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The mission of Wageningen UR (University & Research centre) is ‘to explore the potential of nature to
improve the quality of life’. Wageningen UR includes nine specialist applied research institutes,
Wageningen University, and Van Hall Larenstein University of Applied Sciences. These institutions have
joined forces to contribute to finding answers to crucial questions related to a healthy diet and environment. Wageningen UR has a staff of 6,500, 10,000 students, 35,000 alumni and 40 sites, with a turnover of 662 million euros.
Institutes of Wageningen UR: Alterra, LEI, Plant Research International, PPO, Wageningen UR Livestock
Research, Central Veterinary Institute, Wageningen UR Food & Biobased Research, IMARES, and RIKILT.
KLV is the largest Wageningen alumni network, with over 7,000 members. The association dates back
to 1886, and provides a network for Wageningen graduates and other professionals with a link with
Wageningen. The aim is to promote contact between members and with the university, and to establish
an online network that provides a lively, virtual meeting place.

Haiti needs planners
What happened in Haiti was extra dramatic because it hit
the capital city, the country’s logistical focal point. By way
of comparison: in Sri Lanka, after the 2004 tsunami, the
state of emergency only lasted two weeks. By then, all
the victims had temporary shelter, food and medical aid.
In Haiti, however, thousands of people still lack these
things. This has more to do with the nature of the disaster
than with any shortcomings of aid organizations.
The coordination of the aid seems to have gone fairly well,
and the delivery of food aid was particularly well organized. There have been some tensions related to the central
role given to the American army. I am curious to see how
this develops as the reconstruction phase starts. It is going to be a difficult process, especially in view of the weak
governance in Haiti.
It is important that the UN and the US do not go at it like
bulls at a gate, without consulting local governance
bodies. There is a tendency to contract out the aid to
companies who come in to deliver a quick fix. It is much
better to take time for planning and local consultations,
fully involving local institutions. Then building projects
can provide work for local people.
Right now what is really striking is the self-reliance of the
people of Haiti. They have already had so much to put up
with, with their history of political violence, and they are
used to looking out for themselves. The mass exodus to
the countryside is evidence of this. If aid can tap into this
self-help spirit in Haiti, the country could come out of this
stronger. It is important to make sure that agricultural
workers do not migrate to the city in large numbers, creating problems for agriculture. So you need planners who
find out what needs doing and how best to go about it.
Thea Hilhorst, Professor of Humanitarian aid and reconstruction,
Wageningen University
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Wageningen
number one again
Wageningen University is the best in the
Netherlands for the fifth year running,
according to the Universities Guide,
which is based on student evaluations
of University Bachelor’s programmes.
Students are particularly positive about
Wageningen’s small scale and atmosphere. The guide writers concluded
that small scale and quality go together.
Wageningen’s Agrotechnology degree
programme scored the highest, followed
by Plant Sciences, Molecular Life Sciences,
and Soil, Water and Air.
cLimate

Fossil fuels have overtaken deforestation
Deforestation has been one of the causes of
increased CO2 emissions over the last three
centuries, but its proportional contribution
is going down. The burning of fossil fuels
is now a much bigger factor in increasing
CO2 emissions, says Rik Leemans, Professor of Environmental Systems Analysis.
Together with the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, he calculated
the influence of land use on the global
carbon cycle and published his findings in
Climatic Change. Info: rik.leemans@wur.nl
agRicULtURe

More resistant soil
organisms
More and more microorganisms in the soil
are resistant to antibiotics. This has
emerged from research by the University of
Newcastle and Phillip Ehlert of Alterra, part
of Wageningen UR. They analysed soil
samples from five Dutch field tests from the
period 1940 to 2008, taken from Alterra’s
archive. Ehlert: ‘There is a clear increase in
the incidence of genes that code for resistance to antibiotics.’ Antibiotics are widely
used, in livestock too. Ehlert argues for
further research into their environmental
impact. Info: phillip.ehlert@wur.nl
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Crunchy veg please, and no brown bits
children like their vegetables crunchy and without brown patches. they also
like to choose their vegetables themselves, says gertrude zeinstra in her Phd
thesis for human nutrition and communication sciences. ‘Rational considerations such as health hardly come into it for children,’ zeinstra says. ‘i investigated which arguments are important for children. For very young children it
seems to be the appearance and oral sensation that matter most. taste only
starts to count as children get older.’ Info: gertrude.zeinstra@wur.nl
agRicULtURe
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Keep an eye on
their tails
If a pig’s tail hangs down between its hind
legs, it may be a victim of tailbiting. So by
being vigilant, pig farmers can protect pigs
from this behaviour. Johan Zonderland
of Wageningen UR Livestock Research
published his findings on this in Applied
Animal Behaviour Science. Zonderland’s
research had already shown that putting
extra straw or a toy in the pigpen helps
to reduce tailbiting among pigs.
Info: johan.zonderland@wur.nl

Oily fish doesn’t make
us smarter after all
Eating plenty of oily fish has no positive effect on memory in elderly people. This finding came out of a PhD study by food scientist
Ondine van de Rest at the Human Nutrition
department at Wageningen University. Oily
fish has been in the news ever since animal
tests showed positive health effects of fatty
acids on the brain. However, in her experimental study of over 300 pensioners, Van de
Rest found no evidence of this. A diet rich in
fish fatty acids has no impact in the elderly
on cognitive functions such as memory, concentration and mental wellbeing. These fatty
acids are good for the cardiovascular system,
though. Info: ondine.vanderest@wur.nl
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PhD researcher produces
better flu vaccine faster
by making use of baculoviruses, companies can produce flu vaccines faster
and better, even against mexican flu. this claim is made by manon cox, who
was awarded a Phd at the laboratory for Virology at wageningen University on
december 9th, 2009. she succeeded in producing the vaccine in just one and
a half months. the standard production time varies from three to six months.
Cox, who works for the American company
Protein Sciences, developed the flu vaccine
in the summer of 2009 with the aid of a
baculovirus into which a small quantity of
flu virus genome was introduced. The virus
reproduces itself in insect cells, activating
them to produce proteins that mobilize the
immune system against the flu virus.
Clinical studies in the United States have
shown that the vaccine gives good protection against the flu virus. According to
Cox, it is even more effective than the vaccine currently being used, because it contains three times as much of the active
substance. It has been known for about

twenty five years that unusual proteins
can be produced using baculoviruses.
The high cost of patenting and a conservative attitude in the vaccine industry
were factors in the delay in developing
pharmaceutical products, says Cox.
The present production process – using
chicken eggs – is also cheap. Cox expects
the American authorities to approve the
vaccine next year. After that her company
will start up the approval procedure in
Europe. Cox does not expect problems,
as the approval regulations are stricter in
the US than in Europe.
Info: supervisor just.vlak@wur.nl

Asian spices can be toxic
Traditional Asian spice mixes can contain
dangerous amounts of mercury, arsenic
and lead. This was discovered by Ivonne
Rietjens, Professor of Toxicology, together with researchers from the Food
and Consumer Product Safety Authority
(VWA). Two thirds of the spice mixes studied contained harmful substances and in
twenty percent of the mixes these were so
concentrated as to be a health hazard. The
researchers are appealing for strict testing
of the products.
Info: ivonne.rietjens@wur.nl

agRicULtURe
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Breeding parents
Wageningen geneticists are working on a
method of creating parent plants from ideal
plants: reverse breeding. The method could have
major consequences for breeding practices.
If it is successful, geneticist Hans de Jong of
Wageningen University explains, then we can
sow seeds of different varieties and see which
plants do best in particular environmental
conditions. ‘Then we’ll create parents using
those plants.’
During pollination, chromosomes of the
parent plants are passed on through what
are called crossovers. These lead to new
combinations of father and mother characteristics and determine the great variety in
the seed. ‘We are now able to inhibit those
crossovers’, says PhD researcher Erik
Wijnker. ‘This enables us to carry out plant
breeding at the chromosome level.’ De Jong
and Wijnker, who are attached to the
Genetics chair group, are researching the
new approach with breeding company Rijk
Zwaan, who developed it.
Info: hans.dejong@wur.nl
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Martien Groenen and Willem de Vos:
top European researchers
geneticist martien groenen and microbiologist willem de Vos
have been designated top researchers by the european Research
council (eRc). they are each to receive 2.5 million euros for a
five-year research project.

PHoTo GUy AKKErMANS

This puts the Wageningen professors
among the 236 most prominent European
scientists, 16 of whom come from the
Netherlands. De Vos and Groenen,
Wageningen’s two nominees, both met
very strict selection criteria for the ERC’s
Advanced Grant. This is a personal grant for

Martien Groenen

willem de Vos

‘ambitious and innovative’ research.
De Vos will use his prize for further
research on our intestinal flora, in the
Microbes Inside project. Groenen will
be studying the genes of pigs under the
influence of domestication and selection,
in the SelSweep project.
The size of the EU grant is comparable
with the Dutch Spinoza prize, which
Willem de Vos won last year.
To meet the selection criteria, candidates
have to have written an outstanding
research proposal, their CV is assessed,
and they have to have been published in
a top academic journal.
martien.groenen@wur.nl
willem.devos@wur.nl

Agricultural emissions
cancel out
CO2 absorption
The natural absorption of CO2 by forests and
grasslands in Europe is completely cancelled
out by emissions of stronger greenhouse gases, methane and laughing gas, from farming.
The absorption of CO2 by land and oceans
– fifty five percent global emissions – can no
longer keep up with rising emissions. These
findings were published in Nature Geoscience
by scientists at Wageningen University and
the VU University of Amsterdam.
Info: wouter.peters@wur.nl

nUtRition

Logos confuse consumers
there is no proof that health logos work, and clearly
lead to healthier consumer choices, says hans dagevos
of the Lei, a wageningen UR institute. dagevos edited
a book about the rise of health logos, which came out
in november 2009.
Health logos are intended to keep consumers informed and
stimulate them to choose healthy products. And yet they also
appear on less healthy products such as light chips. ‘A logo indicates the relative healthiness of a product within its category’,
explains Dagevos. ‘That can be very confusing for consumers.’
Supermarket products now proudly display both the ‘Healthy
Choice’ cloverleaf and the ‘Conscious Choice’ logo from the
foundation by the same name (Ik kies bewust). In the interests of
clarity, Minister Klink has said that the two logos should make
way for one health logo by 1 January 2011. But that has its disadvantages too, thinks Dagevos. ‘Having more than one logo can
create competition and motivate companies to make their products even more healthy.’ The growing use of logos is based on
assumptions, says Dagevos, and not on evidence.
Info: hans.dagevos@wur.nl

6

wageningenworld

Book Wageningen World 2010-1.indb 6

19-3-2010 14:25:14

UPdate

PHoTo HollANdSE HooGTE

agRicULtURe

rice farmers can save up to forty percent of their irrigation water.

Rice can be grown with
much less water
it takes 1,700 litres of water to produce one kilo of rice in standard
irrigation systems. wageningen Phd researcher michiel de Vries can cut
that down to a thousand litres per kilo. he conducted tests in senegal and
published his findings in Field crops Research.
Rice farmers in Senegal can save twenty to
forty percent on irrigation water using De
Vries’s alternative irrigation techniques. And
that without affecting their rice production.
The method even saves the farmers a bit on
production costs. Water conservation is important in Senegal; the city of Dakar, with its
population of over a million, depends for its
drinking water on the same river as the
farmers. Rice farmers in Senegal continuously pump water from the Senegal River to
keep their paddy fields under ten centimetres of water. De Vries applied a different
method, irrigating every three or four days.
During the intervening days, irrigation water
drops to ten centimetres below ground level.
This alternate wetting and drying system
(AWD) cut the irrigation water used by forty

percent, while the rice harvest went down
by five percent. De Vries got the best results
when he kept the rice field flooded for half
of the growth season, and dosed the irrigation during the other half. Rice farmers can
measure the underground water level using
a tube in the ground so that they know when
it’s time to irrigate again. De Vries, who is
doing his PhD with the Plant Production
Systems chair group at Wageningen
University, did his research with the
Senegalese Rice Institute WARDA. Since
then, the Senegalese agricultural extension
service has financed a trial project. De Vries
says this knowledge has the potential to be
applied in other Sahel countries where rice
is grown.
Info: supervisor peter.leffelaar@wur.nl

nUtRition

Meat substitutes
do not convince
meat eaters
Meat substitutes are still not good
enough to persuade meat eaters to give
up their daily helpings of meat.
Fake meat is too far removed from the
real thing in terms of appearance, flavour
and satiety. But above all, it is the unfamiliarity of such new products that
works against them. This is the conclusion reached by Annet Hoek, who received her doctorate for work on this
subject with the departments of Human
Nutrition, and Product Design and
Quality Management at Wageningen UR.
Meat substitutes need first and foremost
to be made tastier, says the PhD graduate. ‘The more they resemble real meat,
the more chance they stand of tempting
the meat eater. But there’s a long way to
go to win people over’. Combining meat
with meat substitutes could help to reduce meat consumption, Hoek suggests.
Info: kees.degraaf@wur.nl
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Unexpected variation
in the eastern
Netherlands
The landscape of the eastern Netherlands
is more varied than has always been
thought. This insight has come out of
historical research into early settlement
patterns and landscape formation by
Wageningen University archaeologist
Roy van Beek. In his thesis for the Sociospatial Analysis of Land Use chair group
and the National service for Cultural
Heritage, Van Beek presented a new physical map distinguishing nine main types of
landscape. This variation is also reflected
in settlement patterns. ‘What is striking
is that the eastern Netherlands has often
been at a meeting point for several
cultures.’ Info: jelle.vervloet@wur.nl
enViRonment

Pesticide harms
earwig
The number of earwigs in orchards has
gone down dramatically over recent years,
mainly due to pesticide use. Earwigs are the
natural enemies of the woolly apple aphid
and the pear leaf flea. Researchers at
Applied Plant Research (PPO), part of
Wageningen UR, investigated the effects
on earwigs of most of the pesticides used
in apple and pear orchards. The research
showed that pesticides can cause paralysis
and inhibit appetite, activity and fertility,
with serious consequences for the orchard
earwig population. An integrated pest
control system is being developed in collaboration with fruit growers, in the hope
of sparing these natural enemies of pests.
Info: herman.helsen@wur.nl
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Bird migration routes reveal a link with the spread of avian flu.

