
UPDATE
News in brief about research and developments at 
Wageningen University & Research.

BIODIVERSITY IN MEADOWS 
There is very little role for biodiversity in dairy farming. But 
that is starting to change with initiatives such as ‘On the way 
to planet-proof’, the Biodiversity Monitor for Dairy Farming, 
and precision grassland management. The search is on for 
new business models. 

THE ORIGIN OF LETTUCE 
People started breeding lettuce varieties 6000 years ago 
using prickly wild lettuce in the Caucasus. The route ran via 
butterhead lettuce in Europe to iceberg lettuce in America, 
genetic analysis has shown. 

DECIPHERING ALLERGIES 
Immunologists are looking for new ways of identifying and 
treating food allergies. This entails a lot of research into the 
underlying causes. Why are processed foods more 
allergenic, for example? 

THE DISCOVERY OF THE ‘SEVENTH PATHWAY’
Scientists have been speculating for decades about a new 
biochemical pathway by which bacteria capture carbon 
dioxide. Irene Sánchez-Andrea found the pathway in the 
course of a ‘hobby project’.

FEATURES

REPTILE FAN STERRIN SMALBRUGGE
Researcher, writer and presenter Sterrin Smalbrugge has 
always thought it strange that some animals have a higher 
‘cute factor’ than others. ‘I want to emphasize the sociable 
side of animals.’

LEAVING MONEY TO THE ANNE VAN DEN BAN FONDS
A lot of alumni are full of admiration for the Anne van den 
Ban Fund; some even include it in their wills. 

ALUMNI
News for and about Wageningen alumni.

PERSONALIA
Information about the lives and careers of Wageningen 
graduates.

THE SWITCH
Alumni with careers outside the Wageningen domain.
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More organic 
‘The European Commission says that the agricultural land 
devoted to organic farming needs to have increased from  
8.5 per cent to 25 per cent by 2030. In the Netherlands, or-
ganic farming methods are used on 3.7 per cent of the land, 
despite several incentive schemes for organic farming. More 
than 20 years ago, for example, the Dutch government intro-
duced incentives for farmers to switch to organic methods 
but neglected to stimulate demand. This created a surplus 
that kept prices low for organic farmers. So, about 15 years 
ago, a lot of attention was paid to stimulating demand. The 
market share of organic produce then grew significantly, but 
it didn’t come near the target set at that time of 10 per cent. 
The balance between supply and demand is fragile. Dutch 
organic farmers face high land prices and are partially de-
pendent on exports, which makes them extra vulnerable to 
market disruptions.
‘The EU wants to subsidize farmers who switch to organic, 
and to boost the demand for organic products. But to make 
really big progress, the price difference between convention-
ally farmed and organic products must be drastically re-
duced. A reduction in VAT is not enough. I think we should 
also recompense farmers for ecosystem services such as bio-
diversity and carbon sequestration.
‘Another bottleneck is the availability of nutrients. Organic 
farming excludes the use of artificial fertilizer and relies on 
nitrogen fixation by legumes and on reusing waste streams 
such as manure. But until the use of the “human manure” 
waste stream is legalized, the target of 25 per cent organic is 
not likely to be feasible.
‘It is also questionable whether the underlying goals such as 
lower greenhouse gas emissions, improved resilience, less 
pollution and more biodiversity can be achieved with 25 per 
cent organic farming. Organic farming is ahead on many of 
these points, but that is not enough to achieve sustainability 
targets. So we need a revamped form of organic farming that 
performs better on sustainability across the board.’

Wijnand Sukkel, senior agro-ecology researcher  
at Wageningen University & Research 
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