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Duckweed can go on the menu
The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) gave its official approval in 
February 2025 for various species of water lentils, better known as duckweed, 
to be used for production and human consumption as a vegetable in the EU. 
The approval follows almost ten years of research by Wageningen.

Researcher Ingrid van der Meer submitted 
the approval application to EFSA herself. 
‘We had to provide an extensive dossier 
proving that the water lentils can be grown 
using hygienic and sustainable methods 
and that they are healthy and safe to eat.’
Greenhouse cultivation was set up for 

the research and the plant was analysed 
in detail, looking at such aspects as the 
protein and starch content, the amount of 
minerals and the presence of pathogens, 
allergens, pesticides and toxins. Then the 
digestion, health effects and perceived 
flavour were studied using test subjects.  

For example, a taste panel tried various 
dishes, including soups and hotpot. ‘Water 
lentils have a slightly nutty flavour and quite 
a bite, despite being so small.’
According to Van der Meer, water lentils 
can play a key role in the protein transition, 
the effort to increase the share of proteins 
from plant products in our diets at the 
expense of animal proteins. ‘They contain a 
lot of vitamins and minerals, and they have 
a good protein profile that scores well for 
the essential amino acids. A particularly 
interesting feature of water lentils is their 
exponential growth, which leads to very 
high yields per hectare. They are cultivated 
in a closed environment in shallow water. 
Cultivation therefore does not require 
farmland or pesticides and relatively few 
nutrients are needed.’
Van der Meer is working on projects to  
get companies and consumers excited 
about water lentils, and she is studying 
ways to package and store them. ‘You 
could sell them fresh, or as deep frozen 
blocks, or incorporated in products such 
as pesto, soup and ravioli. Now it is up  
to the food industry to decide what to do.  
It would be wonderful if we could have 
water lentils on sale in supermarkets in  
a year’s time.’
Info: ingrid.vandermeer@wur.nl

Rise in multifunctional agriculture turnover
The turnover of multifunctional farms increased by nearly two thirds between 
2020 and 2023, from 1.0 to 1.6 billion euros. That result comes from the 2023 
Monitor of Turnover in Multifunctional Agriculture, carried out by Wageningen 
Social & Economic Research and Wageningen Plant Research for the Ministry 
of Agriculture.

More and more farms in the Netherlands 
have additional activities alongside arable 
and livestock farming as sources of income. 
In 2023, 37 per cent of farms had such addi-
tional activities, compared with 30 per cent 
in 2020. Farm shop sales were the most 
important sideline, generating 595 million 
euros, followed by care farms (450 million 
euros) and recreation (362 million euros). 
Other activities made a more modest contri-
bution: farm crèches generated 158 million, 

agricultural nature management 116 mil-
lion and the revenue from farm education, 
where school groups visit farms, was only 
0.9 million euros.
The growth in the turnover is explained in 
part by the addition of new activities such as 
direct sales of decorative crops, higher pric-
es due to inflation, and increased demand 
for recreation, local products and profes-
sional care services.
Info: harold.vandermeulen@wur.nl More attractive for pollination

Wageningen scientists are working 
with French colleagues to find what 
makes crops attractive to pollinating 
insects. Better pollination leads to 
bigger yields. Eighty per cent of 
the species that are grown as crops 
depend on pollination; that accounts 
for a third of agricultural production.
‘Yet plant breeders have often showed 
little interest in the attractiveness 
of flowers,’ says Andries Temme, 
a researcher at Wageningen Plant 
Research. ‘As a result, insects tend to 
prefer wild flowers.’ But there are ever 

fewer wild flowers, which is negatively 
affecting biodiversity.
It is hoped that trials with broad bean 
and sunflower varieties in France 
will show what makes one crop more 
attractive to pollinators than another. 
Cameras record what insects visit 
the various crop varieties. Artificial 
intelligence will then be used to 
analyse the images. The knowledge 
derived from this will help plant 
breeders develop more attractive 
varieties.
Info: andries.temme@wur.nl

Walrus Freya ate well
Walruses are usually only found in 
the Arctic, but a young female walrus 
known as Freya swam across more 
southern waters in 2021 and 2022, 
including the Wadden Sea. Researcher 
Sophie Brasseur of Wageningen 
Marine Research analysed the walrus’s 
excrement. This showed Freya ate razor 
clams, an invasive shellfish that is found 
in large numbers in the Wadden Sea. 
Brasseur thinks it is highly likely more 
walruses will head south as walrus 
populations continue to grow. The 
relatively warm water does not seem  
to be a problem for them.
Info: sophie.brasseur@wur.nl
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Genetic diversity can 
be saved
A meta-analysis of the genetic diversity 
in populations of animals, plants and 
fungi shows that diversity is declining 
in two thirds of these populations – 
including in species that are not rare. 
However, the study also shows that 
measures such as habitat restoration 
and the reintroduction of animals can 
help stabilize or even increase genetic 
diversity. The analysis was carried out 
by an international team of scientists 
including four from Wageningen, 
using data for the period 1985 to 2019. 
The results were published in Nature in 
January 2025.
Info: joukje.buiteveld@wur.nl 

Model for plastic accumulation
Scientists at Wageningen Food &  
Biobased Research have developed 
the Plastic Accumulation Indicator. 
Researcher Marieke Brouwer: ‘It lets 
us predict how long different kinds of 
plastics – both fossil and biobased –  
will remain in nature and in what 
quantities.’ Product developers can use 
the model to analyse a product’s lifespan 
while the model can help policymakers 

formulate rules on plastics. The model 
looks at how plastic is converted into 
CO2. It has been tested with data from 
biodegradation experiments in the soil 
at a temperature of about 25 degrees 
Celsius. In future, the researchers plan 
to extend the model to cover more 
conditions, such as degradation in salt 
and fresh water.
Info: marieke.brouwer@wur.nl 
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