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Live&Learn 

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 it’s Affif Grazette, research manager at 
Bioprocess Engineering.  
Text Nicole van ’t Woud Hofland  Illustration Stijn Schreven

‘Four months after starting my 
PhD, another research group 
published exactly the protein 
structure that I wanted to deter-
mine. That was a bummer, but I 
pulled myself together. I came up 
with a new project, this time on 
a protein involved in DNA repair. 
Towards the end of my PhD, I had 
found the structure, although it 
was not quite complete. After 
having been scooped before, 
I wanted nothing more than to 
publish these results. I worked 
out all the data for my thesis and 
marked parts that together would 
form a proper publication. I took 
this to my supervisor, but she 
thought it was still too weak. She 
said it would be better to wait for 
a high-impact article. I started to 
doubt myself. Was my work not 
valid or good enough after all? 
As a PhD student, I didn’t feel 
confident enough to challenge 
someone who had been a profes-
sor for years.
‘Two weeks before my defence, a 
Nature paper appeared featuring 
my protein structure. I couldn’t 

believe it. Scooped again. I had 
failed. Not because the research 
wasn’t good — the other group 
had done about the same as 
me — but because I hadn’t used 
my voice. I should have fought 
for that publication. I did get my 

PhD, but in science your publi-
cation record is crucial. Without 
any publications, my chances of 
a postdoc and tenure track were 
gone. If I could have my time 
again, I’d definitely publish the 
paper. It’s not common, but it is 
possible without your supervi-
sor’s approval. That article might 
have taken my career in a com-
pletely different direction.
‘Now, I actively encourage PhD 
candidates in our group to fol-
low up on promising data. See 
something interesting? Pursue 
it. Finish it. Even if it’s “just” a 
method or a negative result. My 
message is: publish, and get your 
name out there.’

‘I should have fought 
for that publication’

The CropMix biodiversity monitor has been extend-
ed to include amphibians. This is a pilot project at 
present to determine whether a follow-up study 
with transmitters is feasible. 

CropMix is a research programme that has 
received funding of 10 million euros from the 
National Science Agenda for research on crop-di-
verse cultivation systems. A key component is the 
ecological field surveys at the 25 participant ara-
ble farms, which count the insects and field birds, 
for example. Now the field researchers will also 
be surveying the amphibians at five of the farms.  
Amphibian populations have declined steeply in 
agricultural areas in recent years, but there are 
indications they perform better in strip crop-
ping than in single-crop fields. The monitoring 
will show whether that is really the case. It is 
being carried out in collaboration with RAVON, 

a CropMix consorti-
um partner. RAVON 
helped to identify 
the most promising 
monitoring locations, 
for example because 

they have ditches, ponds or other amphibi-
an-friendly features. 
RAVON also helped draw up the monitoring pro-
tocol, which will allow the amphibians to be cata-
logued using a standardized method. At present, 
that is only being done on land. In the course of the 
summer, the research team plans to go scooping in 
bodies of water.

Transmitters
The monitoring is about more than spotting the 
creatures on an ad hoc basis. ‘The idea is to be able 
to fit amphibians with transmitters for follow-up 
research. But that only makes sense if there are 
enough amphibians to fit with the transmitters,’ 
explains field researcher Angelo Grievink. 
So far, amphibians have been spotted in four of the 
five locations, says Grievink, including the great 
crested newt (‘a typical resident of arable farms 
these days’). Recognizing and identifying amphib-
ians is not a problem for Grievink, who is a trained 
herpetologist. His colleagues are also pretty good 
these days, he says. ‘And if there is any doubt, RAV-
ON has identification charts.’ me

CropMix now 
monitoring 
amphibians

‘The idea is to be 
able to fit 
amphibians with 
transmitters’


