PLANT CULTIVATION

ENVIRONMENT

Ocean plastic from 1000 rivers

Growing rye in an
underground bunker
This year, rye and peas were grown
in an Arnhem bunker in replica Mars
soil. LED panels simulated a day-night
rhythm and produced heat. Although the
temperature in the bunker was 12 degrees
Celsius, the greenhouses insulated with
polystyrene reached a growth-friendly
20 degrees. The trials are the latest stage
in the Mars research of ecologist Wieger
Wamelink of Wageningen Environmental
Research. Wamelink is performing
growth experiments in a bunker as life
on Mars will need to be underground
because of the radiation. ‘It turns out to
be more difficult than expected. It took a
while to get the automatic water dosage
system working properly, for example.
The growth trials were to test whether we
could get a functioning system, and we
did in the end.’
Info: wieger.wamelink@wur.nl

Rivers are the main source of ocean plastic.
Estimates from 2017 suggested that 10 of the
largest rivers make the biggest contribution.
The new model calculations look not only at
the amount of plastic waste in a river basin
but also at the probability of it drifting out
to sea. That probability depends on factors
such as precipitation, wind, land use and
terrain gradient. This shows that plastic is in
fact carried out to sea by a large number of
small and medium-sized rivers. The Ocean
Cleanup will use the new data to guide its
cleanup activities.

‘A little-known result is that less than
two per cent of the plastic that ends up
in the environment flows out to sea,’
says researcher Tim van Emmerik of
the Hydrology and Quantitative Water
Management chair group. ‘So most
remains behind somewhere in the river
systems. We are trying to figure out where
all that plastic is.’
The study was published at the end of
April in Science Advances.
Info: tim.vanemmerik@wur.nl
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Over 1000 rivers are responsible for nearly 80 per cent of all the plastic
waste in the sea, according to a study by The Ocean Cleanup together with
WUR, Delft University of Technology, Utrecht University and the Helmholtz
Centre for Environmental Research.

PHYTOPATHOLOGY

Banana fungus is becoming resistant
The leaf fungus causes the disease Black
Sigatoka and is found in banana plantations
all over the world. The researchers carried
out the first large-scale analysis of variants
of the fungus to test their sensitivity
to three commonly used fungicides in
important banana-producing countries
such as Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, the
Philippines, Martinique and Cameroon.
Their research shows that the fungus is
rapidly evolving to become unaffected by the
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fungicides. That is due to the intensive use
of crop protection agents. Research leader
Gert Kema, professor of Phytopathology
at Wageningen, concludes that banana
producers need to break the vicious circle.
He had been calling for the development of
resistant banana varieties and alternative
methods of combating disease for years.
The research was published in March in
Pest Management Science.
Info: gert.kema@wur.nl

PHOTO ALAMY

A leaf fungus feared by banana growers is becoming resistant to fungicides,
shows a worldwide analysis of fungal variants by Wageningen scientists.

