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Small-scale farmers in East Africa can 
increase food production levels substantially 
with intensive farming if they are given extra 
money, but they often do not have enough 
land to make a living even so. These findings 
come from the PhD research of Wytze Mari-
nus in the Plant Production Systems chair 
group.
Marinus spent five years studying farmers in 
two locations in Kenya. Each season, all the 
farmers were given a voucher worth 100 dol-
lars for agricultural inputs such as fertilizer 
and seed. The vouchers led directly to higher 
crop yields at all the sites. Maize yields, for 
example, increased from 16 per cent of the 
theoretical maximum to 40-50 per cent. 
Even so, only half of the farmers at most 
achieved incomes above the poverty line with 
the vouchers. With current farm sizes, most 
of the farmers were unable to earn a ‘living 
income’ – the income that is required for a 
nutritious diet, clothing, housing, schooling 
and healthcare. Marinus found that if farmers 
in two African regions are able to increase 
yields per hectare to 50 per cent of the 
maximum potential yield, 70 and 90 per cent 
respectively of the farmers could live off their 
small plots. Farmers in a third region would 
still need more livestock and land to make a 
decent living. as

Kenyan farms  
often too small

An adapted diet can help improve life 
for chronically ill patients suffering from 
PAH, claims Paulien Vinke (Human Nutri-
tion and Health) in her PhD thesis.

Pulmonary arterial hypertension (PAH) is 
a rare chronic disease in which patients 
have high blood pressure in the lungs. 
Patients often suffer from reduced fitness 
due to loss of muscle mass and function, 
and this affects their quality of life. The 
disease eventually causes an enlarged 
right ventricle, heart failure and an early 
death. 

Vinke studied levels of the vitamins and 
minerals that are associated with fatigue 
in PAH patients. A sizeable proportion of 
the patients had an iron deficiency. This 
deficiency is partly caused by underlying 
chronic inflammation and is directly 
related to a decline in fitness.

Diet
In an animal experiment, Vinke found 
that mice with the same disease that 
were fed on a normal diet had an 
enlarged ventricle, fibrosis and smaller 

muscles. If they were fed on a special 
diet containing extra protein, leucine 
and anti-inflammatory nutrients (fish 
oil and prebiotics), diseased mice main-
tained their normal muscle mass and 
had healthier right ventricles. 

So Vinke concluded that an adapted diet 
has potential for improving the quality 
of life of PAH patients. Exactly how diet 
can be made part of the treatment pack-
age for PAH patients will be addressed 
in the next stage of the study. ss

Diet can keep chronically ill patients fitter 

Calls are increasing for chickens to be 
vaccinated against avian flu. Current-
ly, the virus is being tackled by culling 
all the animals in infected and adjoi-
ning barns and by requiring all other 
poultry to be kept indoors through 
the winter. PhD candidate Joost van 
Herten says this is the wrong way to 
implement the Dutch One Health 
policy.  
‘In this policy we want to promote 
the health of humans, animals and 
the environment in an integrated 
approach,’ says Van Herten, who 
recently got his PhD on the ethics of 
zoonoses. ‘But in practice you often 

see a conflict of interests between 
people and animals, where the people 
win. In this case, we don’t vaccinate 
chickens because other countries ban 
imports of vaccinated poultry. Trade 
interests trump animal welfare.’
‘Vaccination is better than culling,’ 
says Van Herten. ‘The vaccine pro-
tects the bird and prevents the virus 
from mutating into a variant that 
makes humans ill. But vaccinations 
are not enough, he adds. ‘We have to 
eliminating the causes of pandemics 
and look at the concentration of poul-
try farms too. Environmental health 
is the basis of One Health.’ as

‘Vaccinating hens 
improves animal welfare’
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