are seen by the 
government as one-year program-
mes, not as two-year programmes. 
Luckily, the university is going to 
compensate students for the first 
fine of 3,000 euros, partly thanks to 
the campaigning of the student 
council. One small disappoint-
ment: the university will not be 
compensating students for the 
loss of the free public transport 
pass. 

So how big a debt are Dutch 
students likely to run up? 

It depends of course how long 
they take over their degrees, and 
where they live. In the best case 
scenario, you graduate on schedu-

le and you live at home. Then you 
only need to borrow for two years, 
and your total debt will be about 
2,400 euros. In the worst case sce-
nario, you live out, you are doing 
social sciences and you take two 
years extra over both your Ba-
chelor’s and your Master’s. Then 
you’ll pay the fine twice and you 
have to borrow even more during 
the extension period on your Ba-
chelor’s and for the whole of your 
Master’s. That means six years. 
Your debt will be roughly 25,200 
euros. Add to that the fact that you 
have to pay for public transport 
during the last four years, and that 
you’ll have to pay interest (albeit 
low) on the whole loan. If your na-
me is Maxime Verhagen [Dutch 
minister of Economic Affairs, Agri-
culture and Innovation, ed.] and 
you spend ten years studying histo-
ry, you’ll just have to hope you’ll 
earn enough to pay off your debt of 
43,600 euros within the maximum 
term of 20 years.  KvdA

From next academic year, a lot is 

going to change for Dutch 

students, and Master’s students 

are going to be especially hard 

hit. A fine on slow students is 

being introduced and the basic 

grant is being replaced with a 

student loan system. The right to 

a free public transport card will 

be held for a shorter time too. 

Students can expect to run up 

higher debts. 

What is the scrapping of the basic 
grant going to cost a typical Dutch 
student? 

A Master’s student who applies 
for a basic grant after 1 August 
2012 will be offered a loan. This 
will apply even to those who have 
already started on a Master’s pro-
gramme. For students living away 
from home, this adds about 3,200 
euros to the costs of studying; for 
those living at home it adds about 
1,200 euros. Wageningen is parti-
cularly hard hit by these measures, 
as all the Master’s degrees here are 

two year programmes. 

What about the means-related 
supplementary grant? 

The supplementary grant will 
continue for the duration of the 
Master’s, but then it stops. So tho-
se getting a supplementary grant 
during their Bachelor’s will go on 
getting it during their Master’s. 

Until when will students have free 
public transport cards? 

Cuts are being made here too. 
Up to now, students got a public 
transport pass for the duration of 
their studies (Bachelor’s and Mas-
ter’s) plus three more years. From 
September 2012, that will be cut 
down to their student years plus 
one year. 

When does someone incur a slow 
student fine? 

This is perhaps the govern-
ment’s most notorious new mea-
sure. Students will incur a fine if 
they are more than one year late in 



FOR AND AGAINST
Proposition: Student residences on campus. 

Surely no one wants that?

MARLIES: It is common knowledge that new student accommodation 
is urgently needed. Where it comes makes very little difference to me. 
If for whatever reason the campus is the most attractive location, per-
haps because land is too expensive in the town centre, that’s fine by 
me. It seems to me unlikely that the students who live there will never 
show their faces in town. All the main student societies and pubs are 
still in town. And already, three of the four main student residences are 
very close to the campus. So I don’t really understand what is against 
housing students there. I certainly think it is much more important 
that new accommodation is built than exactly where it is built. 
JILLIS RESPONDS: I agree with you that the main thing is for more stu-
dent accommodation to be built, but I do think it’s OK to look a bit cri-
tically at the choice of location. Of course there are big blocks of flats 
on the edge of town already, but if you build even more, you create a 
sort of surrogate centre. Now there is to be a shop on campus, later the-
re’ll be catering outlets, and then the businesses in the town centre 
will be in trouble. It’s only logical to first fill in the ugly derelict sites in 
town!

JILLIS: As I recall, a year or two ago the Wageningen town council deci-
ded not to allow the building of any student housing on campus. And 
now the discussion has blown up again. The best argument against 
is that the centre of Wageningen will become quieter and emptier, 
which will deprive food outlets and many other businesses of custom. 
What is more, there are several disused sites around the town, which 
are an eyesore (Kirpestein, the fire station, the Shell site). If someo-
ne built student housing there, the centre would stay lively, these ugly 
scars on the landscape would be removed and Wageningen would 
still have the atmosphere of a student town. Having hundreds of stu-
dents whose knowledge of Wageningen doesn’t go beyond the cam-
pus, the Forum and the bus stop won’t do anything for the town’s 
atmosphere. 
MARLIES RESPONDS: There are still loads of students living in town 
anyway. And I have yet to meet a student who never goes beyond a 
radius of 1 km from their own house. And I am a bit surprised to find 
a conservative like you suddenly in favour of government intervention 
in this case.   
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WSO and PSF are launching a new student union: Pulse
to operate independently from the 
student union.’

