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‘BIODIVERSITY CAN EASILY INCREASE’
It is not very difficult to increase biodiversity, says Rob Alkemade, who became professor by special appointment of Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services Modelling. The
appointment is financed by PBL Netherlands
Environmental Assessment Agency.
You studied Plant Diseases here and did your
PhD on nematodes. How do you get from
nematodes to modelling biodiversity?
‘In my PhD I made a lot of use of statistics and
modelling. After getting my PhD, I got a job with
the Netherlands National Institute for Public
Health and the Environment as a mathematician, making models for the soil biology department. Gradually I began to work more and more
internationally on models that quantify biodiversity on a global scale.’
Your field of study combines biodiversity and
ecosystem services. Why?
‘Biodiversity is necessary for providing ecosystem services to agriculture, for example. I was
involved from the start in the global biodiversity
model Globio, which describes biodiversity using “pressure factors” such as land use and climate change. Now I’m working on expanding
that model to cover ecosystem services.’

You worked on the worrying IPBES report on
biodiversity that was recently presented at a
summit in Paris. How did you feel after that
summit?
‘I actually came away from it feeling positive.
The alarmist side of the story got a lot of attention in the media. But a lot of the report is about
how we can increase biodiversity. That is the optimistic side of the story. A lot can be improved
just with simple options such as more vegetation in cities and gardens, more sustainable
products or rejecting pesticides.’

‘The alarmist story gets
a lot of attention in the
media’
What are you going to do as a professor?
‘My research focuses on improving the models
for biodiversity by including the management
of ecosystems in them. Are pesticides used on
arable land, for instance? Do you leave a strip
uncultivated? Different management approaches lead to more or less biodiversity. We are trying to work out how to quantify that on a global
scale. That hasn’t been done before.’ RK
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COWS ON SEAWEED DIET BETTER FOR THE ENVIRONMENT?
Cows at Wageningen Livestock Research’s
Dairy Campus in Leeuwarden are going to be
given feed containing seaweed. Researchers
will find out whether they then burp up less
methane.

The aim of the study is to find livestock feed
ingredients that reduce greenhouse gas emiss
ions so that livestock farming contributes less
to climate change. From mid-July, 48 cows will
get feed for 10 weeks that contains three kinds
of seaweed. Another 16 cows form the control
group.
The research picks up where Australian lab research left off in 2016. The Australian results
that showed that seaweed reduces methane
emissions by more than 90 per cent drew the
attention of agricultural organization LTO
Noord, and of BlueO2, a business working on
‘ocean-based climate solutions’. Together with
Wageningen Livestock Research, they are setting up a broad consortium of companies to initiate this research, which is financed by the
ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality and the Dairy Livestock Fund.
The researchers started with a literature study
to find out which of the roughly 250 different
species of seaweed in Europe were suitable
candidates for a trial. ‘The Australians got good

results with red seaweed, in which bromoform
is probably the active substance that reduces
methane production in the cow’s stomach,’
says researcher Wouter Muizelaar of Wageningen Livestock Research. ‘In our study we work
on seaweed without bromoform, because it
might be toxic and could get into the milk.

‘We work with seaweed that
is found in the North Sea and
the Atlantic Ocean’
We work with seaweed that occurs naturally in
the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, because
if it is successful we want to be able to grow it
here.’ Muizelaar lets us in on the fact that the
three species of seaweed being tested in Leeuwarden don’t achieve the same level of reduction the Australians got. But they are interesting enough to be worth testing in vivo. AS

