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PESTICIDE 
RESEARCH GETS  
15 MILLION 
For the first time, European researchers are 
going to do integrated research on the effects 
of pesticides on the environment, plants, ani-
mals and people. The project coordinator is 
WUR professor of Soil Physics and Land Man-
agement Violette Geissen. She wants to use 
this integrated approach to establish the real 
health risks posed by pesticides. To this end, 
she has brought together a multidisciplinary 
team from 28 institutions in 10 EU countries. 
Over the next five years, they will work on the 
project ‘Sustainable Plant Protection Transi-
tion – A global health approach’ (Sprint). The 
project starts in September this year.
About 2000 different pesticides are in use in 
Europe. Geissen: ‘We want to measure the ef-
fects of pesticide cocktails as they really occur 
in the food chain, and get a clear picture of 
what residues are present in Europe’s ecosys-
tems and food systems.’
In the Netherlands, Geissen’s group will study 
conventional and organic farms. Geissen’s 
Soil Science group will collaborate on this with 
bee specialists and animal scientists at WUR 
and with Wageningen Food Safety Research. 

 AS

VIROLOGY IS CONTRIBUTING TO A 
CORONAVIRUS VACCINE
The Virology chair group in Wageningen is 
contributing to the development of a vac-
cine against the new coronavirus. The group 
will be making a protein that could be used 
in a vaccine against COVID-19. ‘Other 
research groups, including our Danish part-
ner, are developing other proteins,’ says 
researcher Gorben Pijlman. ‘The protein 
that performs best in the tests will be used 
in the coronavirus vaccine.’

A coronavirus has a rough surface, with 
proteins sticking out of it. The virus 

needs these spikes, as they are called, 
to penetrate our cells, where it makes 
us ill. Pijlman is going to create syn-
thetic versions of those proteins that 

will prime the body’s immune system to deacti-
vate the virus. ‘If the protein is injected, the body 
will recognize it as foreign and manufacture  
antibodies and memory cells. If you then catch 
the coronavirus, the body can make antibodies 
that deactivate the virus.’

TESTS
Pijlman is now in the early stages of producing 
these proteins, working with a PhD student and 
a lab technician on cloning the fragment of DNA 
from the coronavirus. He hopes to have an active 
protein in two months. But that is not the same 
as having a vaccine. ‘We’ll have to test the pro-
tein extensively, to find out if it is effective and 
safe. We need to try it out thoroughly on animals 
before it can be licensed for use.’

The Wageningen virologists are part of a Euro-
pean consortium led by the Danish company Ex-
pres2ion Biotechnologies.  AS

KENYAN DAIRY COWS 
NEED BETTER FEED 
Most dairy farmers in Kenya have a small 
herd, low productivity and poor access to 
markets. PhD candidate Salome Migose 
studied how yields could be increased. Good 
quality feed is essential to growth. 

The majority of Kenya’s farmers herd cattle 
and cultivate crops. This mixed crop-livestock 
system is not very productive. Development or-
ganizations have been trying for years to find 
ways to increase farmers’ productivity so that 
they can supply more dairy products for the ur-

ban population. Salome Migose discovered 
that farmers near urban areas have plenty of 
sales channels for their milk and get a good 
price. But grassland is scarce, resulting in a 
shortage of feed and young cattle. As a result, 
the milk production per cow is low. While rural 
areas do have a sufficient supply of grassland 
and feed, milk prices are lower and the quality 
of the feed leaves much to be desired. This too 
results in lower milk yields per cow. 

ALFALFA
The research showed that farmers with a large 
herd have a higher yield per cow (and a higher 
income) and that these farmers invest in bet-
ter feed. But that is not the case for many Ken-
yan farmers. Cattle farmers could increase 
their production by growing alfalfa and feed-
ing this to their cows, as well as by buying con-
centrated protein-rich feed from suppliers. 
According to Migose, the farmers located be-
tween 20 and 50 kilometres from the city are 
most likely to benefit from better animal feed. 
At this distance, there is sufficient land for 
growing feed while the farmers can still get 
the higher milk prices.  ASPH
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