Digital innovations can have undesirable
side effects that are not always easy to
predict, says data scientist Sjaak Wolfert.
He is not just referring to ethnic profiling
using facial recognition. He points to
the food delivery service thuisbezorgd.
nl, which has monopolized the delivery
of meals in the Netherlands to such an
extent that individual restaurants have little alternative than to join thuisbezorgd.nl.
How can you prevent such dependency?
By thinking about the setup for innovative
digital solutions at the start, says Wolfert.
In the past few years, he was the project
manager of the EU project Internet of
Food and Farm 2020, which investigated
and guided digital innovations.
For example, firms in the farm sector such
as Agrifirm, CRV and FrieslandCampina
set up a digital platform for dairy farmers.
Farmers can become members of this
joint-data platform, says Wolfert, but the
rules specifically state that the platform
cannot be taken over. That way, you make
sure the farmers don’t become dependent
on tech giants when using sensors and
digital software in their barns.

Hubs

Responsible digital innovations are complex processes, says Wolfert, because
you have to consider the technology, economics and embedding in society. In the
European project, it turned out there were
at least 30 start-ups working on sensors
to monitor cows’ health. Wolfert’s project
brought them in contact with one another
so they could decide to share their knowhow or alternatively to differentiate their
products.
Now Wolfert wants to set up a network
of Smart Agri Hubs in Europe, where
entrepreneurs collaborate on innovations
in local hubs and share information with
other hubs. as

Europe doesn’t have much peatland left: most of the peat
has been cut and harvested. Is there any future for what
remains? Not everywhere, suggests a Wageningen study of
the mechanism behind the formation and disappearance of
peat bogs.
The first author is Ype van der Velde,
a PhD graduate of Wageningen who
now works at the VU University Amsterdam. As a postdoc at WUR, Van der
Velde wondered whether landscapes
are subject to tipping points, like many
natural phenomena. Are there pairs of
landscape type that emerge from one
another after a tipping point?
Yes, forest and peatland form an inseparably linked system of this kind, shows
the work of Van der Velde and his
colleagues from several Wageningen
disciplines. Where organic matter piles
up, the soil becomes wetter and fewer
trees grow, causing the soil to become
even wetter, and peat eventually forms.
The mechanism also works the other
way round, so that when peatland dries
out, a forest grows up.

Peatland map

On the basis of this feedback mechanism, Van der Velde developed a model
that shows where in Europe the conditions are right for the formation or
preservation of peatland. On that ‘virtual peatland map’, one third of Europe

theoretically has a climate suited to
maintaining existing peatland. Creating
new peatland, however, is only possible
in a fraction of those locations.
The real peatland map of Europe looks
very different, though. One fifth of the
existing peatland is found in areas that
are sensitive
to tree growth,
‘There is a
according to
strong chance
Van der Velde’s
of peat bogs
model. ‘There
disappearing
is a strong
as
chance of those
temperatures
peat bogs
rise’
disappearing as
temperatures
rise because they are supersensitive to
the slightest disturbance. And once they
are gone, you can’t restore them easily.’
Peatland and forest cannot be studied
independently of each other, says Van
der Velde. ‘If you want to preserve peatland, you need to look at the context as
well, at the opposing forces of forests
and rivers and their interaction with the
peatland.’ rk
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On 22 September, data scientist Sjaak
Wolfert and Louise Fresco gave the WUR
Mansholt Lecture in Brussels.

Peatland and forest
don’t go together
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Not all digital
innovations are
beneficial
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