
NUTRITION

FARMING SMART FARMING

Lettuce on open water
Wageningen Plant Research is 
experimenting in Lelystad with the 
cultivation of vegetables on floating 
polystyrene islands.

The rafts measuring two by three metres 
drift in a basin in the open air. They are 
made from polystyrene blocks wrapped 
in plastic foil that are bound together 
by nets. Lettuce, spinach and tomato 
plants are suspended in the holes in the 
polystyrene. Their roots touch the wa-
ter, allowing them to absorb water and 
nutrients.
Vegetable islands are a particularly 
promising solution for open water, for 
example in places where there is a lack of 
farmland such as the city of Singapore, 
says Urban-Rural Relations researcher 
Marcel Vijn. ‘Or in areas that are regu-
larly flooded or submerged under water 
for brief periods.’ 
Info: marcel.vijn@wur.nl

Less nitrogen thanks to 
precision fertilization
The use of drones can make fertilizing potatoes with nitrogen more efficient, 
which is better for the environment.

A self-propelled drone with a multispec-
tral camera flies over a field of potatoes to 
determine how much nitrogen is needed. 
The camera measures the amount of in-
frared, red and green light reflected by the 
crop, which is dependent on the amount of 
nitrogen in the plant. Software developed 
by WUR and the cooperative Agrifirm then 
combines this data with crop and climate 
data to give a recommendation on how 
much additional fertilizer is needed and a 
map for the fertilizer spreader. ‘Potatoes are 
normally given nitrogen fertilizer around 
when they are planted,’ says researcher Frits 

van Evert. ‘But the amount of nitrogen that 
leaches or is released by the soil through 
mineralization varies from year to year de-
pending on the weather. That’s why it is bet-
ter to start with an application of two thirds 
of the usual quantity and then apply addi-
tional fertilizer halfway through the season 
depending on the crop’s requirements.’
Initial results for starch and table potatoes 
show that average savings of 15 percent 
in nitrogen fertilizer can be achieved in 
this way without harming yields. Similar 
software could also be developed for other 
crops. Info: frits.vanevert@wur.nl

A healthier diet in Africa and Asia
Wageningen plans to do research in Ethiopia, 
Nigeria, Bangladesh and Vietnam aimed at 
encouraging the consumption of fruit and 
vegetables. To achieve this, local production 
of fruit and vegetables needs to increase, 
problems with distribution and food losses 
need to be resolved and consumers need to 

be persuaded to eat more fruit and vegeta-
bles. A healthier, more varied diet is impor-
tant in bringing an end to malnourishment, 
vitamin and mineral deficiencies and obesity. 
‘The meals you eat are the result of a complex 
food system,’ explains programme leader 
Inge Brouwer. ‘You have to understand that 

system before you can steer people towards 
a healthier diet.’ Four million euros a year is 
being made available for the next six years 
for the study, which is part of a research pro-
gramme run by CGIAR, a partnership of in-
ternational institutes conducting agricultural 
research. Info: inge.brouwer@wur.nl
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