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‘Baby oysters are good  
news for the North Sea’
Four new-born flat oysters were 
found on a diving expedition  
by DDNZS, a foundation that uses 
divers to clean up the North Sea. 
This is a sign that the reintroduc-
tion of flat oysters in the North 
Sea is having success, says 
researcher Linda Tonk of  
Wageningen Marine Research.

Is Wageningen Marine Research 
celebrating the births?
‘We were certainly pleased. This is the first time broods 
have been found. Probably the descendants of 80,000 
flat oysters that were placed in the Borkumse Stenen 
section of sea, just north of Schiermonnikoog, in May 
2018 by the conservation organizations WWF and ARK 
Nature in partnership with us. Oysters reproduce at the 
start of the summer so we were hoping there would al-
ready be babies. There are probably more than just 
those four but we would need more extensive monitor-
ing to investigate that.’

Has the tide turned for the flat oyster? 
‘In the 20th century, about 20 per cent of the North Sea 
bottom was covered with oysters. But over time they all 
but disappeared, mainly due to overfishing and diseas-
es. The fact that the oysters we put out are now repro-
ducing is a promising result. We hope they make it 
through the winter and that we get more baby oysters 
next year. If there is enough growth from offspring, the 
oyster bed will be self-sustaining, which is an impor-
tant part of this experiment.’

Why is it important to get the flat oyster back?
‘Oyster beds provide important ecosystem services: 
they generate more diversity and they regulate the wa-
ter quality. The bottom of the North Sea consists main-
ly of sand but the oyster beds offer a hard substrate.  
All sorts of creatures can live on that, such as lobsters, 
crabs and sea anemones. The beds also function as a 
nursery for sharks and rays, for instance, which lay 
their eggs there, and as a shelter and place to hide for 
little fish. That in turn attracts predatory fish and sea 
birds due to the opportunities for hunting. In this way, 
the oyster beds help create a more diverse and 
healthier North Sea.’  

SLAVES’ RICE 
VARIETIES FOUND

Researchers from WUR and natural 
history museum Naturalis have found 
15 hitherto undocumented traditional 
rice varieties in Surinam. They form 
both a food source and part of the cul-
tural heritage of the Marrons, 
descendants of Africans brought to 
Surinam by slave traders.  

The study was led by Tinde van Andel, 
professor of Ethnobiology at WUR and 
a researcher at Naturalis. Her team col-
lected rice varieties among the Ndyuka 
Marrons, who settled on the banks of 
rivers including the Marowijne on the 
border of Surinam and French Guyana 
after escaping or being freed from slav-
ery. The researchers found 50 varieties 
of both Asian and African rice in the 
Marron villages on the river, 15 of 
which were hitherto undocumented, 
they reported last week in Frontiers in 
Plant Science. 
These traditional rice varieties are a key 
source of genetic diversity, says Van An-
del, but 300 years ago they made a cru-
cial contribution to the survival of 
slaves who fled into the Surinamese 
jungle. The names of two traditional va-
rieties, Milly and Sapali, are those of 
women who plaited rice grains into 

their hair to take with them when they 
escaped from slavery, says Van Andel.
Her research team could determine the 
genetic origins of the 15 rice varieties 
using modern DNA sequencing tech-
niques. These revealed that the Mar-
rons have exchanged rice seed over the 
past centuries, in spite of the fact that 
their villages are far apart and inacces-
sible. Even though the Marrons gained 
access to improved American rice varie-
ties after World War II, they still grow 
the traditional varieties. They eat these 
for their flavour and nutritional value, 
but they also play a key role in the 
spiritual lives of the Marrons. Through 
their rituals, Van Andel concluded, the 
Marrons maintain the genetic diversity 
of rice. 
Van Andel did this research with col-
leagues from Naturalis, her Wagenin-
gen colleague Harro Maat and a re-
searcher from the Anne van Dijk Re-
search Centre in Surinam. This re-
search centre was named after rice pio-
neer Anne van Dijk (1911-1990), from 
the period when Surinam was still a 
Dutch colony. Van Andel proved earlier 
that the black rice grown by the Mar-
rons in Surinam originally came from 
Ivory Coast.  AS

  Tinde van Andel (centre) studies rice among the Marrons in Surinam.
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