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‘I submitted my first application 
for a Veni grant in 2011. I wanted 
to do research on using small 
RNAs to make plants resistant to 
fungal infections. When I defend-
ed my proposal in Utrecht, one 
committee member kept asking 
the same question – and whatev-
er answer I gave, it was obviously 
not what he wanted to hear. I 
didn’t get the grant. But I didn’t 
actually see it as too disastrous, 
because I knew I could try again.
What could I improve on before 
then? My proposal was good, 
and I had made it through all the 
preliminary rounds. I was heavily 
pregnant, so maybe that worked 
against me. People look at you 
differently, you stand differently. 
So I took a course on presenta-
tion skills with a theatre maker, 
who taught me that how you tell 
something is much more impor-
tant than what you tell.
I tried again two years later. I was 
more confident, I wasn’t preg-
nant, and there was a different 
jury. I had practised with some of 
my colleagues beforehand, but 
they had been so critical that I 

felt like giving up. On the morning 
of the interview, I lay on the floor 
in despair. I couldn’t do anything. 
I decided to go for a walk in 
Utrecht. On the bus to Utrecht, I 
realized I looked awful, so instead 
of walking, I went shopping in the 
Hoog Catharijne mall. 

Once the interview started, I 
was in complete control. As I 
answered one question, I already 
knew what the next question 
would be. I had the grant in the 
bag. I don’t see it as a failure that 
I didn’t get that first Veni grant, 
but as a lesson: it all depends on 
a combination of circumstances 
– who you are facing and how
you feel that day. The only thing
you can do is to give yourself
a second chance. I was quite
literally floored, but you can pick
yourself up.’

A failed experiment, a rejected article: these things are 
soon labelled failures in academia. As for talking about it – 
not the done thing! But that is just what WUR scientists do 
in this column. Because failure has its uses. This time we 
hear from Mireille van Damme, a postdoctoral researcher in 
Plant Breeding. Text and illustration Stijn Schreven

‘The morning of the 
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The UN’s High Seas Treaty protects 30 per cent 
of the world’s oceans at a stroke. We need to look 
at the broad ecological picture, says professor of 
Marine Animal Ecology Tinka Murk.

What exactly does the treaty involve?
‘A set of legal instruments has been agreed by 167 
countries and the EU with which biodiversity in the 
oceans can be protected. The treaty still has to be 
ratified. At present, it is just a document saying that 
these arrangements will be made. Even so, it is a 
major advance and it shows people feel the urgency. 
It’s also quite something to get China on board.’  

What are the criteria for designating protected 
areas?
‘There is a lot of biodiversity in areas with consider-
able variation in depth, temperature and nutrients. 
Having interconnected protected areas is also 
important. You can compare it to our Dutch Nature 
Network. If whales feed in one place and raise their 
young in another place, they need to be able to 
swim safely between those areas. You shouldn’t just 
protect the beautiful spots but also the ecologically 
important areas.’

This treaty is about oceans beyond the 200-mile 
zone. But isn’t most biodiversity within that zone?
‘Agreements were made last December in Montreal 
for that zone, stipulating that 30 per cent of a coun-
try’s land and sea must be protected by 2030. The 
agreements for the high seas tie in with that. Which 
is a good thing, because there is interdependence 
between what happens inside and outside the 200-
mile zone. Biodiversity does not recognize country 
borders.’ 

Who will enforce all this?
‘That is a good question. At least now there is an 
agreement, including a set of instruments for the 
protection of areas, which makes it easier to hold 
countries and people to account for their actions. 
Some of the proceeds from the issue of permits can 
be invested in the organization and enforcement.’ rk

‘Don’t just protect 
beautiful areas’
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