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7 Oct  Campus Safari 

10 Oct  Creative Innovation: 
Art meets Science: 
Erik Overmeire & 
Kasia Molga

15 Oct -  Science week 
19 Oct  ‘System Earth’

You’ll fi nd everything about
100 years of WUR on
www.wur.eu/100years

LANGUAGE LESSONS IN EXCHANGE FOR VOLUNTARY WORK
By linking free language lessons 
with voluntary work, the new 
Taalclub Wageningen aims to 
bridge the gulf between Wagenin-
gen residents and international 
students and PhD researchers. 80 
people have already signed up. 

The language club was student 
Anne Walther’s idea. She notices 
that the average international stu-
dent or PhD candidate has very lit-
tle contact with the Wageningen 
population. ‘I think it’s a pity to see 
how people spend a few years here, 
studying or working, and then leave 
without ever having spoken to a Wa-
geninger.’

Students live in a bubble, and in-
ternational students doubly so, says 
Walther. ‘Wageningen is a lovely 
small town. How can we build a 
community together?’ She was pon-
dering that question with Machteld 

Speets of the Wageningen Volun-
teers Centre when the idea of the 
Taalclub was born. Language is a 
major barrier to contact between 
foreigners and Wageningers, but 
languages classes can be expensive, 
says Walther. By linking free lan-
guage lessons with voluntary work, 
you get a win-win situation. 

There is plenty of interest: a first 
post on Student Plaza brought 
Walther 80 sign-ups. Many of them 
were international students, but 
there were also PhD candidates and 
asylum seekers among them. The 
level of interest creates a ‘luxury 
problem’. ‘There isn’t all that much 
suitable voluntary work,’ says 
Walther. ‘For most of the voluntary 
work you need a basic knowledge of 
Dutch.’ But she sees a solution. ‘If 
someone is a good cook, for exam-
ple, he or she could give cookery 
classes at a community centre.’

From next week, Walther will be 
giving the language lessons herself 
with the help of Go Dutch!, a free 
online language module for stu-
dents. The students form small 
groups that set their pace them-

selves. Once a week there is a con-
tact hour with Walther, who will 
hold the classes in the Pomhorst 
community centre and Vreemde 
Streken café.  RK

SIX NWO GRANTS FOR
INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH
Six Wageningen researchers have 
been given grants by Dutch fund-
ing organization NWO to spend 
on their research within the Con-
sultative Group of International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR), a 
global platform for research on 
food security.

The recipients are Marrit van den 
Berg, Inge Brouwer, Erwin Bulte, 
Ruerd Ruben, Jeroen Groot and 
Marc Verdegem. NWO awarded 
seven grants, six of which went to 
WUR scientists. The seventh re-
searcher has Wageningen roots 
too: Anton Vrieling, now an associ-
ate professor at the University of 
Twente, did two Master’s and a 
PhD at WUR.
The researchers are being given 
more than 150,000 euros to collab-
orate with the CGIAR agricultural 
research institutes for a period of 
three years. The research propos-

als focus on fighting poverty, im-
proving nutrition and food security 
and improving access to natural re-
sources.
Jeroen Groot, a researcher at Farm-
ing Systems Ecology, has been giv-
en a grant by NWO to assess and 
harmonize the agro-ecological 
models used by various CGIAR in-
stitutes. The CGIAR institutes are 
therefore also financing part of 
Groot’s research, which means he 
can devote all his time to this pro-
ject over the next three years. Groot 
will still supervise a few Wagenin-
gen MSc and PhD students.
Marc Verdegem of Aquaculture 
and Fisheries will spend 40 per-
cent of his time for the next three 
years to collaboration with CGIAR 
in the ecological intensification of 
fish farming. That is an ongoing 
study that Verdegem is doing with 
WorldFish, one of the CGIAR insti-
tutes.  AS

  Anne Walther: ‘It’s a pity if people go home after a few years never having spoken to a 
local.’
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Lecturers protest about heavy workload

‘WE ARE CONSTANTLY RUSHING’

FIRST COMPANY DAY GETS 400 VISITORS
Getting inspiration — that was the main rea-
son for the 400 or so visitors to come to 
WUR’s first Company Day on 27 September.

