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CHASING PLANKTON UNDER THE SEA ICE
What is life like for plankton and fish
under the sea ice in the Arctic? That is
what Serdar Sakinan of Wageningen
Marine Research is investigating.
‘These measurements will let us
improve our predictions of the influence of the climate on food chains.’

DARK
Zooplankton are sensitive to light. In lower latitudes, they come up at night and
sink to the depths during the day. ‘When
we arrived in February, it was permanently dark,’ says Sakinan. ‘From March on-

Fire is a
serious risk
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Sakinan uses nets under the ice to collect
fish and zooplankton (tiny creatures such
as copepods and arrow worms). Sakinan:
‘The Arctic Ocean is covered by a thick
layer of sea ice for most of the year. That
means there is not much light, whereas
light is always necessary for growth.’
The algae just under the sea ice flourish
again in the spring when there is more
light. They form an important food source for the entire food chain. Little amphipods that consume the algae get eaten by
fish, which in turn are eaten by predators
such as polar bears and seals. Sakinan:
‘We collect plankton and fish in order to
better understand how the ecosystem
works and what contribution these creatures make to the carbon cycle in the Arctic Ocean.’

wards it has gradually become lighter
and I was curious to see how the plankton would behave in the different daynight patterns of the Arctic.’
Sakinan is measuring this with acoustic
signals. Sound pulses are sent into the
water and the echoes are measured.
‘Zooplankton are incredibly tiny but they
are present in large numbers and they
produce weak but measurable echoes.’
As Sakinan had expected, the plankton
here too sank deeper in response to light.
‘It was nice to see that our acoustic measurements worked because when we
hauled up the nets, they were full of
TL
plankton.’

Together with the Northern Foundation
for Arable Farming Trial Operations (SNPA), WUR is going to document the availability of water during the potato growing
season. The project is also going to evaluate several different crops on different
soils in various regions of the Netherlands using a stress test. This test was de-

The major fires in De Peel and De Meinweg reveal a
new and serious risk. Cathelijne Stoof, an expert in
wildfires, hopes that the Netherlands has woken up
to this risk.
Stoof (Soil Geography and Landscape) has been saying
for some time that the Netherlands should be better
prepared for large wildfires. She is an expert in this
area and heads PyroLife, a European training
programme for wildfire experts.
Was this really such a big fire?
‘From a Dutch perspective it was, but not compared
with other countries. In the Netherlands it’s pretty
unique to have a fire that lasts more than a day and
burns several hundred hectares of nature. In other
countries that can happen in a few hours in a major fire.’
Were you surprised by these fires?
‘No. It is spring and the sap has not really started flowing. If you then have a couple of weeks without rain,
you can get a fire. Fires in spring are normal in the Netherlands; most wildfires start in the spring. Summer
wildfires are an exception.’

On pages 22 and 23, you will find a long interview
with Sakinan about his experiences in the Arctic.

Adapt arable farming to climate
The project ‘Climate Adaptation Open
Cultivation’ aims to reduce arable harvest
losses caused by extreme weather conditions. Over the next four years, the researchers will study issues around soil
quality, cultivation measures, how to address soil compaction, and how to create
smarter, better irrigation.

VISION

veloped as part of a previous WUR project. The researchers will then study
which adaptation measures the arable
farmers could adopt. One of the things
they will look at is soil quality. The researchers plan to conduct tests with
green fertilizers and drill holes in the soil
to make it retain more water.
The project will be working with arable
farmers in the north of the Netherlands
who have already adopted climate adaptation measures. Moisture will be measured in these farmers’ fields, and in those
of a control group of farmers and fields
without climate measures. The researchers will look at which measures to reduce
TL
soil compaction leave soils less dry.

It was difficult to fight the fires because of poor access.
Is the Dutch fire brigade optimally prepared for this?
‘I would say more broadly, the Netherlands is not optimally prepared for such fires. It’s not just about fighting them but also about policy, prevention, spatial
planning, information and advice and so on.’
What can we learn from these fires?
‘’These weren’t tricky fires given the way they behaved.
There was no wall of fire. Getting access seemed to be
a problem, as it often is in other countries. You don’t
always need water to put out a fire. But I don’t know
what the fire brigade did exactly. With a sound international evaluation you can learn what went well and
what should be improved.’
Is more knowledge and expertise needed?
‘Yes. Wildfires are a specialist area. I hope that the Netherlands has now woken up to this. Fires that get out
of control can happen here too. There is a lot of expertise in Europe as a whole and we need to build on that
together.’ RK
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