The dead porpoises that washed up on
the shores of the Wadden islands last
summer probably died from erysipelas.
This is the conclusion drawn by marine
biologist Mardik Leopold of Wageningen Marine Research. The bacterium
Erysipelothrix rhusiopathiae was found
in three quarters of the 22 porpoises
that were examined. This bacterium can
cause erysipelas (a form of septicaemia,
or blood poisoning). It is known as a disease that occurs in pigs and turkeys but it
is also found in fish.
The bacterium was found in various
organs of the infected porpoises, which
had been dead for some time. The bacterium has not previously been found in
beached porpoises. There are also no cases reported in the literature of large-scale
deaths from this bacterium. ‘But I think
we have found the culprit,’ says Leopold.

Smoking gun
Last summer, some 160 dead porpoises
washed up on the shores of the Wadden
islands over a period of 10 days. That
is a lot. Normally, about 600 porpoises
a year wash up along the whole of the
Dutch coast. So the ministry of Agriculture asked WUR and Utrecht University
to investigate the reason for the striking
deaths. One aspect WUR examined was
what the porpoises had eaten.
Leopold sees the discovery of the bacterium as a ‘smoking gun’. ‘We were also able
to rule out many other possible causes
of the deaths,’ he says. The animals may
have got the disease after eating infected
fish. Leopold hopes to find more clues in
a batch of sprat from the same area as the
porpoises. ‘I’m curious to see whether we
can cultivate the bacterium from the fish,’
he says. rk

Tower measures
forest’s breath
Trees absorb CO2 from the atmosphere. But exactly how
much, and what are the effects of things like drought and
temperature? A new tower erected by the Meteorology
and Air Quality chair group in the Loo Forest near Kootwijk
answers that question in detail.
The tower replaces a smaller version erected in 1996. ‘That was one
of the first in the world at the time,
and it was constructed to measure
the exchange of CO2 between the
forest and the atmosphere,’ Meteorology lecturer Michiel van der Molen
explains. At the time, the tower stuck
out five metres above the treetops.
Not anymore.
The equipment in the tower measures wind velocity and levels of CO2
in the air 20 times per second. ‘With
these measurements, you can calculate the net amount of CO2 absorbed
by the forest,’ Van der Molen
explains. ‘That is the difference
between absorption (photosynthesis)
and emission (breakdown of dead
matter) from the forest.’

Pine forest

That net absorption amounts to
approximately half a kilo of carbon
per square metre per annum. Van

der Molen: ‘That’s quite a lot. Half a
hectare of forest compensates for
the carbon one average household
emits.’ But of course, these measurements only tell us something about
this 110-year-old pine forest, planted to reduce the impact of drifting
sands.
‘But we are also looking at how the
carbon absorption changes under
different conditions,’ says Van der

‘Half a hectare of forest
compensates for the CO2
emissions of one household’
Molen. ‘What happens, for example, during long periods of heat or
drought? This information helps us to
understand how the CO2 equilibrium
works, and then you can apply it to
other types of forest.’ Van der Molen
is still working on a website that will
allow the general public to see the
data. rk

The new measuring tower (36 metres in height) is in the foreground. The 1996 tower
is on the left. Photo Guy Ackermans
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