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Seaweed, a kind of superfood with lots 
of protein, amino acids and vitamins, is 
hip. In the new Safe Seaweed Coalition, 
WUR and its international partners will 
discuss knowledge and research on the 
growing production of seaweed.

The Safe Seaweed Coalition was 
launched on 17 March by the charity 
Lloyd’s Register Foundation and the UN 
Global Compact, among others. WUR 
researcher Sander van den Burg is on 
the advisory board and has been coor-
dinating the project Safe Seaweed by 
Design since January. That project devel-
ops protocols for the production of sea-
weed that ensure it is safe to eat, does 
not harm the surrounding nature and is 
safe for the workers on seaweed farms. 
‘Seaweed is an up-and-coming industry 
in Europe,’ says Van den Burg, ‘but it is 
already grown on a large scale in China. 

We are using 
that know-how 
in our project, 
which has 
researchers 
from Wagen-
ingen, the UK, 
Norway and 
China.’
Safe Seaweed 
by Design 

focuses on human consumption, not on 
the use of seaweed in animal feed, for 
example as seaweed extract; this reduces 
methane emissions from cows but recent 
Wageningen research suggests it could 
harm cow’s health. 
‘We want to know how we can make sea-
weed safer for consumers. For instance, 
we are examining whether the seaweed 
absorbs heavy metals from the seawa-
ter and whether we can influence that 
uptake.’ as

WUR joins 
Safe Seaweed 
Coalition

‘Seaweed is 
grown on a 
large scale 
in China. We 
are using that 
know-how’

Does a happy animal 
taste nicer?
Can you taste whether pigs or 
chickens had a good life? Hans 
Spoolder, a researcher at the Ani-
mal Sciences Group, and his col-
leagues are going to try to answer 
this question. 

‘People who eat organic products say 
they taste better,’ says Spoolder. ‘But 
is that really the case? And if so, why 
is that?’ Spoolder and his colleagues 

will be studying whether meat from 
pigs and broiler chickens from exten-
sive livestock farms tastes better 
than meat from intensive farms. 
Among other things, the researchers 
will look at the influence of breeds: 
different breeds are kept on exten-
sive farms than on intensive farms. 
Another aspect is the amount of 
space the animals have to move 
around. Spoolder: ‘Animals that are 
more mobile may have different 
muscle tone and better circulation. It 
might be possible to taste that differ-
ence. It has not been studied yet.’

The researchers will also look at the 
animals’ diet. ‘Livestock that grazes in 
a grass field eat a much more varied 
diet than animals that are fed entirely 
on feed concentrate. They can eat 
herbs, for instance, and you can taste 
those in the meat.’ Lastly, the effects 
of barn or pen enrichment will be 
considered. ‘Animals that play move 
more, are less stressed and more 
resistant to infection. That can affect 
the meat too.’ 

Detecting fraud
Taste panels will be sampling the 
meat, and its chemical and physical 
characteristics will be analysed in 
the lab. If it turns out that the meat 
of extensively farmed animals tastes 
better, there could be scope for a 
better business model for producers 
of upmarket meat that scores high on 
animal welfare. 
Because organic meat is more 
expensive, the risk of fraud is never 
far away. Spoolder wants to make 
use of the analysis techniques to 
detect fraud. ‘We will do a compre-
hensive chemical and physical anal-
ysis of the meat. Using that data we 
can see things like whether an animal 
has been in a grass field, and what it 
has eaten. You can even see whether 
a pig comes from Spain or Italy.’ tl

‘Animals that graze on 
grass can eat herbs, for 
instance, and you can 
taste those in the meat’


