SCIENCE

Beets dislike quinoa
WUR researchers are using age-old methods and adding new knowledge
by testing which combinations of varieties and crops work well.
In the Droevendaal field, researcher Peter
Bourke is working with Unifarm employees, students and other researchers on an
experiment with strip cropping and ‘pixel
farming’. The hectare of organic farmland
is divided into 800 plots for growing nine
crops, ranging from oats to buckwheat
and from beetroot to quinoa. There are
three varieties of each crop. ‘We want to
see how we can test as many combinations as possible without using too much
land,’ explains Bourke. Bourke and his
colleagues — from Soil Biology, Crop Systems Analysis, Farming Systems Ecology
and other groups — have divided the
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For PhD candidates, the
thesis propositions are an
opportunity to highlight their
professional and personal
convictions about science
and society. In this feature
they explain their most
thought-provoking proposition. This time it is Lena
Hommes (Water Resources
Management), who defended her thesis on 6 July 2022.

field into strips and the strips into plots.
‘We don’t just want to investigate which
combinations work well, but also develop
methods for breeding crops that are better
suited for cultivation in combination with
another crop.’
Of course there is nothing new about this
approach for crop trials and cultivation,
says Bourke. It is essentially the rediscovery of age-old expertise. ‘We have long
known that some crop combinations
work well. Take broad beans. The beans
don’t need much nitrogen as they can
fix nitrogen themselves, so you can grow
them in combination with a crop with

a greater nitrogen requirement. That is
ecological knowledge that we can apply
in agriculture. If we want to cut the use of
pesticides, we will need different systems,
like the ones used in the past.’
The 800 plots are being harvested in
stages: first the endives, then the buckwheat. Bourke: ‘We are already seeing
some interesting things. For example,
beetroots do poorly in combination with
quinoa. That could be due to the drought.
But farmers should steer clear of that
combination.’ The project will continue
until the end of 2024. wa

‘Synchronizing PhD activities with the menstrual
cycle is key for female PhDs’ wellbeing and
productivity.’
‘During the last stage of my PhD, I noticed that I was super productive on some
days and frustrated on others. I was
already monitoring my menstrual cycle
and I started talking to other people
about it. They forwarded me podcasts
and papers. That’s how I became aware
that some of the highs and lows in my
work were related to my cycle.
This awareness helped me accept the
fact that there were days when I was less
productive, and to make better use of the
creative days. I am at my most energetic
and creative near my ovulation. These
were the days when I wrote my thesis
propositions and the general discussion.
I have less energy in the days leading
up to my menstruation, so I would work
shorter days then and focus on simpler
tasks such as the references. It helped

me accept myself and my feelings, my
needs and my capacities. I felt more
balanced and happier.
There is a trend of being more open
about menstruation, but the focus is
often still on the negative aspects like
period pains. This openness is a good
thing, but the
'There is more
menstrual cycle
openness
is also beautiful
about
and powerful. You
menstruation'
can use it to your
advantage. A recent development in society is cycle syncing: aligning your work
with the stages of your menstrual cycle.
Accepting that you have good days and
not so good days can help you be more
flexible in planning your work, reduce
stress levels and increase productivity.’ ss
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