Migratory birds spread avian flu
the highly pathogenic avian flu virus h5n1 was probably spread five years
ago from south east asia to other continents by migrating birds. wageningen
University Phd researcher si yali and Professor herbert Prins of Resource
ecology outlined this theory in an article in geospatial health, after comparing
bird migration routes with the spread of the virus.
The Wageningen researchers analysed
how the H5N1 virus spread from Asia
in 2003 and 2006. They compared the
map they got with major bird migration
routes. This did not provide direct evidence that migratory birds spread avian
flu, says Prins. ‘But our statistical analysis makes it more plausible that this is
the case. Animal transportation remains
just as dangerous as the birds, as a possible means of spreading the bird flu.’
The avian flu epidemic went through
three stages. During the first two
stages, birds were infected along the
migration route from eastern Asia to

Australia. In the third phase, the virus
appeared along four other migration
routes: the Central Asian Flyway, the
route that crosses the Black Sea to the
Mediterranean Sea, the route between
Western Asia and East Africa, and the
route that runs along the Atlantic coast
of Western Europe. The researchers
found ‘disease clusters’ along these
routes and at the places where the birds
overwintered.
Prins conducted this research together
with colleagues from China, South
Africa and the University of Twente.
Info: herbert.prins@wur.nl
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Recession hits agriculture hard

Pink tomatoes

2009 was a bad year for many agricultural and horticultural companies.
incomes have been wiped out in several agricultural sectors as a result of
a drop in prices. this is clear from an analysis made for the ministry of
agriculture, nature and Food quality (LnV) by Lei, part of wageningen UR.

Plant Research International, part of
Wageningen UR, has discovered a gene that
turns tomatoes pink. These pink tomatoes
have been grown for years in countries such
as China and Japan, although their exact genetic origin was unknown. Arnaud Bovy and
his research team have shown that a mutation in just one gene is responsible for the
pink colour. This mutation blocks the
production of flavonoids. European
breeding companies are very
interested in the
gene, with a view
to marketing
pink tomatoes
in Asia. Info:
arnaud.bovy@wur.nl

The Dutch agricultural sector is relatively
vulnerable since it is more dependent on
export than those of the surrounding countries. After the onset of the credit crisis,
exports plummeted in the first half of 2009,
and prices dropped as a result. Given the
small margins in the primary production
sector, the impact on incomes was felt immediately. Average incomes per company
stayed just about positive in 2009. Many
companies are having to draw on their reserves or on extra credit to meet their commitments. The number of bankruptcies is
rising too, and less is being invested due to
the worsened financial situation and stricter conditions set by banks. Farmers and
horticulturalists are postponing building
new greenhouses or buying new tractors.
There are big differences within the sector.

When incomes are analysed per company
type, for example, it appears that for egg
producing companies 2009 was actually
a good year. They benefited from rising
egg prices as a result of falling production
in Germany. But nearly all other sectors
saw their profits go down. Growers of
greenhouse vegetables and flowers have
been hardest hit by the disappointing
sales combined with higher gas prices.
In order to bridge this period of low
prices, joining forces in producer organizations could provide a way of increasing
market power. Chain formation and
sales agreements may also be promising
options, according to LEI. The
government could support this with
a liquidity guarantee programme.
Info: cees.debont@wur.nl

Greenhouse vegetable and flower growers are hit the hardest by the recession.

nUtRition

Low fat mayonnaise
can be much tastier
Emulsions such as mayonnaise can be
made ultra-low fat, tastier and more sustainable thanks to a promising new technology. Koen van Dijke developed the
method for Wageningen University’s Food
Technology chair group, where he was
awarded his PhD in November 2009.
Emulsions of insoluble fluids such as oil in
water occur in various common foods such
as milk, low-fat margarines and mayonnaise. ‘The standard methods of mixing
the two fluids take a lot of energy, with far
from optimal results’, says Van Dijke. ‘With
this new system that works at micro level,
we let a very thin film of oil run into the water. Oil droplets are formed at a rate of 2000
per second, and these mix with the water.’
These emulsions appear to be more homogenous than those produced by standard methods, and they take less energy to
produce. What is more, it is possible to
make double emulsions with them: waterin-oil emulsions suspended in a watery fluid. This way you can produce a ‘superlite’
mayonnaise which still tastes the same.
Info: koen.vandijke@wur.nl

wageningenworld

Book Wageningen World 2010-1.indb 9

9

19-3-2010 14:25:20

Bill Gates backs
wageningen soil project
the bill and melinda gates foundation has granted nineteen million dollars
to a wageningen University project that aims to raise soil fertility and food
production in africa. Project leader Ken giller plans to improve nitrogen
fixation in leguminous crops with a view to doubling food crop yields.
text AlBErT SIKKEMA Photo HollANdSE HooGTE

F

ood production in Africa lags behind
that of the rest of the world for a combination of reasons: poor soils, insufficient inputs such as fertilizer and pesticides,
poor farm management and distance to
markets. Wageningen professor of Plant
Production Systems Ken Giller aims to raise
food production in Africa by improving and
expanding the farming of legumes such as
beans, soya and peanuts. These crops can
fix nitrogen from the air, in symbiosis with
certain bacteria. When they do this they
need little or no artificial fertilizer.
But at present, this symbiosis between plant
and bacteria only occurs on a limited scale
in Africa, as the relevant bacteria are not
present in all the continent’s soils. With
relatively simple technology, African farmers
can add seed, bacteria and nutrients to the
soil. This simple package more than doubles
the yields of farmers in many cases, and
helps to improve the soil.
Kenya and nigeRia
A consortium of research and development
organisations in Africa is implementing the
project. It will be co-ordinated by two international research institutes: the Tropical

10

Soil Biology and Fertility Institute in Kenya
and the International Institute of Tropical
Agriculture in Nigeria. They are now forging
links with national partners and NGOs in
eight African countries: the Democratic
Republic of Congo, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi,
Mozambique, Nigeria, Rwanda, and
Zimbabwe. The project is expected to benefit
225,000 small-scale farmers in these countries. Ninety two percent of the donated
funds will go to African partners, says Giller.
When he announced the grant, Bill Gates
said, ‘Melinda and I believe that helping
the poorest smallholder farmers grow more
crops and get them to market is the world’s
single most powerful lever for reducing
hunger and poverty.’
Giller: ‘We will help to build local capacity
on biological nitrogen fixation in Africa and
draw on expertise from organizations such
as the Brazilian Agricultural Research
Corporation (EMBRAPA) who are leaders
in this field. Australian scientists will also
assist in establishing quality standards for
the companies which will be producing the
inoculants of nitrogen fixing bacteria.’
Giller’s chair group, Plant Production
Systems, has worked extensively on nitrogen

fixation in legumes, and on unravelling the
complexity of different farming systems
in Africa. Mariana Rufino, post-doc in the
group is going to analyse the benefits of
legume production and the introduction of
nitrogen-fixing bacteria among farmers.
‘The interactions between the plants, the
bacteria, the environment and the farmers’
management should fit. We will analyse best
practices with this technology within these
farming systems.’
Dr. Nteranya Sanginga, director of the
Tropical Soil Biology and Fertility Institute
in Nairobi is enthusiastic about the plans.
‘African farmers can now at last make use of
methods that have been in use for a while in
other parts of the world. Suitable bacteria
will be produced locally. Researchers will
work on this together with the business
world. In the project we will improve the
scope for nitrogen fixation and make better
use of it.’
Leguminous plants such as soya and peas
can fix nitrogen from the air through a symbiosis with particular bacteria that grow in
nodules in the root, in return for which the
plant provides carbon and sugars for the
bacteria. Through this symbiosis the crop
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An Algerian farmer harvest beans: acrop that can fix nitrogen from the air.

is not entirely dependent on fertilizer.
Nice system, but that provision of energy is
done at the expense of the growth and development of the plant – this has been the theory up to now. But this theory is due for
revision, said one of Giller’s PhD students
last year in her thesis.
Photosynthesis enzymes
Glaciela Kaschuk, who is attached to the
Brazilian research institute Embrapa, discovered that symbiotic crops raise their
photosynthesis rate to compensate for the
loss of energy. They speed up their recycling
of Triose-P, a substance in the chloroplast
of the plant that is responsible for the activity of photosynthesis enzymes. This ensures
that the plant still has enough energy for its

own growth, Kaschuk discovered.
Kaschuk’s article in Soil Biology and Biochemistry attracted a lot of interest among
colleagues.
Knowledge development remains important
in order to continue exploring and improving on the potential of symbiotic crops for
food production, says Giller. Of equal
importance is the dissemination of this new
knowledge so that it can be applied in farming practices. Wageningen UR will be organizing a postgraduate course this year in
order to share the latest insights on nitrogen
fixing with PhD students and alumni. Giller
will be running this course together with
Ton Bisseling and René Geurts of the the
Laboratory of Molecular Biology and other
experts in this field. W

Ken giLLeR,
Professor of Plant
Production systems
‘we will help to build local
capacity and draw on expertise
from leaders in this field’
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animal
wellbeing is
made visible
the wellbeing of animals on farms all over the world can now be
measured objectively, thanks to the welfare quality project, led by
harry blokhuis of wageningen UR. the meat industry is full of
praise for the scientists’ work. there is no consensus yet about how
the protocol is to be applied in practice.
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he wellbeing of farm animals will no
longer be measured through strict
rules about the size of stalls and cages
or the number of square metres of outdoor
space they have, but by using concrete
measurements of the physical health and
behaviour of cows, chickens and pigs.
Whether an animal is healthy, suffers from
heat or cold, or displays aggressive behaviour can for the first time be determined on
the basis of clear-cut measurements.
The recently completed Welfare Quality
project has come up with a concrete protocol for assessing the wellbeing of animals
on farms all over the world. At the centre
of this European animal welfare research is
Harry Blokhuis, who started as an ecologist
with Wageningen UR Livestock Research
and now works mainly at the Swedish
Agricultural University in Uppsala. Blokhuis
was project coordinator for five years and
not only maintained contacts with hundreds
of scientists, but also drew in various representatives of the agricultural chain.
‘This new system will certainly help to
further improve the wellbeing of farm animals’, concludes Blokhuis. ‘It shows up
faster and more clearly how a farmer treats
his animals than does a set of rules saying
that chicken runs must be so many square
centimetres in area, or that x many pigs or
cows can occupy a four square metre stall.
What is more, the farmer gets a push to

tap into his professional skills and innovative drive.’
caged caLVes
Animal welfare has become a hot topic all
over Europe in recent years, and nowhere
more so than in the Netherlands, which is
the only country in the world to have an animal welfare party represented in Parliament.
And that is not all. Several NGOs have
brought out Good Meat Guides which show
the consumer at a glance whether meat is
ethical. Besides their standard meat products, supermarkets are offering more and
more free range and organic meat.
Public disquiet about meat products has
been fed by large-scale outbreaks of diseases
such as foot and mouth disease, BSE, swine
flu and, most recently, Q fever, with all its
implications for goat and sheep farmers.
Although the size of the farm has no proven
relation to the chances of an outbreak of
disease, there is a clear relation with the
scale of the consequences of such an outbreak. ‘Between them, the agriculture sector
and the agricultural sciences have been
highly successful in raising food production
to a very high level, but they have failed to
communicate with consumers about how
they have achieved this’, says Harry
Blokhuis. ‘If over the years the agriculture
sector had stayed more in touch with consumers then we might now have had less

3

haRRy bLoKhUis,
Project leader of welfare
quality project at
wageningen UR Livestock
Research
‘It shows up faster and more
clearly how a farmer treats
his animals’

intensive agriculture and fewer caged calves
and battery hens.’
Blokhuis and his associates are now proposing that animals be assessed for hunger and
thirst, for comfort levels, and for heat and
cold. They will be checked for freedom of
movement and the presence of wounds, disease and pain. And finally, their behaviour
will be monitored on four points, including
whether they display aggressive behaviour, >
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thirst’, so for this inspectors count drinking
troughs and check whether animals have
access to sufficient water.

henny swinKeLs,
manager at Vandrie group,
a market leader in veal
‘we can use hard facts to show
the reality of the calves’ state
of health and wellbeing’

social and positive behaviour, and a good
relationship with people. ‘On most points,
we were able to establish reliable assessment protocols’, says Blokhuis. ‘We measure hunger by establishing whether an
animal is too thin and then using photos to
quantify this. We can see when chickens are
cold because they huddle together. And on
the other hand, if they pant and flap their
wings, they are too warm.’ The only thing
that is difficult to measure is the ‘absence of

6
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benchmaRK
The system has been tested over recent
years on 700 farms and in three species of
animal, including calves and chickens in
the Netherlands. All the measurements
have been fed into a model which calculates
the total score for each of the four
components: nutrition, housing, health
and behaviour. ‘All four components are
scored on a scale from 0 to 100’, says the
project leader.
A score of over 80 is excellent, 60 to 80 is
very good, 20 to 60 is considered acceptable, and under 20 is totally unacceptable.
The overall result in the company is also
expressed in these terms. ‘To obtain an
overall score of ‘excellent’, a farmer has to
score at least 80 points on two aspects and
60 on the other two’, explains Blokhuis.
A method like this not only offers farmers
and retailers such as Albert Heijn or
McDonald’s a benchmark for comparing
themselves with each other, but can also
form the basis of animal welfare policy.
‘You could for example set the legal minimum at 40 points on all four aspects of animal welfare, and you could set goals such
as reaching 50 points by 2020. The protocol
could also play a role in the World Trade

