
©�OLUMN|VINCENT

news << 5

Top predator
I could never have imagined a time when I 
would frequent the campus with my binocu-
lars because it is so much quieter there than 
in the water meadows by the Rhine. But 
then, that’s not the only thing that’s hap-
pened over the past few weeks that I didn’t 
see coming. 
So I had parked my bike outside Impulse 
once again, walked around a bit, and seen 
the usual suspects. A bunch of oystercatch-
ers and a few starlings. Some coots, looking 
a bit hunchbacked as usual, as if they’ve 
been bent over their computer screens for 
too long. The pair of swans on the pond – 
the female already brooding, the male mak-
ing sure intruders observe social distancing 
from the nest. 
And then, on top of the Forum – a peregrine 
falcon! It is a regular sight in the sky above 
the campus, but that doesn’t detract from 
how special it is. The fastest animal on 
earth, its diving speed more than three 
times faster than a cheetah, enabling it to 
catch enormous prey on the wing, even her-
ons. Well, no doubt my readers have known 
all that for a long time. The peregrine falcon 
is iconic. 
I thought about the newspaper articles 
about wild animals that are turning up in 
the middle of cities now we’re in lockdown. 
Real top predators like pumas in Santiago, 
Chile, and crocodiles in Cancún, Mexico. 
Fabulous, but temporary. As soon as the 
lockdowns come to an end, they’ll be gone 
again. Luckily that is not the case with our 
peregrine falcon. Whether the campus is 
dead quiet like now, or buzzing with AID 
participants in August, the top predator on 
the Forum isn’t bothered by any of it. 

Vincent Oostvogels (24) is 
exploring the delicate inter-
face between nature manage-
ment and food production 
through his two Master’s pro-
grammes, Forest and Nature 
Conservation and Animal 
Sciences
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EMERGENCY FUND RAISES 
60,000 EUROS FOR STUDENTS
University Fund Wageningen (UFW) has 
raised more than 60,000 euros for stu-
dents affected by the coronavirus crisis. 
The crowdfunding campaign has been a 
huge success.

UFW was getting various reports of Wagenin-
gen students facing urgent financial prob-
lems. UFW’s interim director Fusien Verloop 
heard of students who were no longer able to 
pay the rent, for example, because they had 
lost their part-time job. Some international 
students have not been getting their scholar-
ship money because of the lockdown in their 
own country. ‘We want to help these students 
in urgent need of money.’

UFW originally had a target of 35,000 euros 
but far more than that has now been prom-
ised. UFW itself donated 1000 euros, as did 
the board of alumni society KLV. Wageningen 
Ambassadors, the group of Wageningen 
alumni in the public eye, has promised 
10,000 euros. ‘Most donors gave between 10 
and 500 euros,’ says Verloop. She calls on 
everyone to make a donation. The campaign 
will continue until 1 September.   AS

STUDYING SEALS FROM A ‘FLYING 
LIMOUSINE’
How can you do science while keeping to the 
1.5 metres rule? Researcher Sophie Brasseur 
counted seals from an extra-large airplane. 
‘Like sitting on the back seat of a limousine.’

Each year, Sophie Brasseur, a researcher at Wa-
geningen Marine Research, and her colleagues 
count seals from above the Wadden islands. 
Brasseur: ‘At this time of year the grey seals are 
moulting and they come on land more, which 
makes them easier to count. Because there are 
so many seals, we take photos from the air and 
count them later at our leisure on a large screen.’ 
As of 1 April, people sitting in an airplane also 
have to keep 1.5 metres apart. This was not pos-
sible in the usual research plane so the pilot ar-
ranged a larger plane so that the first count of 
the year could still go ahead. ‘It took a bit of get-
ting used to,’ says Brasseur. ‘Normally there are 
several of us researchers piled in together in the 
small plane. Now there was no one except me 
right at the back and the pilot at the front. It was 
like a flying limousine.’ 
Brasseur flew over the sandbanks in the Wadden 
Sea and along the islands’ North Sea beaches in 
fine weather on Sunday 5 April. ‘It wasn’t as quiet 
as I’d expected on the beaches given the corona-
virus measures. I had hoped there would be a lot 
of seals on the beach because of the lack of peo-

ple but that wasn’t the case. There were even cars 
driving on the beach. The worst was Ameland, 
where we counted 17 cars in short succession.’

ON THE SANDBANKS
However, the Wadden Sea marinas were desert-
ed and there were hardly any boats on even the 
busiest shipping route between Vlieland and 
Terschelling. ‘That might have been because of 
lower visitor numbers or because of the nice 
weather,’ says Brasseur. ‘But the seals had gath-
ered en masse on the sandbanks. The coronavi-
rus measures are probably fantastic for the ani-
mals living in the Wadden Sea.’ The survey re-
sults are now being processed. Brasseur is doing 
that at her home on Texel.   TL

 �Seals on the sandbank between the islands of Ter-
schelling and Vlieland.
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