UPDATE

LIVESTOCK FARMING

MICROBIOLOGY

Researcher Suresh Neethirajan developed the chicken monitoring system
ChickTrack. Cameras, odour sensors and microphones keep an eye on the
condition of each individual chicken. That helps farmers optimize feed and
barn conditions.
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Smart barn keeps
an eye on chickens
Akkermansia bacterium
on the market

PHOTO SHUTTERSTOCK

Pasteurized Akkermansia muciniphila bacteria from the Belgian company A-Mansia
Biotech, a spinoff of WUR and the
Catholic University of Louvain, has been
approved by the European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) as a safe food ingredient.
Akkermansia is expected to come on sale as
a nutritional supplement in 2022. The bacterial product restores the function of the
intestinal barrier, leading to a reduction
in inflammations and ultimately better
control of fat storage, glucose metabolism
and energy consumption. People who are
overweight and have risk factors for cardiovascular diseases benefit in particular
from such positive effects.
Info: willem.devos@wur.nl
PLANT SCIENCES

ChickTrack uses video cameras that record
images from various corners of the barn,
as well as thermal cameras, odour sensors
and microphones to record the sounds the
birds make. The system can track individual
chickens based on tiny differences in the
shape and size that humans barely notice
but that can be seen by the computer.
The temperature distribution across the
body is an indicator of the bird’s emotional
state and welfare. ‘We know about the
chicken’s temperature map. Situations
that generate anxiety make the chicken’s
comb and throat change temperature much
more quickly than the rest of the body,’ says
Suresh Neethirajan, an associate professor
in the Adaptation Physiology chair group at
Wageningen. The odour sensors measure

the chicken’s metabolism. ‘Depending
on the feed that they get, they breathe out
various mixtures of chemical compounds.
In principle, we can measure that per bird.
The amounts involved are tiny and so the
sensors have to be incredibly sensitive to
pick them up.’
The system combines all these signals
to provide information on the chicken’s
behaviour and condition. ‘The algorithm can
arrive at a decision in a matter of seconds
and alert the farmer,’ says Neethirajan.
‘The farmer can then adjust the lighting or
humidity in the barn, for example, or change
the feed composition. These adjustments
influence the birds’ behaviour or emotional
state.’
Info: suresh.neethirajan@wur.nl

Removing clippings
makes dykes stronger
Dykes with a dense network of deep
roots are better able to withstand erosion when water levels are high, shows
a study by Wageningen Environmental
Research that was commissioned by the
Directorate-General for Public Works
and Water Management. If clippings are
removed, the root penetration improves
substantially within only three years. ‘If
the clippings are left, plants have access to
food and they expend less energy creating
root systems,’ explains researcher Friso
van der Zee. ‘Removing the clippings and
making the soil poorer encourages plants
to produce more and deeper roots.’
Info: friso.vanderzee@wur.nl
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