Organization (WTO)’, says Blokhuis, who
emphasizes that his prime concern is the
scientific content of the protocol. ‘What is
done with it is basically up to politicians
and policymakers. But as scientists we do
try to advise and help.’
Policymaker Bart Crijns at the Ministry of
Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality (LNV)
says that there will first be a discussion on
the welfare protocol. Crijns: ‘It is a unique
and highly reliable system, and it can encourage farmers to be more enterprising.
With good management, a farmer with free
range chickens in a shed can outdo a farmer whose chickens roam outdoors.’ LNV is
going to set up some projects to get farmers
working together in practice. ‘We can also
integrate the welfare quality measurements
into our reporting on “the state of the
animal”’, says Crijns. ‘Whether it will
become the basis of policy depends partly
on what national and international stakeholders think of it.’
betteR LiFe
The meat-processing industry gives Welfare
Quality a vote of confidence too. ‘It is an
independent and objective instrument with
which we can at last go beyond the rather
emotional discussions’, says Henny
Swinkels, on the management team of the
VanDrie group in Apeldoorn. The VanDrie
group is a market leader in the veal trade,
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and has one million calves slaughtered per
year. In the Netherlands there are 2,400
farms with veal calves. Since early 2009, the
VanDrie group has been using the ‘Better
Life system’, with which Dierenbescherming,
the Dutch animal welfare organization,
measures animal welfare on a farm. ‘The
norms for these calves are far higher than
the legal requirements, especially when
it comes to blood haemoglobin levels,
transport and fodder. None of the calves
are anaemic.’
If the system is introduced right across the
EU, then regulations based on the Welfare
Quality criteria should be possible, according to Swinkels – at least, ‘if the sector is
given the chance to adapt gradually to the
policy goals, and our investments don’t
turn out to be for nothing.’ The Dutch veal
sector played a role in testing the Welfare
Quality criteria. ‘We are now going to use
the databases that we built up to look at
which parameters get the best results in
improving animal welfare. And we’re not
only going to apply this on the farms but
also during transportation and in the
slaughterhouses.’
Logo
Whether or not this work ought to lead to a
Welfare Quality logo is not something for
the meat sector to decide, says Swinkels.
‘We can certainly communicate better and

use hard facts to show the reality of the
calves’ state of health and wellbeing. The
supermarkets and the animal welfare
organization will have to look at whether a
Welfare Quality logo on meat products will
help them to communicate to consumers
about animal welfare.’
Albert Heijn thinks it will. ‘We’re already
working with Dierenbescherming’s Better Lives
label, and I can well imagine that the objective criteria of Welfare Quality could be integrated into that label’, says Aldin Hilbrands,
product integrity manager with Albert
Heijn’s parent company Ahold. Hilbrands is
responsible for food safety, environmental
and social aspects as well as animal welfare
for the supermarket’s own brands, amongst
other things. He is impressed by the
Welfare Quality system to and sees it as a
sound scientific way of getting an idea of
the state an animal is in. But he does have
some criticisms. ‘I think they’ve developed
a Rolls-Royce when a Volkswagen would
have been enough’, he says.
Hilbrands thinks it would be a good idea to
combine this very thorough protocol with
what he calls an ‘iceberg indicator’: ‘By that
I mean that we could isolate one or two key
factors for which you can say for sure that if
a farmer or slaughterhouse scores low on
this point there will be a lot else wrong on
the welfare side.’ Hilbrands believes it must
be possible to arrive at a ‘top five’ set of >

FiVe Key ‘FReedoms’
FoR animaL weLLbeing
Animal welfare covers the physical
and mental wellbeing of animals.
It involves five key ‘freedoms’: freedom from hunger and thirst, from
discomfort, from stress and anxiety,
from pain, wounds and disease, and
from abnormal behaviour. The dutch
government believes that further
improvements are needed to the
welfare of farm animals, and has
even drawn up a Health and welfare
of Animals regulation to this end,
laying down many rules about the
keeping, transporting and slaughtering of animals. Caged calves have
been forbidden since 2008, rules
will come out this year for meat
chickens, battery farming will be illegal from 2012, keeping sows in isolation pens will be illegal from 2013.
other important issues in the dutch
livestock sector include: lack of
space and boredom among animals,
tearing calves away from their mothers at birth, the transportation of
calves, Caesareans for culard cows,
castration of pigs, cutting pigs’ tails,
stunning animals, and transporting
them over long distances.
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criteria that apply to the six main animal
species involved. ‘We are going to do more
work on this in the European Animal
Welfare Platform in the industry, because
the current protocol is complicated and
expensive. They might have come up with a
more straightforward protocol if they had
consulted industry and trade parties earlier.
It could have been a practical protocol
which was linked with the numerous
quality controls that farmers and industry
already go through in relation to labour
conditions, environment and food safety.’

beRt Van den beRg,
Policy officer with
Dierenbescherming
‘I think that animal welfare
issues can piggyback on other
quality criteria such as food
safety or environmental ones’

baseLine measURement
Klaas Johan Osinga couldn’t agree more
with these criticisms. ‘Have you seen those
protocols?’ asks the policymaker from LTO
Netherlands, whose responsibilities include animal welfare and involve him in
many international agriculture platforms.
‘They’re like those great big thick university
textbooks. If you really want to have an impact on everyday farm practices, it is going
to have to be a lot simpler. And it will have
to be introduced on a voluntary basis
throughout the European Union.’ Just like
Hilbrands from Ahold, Osinga would have
liked to have been involved in developing
the Welfare Quality protocol. ‘As it is, we
have been consulted now and then, whereas
it would have been better if we had been
partners from the start, if only to ensure

support for improving animal welfare in
this sector.’
The LTO representative is also put off by the
costs and the paperwork involved. ‘Even the
baseline measurement takes several hours.
Just do the sums: three hours per farm at
one hundred euros per hour. There are one
million dairy farmers in the European
Union. The baseline measurement alone
will cost the sector three million euros.
Who is going to pay for that?’
eURoPean consensUs
If the protocol is introduced, the costs of
the assessments will be reflected in prices,
thinks Bert van den Berg, a policy officer
with Dierenbescherming. As well as its
direct and thorough assessment of the
animals, Van den Berg feels the Welfare
Quality system is at a strategic advantage
because almost every EU state was involved
in the project. ‘Neither scientists, national
governments, nor stakeholders can
dismiss the system as something another
country came up with. There is a Europewide consensus.’
Nevertheless, Dierenbescherming also
realises that there are some catches when it
comes to the feasibility of the comprehensive protocol. ‘The assessments take a lot
of time and therefore a lot of money’, says
Van den Berg, echoing the sentiments of
LTO Netherlands and Ahold. ‘I can picture
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weLFaRe qUaLity
The welfare Quality project for improving animal welfare in the food chain
ran from May 2004 until october 2009.
Forty four research institutes were involved in this programme, among them
wageningen Ur. Most of the institutions
were European, but a few of them

situations in which only the crucial elements of the protocol would be used. And
I also think that animal welfare issues can
piggyback on other quality criteria such as
food safety or environmental ones.’
According to Van den Berg, there should
be a thorough baseline measurement when
a farm company is signed up. ‘At a later
stage it would be enough to test a few key
points, perhaps with a random sample’,
he suggests. And of course if a completely
new livestock system is developed, it
should be subjected to assessment with
the full protocol.
webcams
Dierenbescherming is waiting to see how
things will be developed further – by scientists, by the government, and by the sector.
‘Until then we will just carry on with our
Better Life label. It is better to have something than nothing’, says Van den Berg.

came from latin America, Australia and
New Zealand. The project was largely
financed by the European commission
and cost eighteen million euros.
More information:
www.welfare quality.net/everyone

‘Dierenbescherming is seen by consumers
both at home and abroad as a reliable
institution. This means that if we say that
animal welfare is satisfactory, it is. After all,
we have succeeded in getting calves out of
their cages and into groups, and now they
get raw fodder.’
Harry Blokhuis agrees that the assessments
are very time-consuming. ‘We don’t yet
know exactly how often you need to check.
One possible way of saving time and money
is to use webcams. That way, human observation is replaced by an electronic analysis
of the pictures of the animals. A lot of
research is being done on this. We are also
looking into options such as ‘iceberg criteria’ or doing a thorough baseline assessment followed by more limited screening.’
Blokhuis is also in favour of integrating the
animal welfare protocol with general certification on related themes such as food
quality, labour conditions and environ-

aLdin hiLbRands,
Product integrity manager
with albert heijn ahold
‘I think they’ve developed a
rolls-royce when a Volkswagen
would have been enough’

ment. In a follow-up project, a number of
the bottlenecks that have been pointed out
will be scrutinized, and three new kinds of
animal will be tested: sheep, turkeys and
horses. For the latter two animals,
Wageningen UR will be playing a major
role. Blokhuis: ‘Perhaps we have designed
a Rolls-Royce. But it’s important to start
with a solid basis and then to simplify it.
It is more reliable to start with a Rolls and
simplify it to end up with a Volkswagen
than the other way round.’ W
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battLing migRaine

‘Eating and drinking is
a hobby we share…
and so is science’
they did not know one another, had never even heard of each
other. Until the spinoza prizes were announced. then the three
prizewinners discovered cross-connections in their work,
and the ideas began to flow. and so a biologist, a physicist and
a neurologist set off to find the origin of a migraine attack.
text yVoNNE dE HIlSTEr Photo PETEr dE KroM

‘w

e all three had a guarantee that,
whatever else, we were talking to
good scientists’, jokes Marten
Scheffer of Wageningen University. ‘And
Ferrari’s research lends itself to
cooperation’, says Albert van den Berg of
the University of Twente, about the work of
migraine specialist Michel Ferrari. Van den
Berg is the physicist who designed the labon-a-chip, a nanochip which can conduct
measurements inside the body, which you
can check yourself, without the aid of a lab
technician. ‘I immediately saw the potential
for measurements. And if I could measure
the particles, then Scheffer would surely

18

be able to see if there were any critical
transitions in the signals.’ Later that
summer at a dinner at Ferrari’s home, they
further developed these ideas and decided
that each of them would put part of their
2.5 million Spinoza prize money towards
the project, in all a million euros.
bURdensome disease
Scheffer, professor of Aquatic Ecology and
Water Quality Control at Wageningen
University, and Van den Berg, professor
of Biomedical and Environmental Sensors
Systems at the University of Twente, will be
joining Ferrari in his research. Ferrari, >
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Physicist Albert van den Berg, migraine specialist Michel Ferrari and biologist Marten Scheffer.
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aLbeRt Van den beRg,
Professor of biomedical
and environmental sensors
systems, University
of twente
Van den Berg is going to
develop sensors to measure
substances involved in
migraine.

micheL FeRRaRi,
Professor of neurology,
Leiden University medical
centre
Ferrari identified a few genes
implicated in migraine.
He dreams of a medicine that
will prevent attacks.

20

who is professor at the Leiden University
Medical Centre (LUMC), is one of a handful
of migraine experts world-wide and is also a
consultant at the LUMC’s headache clinic.
Migraine is counted among the most burdensome diseases, according to the World
Health Organisation. Twelve per cent of the
Dutch population has at least one migraine
attack a year, and half of those suffer from
this debilitating type of headache at least
once or twice a month. One of the discoveries made by Ferrari and his colleagues was
to identify certain genes that correlate with
migraine, and it is his dream to find a medicine that prevents attacks. The joint research
with Van den Berg and Scheffer opens up
new avenues. Van den Berg is to develop micro-sensors that continuously measure the
concentration of glutamate, a substance that
is linked to migraine attacks. As a first step,
measurements are taken in the cerebral fluid
of mice that could get a migraine attack; diseases in the brain cause a change in the biochemical composition of brain fluids. Ferrari
has presented his colleague from Twente
with a wish list of other substances on which
he would like to have measurement data.
The measurements should produce more information about the onset of a migraine attack. You can also learn from them which
parameters in the blood announce the attack. If this can be measured, you might be
able to get patients to anticipate this. ‘But
you never know how such things will work
out: research is constant adaptation’, according to Van den Berg, who is assigning at
least one PhD student and half a technician
to the research.
tiPPing Point
Scheffer is going to make use of his expertise
in the field of tipping points, about which
he has published an article in Nature, among
other publications. In the case of migraine, a
build-up of small reactions to stimuli in the
brain causes a sudden attack, in a self-aggravating transition. This process is a bit like a
lake that becomes clear again after a surplus
of nutrients has made it murky. This was the
first complex system for which Scheffer calcu-

lated the critical tipping points. The
likelihood of a transition to clear water increases gradually when you take away nutrients. Just as bright light, or another stimulus,
can be the trigger that sets the transition
going in the case of a migraine attack, so can
a temporary decline in the fish population
cause the transition in the waters of a lake.
‘We are going to try to identify - from a theoretical mathematics angle - the possible earlywarning signals of a migraine attack’, says
Scheffer, who started out as a mathematical
biologist. ‘Maybe such an attack is also accompanied by a ‘critical slowing down’, a
phenomenon which is seen in dynamic systems as they approach a critical point at which
a transition occurs. A system needs more time
to recover from a small disturbance when it is
close to the tipping point. We hope to be able
to measure such signals in mice and people
by making use of test stimuli.’
thinKing PRocess
Together with three research students,
Scheffer has started thinking this through.
He doesn’t need a meeting room for this.
‘Going for a walk together works very well
too’. The time scale is ample. ‘We’ll see how
far we can get in four years’. Ferrari himself
is making at least one senior researcher
available for the research. A good number
of experiments will have to be conducted.
He has also suggested involving a group
of neurologists who understand nerve
physiology. Scheffer: ‘In our models we
need to go a little further in that area than
Ferrari’s group are able to do.’
That the scientists can finance their idea
themselves with the Spinoza Prize is a stroke
of luck. Indeed, there is no one centre in the
Netherlands to which you can submit a joint
research proposal stemming from different
disciplines,’ says Van den Berg. ‘In fact, all
research funding bodies ought to designate
five to ten percent of their budget for specific wishes with a common vision. That’s
where so much can be achieved.’
None of the three professors sees any
problem in the fact that headaches are
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ReseaRch

