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SEA URCHIN NURSERY IS HELPING THE CORAL
Sea urchins protect the coral 
reefs in the Caribbean. But their 
numbers are a fraction of what 
they used to be. A new ‘nursery’ 
for sea urchins is aimed at chang-
ing that. 

Before 1983, the coral reefs around 
Saba and Saint Eustatius were 
strewn with Diadema antillarum 
sea urchins. Then a mysterious 
disease, probably a bacteria, 
caused the population to collapse 
within a year. It has never recov-
ered from that blow, explains PhD 
student Alwin Hylkema. 
The decline of the sea urchin is 
bad for the coral. Sea urchins pro-
tect coral by feeding on macroal-
gae. Hylkema: ‘Sea urchins graze 
the reef clean, creating space for 
the coral larvae to establish them-
selves. Coral needs space. But 
space is in short supply because al-
gae are taking over the reef. This is 
affecting the coral’s resilience and 
there is no potential for recovery.’
The Diadema project wants to 
change that. The project aims both 
at protecting the young sea ur-
chins and helping them establish 

themselves. According to Hylke-
ma, that is where things go wrong. 
‘Research shows that there are 
quite a lot of sea urchin larvae at 
some locations. But they don’t get 
established or after doing so, they 
fall prey to predators.’
So not enough sea urchins survive 
their infancy. Previous attempts to 
do something about that were 
mainly focused on breeding sea 
urchins ashore. But that is com-
plicated and time-consuming, 

says Hylkema. The Diadema pro-
ject wants to establish and protect 
the sea urchins on the reef itself. 
In practice this means developing 
a ‘Diadema booster’, which is a 
structure in which sea urchins can 
lodge themselves and grow up 
safely before setting off into the 
big wide world. You could call it a 

nursery or crèche. The first trials 
have already taken place. They 
were partly about the choice of ma-
terial for optimizing sea urchin es-
tablishment. Materials tested un-
derwater include pieces of artifi-
cial grass, rope, shower mats and 
bio-balls (for filtering aquaria). 
The Diadema booster will not save 
the coral single-handedly. ‘But 

bringing back the sea urchins will 
undoubtedly have a positive im-
pact on the coral. It will grow, 
which will create more habitats 
and places of refuge for new young 
sea urchins. It helps make the cor-
al more resilient in the face of pol-
lution and the warming of the wa-
ter, both of which stimulate the 
growth of macroalgae.’  RK

‘Sea urchins graze 
the reef clean,  
creating space  
for the coral to  
establish itself’

 �Macroalgae are taking over the coral reef around Saba and Saint Eustatius. Diadema 
antillarium offers a solution, because it eats macroalgae. 

WUR WORKING ON NEW-STYLE SOLAR PARK
Solar parks should include room 
for nature and agriculture. WUR 
wants to design such new-style 
solar parks.  

That is the essence of the Solar  
Research Programme, which 
started this week. The pro-
gramme, which was initiated by 
ESG, aims to generate collabora-
tion across WUR to achieve this. 
‘The idea is to have tried and test-
ed new concepts for solar parks 
within five to ten years that are in-
tegrated into crop production en-
vironments and nature land-
scapes,’ says spokesperson Jeroen 
Sluijsmans.
At present, solar parks all over the 

world look the same. Sometimes 
the park has a border of greenery 
to improve the look.  
‘But no one thinks these parks 
look attractive,’ says Sluijsmans.  
‘I believe we should be able to 
show that you can combine ener-
gy production, biodiversity and 
agriculture in ways that fit in with 
the surroundings and are sup-
ported by the general public.’ 
Sluijsmans has in mind solar 
parks with room for agriculture 
and nature along-side the genera-
tion of sustainable energy. ‘Com-
binations of sustainable energy 
and crop production could well 
lead to new business models.’ 
Sluijsmans says neighbouring 

countries are already experiment-
ing with this. ‘For example, grow-
ing potatoes under solar panels. 
In fact, yields are higher than nor-
mal because the microclimate in 
the shadow of those panels on hot 
summer days is better than in the 
full sun.’ He points to technologi-
cal developments too, such as 
double-sided panels that stand 
upright rather than horizontal, 

and semi-transparent solar  
panels. 
The first field trials will be on 
WUR’s own land. The Nergena  
solar park, which will be erected  
in the Binnenveld area, will focus 
on increasing biodiversity. ‘The 
space between the panels will be 
sown with indigenous wild 
plants; we will be working with 
seed companies involved in the 
Living Archive project for that. 
That park will then function as a 
seed bank for preserving genetic 
material.’ What is more, part of 
the solar park will become a test-
ing ground for new technologies 
such as vertical panels and panels 
that rotate with the sun.  RK

‘Combinations of  
sustainable energy 
and crop production 
could well lead to new 
business models’


