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Live&Learn 

‘Two months ago, I started my 
Master’s thesis on how farmers’ 
decisions on food production 
are influenced, and how we can 
map that. My supervisor and 
the project partners had a lot of 
confidence in both the project 
and me. With an average of 9.5 
for my Bachelor’s degree in 
Slovakia, I was one of the top 
students of my year. But here in 
Wageningen, the pace is much 
faster. To keep up, I have to 
work harder and I have less time 
for sport and free time. Even 
though I am still doing reasona-
bly well academically, studying 
now requires much more energy 
and effort.
That started to impact my 
self-confidence. Researchers 
around me kept saying: “This 
is your thesis, you need to own 
and steer it.” But in practice, 
several researchers are involved 
in my project, and they all give 
me advice and instructions. With 
good intentions, of course, but 
it feels like I am standing in a 

maze, with everyone pointing me 
in a different direction. How am I 
supposed to find my own path?
The low point came during a 
meeting with one of the project 
partners. She fired off ques-
tions at me at a rapid pace and 

I just did not have the answers. 
I felt myself shrinking and was 
paralysed by stress. Then she 
asked me why I was even doing 
this research if I knew so little 
about it. That was painful. At 
that point, I seriously consid-
ered quitting.
After this failure, I am still work-
ing on getting back on my feet. 
Rationally, I know I can finish 
this thesis, but I do not want to 
be overwhelmed by insecurity 
and stress. Therefore, I am now 
seeing the student psychologist 
and attending a support group 
to focus on my mental health. 
I am also considering taking 
extra holidays to recharge. Just 
keeping going – like I did before 
– is probably not the solution.’

A botched experiment, a rejected paper: such things are soon 
labelled as failures in academia. As for talking about them — 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 
Margaréta Banas, a Master’s student of Resilient Farming and 
Food Systems. Text Nicole van ’t Wout Hofland  Illustration Stijn Schreven

‘It’s like I am standing in 
a maze, with everyone 
pointing me in a 
different direction’

Nematodes that harm plants are difficult to com-
bat. Now nematologist Mark Sterken has been 
given a Vidi grant to try a different approach. 
His approach is to keep them at bay rather than 
attempt to wipe them out. He is one of five WUR 
researchers who got Dutch Research Council Vidi 
grants for innovative research.

At the heart of his study are the nematodes 
Globodera rostochiensis and Globodera pallida, 
which cause potato sickness. Both nematodes are 
found in large numbers in affected soils, where 
they fight one another constantly. Continuing 
to make potatoes yet more resistant is not the 
answer, says Sterken. ‘If you make them resistant 
to the one, the other turns up, and vice versa.’
‘Anyway, the nematodes always find it easy to 
break down that resistance,’ continues Sterken. 
‘And the number of known resistance genes is lim-
ited. So you need to make smart use of the resist-
ance you do have.’ To do that, Sterken calls on the 
help of the nematodes themselves. ‘I will try to set 
the nematodes off against one another.’ He will 
investigate that by creating genetically diverse 
populations of the different species of nematodes 
that cause potato sickness.  

Competition
Sterken then looks at how the populations com-
pete with one another to get the potato. ‘I let them 
compete and examine the outcome to figure out 
why one population manages to get ahead of the 

other. In the end, 
this should lead to 
new control options. 
You can learn how to 
play with the resist-
ance to keep the 

nematodes at bay, or use those same nematodes to 
fend off other species.’ 
In addition to Sterken, microbiologist Nico Claas-
sens, soil geographer Annegret Larsen, historian 
Pim de Zwart and communications scientist 
Sanne Kruikemeier also received Vidi grants. A 
Vidi is worth 850,000 euros. In total, 102 research-
ers at Dutch universities got Vidis. rk

Vidi for tackling 
potato sickness

‘I will try to set 
the nematodes 
off against one 
another’