‘For me the best way to work
is also the most enjoyable.
It goes together with regular
parties and lots of laughter’
Marten Scheffer
maRten scheFFeR,
Professor of aquatic
ecology and water quality
management, wageningen
University
a new subject for Van den Berg and Scheffer.
‘We understand each other very well’, says
Scheffer. ‘It is quite a job working my way
through the background literature, but you
must be willing to do that if you want to work
with people from outside your speciality.’
Scheffer is not really surprised by the new
turn his work is taking. ‘I have always got
my feelers out.’ In this he resembles the
other two Spinoza Prize winners; all three
like to look beyond the horizons of their
own fields. He also aims to make his research students aware that it can be good to
leave the beaten track and that one must not
be a slave to one’s paradigms. This attitude
led him to do research on climate change,
coral reefs, and reactions within society.
‘It makes me happy to make beautiful things
which can be of use to people: in music, in
science, or by knocking together a small
cabinet. The most worthwhile thing for a
scientist is to discover things that really do
something for people. I do want to work on
important problems. Migraine is one of
them. And if this migraine project is successful, it will have knock-on effects in
medical science’.
The three, all in their early fifties, do not
just share common ground as scientists.
‘It needs to click between you as well ‘, says
Scheffer. ‘You look someone in the eye, have
a chat, share a glass of wine. You soon get
a feeling about it. I am convinced that you
must make people feel appreciated, that you

should make things agreeable for each other. ‘For me the best way to work is also the
most enjoyable. It goes together with regular parties and lots of laughter. I noticed the
same in Albert and Michel: they both know
how to enjoy life. Eating and drinking is a
hobby we share, and so is science.’
wiLd and mad ideas
Van den Berg feels the same way. ‘I see in
them the same somewhat carefree and boyish attitude, in the sense that we are all open
to new, possibly wild and mad ideas and
thoughts. It is an acquired skill to be able
to look beyond your own professional field.
You have to make a considerable effort to
understand what I am doing. The thing
I like about Marten is his individuality.
He happily sat and played his guitar at the
award ceremony.’
Life is not all about science as far as Scheffer
is concerned; music and his family are at
least as important. He finds it a fruitful combination. ‘The best ideas happen if you feel
relaxed while you work and when you are
happy in yourself ’.
What would he have done if he had not got
the Spinoza prize? ‘Exactly the same. I had
already been looking sideways at the medical
sciences for a while now. I had an idea that
the tipping point theory might be applied
there in interesting ways. But I had never
met anyone yet. It is a big, separate world.
This time I did happen to meet someone.’ W

Scheffer aims to use the
tipping point theory to find
the warning signs of a
migraine attack.

sPinoza PRize
Since 1995 the
Netherlands organization
for Scientific research
(Nwo) has awarded the
Spinoza Prize to dutch
top researchers. It is the
highest scientific distinction in the Netherlands.
Previous prizewinners include the wageningen entomologist Marcel dicke
(2007), micro-biologist
willem de Vos (2008) and
minister for Education,
ronald Plasterk (1999).
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wAGENINGEN Ur’S AFGHANISTAN MISSIoN

‘education is the
only answer to
our problems’
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agRicULtURe

‘there is an incredible amount of work to be done in
afghanistan. i have never seen a country in such a state
of ruin – literally and metaphorically speaking’, says
henk Jansen, a member of wageningen UR’s afghanistan
mission to rebuild the country’s agricultural education
system. ‘we can make a difference here’.
text AlExANdrA BrANdErHorST Photo MArIEKE VAN dEr VEldEN iLLUstRation SCHwANdT INFoGrAPHIC
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hirty years of war and conflict have turned
Afghanistan into one of the poorest and least
developed countries in the world. The Afghan
economy is largely dependent on agriculture, in which
eighty per cent of the working population is employed.
Agricultural know-how, however, has been lost or is
extremely outdated. There are no teachers in
Afghanistan, says Henk Jansen, adviser for international
education projects at Van Hall Larenstein University of
Applied Sciences (VHL), part of Wageningen UR. ‘The
entire educational system has collapsed. The capital
lacks trained staff. Even ministries are without adequate
staff’, says Jansen. ‘If we really set to work in earnest,
we can make a difference here.’ Project manager Steven
Starmans of VHL: ‘We usually work on improving education from a position in the sidelines. But in Afghanistan
things have to be reconstructed from scratch.’
‘There is no denying that the situation is pretty
dramatic’, says Fareed-Ud-Din Noor-Ud-Din (29).
He is one of eight Afghan students who have been
following a one-year professional MSc programme at
VHL in Wageningen since November 2009. He gained
a veterinary degree in Pakistan and he works as programme coordinator at the Afghan Ministry of Labour
and Social Affairs, as well as for UNESCO. At VHL he is
studying Livestock Production and Chain Management.
His fellow student, Mohammad Shoaib Mohammad
Aiyoub(24) gained a BSc in horticulture in his home
country and went on to work as assistant facilitator
with an NGO. At VHL he is studying for an MSc in
International Agriculture. They are both enthusiastic

agRicULtURaL edUcation in aFghanistan
The dutch Ministry of Agriculture and the Minister of development
Cooperation launched a project in collaboration with the Afghan
Ministry of Education in december 2009, with the aim of rebuilding
agricultural education in Afghanistan. The project will help establish
a national agricultural institute in the Afghan capital Kabul, with a
centre for applied research and documentation and a vocational
agricultural teacher training college. The ultimate aim is to set up
regional institutions in the seven main regions and vocational
agricultural training colleges in all 34 provinces.
The Netherlands is assisting in establishing the national institute
and two training colleges, one in Kabul and one in Uruzgan, as well
as in training the staff. As part of this aid, thirty Afghan students
will be trained at Van Hall larenstein over the next two years, as
staff for the national institute. For another seventy students a
suitable programme will be found elsewhere, for example in
Indonesia, India or Canada.

24

about their education at Wageningen. ‘The programme
is practice-oriented, which will be very useful to us in
Afghanistan’, Mohammad Shoaib thinks. When the
students have completed their training at VHL they can
get straight down to work in Kabul to set up the national agricultural institute and to train teachers.
hoRticULtURe
The training of Afghan students in Wageningen is one of
the first concrete steps taken in the Wageningen UR
education project. In September 2010 a further twenty
students will start at VHL. Meanwhile, action is being
taken back in Afghanistan too, starting with a field
analysis. ‘In developing the educational curriculum we
must know what the felt needs are in the professional
field. What does an employer expect a graduate to be
able to do, for instance?’ Starman explains. And work
has started on newly acquired experimental orchards
with 23 hectares of fruit trees. ‘We are fortunate that
we could take over the test plots from the US. We can
establish our horticultural training centre there. All it
needs now is a building.’ The Wageningen education
project mainly focuses on horticulture and small
livestock. ‘Horticulture in Afghanistan is intensive and
small scale. You can book quick results with it. And this
is essential because the population needs to be fed’,
says Starmans. Small livestock is also important in this
respect. Traditionally, almost every household keeps
chickens, and small flocks of sheep and goats are also
kept in many parts of Afghanistan, especially in the
south. A training centre for small livestock will therefore
be set up in the southern province of Uruzgan.
exPoRt
The students believe there is a lot of scope for improvement across the entire Afghan agricultural sector.
Habibullah Asadullah (27) sees increased exports as
one of the possibilities for his country. He is taking an
MSc in International Agriculture at VHL. Before that
he was employed at the Afghan ministry of Rural
Rehabilitation and Development, having gained an
MSc in agricultural economics in Pakistan.
‘Agricultural products such as potatoes, onions, apples, melons, apricots, grapes, almonds, pistachio nuts
and raisins are grown both for domestic consumption
and for export. If we can meet the international quality
standards, then we can enter the world market.’
Becoming self-sufficient, however, is the number one
priority. Food prices are rising day by day, because
demand outstrips supply’, says Habibullah. ‘In order to
become commercially viable, we must invest in better
quality, greater quantity and added value.’ At present,
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agRicULtURe

INCOMES FROM AGRICULTURE

AGRICULTURAL LAND

GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT (GDP)

The working population is
around 15 million people

Total land surface of Afghanistan:
65 million hectares

23.35 billion dollars
(estimate 2009)

40%
unemployed

7.8 million hectares
(12%) is used as
agricultural land

No more than
half of this is
cultivated every year

31% of the GDP
comes from
agriculture

80% of
the working
population
works in
agriculture

In 2010, 40% of
the Afghan population
lives below
the poverty line

It is estimated that one
third of the GDP comes
from poppy cultivation

CHIEF AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS

AFGHANISTAN

opium from poppies
grain (main product, 57%)
fruit

Two thirds of
the population
lives on less than
two dollars a day

Afghan fruit is processed into jam in Pakistan and then
gets reimported by Afghanistan. Surplus apples and
onions are bought up by Pakistani companies, put into
cold storage and sold again in Afghanistan out of
season. ‘Apples that normally cost twenty five Afghani
per kilo, will suddenly cost you a hundred Afghani’,
says Habibullah. The three students are intensely aware
of the importance of the project. ‘Hopefully this
practical training will make a significant contribution
to increasing knowledge, skills and the educational
level in Afghanistan’, says Habibullah. His fellow
student Mohammed Shoaib thinks the efficacy of
education in Afghanistan is very low at the present
moment: ‘I want to help develop sound education that
produces people who will have something useful to say
about our agriculture.’ Fareed-ud-Din: ‘Whether in
agriculture or any other sector, education is the only
answer to our problems.’
RocKet attacK
VHL adviser Jansen spends half the year in Afghanistan,
where he has been allocated a room at the Ministry of
Education in Kabul. Security is a worry in everyday life.
In January 2009 Jansen lived through a rocket attack
while visiting Kamp Holland, the Dutch army base in
Uruzgan. ‘It was an accidental hit’, he says. ‘The last
time a rocket hit the camp was in 2006: the Taliban’s
final effort during a Dutch military advance in the
Baluchi valley.’ Then on 18 January 2010 there was

nuts
mutton
Only 4% is irrigated

sheep and lamb skins

another major attack in Kabul. ‘You have to be on the
alert at all times; its best to stay away from potential
targets and to keep a low profile.’
Apart from the daily preoccupation with security, the
big stumbling block remains the lack of capacity and
staff within the Afghan civil service, according to
Jansen. ‘It means I have to do everything myself really.
I had requested an Afghan counterpart, for instance,
but there was no one available, so I was initially allocated a Polish adviser. But I’m hoping that by next March
the ministry will after all send me an Afghan assistant.’
External factors therefore also have a major impact on
the success of the project, according to project leader
Starmans: ‘If war breaks out or the money for the follow-up dries up, then everything stops.’ The project is
also dependent on the goodwill of those in the Afghan
government, he thinks. ‘People have landed these jobs
through their connections and so they’re not always
competent. The previous deputy minister of education,
put a lot of effort into this project, though. And fortunately, his temporary replacement is continuing along
the same lines.’
Student Fareed-ud-Din agrees that stability is the most
important precondition for success. ‘The support and
financing of this project should be guaranteed for at
least four years, so that it can really take off and work’,
he says. ‘It is our dream to realize a well-run national
agricultural centre.’ W
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Taking the factory
to the farm
ten trucks belonging to the dutch agricultural development & trading
company (dadtco) are hauling shipping containers around nigeria.
in the containers are small factories for turning cassava into cassava meal.
initiator Peter bolt hopes to help improve farmers’ incomes in africa.
text KorNé VErSlUIS Photos dAdTCo

d

adtco doesn’t have much faith in development aid, and says as much on
its website. The best way to help the
poor in Africa, seventy percent of whom are
farmers, is through reliable companies that
guarantee them a reliable market for their
products. ‘Earning money for myself doesn’t
interest me’, says Peter Bolt. ‘I want to help
farmers make progress, and the best way to
do that is to work in a businesslike way.’ In
2002 Bolt brought together a motley collec-

Cassava factory in a shipping container.
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tion of shareholders willing to invest in his
company. Many of the shareholders have
worked in Africa themselves and made their
fortunes there: ‘They want to do something
in return’. Their first idea was to enable Bolt
to set up an artificial fertilizer business, and
use the profits from it to finance development projects. ‘But in the years that followed
the price of artificial fertilizer went through
the roof. The manufacturers made so much
money that they could easily create their

own sales channels. Then I asked the shareholders to cough up some more money for
something completely different. When I
explained my plan, they were keen.’
Patent
Bolt managed to persuade his investors to
invest a total of six million in his plan for
processing cassava into cassava meal.
Nigeria imports millions of tonnes of food
for its urban population, while this could
be produced by its own farmers. The
500,000 tonnes of starch that is imported
every year for the food industry doesn’t
need to come from expensive imports, but
can easily be extracted from cassava. That
doesn’t happen because there is no cassava
processing industry. Farmers only grow
cassava for their own use. That’s a pity, says
Bolt. ‘Cassava is a very easy crop for most
African farmers. Harvests are low at present
because only traditional farming methods
are used, but with a little effort that can
quickly be vastly improved. And that will
provide opportunities to greatly improve
farmers incomes, while opening up a valua-
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Nigerian farmers process their cassava at the mobile factory.

ble market for our company. It is good for
the national economy if imports go down.’
But small-scale cassava cultivation makes it
difficult to build big factories for extracting
starch from the tubers.
Bolt came up with a solution to that problem
and has patented his invention. While he
was developing the system, Bolt was in
regular contact with Wageningen. ‘We have
benefitted a lot over the years from the advice we have had from Wageningen professors Rudy Rabbinge and Johan Sanders.
Sanders was involved in the project from the
start and used his extensive experience in
the potato starch industry to help develop
the split-processing concept, through the
mobile processing units. Rabbinge is a big
name, and really put Wageningen on the
map here. He has tremendous knowledge
about Africa and agronomy, which has been
a great help to us.’
PRoFit
Bolt’s company brings the factory to the
farmers in a shipping container on a truck.
The mobile processor squeezes much of the

water out of the cassava and then concentrates it into starch. The blocks of starch are
taken by the truck back to a central factory
for drying. The cassava meal is sold to manufacturers of, for example, soup, beer, fish
food, stock cubes and mosquito repellents.
To date, Dadtco has ten mobile processors
and three central drying machines. The company is not yet making a profit. ‘For the time
being, the shareholders have only invested
money, but it’s going in the right direction.
This year we hope to break even. And in two
years’ time we’ve really got to make a profit.’
tRUst
In the 1970s Bolt studied at the National
Agricultural College in Deventer, which
later merged with other institutions to form
Larenstein College. He started his career as
a development worker in Mali, amongst
other places. In 1985 he was offered an
office job at the Ministry of foreign affairs.
‘But that wasn’t me at all, I couldn’t get
away fast enough to work in the field again.
Then someone phoned to ask if I wanted to
sell fertilizer in Africa. That struck me as a

better idea. The problem was, the company
went bankrupt within three months, but
after that I did stay in business.’ Not to
make pots of money but because he thinks
that entrepreneurs are in a position to bring
real change to Africa. ‘Dutch development
cooperation has shamefully neglected agriculture in Africa. Development aid should
concentrate on farmers in the field. We
should take responsibility for that, just as
we did in the past, and not give all our money to all kinds of organizations that spend
most of it on staff, workshops and transport. Not a single farmer in Africa benefits
from a story or a workshop on its own. He
also really needs a stable market with
reasonable prices, and the means to modernize his farming. You can do that better
by helping to build up the economy as an
entrepreneur.’ Whether Bolt will succeed
depends on whether Dadtco manages to
win the trust of local farmers. ‘We want to
convince farmers that we are here to stay,
and stimulate them to plant more cassava.
Whether we make a profit depends in the
end on the volume that we can process.’ W
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How Food CAN CAUSE CHroNIC dISEASES

