
19 September 2019 — RESOURCE

science << 9

VISION <<VISION
‘A new mindset is needed: 
drinking water really is finite’
 
Due to the drought, less water is flowing in the Maas 
River and the Netherlands could face a shortage of 
drinking water, the television news channel NOS 
reported last week. This is indeed cause for concern, 
responds Ryan Teuling of the Hydrology and Quantita-
tive Water Management chair group. ‘A new mindset is 
needed’. 

How problematic is it that there is less water in the Maas? 
‘Water from the Maas is filtered in the dunes and nearly 
all the drinking water in the major cities and South Hol-
land province comes from there. If the Maas transports 
less water, it is dirtier because the same quantities of 
waste are diluted in less water. It’s hard to filter it more as 
the water purification plants do not currently have the ca-
pacity to do so.’

Will there soon be no water coming out of the tap? 
‘We should be seriously concerned about that. The drink-
ing water companies could hardly keep up with demand, 
especially during the hot dry summer, and they had to re-
duce the pressure in the pipes. The demand for water is 
only increasing, while the supply is falling, due to climate 
change.’

The union of Maas water companies (RIWA) makes a case 
for European consultations on water distribution. 
‘I can understand that they are getting nervous. Agree-
ments on water distribution have been made with Bel-
gium but there is no integral plan. But I cannot imagine 
that we could agree that the Netherlands will get a certain 
amount of water. Other countries can’t guarantee that: 
their own water supply comes first.’

What is the solution? 
‘Better water management. Not just in agriculture, but al-
so for consumers. Everyone has the right to water, but the 
supply is finite. You could decide that everyone gets a cer-
tain amount of water for their basic needs, and has to pay 
extra for additional water. A new mindset is needed: we 
in the Netherlands are used to the idea that there is al-
ways water coming out of the tap.’  TL

‘Better water 
management  
for consumers  
is needed’

MINERAL PLANT MAKES 
USEFUL PRODUCTS  
OUT OF MANURE 
Oscar Schoumans of Wageningen Envi-
ronmental Research is working on a 
method of extracting phosphate from 
manure. He is thereby contributing to 
the work of the Green Minerals Plant 
in Beltrum, which was opened by 
Queen Máxima on 4 September. 

The new plant in the Achterhoek region 
in the eastern Netherlands is part of 
Groot Zevert Vergisting, a company that 
processes pig manure into biogas, phos-
phate fertilizer, nitrogen-potassium con-
centrate, low-phosphate organic matter 
and clean water. Groot Zevert has been 
producing biogas for years. The residue 
of that production – digestate – used to 
be sold as fertilizer in the Netherlands 

and Germany. The new mineral plant 
spells the end of that export. 
WUR started laboratory tests on extract-
ing phosphate from manure in 2013. 
First, pig manure is separated into a sol-
id fraction (mainly phosphate and or-
ganic matter) and a liquid fraction (con-
taining mainly nitrogen and potassium). 

Then the solid fraction is treated chemi-
cally, with the phosphate being dis-
solved and then fixed using a calcium 
hydroxide or magnesium hydroxide 
solution. Not a complicated method, 
says Schoumans, but further testing, as-
sessing and gradually upscaling the 
technique for large-scale application 
will take a few years. 
Separating phosphate and organic mat-
ter ensures that the Green Mineral Plant 
not only recovers phosphate as a raw 
material for the artificial fertilizer indus-
try, but also produces organic matter. 
Farmers can use that to improve the 
structure of the soil, and it might also be 
suitable as potting compost, reducing 
imports of peat from the Baltic states, 
says Schoumans. 
The factory also extracts the water from 
the liquid fraction of the manure using 
membrane filtration. The clean water is 
discharged into local surface water, 
while the manure concentrate can be 
sold as ‘green meadow compost’. 
Opponents of this manure processing 
claimed around the time of the opening 
that the Green Mineral Plant had wrong-
ly been given an environmental permit, 
and that it was dumping polluted water. 
Schoumans: ‘WUR will be analysing the 
quality of all the end products in the 
years to come. People are welcome to 
come and have a look. It is important 
that we work on solutions.’  AS

 The company Groot Zevert Vergisting opened the Green Minerals Plant on 4 September. 

The organic matter from  
the plant can be used to 
improve the soil and 
possibly as potting compost 
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