You win some, you lose some
A failed experiment, an error in your model, a rejected
article: in academia such things tend to be labelled
failures. As for talking about failure? Not done! But that’s
just what WUR co-workers do in this regular feature, ‘You
win some, you lose some’. Because failure can be useful. In
this instalment, we hear from Vincenzo Fogliano, professor
of Food Quality and Design. Text & illustration Stijn Schreven
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‘In the first two years of my lab
work, I did nothing but make
mistakes. For example, I tried to
purify a protein from maize cells
using chromatography, in order
to identify it. Time after time I
couldn't find the protein afterwards: I had collected only 0.1
per cent, while the other 99.9 per
cent went down the drain. I was
utterly baffled. All my work could
be binned and I had collected
next to nothing.
‘Two years later, I discovered that
I’d been using the wrong filter
column: the pores of the filter
were too small and the protein
was being washed away with the
buffer solution. That was a turning point. While I was still deep
in the shit, I could only see the
huge amount of time wasted and
I was frustrated that the results
were not as I expected. But then
I suddenly saw all I had learned
and how much I now understood
about things I wouldn’t have
delved into so deeply if I hadn’t
had the failure. And I managed to
finish my thesis quickly after that.

‘I have another example. The first
time I applied for a job abroad,
I was one of the last two candidates. When the other one got
the job, I found it hard to accept.
I had already started dreaming
about what it would be like, and
I had told
my family.
‘While still
Suddenin the shit,
ly that
I could only
dream was
see the time
shattered.
wasted’
As a scientist, you
develop your own research and
CV. Your career is all about you.
So that rejection felt personal:
I was not good enough.
‘In the months that followed, I
doubted myself and my decision
to go into science, and I blamed
the system. But when I got the
chance to apply for a place in
Wageningen, I saw things more
positively and I understood what
I could do better. I needed to
explain my strong points better.
The selection committee won’t
automatically grasp the value of
your research. Thanks to that earlier setback, I was better prepared
this time.’

Harvesting
branches can
exhaust the soil
Forest managers should not be too quick to
harvest branches in areas with poor soils, says
Anjo de Jong, a researcher at Wageningen Environmental Research. Together with colleagues,
he calculated the loss of nutrients in Dutch forests due to harvesting stem and branch wood.
In addition to nitrogen, trees need nutrients such
as phosphorus and potassium to grow. The soil
in higher lying sandy areas of the Netherlands is
often poor and lacking in such nutrients. There is
enough nitrogen due to deposition, which is good
for growth, but it also leads to leaching of other
nutrients. This causes an imbalance that reduces
the vitality and rate of growth of the forest.
Forest ecologists see this imbalance in the soil
reflected in the trees. De Jong: ‘Dutch trees have
much higher nitrogen content than trees in other
countries. At the same time, they have lower concentrations of potassium and phosphorus.’ That
is mainly the case in the tree trunk. In branches,
the difference is smaller for nitrogen but still big
for the other nutrients.

Conifers
These days, forest managers sometimes harvest
branch wood and top wood as an energy source
in addition to stem wood. But the branches have
relatively more nutrients than the trunks, so you
then remove a lot of nutrients. This is particularly
the case for conifers, where the needles stay on
the branches. Deciduous trees such as the beech,
oak and birch that grow in poor soils tend to have
more nutrients in the trunk. That is why De Jong
urges foresters to hold back on harvesting the
stem wood of these trees.
The forestry agency Staatsbosbeheer was
involved in the study and has now drawn up its
own guidelines for harvesting. Other forestry
managers are also interested in the researchers’
recommendations. ss