Fat to blame
for diseases
cardiovascular diseases, asthma, diabetes and even cancer
may well have one thing in common: a chronic inflammatory
reaction in the body that begins in fat tissue. new insights
from wageningen food scientists suggest that nutrition plays
a big role in this.
text HANS wolKErS Photos rEMCo BoHlE iLLUstRation rHoNAld BloMMESTIJN
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ad eating habits can lead to overweight and
the excess fat can become chronically inflamed
and lead to cardiovascular diseases, asthma,
diabetes and cancer. By eating healthily and, most
importantly, avoiding becoming overweight, you help
prevent inflammation from getting established in your
body. So it appears that there is a strong relationship
between several chronic diseases and nutrition.
Michael Müller, Professor of Nutrition, Metabolism
and Genomics is researching food-related molecular
processes, paying special attention to fat metabolism.
He is also researching how you can increase the body’s
resistance to disease through healthy eating and lifestyle. Müller believes that food has a big influence on
the development of chronic inflammation, because
certain nutrients activate a range of genes. His
research group showed this using nutrigenomics
techniques, with which you research which genes are
switched on and off by which nutrients, and which
metabolic process is then started off. For example,
Susan van Dijk, a research scientist in Müller’s group,

28

investigated the gene expression in the fat of overweight test subjects who alternated between a diet
rich in saturated fats and one rich in unsaturated fats.
‘Saturated fats appeared to stimulate inflammation
processes while unsaturated fats did not. If anything,
in fact, they stimulated anti-inflammatory processes’,
explains Müller. ‘So diet influences which genes are
activated and which genes are not.’ According to
Müller, modern nutrigenomics techniques enable
you to see from the activities of various genes who is
healthy and who is not, before any disease symptoms
appear. Such techniques are also interesting for the
food industry, as they make it possible to demonstrate
the functionality of new food ingredients.
moLecULes oF PLeasURe
Professor of Food and Pharmacology Renger Witkamp
also found a clear relationship between food and
inflammatory processes in the body, albeit via a totally
different mechanism. Witkamp researches the relationship between food and medicines, but is also >
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interested in the problem of too much and too fatty
food. In this way he hopes to tackle many of the diseases of prosperity at their source, in the Western diet
which is too one-sided and too fatty. But it seems that
the urge to eat more and increasingly unhealthy food
is tremendous. ‘Eating is a primal urge’, Witkamp
claims. ‘The body stimulates and rewards eating by
making what we call the ‘molecules of pleasure’. The
body’s own drugs, the endocannabinoids, play a
central role in this. One of the things the body uses to
produce these substances is the fats in food. These fats
attach themselves to the same receptors as cannabis
and give the satisfied feeling we experience after a
good meal.
Witkamp says that these endocannabinoids also play a
central role in controlling inflammation, and therefore
probably also have an indirect role in controlling
chronic diseases. ‘Chronic diseases such as asthma or
psoriasis, and even arteriosclerosis, all have an
inflammation component that causes or aggravates the
disease’, explains Witkamp. ‘It looks as though some
endocannabinoids play an important role in combating chronic inflammation.’ It is mainly the type of food
that determines which kinds of cannabinoid the body

chRonic inFLammation and Fat
If you eat too much, the body stores the extra energy as fat in organs
and fat tissue. In itself, fat tissue is a perfectly good storage place
for excess fat, but organs are not – it makes them extra vulnerable
to inflammation. Visceral fat around the organs is highly sensitive
and prone to inflammation, generating numerous toxic byproducts
as a result.
In a liver that is too fatty there are specialized liver cells, the Kupffer
cells, which are responsible for these local fat inflammations. And
they can cause a lot of damage: liver cells die out and connective
tissue is formed. The liver becomes cirrhotic. But the inflammation
can also spread: inflammatory factors leak into the blood and can
cause secondary damage to other organs. when people are
overweight, fatty tissue can easily become inflamed because fat
cells get too big and eventually die. At this point the body employs
macrophages to clean up the dead cells. And so local inflammation
can spread, become chronic and potentially form the basis of
chronic diseases.

30

‘Overweight is a
constantly recurring
factor in many types of
cancer, cardiovascular
diseases and diabetes’
creates. ‘For example, the cannabinoids
that the body makes from fish oil have a strong antiinflammatory effect.’ Or more broadly: the range of
fatty acids in our diet determines the type of biologically active molecules that are made, which either
stimulate or limit chronic inflammation. In other
words, by choosing the right food – that will manufacture anti-inflammatory cannabinoids, for example –
you can to some extent put the brakes on chronic
inflammation and perhaps even limit the impact of
certain diseases. So it seems that there are several
different mechanisms by which healthy eating limits
chronic inflammation in fats and organs, and that if
you prevent such inflammation you might well be able
to fend off a whole range of chronic diseases.
Fish with sPinach
Ellen Kampman, Personal Professor of Nutrition and
Cancer, does a lot of research into the relationship
between eating habits and the prevention of tumours.
She stresses the importance of adequate exercise and
preventing overweight in maintaining health.
Kampman’s hunch is that inflammation could play a
role in cancer too, only it is not yet clear exactly how
this process works. It is clear, she says, that a varied
diet is important in keeping the risk of cancer to a
minimum. ‘Healthy eating is part of a package deal, in
which exercise also plays an essential role’, Kampman
explains. ‘It is estimated that we can prevent thirty to
forty percent of all cases of cancer through good nutrition, more exercise, and avoiding overweight.’ But
overweight is the Achilles heel of Westerners. Twenty
five years ago over a third of Dutch adults were overweight; now it is almost half, and this undoubtedly has

>
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PRoF. eLLen KamPman
department: human nutrition
at wageningen University
Field of interest: nutrition and
cancer
Ellen Kampman wants to gain a fuller
understanding of the influence of overweight and fat distribution on bowel
and breast cancer. She is studying
the underlying metabolic processes
– such as inflammatory reactions –
involved in cancer of the colon, as
well as the effect of overweight on
breast cancer and its treatment. She
will do her research in close collaboration with the Gelderse Vallei hospital.
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PRoF. michaeL müLLeR
department: human nutrition,
nutrigenomics group, at
wageningen University,
Field of interest: nutrigenomics,
gene expression analysis, fat
metabolism
Michael Müller is researching the
effects of nutrition on the health of
organs. The key issue is how you can
promote organ health through a
healthy lifestyle. The focus is on fat
metabolism and the genes that are
directly regulated by fatty acids.
Müller applies nutrigenomics to shed
light on the overall effect of nutrition,
genetic predisposition and
environment on metabolic health.
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implications for the prevention of numerous diseases
of prosperity. ‘In the Netherlands we eat too few lowcalorie plant-based foods’, claims Kampman. ‘Only
five percent of the Dutch population manages the recommended 200g vegetables and two pieces of fruit per
day.’ The impact of those extra kilos is considerable:
‘Overweight is risk factor number one for many
chronic diseases of prosperity. It is a recurring
factor in many forms of cancer, cardiovascular
diseases and diabetes.’
There is a lot to be gained from good nutrition.
‘We know for sure that many fruits and vegetables can
help prevent certain cancers, for example tumours in
the head and throat area, and lung and stomach cancers’, says Kampman. But she stresses that it is difficult to pinpoint specific foodstuffs as ‘bad’: ‘It’s all
extremely subtle and complex. What matters is how
often you eat something and to what extent you’ve
been chronically exposed to certain substances.’
In cases of acute exposure, such as a one-off burnt
steak or dish of fish combined with spinach, the body
is able to mop up any damage. But if you ate these
things day in day out over a longer period, the body
would not be able to keep up.
metaboLic Fitness
Although the Wageningen food scientists believe that
chronic inflammation may be a central factor in causing chronic diseases, there are other issues involved in
staying healthy. ‘The message is not simple. There’s
no magic pill that will keep us healthy and it is clear
that to keep healthy, people have to go back to what
they eat’, Müller explains. He underlines that his food
research doesn’t focus on illness but on health: how
do you stay healthy as long as possible, how can you
improve your health, and what role can nutrition play
in this? ‘Our research gives people a toolbox for
healthy eating, as it were.’ Just like Kampman, Müller
declares that there is no such thing as bad food as long
as you eat a varied diet. If you do, the occasional fatty
snack from the snack bar won’t do any harm. In the
light of this, Müller thinks it’s important to realize
that there’s more to health than not being ill. Health
is all about the body’s ability to adapt and be resilient.
‘Just as you can improve your fitness through regular

‘Preventing inflammation
may ward off a wide range
of chronic diseases’
exercise, you can also improve your metabolic fitness
by eating a varied and healthy diet’, he explains. ‘A varied diet puts various systems in your body on alert and
places the body under mild stress.’ The body then goes
into action to adapt itself to the situation and so you
create extra capacity and resistance. With more resistance the body can cope with a lot more, and a little of
a toxic substance or a fatty snack from time to time is
not a disaster. Infections can be fought off better as
well. With a monotonous diet you get rusty, as it were:
all the systems that you don’t use become less active,
or they may even become completely non-functional.
It’s clear that there is a ‘use-it-or-lose-it’ principle at
work. That rustiness sets in at the gene level: unused
genes lose the capacity to adapt, causing the cell to
lose part of its functionality. Müller: ‘This process
looks a lot like ageing: so unhealthy eating does make
people age faster.’ >

the RoLe oF the intestines
The surface of the intestine is roughly the size of two football fields,
and the body is exposed to outside influences all along it. It is not for
nothing that fifty percent of the immune system is active here.
Because western food has been too completely optimized, many
nutrients are extracted in the first part of the intestines. By eating
enough nutrients and fibres, you get the whole of the intestines working and the system is challenged in various ways. The intestines help
the rest of the body with digestion, doing some of the preliminary
work involved in burning fat, for example. Besides burning fat, the
intestinal epithelium wraps up fats in things called chylomicrons.
These are like fat balls wrapped up in protein, and they make it easier
to transport the fats to the organs via the lymphatic system. The more
fat cells are broken down by the intestinal cells themselves and not
sent to the organs in the form of chylomicrons, the less fat organs
such as the liver have to break down. The liver can then save its
energy for other metabolic tasks.
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Unsaturated fats are an important key to your metabolic fitness level, as these fats are potentially dangerous. Oxidation in the body creates all sorts of harmful
by-products which the body needs to get rid of as
quickly as possible. It does this efficiently by binding
unsaturated fats to specific receptors, and these in turn
stimulate genes which increase the cell’s capacity to
burn fat so that it gets rid of fat quickly. A nice sideeffect is that this extra capacity is also used to burn
other fats faster, a clear sign that the body is in good
shape. The reverse is true too: a body that is not in
good shape has too little capacity to burn fat. A systematic increase in fat and fat transporters – or lipoproteins – in the blood is the first warning sign of an
impending problem. If the process continues
unchecked there is a danger of metabolic syndrome
developing. This is a complex of metabolic conditions,
of which the main symptoms are high blood pressure,
diabetes and raised cholesterol levels.
bRoccoLi
Along with unsaturated fats, broccoli is an example of
a food item that sharpens up the body’s systems. Like
most plant-based foods, broccoli contains many biologically active substances which are not toxic in low
concentrations but which nevertheless cause a sort of
stress in cells. This causes the body to bring more
detoxifying enzymes into play to break down the
potentially dangerous substances. As a result, the cells

canceR and aLcohoL
our food contains few carcinogenic substances, but there are exceptions.
Some foodstuffs (red meat, alcohol, and combinations of leafy vegetables
and fish) are known to raise the risks of certain forms of cancer if large
amounts are consumed over a long period of time. Heavy drinkers need
to watch out.
‘The main carcinogen in our food is alcohol’, says Kampman. ‘Quite a lot
of people expose themselves daily, and that means chronically, to this
toxic carcinogenic substance. I find the drinking habits of dutch
adolescents particularly worrying.’ young people are being lured en masse
into drinking more and more hip alcoholic drinks. The possibly big health
impact of this chronic heavy drinking, which the body’s repair system
cannot keep up with, will only become clear later.
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‘A varied diet puts the
body under slight stress
and keeps various
systems on top form’
are better armed against other dangerous toxins that
may occur in high concentrations in foodstuffs, such
as aflatoxins in grain and peanut products. Untrained
cells cannot get rid of these sorts of toxic substances
fast enough. This can lead to cell damage and can
form the basis for a tumour. In short, what doesn’t kill
you makes you stronger. The problem with Western
diet is that there are too few foods in it – for instance,
vegetables and oily fish – that challenge the body, so
that adaptation mechanisms go unused and diseases
get more of a chance. If you want to keep your body
healthy, you must expose it continuously to challenging foods.
baLance in the body
Müller wants to test the body’s resilience in relation to
healthy nutrition in somewhat overweight men who
appear to be healthy. He will do this in collaboration
with the Gelderse Vallei Hospital and the entire Human
nutrition department. The idea is to test resistance
before and after a period of healthy eating by submitting the body to mild stress and examining its recovery
using all the methods offered by modern nutrition science, such as nutrigenomics and MRI techniques.
‘One of the things we want to look at is how quickly a
big intake of fat can be burned up and therefore how
well regulated the balance in the body is. Like this you
can see at a very early stage, before there are any clinical symptoms, how healthy someone is and whether
there is a risk of any chronic diseases.’ Müller hopes to
make clear that it really does help to eat healthily, and
he hopes to get people to make lifestyle changes that
will bring them better health. Müller: ‘There’s a lot to
be gained because you really can hold off chronic diseases by using good nutrition to improve your metabolic fitness.’ W
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PRoF. RengeR witKamP
department: human nutrition
at wageningen University
Field of interest: nutrition and
pharmacology
renger witkamp’s research includes
work on imitating the effect of endocannabinoids, which give us a pleasant feeling after we have eaten a lot.
one of his ideas is to find methods of
slowing down the breakdown of the
‘molecules of pleasure’; another is to
artificially stimulate their formation.
Then you would get a satiated feeling
even without a copious dinner.
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debate

development Aid
should become more
commercial
in recent years many critical voices have been raised disputing
the value and the necessity for development aid. does development
aid in its traditional forms have a future, or are private investments
more effective?

