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‘ACADEMICS CAN’T RELATE TO FOREST SPIRITS’

Wageningen researchers have research projects all around the
world, but their recommendations
are not always a good fit with local
practices. ‘It is difficult for Western ecologists to work with indigenous people who invoke forest
spirits when making decisions,’
says Ludwig. The philosopher in
the Knowledge, Technology and
Innovation chair group researches
such cultural differences and
looks for a working framework
which could help the academics
and the local community learn
more from each other.
Last year, too, Ludwig got a Vidi
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How do you make a success of
research projects in other cultures? Philosopher David Ludwig
is looking for answers to that
question through his ethno-biological research. He got a grant
of 1.5 million euros for it from
the European Research Council
(ERC) last week.

 P
 hilosopher David Ludwig studies collaboration between Western researchers and
local communities, such as a fishing village in the Brazilian mangrove forests.

‘Finding answers
together is a
complex business’
grant worth 800,000 euros from
the Dutch Research Council
(NWO). Ethno-biological or transdisciplinary research is hip. Ludwig: ‘It used to be called participa-

tory research and a multi-stakeholder process. We want to understand the best way to approach
finding answers together in a global context.’
An example of Ludwig’s research
is a study of the collaboration between a fishing community in Brazil and a group of ecologists, sociologists and policy researchers.

MARTHA BAKKER WANTS TO
REORGANIZE NORTH BRABANT
The Netherlands needs a complete makeover if
it is to make a success of circular agriculture,
climate plans and the recovery of biodiversity,
says the new Wageningen professor Martha
Bakker.
Space is increasingly scarce in the Netherlands,
says Bakker, who was appointed professor of
Land Use Planning in Wageningen from 1 June.
Space has been neatly allocated to food production, residential purposes, industry and infrastructure, but now we have the additional tasks of
realizing ecosystem services such as water storage and carbon sequestration. How are we going
to manage that? ‘I think that to some extent we
can combine functions, and also that we can save
some space by distributing the services more efficiently. At the moment, for instance, intensive
livestock farming and nature development often
get in each other’s way. I think we should reorganize the regions with a lot of intensive livestock
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farming.’ Bakker wants her group to contribute
to developing circular agriculture, nature-inclusive agriculture and the energy transition. She
sees a need for coherent new policy recommendations. ‘They are often lacking at present. Both
the central and the provincial governments have
been afraid to implement top-down land use
plans. Meanwhile, municipalities are competing
to attract economic development, and as a result
there is no sustainable perspective. I think the
provinces should establish land use planning
guidelines and enforce them.’
One of Bakker’s proposals is to organize the trade
in phosphate rights zonally. ‘That way you can
cluster Dutch intensive livestock farming, as well
as create space for areas of extensive agriculture
and nature. I would like to explore the options for
restructuring the province of North Brabant.’
Bakker is thinking in terms of setting up
animal-friendly high-tech agroparks where pigs
and poultry, insect farms, fish farms and horti-

Traditional fisheries in the mangroves are under pressure because
mangrove forests are disappearing
and fishermen are buying bigger
boats. ‘We help the fishermen
with their negotiations with local
authorities,’ says Ludwig. This
leads to misunderstandings, many
of which stem from over-optimistic or unduly negative expectations, says the philosopher. ‘Natural scientists are particularly overoptimistic. They think: we have a
problem, so they sit down and
come up with a solution. The social scientists are often pessimistic. They see nothing but a clash of
cultures.’
The important thing is for the participants to analyse their own assumptions and worldview, to get a
grasp of the norms and values of
the other parties, and thus to understand the situation, says Ludwig. ‘Good intentions are not
enough. Finding answers together
is a complex business.’ AS
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culturalists make use of each other’s waste
streams. ‘I think there is scope in the Netherlands for sustainable intensive food production
with a viable future.’ This would also leave space
for a landscape with extensive livestock farms
and organic arable farms which produce clean
water and nature as well as food, Bakker thinks.
‘We could explore this, based on facts and figures
and tied to support from farmers and to new
business models for farmers.’ AS

