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A period in the wild under prim-
itive conditions changes peo-
ple. The Foundation for Natural 
Leadership uses a method based 
on that kind of wilderness expe-
rience. PhD student Boy van 
Droffelaar (71) organizes training 
courses for the FNL.

Van Droffelaar got to know the 
work of FNL after he retired 
from management roles at Akzo 
and Sara Lee. He took part in 
a leadership trail and was sold. 
Authentic leadership is based 

on four 
qualities. 
Authentic 
leaders 
know 
themselves 
and know 

how they come across to oth-
ers; their own norms and values 
are well-defined, they listen 
non-judgementally; and they are 
clear about what they think and 
feel. ‘All those qualities come into 
the picture on that kind of trail,’ 
says Van Droffelaar. For exam-

ple, during the daily sharing cir-
cle about what the participants 
are experiencing and the effect it 
has on them. 
‘People arrive at deep insights 
into what makes them tick,’ says 
Van Droffelaar. ‘Everyone has 
such moments of clarity and 
understanding sometimes. It can 
just come over you: “That’s it”, 
or “That’s what I’m going for.”’ 
But you can create that kind of 
experience as well. In this case, 
by spending a week in the middle 
of nowhere in unspoiled nature. 
Van Droffelaar studied the effects 
of a taking part in a trail. He read 
through 120 reports by partici-
pants and followed 66 of them 
for a year to see how they scored 
on the four aspects of authentic 
leadership mentioned above. The 
effect proved significant, sizeable 
and lasting. ‘I see that something 
changes in those people. It is 
enormously reassuring if in times 
when you are under stress and 
have to make difficult decisions, 
you are in the frame of mind to do 
the right thing.’ rk

Wilderness trail makes 
for better leaders

PhD student Charlotte Prodhomme found several 
resistance genes against this fungus.

Potato wart disease can be recognized by the 
warty bulges on potatoes tubers and is caused by 
the parasitic fungus Synchytrium endobioticum. 
Wart disease is the main quarantine disease for 
potatoes in the Netherlands because there are 
no effective fungicides and most potatoes are not 
resistant.
Prodhomme looked for resistance genes against 
the fungus. She focused on the resistance to four 
different pathotypes of potato wart disease that 
occur in Europe, namely pathotypes 1, 2, 6 and 
18. A resistance gene had already been identified 
for pathotype 1, but not for the other types. The 
French PhD student scanned the breeding materi-

al of several potato 
breeding compa-
nies and found 
five important 
resistance genes. 
She also located 

these resistance genes on the potato genome, so 
that breeders can use molecular markers to check 
whether these genes are present in the descend-
ants in breeding trials.
Prodhomme also discovered that resistance 
against potato wart disease is complex, with 
multiple genes involved. As an example, she could 
only create full resistance against pathotype 18 
by combining one dominant gene with a couple of 
minor genes. ‘Each minor gene is not very impor-
tant on its own, but together they provide full 
resistance.’
The strength of her research, says Prodhomme, 
was that she had input from both the Plant Breed-
ing group (with expertise in potatoes) and the Bio-
interactions & Plant Health group (with expertise 
on pathogens). She also collaborated with Dutch, 
German and Danish breeding companies. Her 
research was funded by the Dutch Horticulture 
top sector and her supervisor was Richard Visser, 
professor of Plant Breeding. She will defend her 
thesis on 22 October. as

Genetic resistance 
found against potato 
wart disease

Participants in the wilderness trail. Photo Boy van Droffelaar

‘People arrive 
at deep 
insights about 
what makes 
them tick’

Multiple genes 
involved in resistance 
against potato wart 
disease


