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Bees reveal pesticide use
Bees inadvertently collect other 
substances in the environment when 
going for pollen. That makes them 
good indicators of the presence of 
pesticides, according to a Wageningen 
study. Wageningen researchers 
looked at 315 beehives from all over 
Europe and detected 188 pesticides, 
including the banned insecticide 
imidacloprid.

The beehives were sampled in summer 
2023 and screened for over 400 different 
pesticides. All the hives had some traces of 
pesticides. To demonstrate the presence of 
the substances in the beehives, plastic strips 
covered with a layer of material that binds 
volatile compounds were suspended in the 
hives for two weeks.
The principle that bees could be used as 
biomonitors had already been demonstrated 
nine years ago by the Wageningen bee 
researcher Sjef van der Steen. His method 
formed the basis for this European monitor-
ing project.
‘To a large extent, the products we found 
match what is used in agriculture,’ says 
Ivo Roessink, a researcher at Wageningen 
Environmental Research. But the pesticide 
imidacloprid was found in one in three 
hives, despite having been banned from 

use in field crops for the past ten years. 
Imidacloprid is still used in pet flea prod-
ucts. Other banned insecticides, such as 
thiacloprid and chlorpyrifos, were also 
found. Even residues of the notorious DDT 
were detected in one in four hives, albeit in 
very low concentrations. That product has 
been banned for nearly 40 years.
The bee monitor shows whether a pesti-
cide is present in the environment, but not 

in what concentrations. Roessink: ‘That 
substance comes from the surrounding 
area and could have been brought in by a 
couple of bees or thousands. So you can’t 
deduce from this what the exposure is in the 
environment.’ The bee monitor provides 
qualitative information, which Roessink 
says can supplement the existing monitor-
ing projects.
Info: ivo.roessink@wur.nl

Scientists in the 
marketplace
In early September, various scientists 
from Wageningen University & Research 
were at Wageningen’s weekly market to 
mark the start of the new academic year 
by presenting their research. For exam-
ple, René Smulders of Wageningen Plant 
Research let people taste two new apple 
varieties that are resistant to apple scab 
and mildew: the fresh-tasting ‘Kick’ and a 
sweet variety that doesn’t yet have a name. 
Visitors to the market could also look at 
seeds germinating under a microscope, 
let their dog solve a puzzle or share their 
ideas for the Wageningen of the future in 
2120. The Vallei bread roll, launched this 
autumn with sustainable regional ingre-
dients, was popular, as were the healthy 
nutrition tips from emeritus professor 
Harry Wichers: eat plant-based food, a 
wide range of fruit and vegetables and lots 
of dietary fibre.
Info: nikolien.vangelderen@wur.nl

Robots for mixed cropping
A consortium consisting of Wageningen 
University & Research and Danish 
universities will spend the next five years 
working on developing robots for mixed 
cropping. In the Robotic Intercropping 
project, Wageningen will study the 
combination of crops and clover. This form 
of mixed cropping is good for the soil and 

biodiversity, but the clover needs frequent 
mowing to get good crop yields. Light 
autonomous robots could take over such 
time-consuming tasks, say the researchers. 
The project is getting over 10 million 
euros in funding from the Novo Nordisk 
Foundation.
Info: dirk.vanapeldoorn@wur.nl

Too much plastic in fulmar stomachs
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More than half of the Northern fulmars that wash up along 
the Dutch coast have more plastic in their stomachs than 
the European threshold value of 0.1 grams. The birds that 
were examined have an average of 24 pieces of plastics 
in their stomach, weighing 0.28 grams in total. This is 
shown by examinations by Wageningen Marine Research of 
228 fulmars in the period 2020–2024. The study was carried 
out to obtain a better understanding of changes in plastic 
litter in the sea.
There has been no significant decline in this figure in the 
past ten years. The European target of a maximum of 10 per 
cent of fulmars with more plastic than the threshold value 
will probably only be achieved in 50 years’ time.
Info: susanne.kuehn@wur.nl

Boost worth millions
for algae research
AlgaePARC, part of WUR, has got fund-
ing of 17.7 million euros for four research 
projects on microalgae. One is an EU 
project for industrializing algae cultiva-
tion and launching new algal products on 
the market, such as proteins and omega-3 
fatty acids. There is also funding for car-
bon sequestration, production of oils and 
research on microorganisms that live in 
extreme conditions.
Info: maria.barbosa@wur.nl

Chemical fingerprint helps 
combat timber fraud
Research in the Timtrace project shows that researchers can determine the 
origin of tropical hardwood down to a radius of 100 kilometres with 94 per cent 
certainty. That can help in the fight against the illegal timber trade.

Timtrace is a collaborative venture between 
Wageningen, other European universities 
and science institutions in Cameroon, 
Congo, Gabon and Indonesia, with 
funding from the Dutch Research Council.
The researchers studied wood samples 
from nearly one thousand trees in 
Central Africa and Borneo. They analysed 
chemical elements such as magnesium 
and calcium and discovered there was 
considerable variation in the composition 
of three important wood types: Red 
Meranti, used a lot for window frames, 
and the African woods Azobé and Tali, 
used in the construction of waterworks. 

They then used machine learning to 
find a relationship between the wood 
composition and the geographical origin.
The chemical composition, combined 
with genetic differences, reveals the place 
of origin of felled trees. The research 
results could help in the fight against 
illegal timber trading and efforts to protect 
tropical forests. New EU rules require 
timber traders to give proof of the origin 
of their products. ‘Independent methods 
for verifying the origin will be hugely 
important in enforcing this legislation,’ 
says PhD candidate Laura Boeschoten.
Info: pieter.zuidema@wur.nl
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