T
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here has always been debate about
development aid, but in recent years
that debate has become more heated.
In her bestseller Dead Aid, Dambisa Moyo
questioned the value of aid, claiming that
over one billion dollars worth of development aid has been poured into Africa over
the past fifty years, while poverty on the
continent has increased from eleven to
sixty six percent.
There is plenty of criticism in the Netherlands
too: ex-VVD (Conservative) MP Jan Boekestijn
suggests in his book The Price of a Bad
Conscience that aid in its current form doesn’t
help and is even harmful. And a report entitled Less Pretension, More Ambition, which the
Scientific Council for Government Policy
(WRR) presented to minister Koenders on
18 January, proposes changing the way
development cooperation is organized. The
report suggests that aid should become more
professional and should focus more on

economic growth. ‘What is needed is to make
countries more self-reliant,’ says Peter van
Lieshout, WRR member and main author
of the report, ‘by paying more attention to
productive sectors, including agriculture.
We are not saying goodbye to healthcare and
education, except where they don’t contribute
to self-reliance.’
The WRR has been working on the report
for two years and the writers spoke to five
hundred experts. They stress that the question of whether aid works is impossible to
answer. Military stability in a country, its
financial system or climate change sometimes have a bigger impact on the development of a country than does development
aid, says the report.
waRLoRds
According to Arend Jan Boekestijn, a lot
needs to change if development aid is to
have an impact. ‘We must no longer give

aid from government to government, but
should make far more private investment
possible.’ Boekestijn, who teaches at
Utrecht University, says that eighty percent of the world population lives in what
he calls ‘closed societies’, in which members of an elite keep the peace and give
each other access to privileges and
incomes. By contrast, in an open society
such as that of the Netherlands, everyone
has access to the economy and to politics,
and there is a nonpartisan constitutional
state. Boekestijn: ‘Africa is now at the
stage that Europe was at in the year 1350,
with warlords fighting each other. There
is no point in giving development aid to
warlords. In a closed society, even aid to
NGOs ends up in the pockets of those in
power.’ According to Boekestijn, a closed
society can’t be changed from the outside
into an open society. Not even by supporting projects that build capacity among >
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NGOs, the constitutional state or democracy. Boekestijn: ‘It is much better to get
companies to invest so that people get
richer and stand up against the elite
themselves.’ Boekestijn sees successful
examples of these ‘foreign direct investments’. One of these is Dutch flower
growers who have succeeded in doing
good business in Africa. China sets a
good example, says Boekestijn, having
invested extensively in infrastructure in
Africa in recent years, in exchange for
access to mineral resources. ‘Through
this investment there are much better
roads in Africa now, and that is important
for economic development.’
PRiVate inVestments
Kees van ’t Klooster, Africa account manager at Wageningen UR and also working
for Alterra, agrees that there are opportunities for foreign investment in Africa.
‘The notorious land grabbing, for example. This involves companies buying land
in Africa to grow food for other countries.
If that is done at the expense of food security in Africa, it is a bad business. But we
should look at the opportunities too.
With the right investments, agricultural
production in Africa could be quadrupled.

Arend Jan Boekestijn: ‘It is much better to get
companies to invest so that people get richer.’
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If it is made a condition of the investment
that the population can work on the land
and have a share of the harvests, the situation could be improved.’ The advantage
of private investments, according to Van
’t Klooster, is that they contribute to infrastructure development and therefore to
economic growth.
neocoLoniaL
‘We shouldn’t give direct budget support
to corrupt regimes in Africa’, says Maja
Slingerland, researcher and teacher with
the Plant Production Systems chair group
at Wageningen University. ‘But the
assumption that private investments
don’t support corrupt regimes, elites
and warlords is nonsense. They have
the power and they benefit from foreign
investments too. They have no intention
of letting the people benefit from them.’
Slingerland disagrees with Boekestijn
and thinks that the WRR report goes a
step too far in the direction of a liberal
worldview by laying such an emphasis
on economic growth at the expense of
welfare. ‘Take the roads that China builds
in exchange for raw materials. You get a
road, but that’s all you get. The road is
built by Chinese workers and not a single
job or a single cent goes to local
Africans.’ She doesn’t approve of land
grabbing either. ‘I think it’s incredibly
neocolonial to produce raw materials
for export instead of developing local
processing capacity. The profit from
these sorts of so-called commercial initiatives all flow to foreign investors.’
According to Slingerland, many African
governments do not have the capacity to
defend public interests in these sorts of
deals. ‘Private investments can create jobs
and incomes, but then the government
and the population do need to be able to

Piet Heemskerk: ‘It is not the case that everything will work out fine as long as you privatize.’

negotiate with the company about the
conditions.’ So this requires capacity
building amongst, for example, civil
servants and farmer organizations. This
is where Wageningen UR can play a role,
as can NGOs, says Slingerland. Kees van
’t Klooster agrees. He is also convinced
that capacity building is crucial so that
governments and organizations are
equipped to cope. ‘Making people
smarter is always useful. And corruption
doesn’t come into it. That money goes
directly from one university to another.’
seLF-ReLiance
Capacity building is also central to a
new initiative involving ‘Wageningen
Ambassadors’, which aims to stimulate
‘homegrown entrepreneurship’ in Africa.
Piet Heemskerk is one of the Wageningen
Ambassadors, a group of Wageningen
University alumni in prominent posts in
the business world and public institutions. Heemskerk was Regional Supply
Chain Manager with Heineken in Africa,
America and Europe. ‘In this project we
want to focus on young African agri-food
entrepreneurs, such as farmers, processors, distributors, bankers and exporters,
and put them in touch with colleagues
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debate

‘The assumption that private
investments do not benefit
corrupt regimes is nonsense’
Maja Slingerland

from both the Dutch and the local agrifood sector. We also want to work with
African universities to collect knowledge
about the success factors for African
entrepreneurship, and then apply those
in local workshops and MBA courses.
Initial workshops will be held in May
2010 for fifteen young African entrepreneurs, and will be followed by internships
and coaching.’
The aim of the initiative is to increase
the self-reliance of African entrepreneurs, says Heemskerk. ‘It is good that
Development Cooperation is starting
to pay more attention to the productive sector, and I entirely agree with the
WRR’s conclusion on the importance
of self-reliance. Don’t give fish, give a
fishing rod.’ But the emphasis on private
investment is a hype, and mustn’t go

Maja Slingerland: ‘Private investments benefit
corrupt regimes.’

Kees van ’t Klooster: ‘with the right investments
in some parts of Africa, agricultural production
can be quadrupled.’

too far, warns Heemskerk. ‘We know
that much depends on local conditions.
Hans Eenhoorn, who inspired us to start
this project, has published a study on
this from his Wageningen chair in Food
Security and Entrepreneurship. Foreign
companies can’t work either if the conditions are inadequate in other sectors in
the country. You need reliable public
services. It is not the case that everything
will work out fine as long as you privatize.’ Heemskerk hopes that in the future
there will be better cooperation between
public investments in development aid
and private investors. ‘Because there’s
a lot to be gained there.’ W
Info: Bram Huijsman, director Wageningen
International, bram.huijsman@wur.nl

FRom Land gRabbing to
sUstainabLe deVeLoPment
Foreign investments in land in Africa
have increased by leaps and bounds
in recent years as a result of growing
demand for food and biofuels.
Companies and governments have
bought up 15 to 20 million hectares
of land for an estimated 20 to 30
billion dollars. land grabbing, as this
is often called, is highly controversial
as it can negatively affect local food
security. There is a counter argument
that under certain strict conditions it
can also contribute to local economic
growth and self-reliance. There might
be a new task here for development
Cooperation. one example is
Ethiopia, where Indian investors want
to buy up land. The government of
Ethiopia is willing enough to sell, but
only under strict conditions: that the
local population benefits and that
there is attention for nature conservation. The area concerned includes the
omo and Gambella National Parks.
wageningen Ur is involved in a
project that is analysing how these
investments can be made as sustainable as possible. Kees van ’t Klooster
explains: ‘wageningen Ur is going to
provide information and share it with
stakeholders, and work out a development process which will benefit the
local population as well as conserving
the main processes and functions of
nature in the area.’

Reference:
• H. Eenhoorn, G. Bekx, Constrain constraints!
A study into real and perceived constraints and
opportunities for the development of smallholder
farmers in sub-Saharan Africa. Wageningen UR,
2009.
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1996

counting birds on de Richel
sandbank near Vlieland. Little is
known about the distribution of
birds at low tide in particular.

birdwatching 24/7
counting birds on the mudflats of the wadden
sea has always meant hours of staring out
from your hide. it is almost impossible to
keep track of the birds at low tide, when it
is hard to get near them and easy to disturb
them. but a new five-megapixel camera is
changing all that.
text roEloF KlEIS Photos MArTIJN dE JoNGE

40

s

omewhere in the Balgzand mudflats in the
Wadden Sea near Den Helder there stands a long
pole bearing a state-of-the-art video camera.
Day and night the camera records the activities of
wading birds in the area. The images are relayed to the
control room at IMARES, part of Wageningen UR, a few
kilometres away in Texel, where researchers and students meticulously update their bird records. They count
waders such as the oystercatcher, curlew, redshank and
dunlin, as well as other birds such as the eider duck.
night Vision eqUiPment
The high-tech camera is an important innovation in the
research on the distribution of waders at low tide in the
Wadden Sea. Until recently, surveying birds on mudflats
at low tide was a tricky job. ‘It is difficult to access the
area. And once you do get there, you disturb the birds’,
as IMARES researcher Martin Baptist explains. Field
work means hiding in an observation hide on the mud-
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then & now

2010

the five-megapixel camera
registers the birds day and
night from a distance of
two hundred metres.

flats and watching for hours and hours – even through
the night. ‘We do use night vision equipment, but night
observations are very hard to do.’
Little is known about the distribution and behaviour of
waders at low tide. ‘We do count birds at their high tide
roosts but we don’t know about their behaviour at low
tide. Where are they then? What are their food sources?
How much time are they spending, and is there a difference between night and day?’
The five-megapixel camera – ‘a huge resolution, better
even than HDTV, and that’s important for recognizing
the species’ – will change all that. At night images can
be obtained with the aid of infrared LED lights powered
by solar panels and methanol-based fuel cells. The images are conveyed via a fast wireless internet connection
to a location nine kilometres away. ‘We are now well able
to observe birds from a distance of up to two hundred
metres. And the following day the images can be studied
in the comfort of the office.’
The ‘24/7 birdwatcher’ makes it possible for Baptist and
his colleagues to track the movements of birds over time:
at high and low tide, day and night, and through the seasons. ‘What used to be impossible can now be done: you
are continuously present, without disturbing the birds

and what is more, you can review your recordings.’
But Baptist stresses that this does not make field work
superfluous. ‘We’ll have to go on validating the findings.
If there are problems in identifying small birds, for instance, we will do a visual field check.’
RadaR
In addition to their video images, IMARES also has live
radar images of much of the Wadden Sea. These come
from a mobile radar system developed by TNO and
stationed in the naval port of Den Helder. The radar not
only shows the birds’ flight movements, but also records
wing-flapping frequency, mass, speed and the height at
which birds fly. By comparing this information with
visual observations, it should be possible to identify the
bird species in future.
The study is part of a larger project to determine the
capacity of the Wadden Sea to support waders. IMARES
is collaborating on this project with the Dutch Centre for
Field Ornithology (SOVON), research organization
TNO, the Royal Netherlands Institute for Sea Research
(NIOZ), Bureau Waardenburg and the University of
Amsterdam. The project is funded by the Netherlands
Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). W
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degRee PRogRamme: bioLogy. staRted: 1985

‘I’m lucky to have
work in my field’
teun de Vries and hans hollander, two biologists who embarked on
their studies in ’85, both wanted to go into research. twenty five
years later they look back from very different vantage points.
text AlICE VAN GINKEl Photos JACQUElINE dE HAAS

T

hey both remember it well: biology
students who chose to major in
population biology got to do field
work in the Pyrenees for several weeks,
while cell biologists did their practicals
in the lab. Hans Hollander (42) opted for
ecology and did fieldwork not only in
the Pyrenees – as he relates, not without
a hint of schadenfreude – but also on
Schiermonnikoog island and in
Ambleteuse in northern France. As for
cell biologist Teun de Vries, (44): ‘Those
weeks of practicals were always in the
summer. It was hot in the lab. And the
others were allowed to play out.’
This is symptomatic of the divide that
came in the early stages of the popular
biology degree programme twenty five
years ago, between the ‘soft’ ecologists
and the ‘hard’ cell biologists. Because
however envious he may have been of
the fieldwork, De Vries never considered

42

choosing ecology. He wanted to do scientific research at cell level. And he’s done
it. Twenty five years on, he is now a
researcher with the dentistry faculty at
the VU University and the University of
Amsterdam. And yet just after he graduated, it could have gone in a completely
different direction when he applied for a
job as policymaker with the AIDS foundation. ‘I narrowly missed getting the
job. Then I started a PhD research project

in Pathology at the Radboud University
in Nijmegen. Life is full of coincidences.’
bioLogists’ ideaLism
Population biologist Hollander wanted
to do research and get a PhD too. ‘The
whole course in Wageningen was very
much geared towards going into scientific research. After graduating I hung
around at Alterra – then the National
Institute for Nature Management – for