THINK TANK

Pulse will be in a transitional 
phase until the summer. Appel-
man wants to concentrate on get-
ting the union functioning proper-
ly over the coming period. Former 
WSO services such as the second-
hand bookshop, the delivery bikes 
and the working groups will get a 
new lease of life. Appelman says 
the working groups will be at the 
heart of Pulse. ‘They will be acti-
vely tackling specific student is-

sues such as accommodation, in-
ternationalization and education. 
These working groups are our 
think tanks, as it were, since they 
are closely involved in student life.’

It is not yet clear where the new 
union will have its headquarters. 
‘WSO was supposed to move from 
Arion to the Building with the 
Clock but it would be better for the 
Student Council party to be in Fo-
rum because of the meetings. A so-
lution might be difficult to find be-
cause there is not much room in 
Forum. We are still in discussions 
about this with the university.’  LvdN

It had been a Facebook rumour 

for some time but the official 

launch is next week. The Wagen-

ingen Student Union (WSO) and 

the Progressive Student Party 

(PSF) will be merging to form 

Pulse. 

In the launch week, Pulse will be 
organizing an evening of debate on 
student accommodation on Mon-
day 13 February and a big party in 
’t Gat a day later. On Thursday eve-
ning there will be drinks in Arion, 
with someone from the National 
Students’ Union (LSVb) explain ing 

the new government measures. 
The merger between the stu-

dent union and the Student Coun-
cil party has been quite a challenge 
for the interim chairperson Romy 
Appelman over the past few 
months. ‘It is very confusing be-
cause we share the same name but 
are actually two different organiza-
tions. Pulse aims to improve con-
ditions for students. One way of 
doing that is by influencing univer-
sity policy through the Student 
Council. We prefer to have a sepa-
rate board for that task so that the 
Student Council members are free 
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ICE THIEF
The polar ice and glaciers are melting due to climate change. At least, 

that is what scientists have thought up to now. But maybe something else 

is going on. A man in Chile was arrested with a 5,200 kilo block of ice in 

his freezer truck. He is thought to have hacked it out of a glacier in 

Patagonia. He wanted to make designer ice cubes and sell them to local 

restaurants. Make mine a Melting Iceberg. Shaken, not stirred. 

CHILL 
It is cold out. Sweet 16 and just had a few beers. The 

pub closes and there you are on the street with your 

friends. ‘Dare you to French-kiss that lamppost.’

‘Course!’ This bright spark had to be prized off the 

lamppost by the police, with the help of warm water. 

Talk about frozen stiff. 
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ICE FORMULA 
How fast does ice grow? Google ijsgroeiformule (ice growth formula) and 

you’ll find a 2001 publication by the Meteorology and Air Quality chair 

group. These scientists developed a formula for ice growth. It boils down 

to: the growth rate of the ice is equal to the square root of the time. Got 

it? In other words: for ice to double in thickness you need four times the 

time. And the right kind of weather.

DAUGHTERS
It’s not going to happen. But it’s still best to be prepared. Hence this tip: 

Frisian for Elfstedentocht skaters. (If you don’t know what we are talking 

about, where have you been?) A must-have, if only for the legendary sen-

tence: Hawwe jo noch mear dochters? (Do you have any more daughters?) 

Out of print, sadly. Try the second-hand bookshops.      

‘THEY WERE EXTREMELY AGGRESSIVE’
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WANT TO BUY A BIKE?  More than 110 new students, most of them international, descended on Wageningen in Monday to get a taster of student 

life and the town. The second semester starts on 13 February. To give them an optimal start to Dutch student life, IxESN was offering second-hand 

bicycles for 80 euros apiece. Twenty of the students took the plunge straightaway but others needed a special (i.e. smaller) model. They will have 

to wait another couple of days.  NM

Reports in the news suggested it was a mugging. What 
really happened?
‘My boyfriend Andrea came to visit me that weekend. 
We drank some beers in the city centre. On our way 
back home we were attacked by four guys of about se-
venteen years old. They also stole my bag, but that was 
not their intention at first. They were really aggressive 
and beat and kicked us.’

