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You win some, you lose some 

‘I came back to WUR in 2001 as 
an associate professor. I suc-
cessfully rewrote an EU project 
proposal that had been thought 
up by others and had been reject-
ed, and I became the project 
coordinator. For the first time I 
found myself leading a three-mil-
lion-euro research project, with 
14 partners from seven countries 
and a lot of very experienced 
people. At the inception meeting, 
there was a big furore about the 
direction the project should go in. 

I felt control slipping through my 
fingers, but thanks to some tips 
from a colleague of mine, we got 
through that meeting without too 
much damage done.
The third meeting was a big 
disappointment, though. We had 
to decide on the methods for the 
case studies. I wanted everyone 
to have their say so that the 
chosen approach would have 
their full support. In retrospect, 

that was naive. When I ended the 
meeting with a round of reflec-
tion, I met with stiff opposition. I 
wasn’t well prepared for it, I didn’t 
come up with enough ideas of my 
own, and I should have taken the 
lead more. I was in despair about 
how to bring it all to a successful 
conclusion.
But that harsh feedback was 
helpful as well. Besides the annu-
al project meetings, I planned 
interim meetings in Brussels to 
prepare the agenda for the big 
meetings. This gave me more 
control over the project and at 
the same time we shared the 
responsibility.
That first project gave me a basic 
project management toolkit, 
which meant I had more peace of 
mind in other projects. And since 
then, I have only managed pro-
jects of which I wrote the entire 
proposal myself. That way I know 
the project setup from A to Z, 
and that gives you confidence. 
I have led a lot of EU projects 
since then. There are always ups 
and downs that you can’t plan for, 
and that I learn from.

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 feature. Because failure can 
be useful. In this instalment, we hear from Han Wiskerke, 
professor of Rural Sociology. Text and illustration Stijn Schreven

‘When I ended with a 
round of reflection, I met 
with stiff opposition’

Insects poo and shed their skin. PhD candidate 
Azkia Nurfikari shows how useful this manure is.

In fact, the manure not only enriches the soil 
with nutrients but also inhibits the growth of 
pathogenic microbes. An experiment with let-
tuce infected with fungus demonstrated this.
The key substance in this research is the 
polymer chitin, the hard substance in insects’ 
exoskeletons. It is known that chitin stimu-
lates the growth of soil bacteria that are able 
to break down chitin. Some of the enzymes 
responsible for breaking down the chitin end 
up in the soil. 

The cell walls of 
pathogenic fungi 
also contain chi-
tin. Could those 
enzymes also 
take on the fungi? 
Nurfikari’s exper-

iments show the answer is yes. She added 
the waste (excrement and skin) of soldier 
flies, crickets and mealworms to soils infect-
ed with the fungus Fusarium. This fungus 
causes the wilting disease that so many 
growers fear. 

Black soldier flies
The insect waste does indeed kill the patho-
genic fungus, but only when the pressure of 
disease is low, says Nurfikari. Furthermore, 
after the waste has been applied to the soil, 
several weeks are needed for the bacteria 
that break down the chitin to grow. It works 
best with the skins of black soldier flies as 
that material contains the most chitin. 
Incidentally, ‘good’ microbes also get broken 
down because of the chitin effect. Even so, 
the overall effect is positive, says Nurfikari. 
That is because the waste (skins and excre-
ment) also serves as manure and therefore 
boosts the growth of bacteria. ‘The net effect 
of the growth and breakdown processes is an 
increase in the total biomass.’ rk

Insect skins 
improve soil

Chitin stimulates 
the growth of 
soil bacteria that 
are able to break 
down chitin