Managers, innovators and developers from com-
panies large and small attended thematic ses-
sions where they were updated on the potential 
applications and impact of big data, block-

chains, climate-smart and  
circular food production, 
CRISPR-Cas, photosynthesis 
and precision agriculture.

Rudi Cartuyvels from the 
Belgian research institute Im-
ec kicked off with a keynote 
speech about the relevance of 
nano-electronics for agricul-
ture, the food industry and 
the healthcare sector. It was 
announced last month that 
Imec is planning a joint re-
search centre with WUR and 
RadboudMC. Gelderland 

province has been asked for a cash injection of 
65 million euros. Provincial executive member 
Michiel Scheffer for the D66 party followed Car-
tuyvels with a speech praising the favourable cli-
mate for innovation and start-ups in the prov-
ince. However, he was unable to confirm the 
grant of these funds.

There will almost definitely be another Com-
pany Day, says the organizer Sebastiaan Berend-
se, director of Corporate Value Creation. Perhaps 
the target next time will be not just companies 
but government organizations too, making it 
more of a Customer Day. Berendse found it strik-
ing that the session with the least pre-registra-
tions, the presentation on photosynthesis, still 
got a very enthusiastic reception. Berendse: ‘It’s 
an incredibly very challenging field of research 
with a lot of opportunities for collaboration with 
companies.’  AvE

There were protests throughout 
the Netherlands last week 
against the increasing pressure 
of work at universities. Wagenin-
gen too saw protests as part of 
the WOinActie (Universities in 
Action) week. ‘We are doing 
twice as much work with the 
same number of people as 10 
years ago,’ said protesting lec-
turer Gerard Verschoor.

The nationwide protest movement 
WOinActie wants to reduce the 
pressure of work at Dutch universi-
ties so that students can get a bet-
ter education. The movement 
wants the ‘efficiency’ cuts of 183 
million euros to be scrapped and 
for government funding to be re-
stored to the level in 2000 (which 
would mean 1.15 billion euros 
more every year). 

Assistant professor of Sociolo-
gy Verschoor ran round some of 
the university buildings with his 
students as a protest. ‘We are al-
ways busy, we are constantly rush-

ing,’ he told the students. ‘You 
want a good education, but it’s be-
coming increasingly difficult for 
us to deliver that.’ WUR’s lecturers 
are actually paying the price for 
their own success, says Verschoor. 
‘In the past 10 years, we have seen 
the number of students nearly 
double for the Master’s pro-

grammes in Forest and Nature 
Conservation, International De-
velopment, and Development and 
Rural Innovation. In our chair 
group, we are doing twice as much 
work with the same number of 
people as 10 years ago. Teaching is 
suffering as a result.’

‘The Netherlands has constant-

ly been cutting back on higher ed-
ucation over the past 20 to 30 
years, whereas more and more 
people have been going on to uni-
versity,’ says Bram Büscher, pro-
fessor of the Sociology of Develop-
ment and Change. He and his col-
leagues are barely able to use their 
holiday allowance because that 
would leave them unable to get 
the work done. ‘Of course science 
is a lot about your love of the sub-
ject but the current system allows 
less and less time for really pro-
found study.’ There wasn’t even 
much time for organizing the pro-
tests. ‘The FNV trade union gave 
us some help. They took over the 
coordination,’ says Büscher.

‘The situation is getting des-
perate at all Dutch universities,’ 
continues the professor. ‘We want 
to draw attention to that with 
these actions. This is the first step. 
But if it doesn’t produce any re-
sults, WOinActie will turn to dif-
ferent kinds of protest, such as 
strikes.’  LZ

  Assistant Sociology professor Gemma van der Haar gives an open-air lecture as a 
light-hearted protest against workloads.  
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  Organizer Sebastiaan Berendse (left) and keynote speaker  
Rudi Cartuyvels at the Company Day. 
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