How did they know you were gay?
‘We don’t really look straight. You know, well dressed. 
And we were pushing each other and playing around. 

Walking with our arms around each other’s shoul-
ders. When they insulted us for being gay I turned 
around and said: I’m gay, what’s your problem?’

How are you now?
‘Physically we are fine. We both had bruises and a sore 
back. Andrea had to get stiches above his eye. I still 
live in Dijkgraaf where my corridor mates have been 
really nice. I have no intention of moving away from 
here. In Italy we are used to this kind of incident, un-
fortunately.’  NM

Who? Lorenzo Locci, studies  

Plant biotechnology 

What? Got beaten up by a group 

of guys near his student flat in 

Wageningen 

Why? Because he’s gay

When? Saturday 21 January
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>> THE WORKS

>> CULT

Who? Jasper van der Pijl, MSc Plant Sciences

What? A fertilizer study on diff erent doses of phosphor for tomatoes

Where? East West Seed, Lipa City, the Philippines 

Why? My trip to Thailand last year made me enthusiastic about 

South-East Asia.  

‘Here in the Philippines I feel completely at home, although a curly-
haired bloke two metres tall is not something you see every day. The 
fi rst two questions I was asked when I arrived were: how tall are you? 
And: so do you play basketball? 
I arrived just before Christmas. They celebrate it very differently here. 
No Christmas drinks parties, but a whole evening of watching singing 
and dancing. And needless to say, the karaoke equipment gets wheeled 
out! I joined in a few performances myself, including a traditional folk 
dance. Even my rendering of the Dutch song ‘Shalalie, shalala’ was 
appreciated, and is still sung in the offi ce every now and then. 
I am staying just outside Lipa City, about one and a half hours’ drive 
from the capital, Manila. My trial is in full swing at the research station. 
The tomato varieties have been given different doses of phosphor and 
now we are waiting to see how this affects the fi nal yields. Because the 
planting didn’t go entirely according to plan, I discovered that the peo-

KARAOKE ON THE 
 PHILIPPINES

What? Fundraising 

auction to keep Movie 

W going 

Where? LA13 

When? Friday 10, 

Saturday 11 and Sunday 

12 February  

Tip from Roelof Kleis, 

Resource editor

Shimra Golan with 

one of her own works 

up for auction. 

Everyone wants Movie W to stay, but who is doing anything to make it 
happen? Shimra Golan is. This Israeli artist is organizing an art auction 
to raise funds for the fi lm house. At her request, a number of artists 
from the Wageningen area have offered some of their own works for no-
thing. All the proceeds will go to Movie W. The art works have been tric-
kling in to the gallery at Heerenstraat 11 over the past few weeks. Shim-
ra Golan started her one-room gallery – The True Limpet – six months 
ago. The fi rst of its kind in Wageningen city centre, and a praiseworthy 
initiative in itself. The auction is her way of trying to keep Movie W run-
ning. ‘ It would be a disaster for the town if the fi lm house closed down’, 
she feels. The works to be auctioned are a ragbag of different genres. 
From paintings of all kinds to a 3D object that could be described as a 
piece of jewellery made of maize fl our. There is a minimum price on 
each piece, but what they will really fetch will be revealed this weekend 
when they are moved to LA13. Bidding will go on throughout the week-
end of the Movie W festival. Shimra does not expect to raise millions, 
but every little helps.    

Artistic fundraiser  

ple here are not as direct as Dutch people. A ‘yes’ doesn’t necessarily 
mean that something will be done, and no one ever really says ‘no’. 
And yet the business culture suits me very well, and relations with colle-
agues are very cordial. Several times a week we go out for a meal or a 
night out, or we go for a hike or to do some sightseeing. You get to pla-
ces which you would never normally see as a tourist. 
It is a great experience to have this sort of contact with the Philippines. 
For instance, I was allowed to stay in the house of my colleague’s 
parents-in-law, where he lives in with them, along with his wife, child-
ren, brothers-in-law, sisters and their children. It is hectic, but also 
incredibly convivial and it’s lovely to see such close family ties.   SO
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Announcements for and by stu-

dents and staff. Send no more than 

75 words to resource@wur.nl, with 

‘Announcement’ as subject, on the 

Thursday before publication. 

