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PROPOSITION

PhD candidates are expected to submit a
set of propositions with their thesis. In
this feature, they explain their most
thought-provoking proposition. This time,
it’s the turn of Sanne van den Berg of the
Environmental Sciences group, who got
her PhD on 12 June for her research on the
sensitivity of various aquatic species to
chemical compounds in surface water.

Positive discrimination
does not stop inequality
Discrimination is a complex problem that
you can’t solve by giving certain groups
preferential treatment, says PhD candidate Sanne van den Berg. So her proposition says: ‘Positive discrimination is still
discrimination.’
‘Discrimination is a very complex problem
and the right approach is complicated. Of
course we should explore all possible
routes and I realize that positive discrimination is an attempt to get things headed
in the right direction. Take Eindhoven
University of Technology, for example,
which only appointed women to academic

positions for a period. That worked well
but as a woman I don’t think I would want
to be appointed on that basis. You would
always be wondering why you got the job.
And others may begrudge you the position,

‘You would always be
wondering why you
got the job’
thinking you only got it because of the positive discrimination. It doesn’t solve the
problem of inequality; that requires a
change in people’s mindset first. I can un-

derstand you might want to give people a
helping hand, but it doesn’t resolve the underlying social problems in the long term.
‘At present discrimination is getting a lot
of attention because of the Black Lives
Matter protests. I think that is a good
thing. But I also find it difficult to talk
about this. It is a sensitive subject and
who am I to say something about it? But I
still find it important to discuss this. Fortunately, I have never personally experienced discrimination, at least not consciously. But if there was positive discrimination, you probably wouldn’t hear about
it either.’ TL

Sunscreens containing oxybenzone reduce the vitality of coral
reefs, shows research at WUR.
Oxybenzone functions as a UV
filter in sunscreens, blocking UV
light and thus protecting the
skin. But the substance is also
strongly suspected of harming
coral. So these creams are
banned on the beaches of tropical islands such as Aruba and Bonaire. Wageningen Marine Research put the theory to the test
and exposed coral to oxybenzone
over a long period.
A long period means a couple of
weeks. A long time for toxicity research, says ecologist Diana
Slijkerman. ‘When substances
are tested, it is often a matter of
a day or a few days. This test took
a total of six weeks.’ That has a
lot to do with coral’s vulnerability. It is not easy to do laboratory
tests with coral.
Slijkerman and her colleagues
studied two of the most common
coral species, Acropora tenuis

and Stylophora pistilata. The corals came from Burgers’ Zoo in
Arnhem. Some of them were exposed to oxybenzone, some were
subjected to artificial climate
change by heating the water, and
some underwent both treatments at the same time.
Both species of coral reacted to
oxybenzone. But the effects were
subtle and varied per species.
The temperature effect (climate
change) proved much stronger
than the effect of oxybenzone.
All the Acropora gave up the
ghost at a higher temperature
(320C) and died a few days earlier
when subjected to oxybenzone.
All the Stylophora survived both
attacks, though they were left
with some battle scars.
USE ALTERNATIVE CREAMS
The effects were observable even
at lower concentrations. There is
a big drop, for instance, in the
photosynthesis of zooxanthellea,
single-cell symbionts that provide coral with oxygen. This sup-
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SUNSCREENS DAMAGE CORAL

presses the coral’s metabolism,
which seems to have an impact
on its growth, although this has
not been proven statistically. A
change was also seen in the composition of the bacterial population that supports a range of processes.
The experiment showed that oxybenzone does not kill coral out-

right. ‘But it constitutes yet another negative effect on the
health of coral,’ says Slijkerman.
She therefore recommends that
tourists use creams that do not
contain oxybenzone, even
though the effects on coral of
many of the alternative substances in sunscreens are unknown.
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