SCIENCE

Grassland may help improve the climate
Dairy farmers should refrain from ploughing but keep water levels high and farm
intensively.
This is what PhD candidate Bjorn Dirks
discovered when he studied the role of
grassland in CO2 sequestration. What
gets overlooked in the heat of the current
climate debates is the fact that grassland sequesters a lot of CO2. ‘Half of the
human CO2 emissions are absorbed
by oceans, forests and grassland’, says
Dirks. ‘We tend to view the atmosphere
as a static CO2 reservoir. But our atmosphere is more of a thoroughfare for
different carbon streams.
Moreover, the absorption and emission of
CO2 vary considerably. Grassland contributes to carbon sequestration too, and
in doing so it helps us achieve the climate
goals.’ Dirks studied what processes
determine the emission and sequestering
of CO2.
Firstly: photosynthesis sequesters CO2.
So in the summer, when the days are
long, grassland stores large amounts of
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CO2. Secondly: CO2 emissions through
decomposition and respiration increase
at higher temperatures. So grassland
absorption of CO2 is highest at moderate
temperatures when there is plenty of
daylight. Natural grasslands sequester
the most CO2, while pastures don’t score
as well due to occasional ploughing,
which causes carbon emissions.

Peat meadows

Dutch peatland farmers face an additional problem. If the water levels on their
land are artificially lowered, the peat

decomposes, causing it to contribute to
the climate crisis. When the water level is
raised, the grass can hold or sequester
CO2. But this does call for a less intensive
business model, says Dirks.
The more productive the land, the more
CO2 is sequestered. The popular idea
that extensive farming is beneficial to
the climate does not apply to grasslands,
apart from peat meadows. Dirks hopes
his thesis will lead to new business models for farmers that contribute to sequestering CO2. as

In other news science with a wink
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Mathematicians at the University
of Kent have developed a universal egg formula which describes
every egg laid by every bird in
terms of four simple variables,
such as the length and diameter
of the egg. But the result is still
a devil of a formula. Something
simpler must be possible. Still,
it gives the birds something to
brood over.

EGGHEADS
Embryos of wrens and other birds
already learn some language in
the egg, shows research by the
Australian Flinders University.
The researchers deduce this
from changes to the heartbeat

when the parent birds call. This
explains why baby birds chirp
away as soon as they hatch out.
They’ve done their homework
and could be called eggheads.

FAILURE?
Give it a go first, fail, and only
then do you get an explanation
from the teacher. That’s a recipe for significantly better academic attainment levels, shows
research by the Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology in
Zurich. The success rate for the
course in linear algebra went up
by as much as 20 per cent when
students started working this
way. The researchers call it ‘failing productively’.

LONELY
Lonesome fruit flies eat more
and sleep less, researchers from
Rockefeller University have
shown. The sociable creatures
react to a lockdown within a
week. The scientists have also
identified the genes and neurones that play a role in this
process. The study casts new
light on the link between loneliness and obesity. Fruit flies are
just like people. Or the other way
round. rk