Student Council election 

The Student Council 2012/2013 

election will be held from Monday 

21 May 2012, 00:00 hrs to Tues-

day 29 May 2012, 23:59 hrs inclu-

sive. The complete time schedule 

for the Student Council election 

can be consulted at SSC online, 

EDUweb and Studentnet WU. A 

copy of the decision of the Student 

Council will be avail able for in-

spection at the office of the Secre-

tary of the Student Council. 

Any person concerned may lodge a 

notice of objection to this decision 

until 16 February 2012 inclusive, 

with the Secretary of the Student 

Council, Hermijn Speelman, Droe-

vendaalsesteeg 4 (Room D 109), 

P.O. Box 9101, 6700 HB Wagenin-

gen.

INFO: SSC ONLINE AND EDUWEB

OFFERS AND REQUESTS

Offers and requests for goods, 

voluntary work and paid work for 

students and staff. Send no more 

than 75 words to resource@wur.nl, 

with ‘Wanted/On Offer’ as subject, 

on the Thursday before publication.  

Organizer for Science Cafe

Science Cafe Wageningen is loo-

king for an enthusiastic student to 

join its team! Someone who would 

like to help with promotion activi-

ties such as distributing invites, 

keeping the website up to date and 

taking photos. The team of organi-

zers consists of seven students and 

members of staff. 

We meet once a month.

SCIENCECAFEWAGENINGEN@GMAIL.COM

agenda

Thursday 9 February, 20.45h

TINEKE POSTMA CONCERT

The Tineke Postma Quartet will be 

playing on the Jazz In Wageningen 

Foundation stage in the Rotonde 

Room in Hotel De Wageningsche 

Berg. Tineke Postma won the pres-

tigious Edison Jazz National Award 

for her album Dawn of Light. 

WWW.JAZZINWAGENINGEN.NL

Weekend of 10, 11 and 12 February

MOVIEWEEKEND FILM FESTIVAL

The one and only Movie Weekend 

Wageningen Film Festival is here 

again! The arthouse cinema Movie 

W, at Lawickse Allee 13, is organi-

zing a film festival with 19 films 

and documentaries, tasty nibbles, 

drinks and lots more. The films in-

clude the children’s film Fantastic 

Mr Fox in English and Dutch (free 

admission for kids aged up to 8) , 

the dance documentary Pina (2D), 

Ouwehoeren [old tarts], 900 Da-

gen [900 days], Black Swan and a 

special German silent classic with 

live musical accompaniment by Ke-

vin Toma (admission €10). 

VOOR MEER INFO: WWW.MOVIE-W.NL 

RESERVEREN: 0317-484809  INFO@MOVIE-W.NL

Saturday 11 February, 15.00h

PIANORECITAL 

The Amsterdam pianist, composer 

and author Frederic Voorn will be 

playing a number of ‘hidden mas-

terpieces’ in the Old Church in 

Bennekom. The programme inclu-

des music by Carl Philip Emanuel 

Bach (the most famous son of the 

Bach), Beethoven and others.   

WWW.FREDERICVOORN.NL

Tuesday 14 February, 20.00h

THE CITIES ARE HUNGRY, THE 

COUNTRYSIDE IS EMPTYING

Prof Eric Smaling, an expert on Af-

rica, and Madelon Meijer from Ox-

fam-Novib will be among the spea-

kers discussing ‘Food in Africa: 

dramas and opportunities’ in the 

series of debates on the topic of 

global food in the Rode Hoed. Dis-

cussion leader: Felix Rottenberg. 

With free nibbles by top chef Eric 

van Veluwen.

WWW.RODEHOED.NL - WWW.CLM.NL

Tuesday 14 February, 21.00h

‘SILENT SNOW’ WITH 

INTRODUCTION

Heerenstraat Theatre will be sho-

wing the powerful documentary Si-

lent Snow by director and Golden 

Calf winner Jan van den Berg. The 

director will introduce the docu-

mentary and answer questions af-

terwards. Silent Snow deals with 

PAN <<

The legend of 63

Elfstedentocht, the 11-city ice skating tour, has recently domi-
nated the headlines of all the Dutch newspapers. Inevitably it’s 
associated with a movie, De hel van 63. I’d like to give just one 
word of advice on it: must-see.

The film is based on the Elstedentocht of 1963: four heroes, 
joining the 200km marathon with different backgrounds and 
goals, meet in the howling snowstorm. With strong resolution, 
love and friendship, they trudge through blood, tears and all 
hardships, finally to cross the finishing line in Leeuwaarden. 

