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Future Food Utrecht - Symposium  

Food & Health - 9 October 2018  

Utrecht - De Uithof - Victor J. Koningsberger building - COSMOS 
room – 1st floor 

Program 

 
09:00  

 
Registration  

 
09:30  

 
Welcome by Prof.dr. Rens Voesenek, Chairman Future Food Utrecht Board 

 
09:35  

 
Opening by Prof. dr. Annetje Ottow, Vice-President of the Executive Board, 
Utrecht University  

 
09:45  

 
The Blue Zones, areas around the world where people are living 
longer and better 

Michel Poulain, Emeritus Professor University of Lovain, Senior Researcher 
Tallinn University  

‘BLUE ZONE’ is a paradigm developed since 2000 with Dan Buettner, 
explorer for National Geographic and Giovanni Pes, a Sardinian medical 
doctor. Centenarians exist worldwide but only in few areas, their 
concentration is found to be exceptionally high and the population could be 
considered as living longer but also better.  The concept of Blue Zone 
distinguishes the population longevity from randomly spatially distributed 
individual longevity.  Why ‘Blue zone’?  Simply because when identifying a 
group of villages on a map of Sardinia where people were living longer, I 
used a blue marker. Since 2000, the Blue Zones story gained increasing 
interest in both media and scientific literature and, since then, four Blue 
Zones have been identified, so far. The scientific investigations on 
population in Blue Zones aims at understanding their specific lifestyle, 
nutrition, genetics and, human and physical environmental conditions that 
might support living longer and better. Discovering the secret of longevity is 
a challenge as numerous scientific disciplines should be involved. Yet the 
greatest challenge is to transfer the lessons of the Blue Zones in our post-
modern societies to help people to live not only longer, but also better. 

 

 
10. 30 

 
Coffee & Tea break  

http://www.uu.nl/en/victor-j-koningsberger-building
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11:00 

 
Healthy and Sustainable Food Systems: which leverage points can 
we identify and how can we make an impact? 

Pauline Scheelbeek, Assistant Professor in Nutritional and Environmental 
Epidemiology, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
 
Food systems are rapidly changing and influencing population nutrition, 
health and the environment.  At the same time, environmental change is 
affecting the ability of food systems to produce nutritious foods in a 
sustainable and equitable manner. To assess the impact of changing food 
systems and estimate their future effects on both health and the 
environment requires combined methods and metrics from distinct 
disciplines as well as innovation in analytical and modelling methods. 
Furthermore, a nuanced understanding of direct and indirect health effects 
of the interaction between environmental change and food system change 
will give us a better insight in the scope of this problem for population 
health and help us identify possible leverage points for change.  

In this talk, I will discuss several examples of important linkages between 
environment, food systems and health. Furthermore, I will describe possible 
leverage points – in different geographical contexts – that could play a 
crucial role in starting or accelerating the movement towards healthy and 
sustainable food systems.  I will end with a brief discussion around cross-
sectoral policy analysis and forecasting, and their role in identifying and 
designing interventions with potential benefits across linked health and 
environmental parameters. 

 
11.25 

 
The role of the food environment in food choices and health  

Maartje Poelman, Assistant Professor Social Urban Transitions, Faculty of 
Geography, Utrecht University 
 
Diet-related non-communicable diseases (D-NCDs) are a major public 
health issue and leading cause of disability and death worldwide. D-NCDs 
are caused by a poor nutritional intake and energy imbalance where energy 
intake (food consumption) exceeds energy expenditure (physical activity). 
Although the cause of D-NCDs is complex and multi-factorial, the abundant 
availability of unhealthy food in the so-called ‘obesogenic’ food environment 
is an important contributor to the epidemic: it is all too easy to choose 
unhealthy foods over healthy foods. In this presentation, it is illustrated how 
the food environment is impacting on health and diet.    

 
11.50 

 
"Specialized nutrition as integral part of healthcare “  

Ardy van Helvoort, Director Research at Nutricia Research and Associate 
Professor at Maastricht University. 