‘I did research on a project basis until
I was 41. By then you’ve got a house
and a mortgage and children’
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Teun de Vries at the laboratory of the dentistry faculty at the University of Amsterdam.

two years doing research, but I couldn’t
get a place on a PhD project. Then I
drifted into advisory work.’
Hollander set to work as a junior adviser
with LB&P Ecological Advice. ‘The
enemy’ in the eyes of some fellow students, who saw it as the mission of every
right-minded biologist to defend nature.
‘My fellow students said: you are a traitor; you’re working on the building of
motorways through our beautiful landscape.’ But I see it differently. Those
motorways are going to be built anyway,

you can’t stop that. So you’d better try
and make sure that they fit into the landscape as well as possible.’ And yet the
old biologists’ idealism from his student
days did raise its head on one occasion.
When LB&P was taken over by Arcadis,
and it all became too commercial for
him, he gave up his job and went to work
for the Dutch society for the protection
of birds, the Vogelbescherming. He
lasted just about a year there. ‘It was tilting with windmills. Idealistic for sure,
but not realistic. I realised that working >

teUn de VRies
age: 44
studied: 1985 – 1991
subject: Biology, majoring in cell
biology
work: senior lecturer and research
at the dentistry faculty of the VU
University and the University of
Amsterdam.
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for an advisory bureau suited me much
better after all.’
De Vries, too, found out where his heart
lay as he went along. It turned out to be
academic research in medical biology. In
Nijmegen he did research on enzymes
that break down proteins in moles,
melanomas and their secondary
tumours, and got his PhD on the subject
in 1996. He then went on to do research
on identifying secondary melanoma
tumour cells in the blood. But when after
four years he did not get funding for follow-up research in his field, his work in
Nijmegen came to an end. There was no
other option but to look for another job.
He got a job doing research on the cell
that breaks down bone tissue, the osteoclast, at the dentistry faculty of the VU
University and the University of
Amsterdam. His enthusiasm for the subject is clear as he speaks: ‘Do you know
that the osteoclast is one of the few cells
with more than one nucleus? It can have
up to one hundred. It is absolutely fascinating to watch how a cell behaves.’ The
research is relevant for combatting periodontitis, a jawbone infection. ‘Or for
orthodontists when they reposition
teeth, which entails breaking down bone

‘It was tilting with
windmills. Idealistic for sure,
but not realistic’
on one side of the tooth and forming
new bone on the other.’
cLoseR to home
De Vries has been working on his osteoclast research for over ten years now. But
he has only recently obtained tenure.
‘Researchers of my generation and
younger just have to wait and see whether
funding for their project is continued.
I worked on a project basis until I was 41.
Not everybody wants to do that. Because of
course by then you’ve got a house and a
mortgage and children. I’ve seen many
people drop out for that reason and go and
do something completely different in the
business world or at a bank.’
Hollander also knows many old student
friends whose work – in IT or in education
for example – is not at all related to their
university studies. ‘I’m lucky that I’ve
always had interesting work in my field.’
After one year with the society for the protection of birds, Hollander worked for var-

caReeRs in bioLogy: the ’91 batch
118 biology graduates left wageningen
in 1991. of all biology graduates
between 1988 and 1992, sixty eight
percent had a paid job by 1992: below
the overall average for wageningen
graduates (82%) in that period.
Twenty four biologists from the 1991
batch went on to get a Phd. Seven
graduates were working overseas in
2010, six in Europe and one in Tanzania.
Source: KLV
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EMPLOYMENT BIOLOGISTS 1992 (BATCH ’88-’92)
Further studies 6%
Unemployed,
not seeking
work 2%

National Service 4%
In employment
68%

Unemployed,
seeking work
14%
Combination of
employment/
self-employed 2%

Self-employed/
Freelance 4%

ious advisory bureaus, including work in
Uzbekistan. When he became a father nine
years ago, he looked for work closer to
home. For seven years he was team leader
on environmental law at the provincial
administration in ’s Hertogenbosch, until
just over a year ago Arcadis asked him
back, to work as a senior adviser. ‘I met up
with old colleagues and I liked the idea of
working in a commercial company again.
For an ecologist it doesn’t really matter
where you work. With the province I
worked on developing nature areas, just
as I do with Arcadis, only in a different
role. At the province, it was all about giving planning permission, whereas now
I make plans myself. It’s good to get to
know your field from different angles.
It helps you understand each other better.’
PRoJect FUnding
The two now highly experienced biologists
have worked in very different fields but have
one thing in common: they both find themselves spending less and less time on field
or lab work, and more and more on tenders
or project funding. Yet neither of them have
real regrets about that. Hollander: ‘I have
a lot of contact with clients, and as senior
adviser it is my job to coach more junior
colleagues. I find that very interesting, and
I’d like to do more of it in the coming years.’
De Vries does far fewer experiments himself
these days, as these are done for him by analysts. He is busy supervising PhD researchers and students and doing fundraising
in the business world and the world of
European grants. ‘It goes with the territory’,
he sighs. ‘You gradually grow into it. Luckily
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Hans Hollander at a project he is working on: the Natura 2000 management plan for yerseke and Kapelse Moer.

I teach as well. I love that. I’d like to do
more lecturing in future.’
Looking back to 1985, Hollander remembers the time when the Dreijenborch and
the Rijnsteeg still existed. ‘I drove through
Wageningen recently and saw that a lot of
buildings have gone. That made me
suddenly feel really old’, he admitted.
‘Looking back on my studies, I didn’t learn
much about environmental law. There
wasn’t much attention for that subject in
those days. I also think that more attention
could have been paid to gaining general

knowledge and skills, such as dealing with
projects and communication. I have felt
the lack of that in my career.’
De Vries expressly chose to study in
Wageningen because of the elective
courses, amongst other reasons. ‘There
was a lot of choice. I did a course on education, and a philosophy course on ethics
with Ben Vedder. A great teacher, I learnt a
lot from him.’ And the environmental side
of things? ‘Well,’ says De Vries, ‘you always
get a dose of that to take away with you
from Wageningen.’ W

hans hoLLandeR
age: 42
studied: 1985 – 1991
subject: Biology, majoring
in ecology
work: senior adviser on ecology
with Arcadis in ’s Hertogenbosch.
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ExPErTS SoUNd THE AlArM

Phosphate
shortage
ahead
agriculturalist bert smit from
wageningen UR and wouter van der
weijden, chair of a thinktank of the dutch
ministry of agriculture, nature and Food
quality, alerted the dutch government
to a threatening phosphate crisis.
text KorNé VErSlUIS Photos TESSA PHoSTUMA dE BoEr

‘P

hosphate shortage threatens food
production’, read an NRC headline in
October 2009. In the article, agriculturalists Bert Smit and Wouter van der
Weijden expand on the research report and
policy advice which they presented to
Minister Verburg in September. Verburg forwarded the reports to the lower house of the
Dutch parliament. Both reports paint an
alarming picture. Smit: ‘You hear a lot about
running out of fossil fuels, but phosphate
is a bigger problem.’ Although there is a
growing demand for phosphate, the phosp-

46

hate mines are being exhausted and erosion
is washing a lot of phosphate into the sea.
‘There are alternative sources of energy.
There is no alternative for phosphate.’
woRLd stocKs
It is not a new issue, says Smit. ‘That the
world’s phosphate stocks are finite is
something I heard when I was a student.
And that’s quite a while ago – I started
studying in 1967.’ Van der Weijden, too,
began to write about phosphate a long time
ago. ‘The first time was in 1984. Then I

wrote a report for the Science Council for
Government Policy on the building blocks
for integrated agriculture. I said that phosphate stocks would be exhausted in a couple of generations and that European
agriculture was not self-sufficient. But I
didn’t pursue it much after that.’ Nothing
strange about that, as calculations at the
time suggested that world stocks of phosphate were sufficient for another hundred
years. That picture was changed in the 21st
century by the rapid rise of the economy
and of food production in countries such
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syneRgy

and there are no alternatives. People should
be more worried about this.’
He wrote an article in Trouw to draw attention to the issue. ‘Trouw put it on the front
page. That brought a lot of publicity; I was
phoned by fertilizer manufacturers, sanitation people, and the steering committee on
technology assessment (TA).’ Van der
Weijden, chair of the steering committee,
an advisory thinktank for the Ministry of
Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality: ‘We
read a few reports here and there; there was
no great alarm but we thought it was an important subject. When we read Bert Smit’s
article in Trouw we thought, let’s talk to him
and give him an assignment. He seems to
have quite a lot of knowledge already so we
should be able to put some advice together
quite quickly.’
The Wageningen researcher worked out
several different scenarios. In the worst-case
scenario, in which an expanding world population eats more and more meat, the more
easily mined stocks are exhausted within
70 years. A realistic but more moderate
growth scenario predicts that the easily
mined stocks are exhausted within a century.
One of the reasons is that every year erosion
washes more phosphate into the oceans than
is produced by all the mines put together.
Bert Smit and wouter van de weijden:
‘There are no alternatives.’

as China, which also started to use more
phosphate. In 2007 and 2008, speculation
about an acute shortage of phosphate even
sent the price of phosphate ore up by fourteen times.
eRosion
Smit is leading exploratory research into
the implications of a phosphate shortage
for the Dutch economy. ‘We were shocked.
A shortage was much closer than we
thought. If nothing changes, stocks will
be finished within the foreseeable future

excess FeRtiLizeR
However, neither the Netherlands nor the
rest of the world seems to be taking much
notice of the looming shortage. The Dutch
parliament talks about the excess phosphate
that causes problems for the Dutch environment, not about shortages. The fertilizer
overload in agriculture turns phosphate
into waste rather than a valuable mineral
resource. Dutch livestock farmers have to pay
to dispose of their phosphate-rich waste, for
example. Human excrement, which is also
rich in phosphate, is not allowed to be reused
in the food chain. For this reason, sewerage
sludge is burnt, as are bones from slaughterhouse waste. Some of the phosphate-rich ash
even goes into cement. ‘Crazy’, says Van der

Weijden. By reclaiming phosphate from sewerage sludge and fertilizer, the cycle could be
largely closed. In response to this advice,
Minister Verburg has said that she wants to
stimulate experiments with reclaiming phosphate in the Netherlands, and will put the
issue on the agenda of the FAO and the EU.
Thanks to his research for LNV and the TA
steering committee, Bert Smit got a research
assignment for the European Union. ‘After
we had presented our research there was
more attention to the issue from other
quarters. There were articles in Nature and
Science which shook up the EU. Now I’m
working with the Stockholm Environmental
Institute on a follow-up study. We are looking at the consequences of a shortage in
Europe and mapping the phosphate balance
for five regions.’
Van der Weijden hopes that there will soon
be more attention for the phosphate issue:
‘We’ve all got to change course, the world
over. We need to learn fast how to use
phosphate economically, and how to recycle
it. Europe is one of the regions in the world
that face a big problem in the long term.
We’ve hardly got any stocks of our own,
so the idea that European agriculture is
self-sufficient is a myth.’ W

wheRe has aLL
the PhosPhate gone?
Annually, the world uses about
18 million tonnes of phosphorus in
artificial fertilizer. At the same time,
20 to 30 million tonnes are drained
into the oceans, mainly through
erosion from fertile soils. The
phosphorus leeches into sediments
and then into the sea water. At the
moment we have no technology for
reclaiming the fertilizer from the
oceans. The 18 million tonnes
currently used by humans could
be reclaimed from 24,000 cubic
kilometres of sea water.
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wageningen UniVeRsity FUnd

exceLLent
disseRtations

Recession spares alumni

six wageningen University msc
students received the wUF-KLV
dissertation prize of five
hundred euros for their excellent
dissertations. the dissertations
are assessed on their technical
and academic quality, their
written presentation, their
applicability, and the quality
of the research.

the recession does not seem to be affecting the position of wageningen
alumni on the labour market. that is, according to figures obtained by the KLV
from KLV Professional match, Jobspider, and the msc graduate survey for
2008-2009. the figures suggest that most msc graduates have found a job
or a Phd research position as quickly as in previous years.

isabel melo Vásques msc
Forest and Nature Conservation
2009: Environmental discourses in
Climate, Community and Biodiversity
certification scheme and its landbased climate change mitigation
projects
Fédes van Rijn msc
International development Studies
2008: A Socio-Economic Impact
Study of the DE Foundation Coffee
Project Peru
agata bananszewska msc
Management, Economics and
Consumer studies 2009:
Multifaceted efficiency measurement
of TNT Express depots’
marco Visser msc
Forest and Nature Conservation
2009: Density-dependent seed
dispersal and predation in a
Neotropical palm
aarathi arvind msc
Food safety 2009: Stress resistance
of Bacillus cereus ATCC 14579 and
assessment of biomarkers involved
in crossprotection of lethal stress
extra prize for applicability
sandra huber msc
Food Technology 2008:
Commercialisation of active
ingredients from the brewing
process
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LaboUR maRKet

The recession does not seem to be affecting
the position of Wageningen alumni on the
labour market. That is, according to figures
obtained by the KLV from KLV Professional
Match, Jobspider, and the MSc graduate
survey for 2008-2009. The figures suggest
that most MSc graduates have found a job
or a PhD research position as quickly as in
previous years.
‘There is not much evidence of recession
here’, says Paul den Besten, director of KLV.
‘Last year alumni seemed to be preparing
themselves for hard times, but they did not
come.’ Den Besten bases this on a range of
evidence. ‘KLV Professional Match, the employment agency for alumni, still has plenty
of vacancies. Nor has the legal adviser for KLV
members noticed an increase in the number
of questions coming in.’ There have been
some changes in the kinds of jobs on
offer. ‘The government made less use of the
services of Professional Match last year. There

are also fewer places for trainees. Employers
are more cautious.’ This is also clear on the
job search engine Jobspider, which has fewer
vacancies across the board.
A total of 1,016 MSc students graduated last
year, and 489 of them filled in the graduate
survey. Of the respondents who were actively
looking for a job or PhD position, sixty-one
percent had succeeded by the time they
graduated. Half of them found jobs through
networking, followed by twenty-one percent
who found them on the Internet.
‘Personal contacts are becoming more and
more important,’ says Den Besten, ‘with
teachers or internship supervisors as well
as with acquaintances or family.’ Most
graduates get work at a University (thirtytwo percent). At least eleven percent go to
work for a multinational, ten percent with
an advisory bureau, and ten percent with
the government.
Info: www.klv.nl/en/careerservice