Even though the plot is a bit Hollywoodish, that little flaw will 
not outweigh the merits of the film. It’s an encyclopedic epic 
containing many typical Dutch emblems: pannenkoeken, the 
UNOX snert or erwtensoep (pea soup), the Verkade snack, the 
Friese doorloper (Frisian skates). All of these, I guess, could 
easily strike a chord in Dutch hearts. In brief, Dutch genes can 
be seen everywhere in the film. 

I especially appreciate that in the movie they speak Fries, the 
dialect in the north province Friesland, which ironically makes 
subtitles necessary for some Dutch people. This provides a 
stark contrast to Mr. Spielberg’s Oscar favourite ‘War Horse’, in 
which the German and French always speak English. Now I un-
derstand why not everyone buys what Hollywood sells; some-
times it’s true that small is better. 

Previously I’d watched ‘Zwartboek’ (Black Book), a more fa-
mous made-in-Holland film, but with Chinese dubbing. This 
time, although it was my first time to see a Dutch movie with-
out dubbing or subtitles, I managed to get goose bumps from 
the straightforward dialogues and emotional music. And for 
the first time the Dutch showed me they can also do something 
serious: to chase a small badge for the spiritual glory.

For the sake of the economic crisis, please dear 22 rayonhoof-
den (regional heads in Friesland), could you play some magic 
and make the legend revive in the coming days?   Pan Deli



94th Dies Natalis, 9 March 2012

Science for new frontiers

With contributions by Bertil Andersson (Nanyang University Singapore), 
Martien Cohen Stuart, Dolf Weijers and Martin Kropff (Wageningen UR).
All students and employees of Wageningen UR are invited!
Programme and registration: www.dies.wur.nl
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the serious consequences of the 

use of pesticides for people’s 

health around the world.

WWW.HEERENSTRAATTHEATER.NL

Wednesday 15 February, 20.15h  

CONCERT BY DUTCH STUDENT 

ORCHESTRA  

The 106 students in the 2012 

Dutch Student Orchestra will be in 

De Harmonie in Leeuwarden, per-

forming Le Sacre du Printemps by 

Stravinsky and Tzigane by Ravel 

(with Emmy Storms on violin).  

They will also be in De Vereeni-

ging, Nijmegen on 16 February and 

Vredenburg, Utrecht on 18 Februa-

ry.

WWW.NSO.NL

Thursday 1, Friday 17 February

DE ONTZETTING CONCERT

Student orchestra De Ontzetting 

from Wageningen will be staging 

its six-monthly concerts for do-

nors; this time this will be in pre-

paration for its tour of China at the 

end of 2012. The orchestra prima-

rily consists of enthusiastic stu-

dents from Wageningen University 

and is still growing, with currently 

more than 60 members. The pro-

gramme includes El Camino Real 

by Alfred Reed, Cuban Overture by 

George Gershwin, the Candide Sui-

te by Leonard Bernstein and more. 

Several pieces will be performed 

with vocalist Kyra van Camerijk, 

including I’ve Got You Under My 

Skin and Fly Me To The Moon. The 

concerts, presented by Jean-Pierre 

Gabriël, will take place in the Aula 

of Wageningen University (on 

Thursday) and in Junushoff Theatre 

in Wageningen (on Friday), and 

both begin at 8.15pm.

WWW.ONTZETTING.WUR.NL

proefschriften.nl

drukken | vormgeving
voorlichting | offerte

Graduate in style! Expand your graduation 
with a festive reception in Hotel De Wereld.

Treat all your guests with a complete graduation reception of 1 hour in de Capitulation room in Hotel De Wereld. Available for  

€ 9,50 per person (including drinks from the Hollands assortment, nuts, olives, a bitterbal and a small snack). Ask for all possibilities!  

DrinksandBites located on the market square en the old municipal farm Koekoekpannenkoek include perfect locations for a reception.

        HoteldeWereld     www.hoteldewereld.nl   www.koekoekpannenkoek.nl   tel 0031 (0)317 460 444

Language Courses Spring 2012
Starting March 5       Register now!

Language Services
Building 102 (FORUM), room 108

www.languageservices.wur.nl

These courses are especially designed for
BSc and MSc students.

