Poorter and his team documented the
growth of a large number of tracts of secondary forest in parts of Africa and Central
and South America. Secondary forests are
those that grow back after primary forest
has been felled and the land used for farming. Within 20
years, many of
the characterisThe biodiversity
tics of the origrecovers in 20 to
inal forests are
60 years
restored to 80
per cent of what
they were. This only happens, however, if
the land has not been used for agriculture
for too long, so the soil is still sufficiently
intact.
Some of the forest’s characteristics return
sooner than others. The soil recovers
almost entirely within a decade, while the
wood and foliage characteristics recover
within 25 years. It is not always the same
species that grow, however. A full recovery
to the forest’s original state can take at
least 120 years.
According to Poorter, the study underscores the importance of secondary forests for the recovery of biodiversity and
achieving the climate targets. He therefore
argues for a more proactive approach.
‘Use natural forest restoration where
possible, and plant where necessary. And
agroforestry may be an excellent option
when you do plant. We hope that a mix of
approaches will help create more natural,
biodiverse, healthy and resilient tropical
landscapes.’ rk

Manage own energy
‘Smart grids’ will let households play a role in the energy
grid of the future. Robin Smale recently obtained a PhD for
research on the application of this sophisticated technology.
The transition to sustainable energy
brings new challenges. Fluctuations
in the amount of sun and wind affect
the supply of power to the grid. With
smart grids, individual households can
help keep the supply and demand of
energy in equilibrium, thereby making
the electricity grid more stable and
sustainable.
These smart energy systems allow
households not just to produce and
consume energy but also to manage
their energy. The smart grids give
households information on the
consumption, generation and supply of
energy. As a result, people can choose
to use energy at a favourable time or to
store it in batteries at home.

Residents’ evenings
But Smale stresses that the human
dimension needs to be taken into
account when designing smart grid
projects. He interviewed households
who took part in grid operators’
pilot projects with smart grids. The
participants thought the technology

was useful but they wanted to retain
control of what the technology was
doing in their own home. ‘Residents
often have no idea what that battery
does or whether it has benefits that
are important to them, such as being
self-sufficient or saving on costs.’ Grid
operators could organize residents’
evenings
to make
‘Residents
their
often have no sure
smart grid
idea what that project ties
battery does’
in with local
residents’
priorities and habits, says Smale.
From 2023, people will get less money
for supplying solar energy to the
national grid. Smale thinks smart
grids will become more appealing to
households then, as people will want to
store or use up the energy they generate.
‘For example, you can turn the washing
machine on when it’s sunny,’ explains
Smale. ‘Even that is an example of
energy management.’ ss
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Large tracts of tropical forest are being
sacrificed to agriculture. But when farming
is abandoned again, the forest grows back
within decades, shows an international study
led by WUR forest ecologist Lourens Poorter.
The study was published in Science.
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Resilience of
tropical forest
offers hope
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Smart grids let households manage their energy production and consumption.