KLV

Elsevier publishes NjAs
the first issue of nJas, the wageningen Journal of Life sciences,
to be published by elsevier came out in February. this scientific
journal on wageningen’s fields of expertise has been published
by KLV since 1952, and KLV retains all rights.
The collaboration with Elsevier is an important step in the journal’s development, says
editor-in-chief Paul Struik, professor of
Crop Physiology. ‘It widens our international network of authors, editors, reviewers and
readers.’ Elsevier publishes via
ScienceDirect, a digital platform and archive
for scientific journals with more than 11 million readers worldwide. A streamlined process from submission to publication ensures

that the publications are online faster.
It has become easier to submit articles too.
‘We are already noticing that more requests
are coming in from all over the world’,
says Struik.
NJAS is a quarterly that deals with
interdisciplinary research with an emphasis
on the integration of the natural and the
social sciences and on systems approaches.
www.elsevier.com/locate/njas
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aLUmni

wageningen UniVeRsity FUnd

New chair for WUF
Jan Karel Mak (Environmental Hygiene,
1983) was appointed chair of the
Wageningen University Fund (WUF) in
March. Mak is general director of Deerns
International Advisory Bureau. ‘I am keen
to contribute actively to the interests and
development of the University where
I studied with pleasure’, explains Mak.
‘Wageningen University is well known
internationally, is well thought of by students, but is rather modest in its publicity
in the Netherlands. I want to do something
about this through the WUF.’ The fund’s
new chair is also going to work on expanding fundraising, in collaboration with the
University and the KLV. Mak follows Rob
Tazelaar, who has been chair since 2002.

aLUmni chaPteRs
aLUmni meeting at woRLd
exPo shanghai
The World Expo 2010 will take place in
Shanghai, China, from 1 May to 31 October.
We are planning to organize special
activities for Wageningen University alumni
on 22 or 24 May.
Alumni who would like to ‘join the party’ are
invited to contact paul.denbesten@wur.nl.
wageningen aLUmni chaPteR
in anz!
In the Australia/New Zealand region, two
alumni volunteered to start a regional
alumni chapter. If you are interested in
participating in or being kept informed
about the activities of this new chapter,
please contact marit.kragt@anu.edu.au
or calum@envirostate.co.nz

wageningen aLUmni chaPteR
in Vietnam?
Vietnam is home to more than 90
Wageningen alumni. An initiative has been
launched to start an alumni chapter in
Vietnam too.
Are you interested in getting this ball rolling? Please contact paul.denbesten@wur.nl
dRinKs and bites with aLUmni
in bangKoK
We are planning to organize a meeting for
alumni in Thailand on May 26th.
Interested in meeting other Wageningen
alumni staying in Bangkok? Please contact
paul.denbesten@wur.nl
xxxxx
wageningen
UniVeRsity FUnd

aLUmniPoRtaL

Thousands of
alumni meet online
more and more alumni are finding their way to the
new alumni portal of wageningen University and KLV.
at the start of the year, nearly 6,000 alumni had already
registered at www.wageningenalumniportal.nl.
The site had been visited more than 19,000
times since it was launched in September
2009. And the numbers are still going up.
The portal provides an online meeting
place and source of information for
Wageningen graduates. ‘This is already
a great start’, says alumni coordinator
Babette Meijers. ‘The more people fill in
their details, the more useful the site will
be. It means that if you look someone up
you immediately get an idea about them –
where they work and live, for example.’
Graduates who have not registered yet are
only mentioned by name, subject and graduation year. ‘Logging in is simple, and so is
updating your personal page. You can then
decide for yourself what you want others to
see, and what you don’t.’ The system is
comparable to that of the digital network
LinkedIn, but with added value, says

So far we have registered 53 Wageningen
alumni in New Zealand and 87 in Australia.

Meijers. ‘The unique
thing about it is that
you can in theory
contact all graduates
through the alumni
portal, as our database includes 36,000
alumni.’ Moreover,
there are plans to
develop more and
more digital possibilities which will be of
use to alumni. One
example is the entrepreneurs’ question page, to be launched
soon. ‘It will then be possible, through the
site, for a starting independent entrepreneur to ask questions to 300 alumni in
business, in the Netherlands and abroad,
who are keen to help others get started.’

Goldbach’s widow
starts fund
‘My husband was always very committed
to his subject, and always had a lot of
attention for his students’, says widow
Evelien Goldbach. Rob Goldbach, who
had been professor of Virology at
Wageningen University since 1986, died
last year in India at the age of fifty-nine.
In keeping with her husband’s spirit,
Evelien Goldbach has established a fund
with the aim of promoting Virology at
Wageningen University. The fund comes
under the umbrella of the Wageningen
University Fund.
‘Rob’s career was in full swing when he
died. My aim in establishing this fund
is to pay tribute to his enthusiasm.’
The money will be spent in close consultation with the virology chair group, on for
example research, study tours, or special
educational activities.
Rob Goldbach was an authority in the field
of plant Virology. ‘In view of Rob’s international fame, it is good that the fund is
named after him. We hope that this will
encourage others who support virology
to donate to the fund’, says Evelien
Goldbach. www.fondsen.wur.nl/uk/
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Algae: promising
organisms?
Food, artificial fibres, paints and energy – all from algae. Perfectly possible,
if we are to believe René wijffels, professor of bioprocess technology. during
a ‘world lecture’ organized by the KLV and wageningen business school at
the end of January, wijffels talked to marco bongers of Friesland campina
about the pros and cons of breeding algae for such purposes.
Algae would seem to be highly promising
candidates for the eco-friendly production of a high-quality natural resource
with numerous applications. They do not
use a single drop of oil or a single square
metre of agricultural land. And they could
even produce biofuels, including kerosene. KLM has already shown an interest
in flying on algae.
On an algae farm, waste matter is used as
food. The algae turn it into biomass
which then serves as a natural resource.
At present it costs four euros to produce
1 kilo of algae, a figure that needs to be
cut to one tenth of that. According to
Wijffels, breeding algae becomes viable

once you can extract various ingredients
from it.
There is already a commercial algae
farm in the Netherlands, set up by
Carel Callenbach together with Akzo in
Delfzijl. Fatty acids are extracted from
the algae, and Akzo makes coatings
from them.
Wijffels wants to concentrate primarily
on extracting energy from algae. To make
a go of this will require more research.
So he hopes to build a test reactor in
Wageningen, together with a number
of interested companies and the government. With such a reactor in place, a
range of uses of algae could be tested.

Best teacher 2010
André van Lammeren, a lecturer in Plant Cell
Biology, has been elected Teacher of the Year
2010 at Wageningen University. The student
jury praised his great enthusiasm and personal
interaction with students. The teacher of the
year makes use of a wide range of educational
material and ‘motivates students to answer
their own questions’. He received 2,500 euros,
to be spent on educational innovation, from
the Wageningen University Fund.

eLection

Dijkhuizen honorary
Chinese citizen
Aalt Dijkhuizen, chair of the executive board
of Wageningen UR, has been made an honorary citizen of the Chinese province of Fujian
for his contribution to economic progress in
the province. Wageningen UR has a strong
relationship with the Fujian Agricultural and
Forestry University (FAFU), and has forged
collaborative links between the local councils
of Wageningen and the city of Zhangzhou.
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Vidi grant for Heijmans and Van de Wiel
bas van de wiel and monique heijmans have been awarded a Vidi grant by
the dutch organization for scientific Research (nwo). the grant of up to
800,000 euros will enable the researchers to pursue their own line of research for
five years. bas van der wiel, a researcher with meteorology and air quality, wants
to get to grips with the way winds die down and suddenly gust again on clear
evenings. monique heijmans of the nature management and Plant ecology chair
group is researching the influence of vegetation on the thawing of permafrost.

PeRsonaLia
Prof. adri van den brink,
Irrigation, wU 1978; Phd wU 1990, has
been appointed professor of landscape
Architecture. 1 october 2009.
dr. René van der duim,
Phd wU 2005, has been appointed
extraordinary professor of Tourism and
Sustainable development. 1 September
2009.
dr. Peter van esse,
MSc Biotechnology wU 2003; Phd wU
2008, has received an Nwo Veni grant
of €250,000 for research on immune
suppressors with the Phytopathology
chair group. 4 November 2009.
dr. Robert van gorcom,
Molecular Sciences wU 1981; Phd
University of Amsterdam 1997, has
been appointed director of rIKIlT, part
of wageningen Ur, a wageningen Ur
institute. 1 January 2010.
Prof. martien groenen and Prof.
willem de Vos have received an
Advanced Grant from the European
research Council (ErC); see page 6.
Prof. marcel van der heijden,
Biology wU 1994; Phd University of
Basle 1999, has been appointed
extraordinary professor of Mycorrhizal
Ecology at Utrecht University.
1 January 2010.
Prof. martin herold, formerly of the
European space organisation ESA and
the University of Jena, has been
appointed professor of Geo-Information
Science, with special attention for
remote Sensing. 1 November 2009.
Prof. claudio minca, former professor
of Geography at the University of

london and guest lecturer at the College
of Tourism at rikkyo University of Tokyo,
has been appointed professor of Social
Spatial Analysis. 1 February 2010.
dr. huub Rijnaarts,
Environmental Hygiene wU 1998; Phd
wU 1994, has been appointed professor
of Environmental Technology.
1 September 2009.
dr. René Rozendal,
Biochemical Engineering at the Technical
University of delft 2003; Phd wU 2007,
won the dow Energy dissertation Prize
for his invention for extracting hydrogen
from waste water. 25 November 2009.
dr. Vitor martins dos santos,
Phd wU 2001, has been appointed
professor of Systems and Synthetic
Biology. 1 September 2009.
dr. Paul scholte,
Biology wU 1987; Phd leiden University
2005, has been appointed by the
rwandese government as director of
the Kitabi College of Conservation and
Environmental Management. 1 december
2009.
Prof. martin tielen,
Animal Technology wU 1969; Phd wU
1974, has received an honorary
doctorate from the wroclaw University
of Environmental and life Sciences in
Poland. 21 November 2009.
dr. arjen wals,
Environmental Hygiene wU 1987; Phd
University of Michigan 1991, has been
appointed extraordinary professor of
Social learning and Sustainable
development. 1 April 2009.

tRacing aLUmni
Wageningen University and KLV, the
alumni association of Wageningen UR,
strive to remain in contact with all
Wageningen UR graduates.
Unfortunately, we lack some addresses.
Do you know the addresses of the
alumni mentioned below with year
of graduation and field of study?
If so, please send this information
to alumni@wur.nl or fax:
+31 317 48 92 76.
G. Asheri MSc, 1988, S20
K. Belobradora MSc, 2006, S17
N.P. Franca MSc, 1990, S13
S. Messaoudi MSc, 1989, S12
M. Agua Marius MSc, 1981, S10
widianto MSc, 1981, S10
C.I.A. Terzaghi MSc PHd, 1983, S10
M.o. ogwal MSc, 1983, S10
dr. N. danalatos MSc, 1985, S10
dr. d.J.l.M. de lima MSc, 1987, S10
B.S. Mpelasoka MSc, 1987, S10
B. Sriprasert MSc, 1987, S10
Pang Ping MSc, 1989, S10
M. Villalobos MSc, 1989, S10
l.l. Barrera MSc, 1989, S10
d. Gimenez MSc, 1989, S10
T.N. Tran Minh Thuan MSc, 1989, S10
Ir. E.H.M. Geilenkirchen, 1986, N-32
Shujie Guo MSc, 2005, MUE
C. lokare MSc, 2005, MPS
S.E. wuillai MSc, 2005, MPS
Ir. Ing. ying Sun MSc, 2006, MPS
N. Hidayah MSc, 2007, MPS
E. Atanaw MSc, 2005, MME
G. Aero Kumbi MSc, 2005, MME
Jing Zhang MSc, 2005, MME
Jing Cao MSc, 2006, MME
V.V. Koshelev MSc, 2006, MME
C. Ho MSc, 2005, MlE
M.E.I. Bakhit MSc, 2005, MId
o. Zuas MSc, 2006, MFS
y.B. Agyeman MSc, 2005, MFN
E. diez Cebollero MSc, 2004, MES
T.T.l. Huong MSc, 2005, MES
I. Benyes MSc, 2006, MES
E. Kanarova MSc, 2007, MES
M. Ivankovic MSc, 2008, MES
Z.J. Zaslona MSc, 2006, MBT
r. Eini MSc, 2007, MBT
o. Miller MSc, 2008, MBT
limei Han MSc, 2005, MBF
P.K. Adraki MSc, 2005, MAK
A. lhomme MSc, 2005, MAK
N. Gadal MSc, 2006, MAK
Shaowei Qin BSC, 2006, BBT
E.U. Ul Azim PHd MSc, 2001, (PHd)
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wageningen in the woRLd

Post-civil war reconstruction in burundi
How do you make a success of post-civil war
reconstruction? development economists from
wageningen University looked for the answer
to this question in Burundi, liberia and Sierra
leone. In 2007 and 2009, Phd researcher
Maarten Voors and his colleagues in Burundi
interviewed 1,500 families about the impact
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of the war and their future plans. It became
clear that good local governance and the clear
establishment of landowners’ property rights
are essential for a lasting reconstruction. The
Burundi government will take these conclusions
on board in developing a programme to create
clarity about property rights. A new study of the

impact of a development programme in Sierra
leone and liberia will also make use of the
insights gained in Burundi. In this study, a multidisciplinary team from wageningen University
will work in close collaboration with international
NGos, universities and the government. Info:
maarten.voors@wur.nl or erwin.bulte@wur.nl W
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