English

Dutch, French and Spanish

Language Services
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Wageningen UR zoekt:

Analist Fysica en fysische chemie van levensmiddelen
AFSG Fysica en Fysische chemie levensmiddelen ATV, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: AFSG-FPH-0002

PhD Haloperoxidases
AFSG Valorisatie plantaard.produktieketens ATV, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: AFSG-VPP-0006

Postdoc Soft Matter Science
AFSG Fysische Chemie en Kolloidkunde ATV, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: AFSG-PCC-0015

Medewerker International Student Support
BC Corporate Education & Research, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: BC-0010

Medewerker studenten administratie
BC Corporate Education & Research, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: BC-0011

Functioneel IT applicatie manager SIS
FB IT Information Systems, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: FB-0019

Regioteamleider Wageningen
FB IT Services, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: FB-0002-12

Bioinformatics Research Assistant
PSG business unit Bioscience, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: PSG-BIOS-0009

Research Technician in Plant Metabolomics
PSG business unit Bioscience, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: PSG-BIOS-0010

PhD position ‘Understanding the mechanisms of drought tolerance 
in rice’ (2 PhDs)

PSG Laboratorium voor Plantenfysiologie, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: PSG-PPH-0008

PhD position ‘The role of strigolactones in the adaptation of rice to 
phosphate shortage’

PSG Laboratorium voor Plantenfysiologie, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: PSG-PPH-0009

Senior Adviseur Subsidies & Contracten
SSG afdeling Liaison Office, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: SSG-LO-0005

Assistant professor Environmental Sociology / Political Sciences 
(Tenure Track)

SSG Environmental Policy, Wageningen

Vacaturenummer: SSG-ENP-0006

Secretaresse
SSG LEI Secretariaat Onderzoeksvelden, Den Haag

Vacaturenummer: SSG-LEI-SECR-0003

Administratief Medewerker Agrarisch
SSG LEI BIN, Oisterwijk

Vacaturenummer: SSG-LEI-BIN-0005

Persvoorlichter/Adviseur Externe Communicatie
SSG LEI Afdeling Communicatie, Den Haag

Vacaturenummer: SSG-LEI-COM-0000

EEN (LICHT) VERHOOGDE BLOEDDRUK?
Onderzoekers van de afdeling Humane Voeding zijn op 
zoek naar personen met een (licht) verhoogde bloeddruk 
die mee willen doen aan de KaNa-trial. 

In de KaNa-trial worden de effecten van de mineralen natrium (keukenzout) en 
kalium op de bloeddruk, bloedvaten en nierfunctie onderzocht. 

U KUNT DEELNEMEN ALS U: 
 

 
 

 

WAT HOUDT HET ONDERZOEK IN? 
 

 
 

 
 

WAT STAAT ER TEGENOVER? 
 

 

WANNEER? 

INTERESSE? 
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>>TYPICAL DUTCH

Facing the frost Dutch fashion 
Don’t be astonished – not at all – if you see some Dutch women not covering their heads in winter. 

Not even when it’s snowy, rainy and windy. 

During my one year stay in Wageningen, I have never yet seen a Dutch woman covering her head. 
Interestingly though, they do love to wrap their necks in big, warm shawls and mufflers.
Since coming to Wageningen, I have now and then recalled my mom’s words in winter times: 
‘Don’t forget to cover your head.  Protect it from the cold. You will soon catch a cold if you don’t.’ 
I wished I could pass on my mom’s suggestion to my Dutch female friends.  But, despite being so 
curious, I could never dare to ask them the hidden reason behind not covering their heads. 
 I could not be so timid for long, though. Once, on an excursion to Biofach in Germany, I was 
 having coffee with a Dutch woman teacher. The weather was extremely cold. Wrapping her neck 
in a nice big brown muffler, she said, ‘It’s too cold today, isn’t it?’  I nodded, ‘Yes, too cold’. 
 Immediately I thought: now is the right time to satisfy my curiosity. After hearing me, she smiled 
and responded, ‘In fact, we also feel the cold on our heads. But it doesn’t look nice if we cover our 
heads. And wrapping something around the neck is in fashion.’  I wondered and I still wonder: 
Can fashion beat the cold?
I am embracing Dutch fashion this winter too. Hope it works.  Menila Kharel, MSc student of Organic 

Agriculture, from Nepal 

Do you have a nice anecdote about your experience of going Dutch? Send it in! Describe an encounter 

with Dutch culture in detail and comment on it briefly. 300 words max. Send it to resource@wur.nl 

and earn fifty euro and Dutch candy.
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You have to suffer 
to be beautiful, 
says a Dutch 
 proverb. Or shiver.


