SCIENCE

Not all circular
farmers are
the same
Most farmers try to incorporate circular agriculture into the existing
agricultural model, but there are also
farmers who create alternative business practices and sales markets.
This finding came out of a study conducted by Wageningen researchers
Hans Dagevos and Caroline de Lauwere, who interviewed 13 Dutch farmers
who are committed to circular agriculture.
The standard approach to circular
farming targets efficient use of resources, healthy soils, minimizing losses and
recycling waste streams. This approach
fits in with the linear take-make-waste

SCIENCE

Roots draw a lot of
attention
The Forum Library’s digital image collection was the second-most visited
Wageningen website in January. The big attraction was the drawings from
the Root Atlas by Austrian scientist Lore Kutschera. WUR digitized the
1002 drawings in 2006 and made them available online. An article in the
Washington Post at the end of January caused a sudden spike in interest:
50,000 visitors in two days. That is the third time this has happened after
a mention in the press or social media. Read the story on resource-online.
nl rk

One group of farmers are
working on an agricultural
model based on ‘an economy
of enough’
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The food industry could recycle far more
plastic, according to research by WUR.

The Dutch are very good at separating
out plastic waste. Most plastic packaging, such as bottles for milk, soft drinks
and shampoo, is made of polyethylene
(PE). To date, this plastic is not used
much in new plastic bottles; it mostly
ends up in products such as sewer
pipes. ‘It means the packaging industry is a long way off having a circular
economy,’ says Wageningen researcher
Ulphard Thoden van Velzen.
His research group at Wageningen Food
and Biobased Research took a bale of
plastic bottles that had been collected
as waste and determined the quality
and strength of the plastic. They did
that in five stages. First organic remains
were removed from the plastic, then
other kinds of plastic such as polystyrene were taken out. In the third stage,
the bottles were separated from other
types of PE packaging and in the fourth
stage they removed ‘contamination’,
such as the lids and labels. That left
them with pure PE bottles.
After each stage, the researchers
determined the quality. ‘The purer the
PE, the better the quality and mechanical strength,’ says the research group
in an article in Packaging Technology
and Science. ‘The better we are able to
separate plastic PE, the more chance of
reusing it.’

economy, say the researchers, and
relies on technological solutions to
close the cycle. This approach enables
farmers to cut costs and continue to
produce for a global market.
On the other hand, there are farmers
who choose an alternative strategy.
They adjust their business plan by
focusing on the quality of products and
the environment instead of on maximizing production. They also seek new
sales markets and conscientious consumers for their products, thus contributing to a new agricultural model based
on the idea of ‘an economy of enough’.
In their article in the journal Sustainability, Dagevos and De Lauwere state
that the first, adaptive approach dominates the view of circular agriculture
held by the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality. as

Most plastic bottles are
not recycled

Cables

Hairy lady’s mantle (Alchemilla monticola). Drawing by Erwin Lichtenegger

The problem is, continues Thoden van
Velzen, that the recycling companies are
barely able to sell their recycled plastic.
‘Their warehouses are full of huge bales
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of plastic recyclate. That is because
food companies are only allowed to
use new PE plastic and many non-food
companies,
such as those
‘I’d be pleased
manufacturif the plastic
ing cleaning
was recycled
agents and
even once’
shampoo,
prefer to use
new PE too. That is cheaper and of better quality. The odour and colour of the
packaging can be different if recycled
PE is used, and it may contain a wide
range of chemicals. The sorting and
recycling companies can’t remove the
chemicals in a cost-effective manner.’
But if PE is separated properly, you can
easily reuse it, says Thoden van Velzen.
How often could this PE waste be recycled? ‘Several times, but I’d be pleased

if it was recycled just once in the packaging industry.’ Instead the PE plastic is
used in cables, plastic barrels and sewer
pipes, but that market is not so big.
The waste collection firms, sorting companies, supermarkets and food companies all point the finger at one another,
says the researcher. ‘I think all the
stakeholders need to make a move. The
supermarkets need to set objectives
saying they want to reuse more plastic.
The sorting companies need incentives
that encourage them to sort properly
rather than maximizing the number of
kilos processed. And the government
needs to draw up rules that stimulate
plastic recycling.’ as

