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THE WUR COUNCIL:
WHAT’S IN IT FOR ME?

VICI GRANTS FOR
TESTERINK AND
ETTEMA

In a series of four articles, Resource talks
to members of WUR’s consultative bodies.
People have until 22 April to nominate
themselves as a candidate. The elections
will run from 2 to 6 June 2020.

Wageningen researchers Thijs Ettema and
Christa Testerink have each secured a Vici
grant of one and a half million euros from the
Dutch Research Council (NWO). The Vici
grants let experienced researchers develop
innovative lines of research.

‘PROFESSORS IN THE COUNCIL (OR NOT?)’
Wageningen has not had professors in its
consultative bodies for years. They ‘have
better things to do’. But Ton Bisseling, professor of Molecular Biology, decided over 15
years ago to join the Plant consultative body
and the Central Works
Council. A decision he
has never regretted. ‘I
still remember the
stacks of paper I was
given. You do need to
be able to separate out
the key issues from the
side issues. But as a
professor you have a

CELEBRATING FREEDOM WITH BEER
These days it is standard practice to mark an
event with a specially brewed beer. Wageningen could do that too, thought Joppe Boon
when he was at the festivities to mark Operation Market Garden last September in Eind-
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hoven. ‘Eindhoven Brewery was selling beer
in five bottles with the faces of prominent
liberators on the labels.’
Boon contacted the local brewery Stadsbrouwerij Wageningen with his idea. The brewery
worked with the Liberation Festival organizers to design a new beer: Road to Freedom.
The first bottle of the brew was handed to
Wageningen’s mayor Geert van Rumund last
Thursday in Hotel De Wereld. The date was
no coincidence: 20 February was precisely 75
days before the 75th Liberation Festival kicks
off.
The beer itself is a top-fermenting pale ale
with an alcohol content of 7 per cent. Almost
all the ingredients come from Wageningen:
the water is local tap water and the barley
comes from Graangeluk and is grown in Wageningen. The hop used is an American
product called ‘Liberty’. Stadsbrouwerij has
brewed 2000 litres of the special beer. And
it’s a question of while stocks last, according
to the brewery, as there was no more local
barley available. RK

Christa Testerink, professor of Plant Physiology,
will study how plant growth and development is
inhibited when there is a lack of water or only
salt water. Plants try to resolve this problem by
changing the way the roots grow or when the
plant flowers. Testerink wants to know what
makes this flexibility possible and how it
contributes to crops’ stress tolerance.
COMPLEX LIFE
Professor of Microbiology Thijs Ettema
studies the origins of complex life on earth.
Plants and animals evolved from single-celled
microorganisms. Recent research has shown
that Asgard archaea, a group of unicellular
organisms, are related to complex cell life
forms. Ettema will study the physiology and
cell biology of these archaea in order to get
a better understanding of the origins of
complex life.
INNOVATIVE
Testerink and Ettema are relatively new
professors in Wageningen. They will be able to
use the 1.5 million euro grants to set up their
own research groups. The Vici grants are part of
NWO’s innovation incentive scheme. The
funding council also hands out Veni grants to
talented young researchers and Vidi grants to
experienced postdocs. This time round, NWO
gave a total of 32 Vici grants to researchers at
Dutch universities and medical research
centres. AS
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Part 1: Ton Bisseling, professor of Molecular
Biology: ‘Choose the subjects where you want
to make a difference.’

lot of influence because you know how
teaching and research goes and you have a
good idea of the effect a policy will have on
the university. The directors know that too
so they take you seriously.’
Bisseling in turn learned a lot about the
WUR organization through the consultative
bodies. ‘I learned about the research and
funding of Wageningen Research and all aspects of the applied, practical research. You
develop respect for other parts of the organization and it makes you better informed
when setting up collaborative projects.’
Bisseling found his three years on the consultative bodies excellent preparation for
the position of research director of EPS,
which he held for the next 12 years. ‘I never
got bored in the council. I think it would be
really good if professors could be in the consultative bodies to have a say on tenure
track, work pressure, how extra funding for
science is spent and English-language
teaching. My advice, however, is to choose
the subjects where you want to make a difference.’ AS