While most of us are familiar with Hippocrates' words, “let medicine be thy 
food and food be thy medicine”, we admit the fact that in recent times, the 
disciplines of pharma and nutrition have evolved separately. Today, in 
modern society, with the ageing population and the concomitant growing 
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burden of diseases and its related deterioration of quality of life, we are 
once again seeing a convergence of the two in relation to disease 
management. These demographic changes lead to higher prevalence of 
disease related malnutrition and nutritional vulnerability that can have 
multiple causes including amongst others anorexia, swallowing problems, 
poor dentation, changes in digestion, impaired absorption, and metabolic 
alterations caused by the disease or its treatment. These conditions and 
causes of malnutrition need specific solutions: specialised nutrition support 
integrated in a multidisciplinary healthcare setting has been shown to have 
great potential and in I will present recent studies that reveal that 
specialised solutions can contribute to relief of symptoms, delay disease 
progression, decrease costs and improved outcome for a wide range of 
conditions and diseases. 

 
12:15 

 
Lunch  

 
13.15  

 
We become what we eat 

Arienne de Jong, PhD, Head of Department Nutrition and Health - 
National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM)  
 
In 2017 almost half of the adults over the age of 20 are overweight or 
obese and this trend is continuing. Policy makers are currently drafting a 
prevention agreement aiming to reverse this trend. Different stakeholders 
from industry, education, (local) governement and social organisations have 
been brought together to discuss how they can support lifestyle measures 
that can  bring about this reversal. The National Institute of Public Health 
and the Environment (RIVM) monitors different lifestyle factors such as diet. 
Every 4 years the Dutch National Food Consumption Survey is conducted 
measuring what food people between 1 and 79 years old are consuming 
daily. It gives insight on  the types of food products consumed, as well as 
how much, where and when, and whether consumption has changed 
compared to the previous five years. Apart from the information on food 
consumption also the composition of food and potential effects of 
reformulation are monitored, as well as impact of food consumption on the 
environment. All this information feeds into policy development on healthy 
and sustainable food. 

 
13:40  

 
The importance of a resilient immune system and its key drivers 

Marca Wauben, Professor Intercellular Communication, Faculty of Veterinary 
Medicine, Utrecht University  
 
The immune system is a central system that controls the homeostasis of an 
organism. In a traditional view the immune system is pictured as an army 
fighting against invaders such as harmful bacteria and viruses. However, 
the function of the immune system is much broader and the way the 
immune system acts is far more complicated. In fact the immune system 
continuously monitors the condition of the cells and tissues in our body and 
senses the outside world. It has the capacity to distinguish between 
harmless and harmful and has a great ‘learning capacity’. In this way the 
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immune system can keep an organism healthy and in balance with its 
environment. A resilient immune system will respond vigorously to 
dangerous situations, e.g. pathogens or toxic substances, but will stay quiet 
when encountering beneficial microbes or foreign harmless substances, e.g. 
food. A good education of the immune system early in life is essential to 
develop such a resilient immune system needed for the rest of our life. Key 
drivers in this education are environmental factors, microbes, and food. 

 
14.05 

 
Coffee & Tea break  

 
14:30 

 
Plant immunity: from basic mechanisms to engineering resilient 
crops for sustainable agriculture 
 
Guido van den Ackerveken, Professor Translational Plant & Microbial 
Biology, Faculty of Science, Utrecht University 
 
Evolution has shaped the immune system of plants to resist most microbes 
and other potential attackers and survive to reproduce. Agriculture has put 
a tremendous selection pressure on microbes and has resulted in the 
evolution of important plant diseases. Fortunately, the diversity of plant 
immune mechanisms is enormous and can be used in breeding and 
biotechnology to engineer disease-resistant crops. In my presentation I will 
provide examples of different plant immune mechanisms and how they can 
be used to improve crop disease resistance, either by conventional crosses 
or new breeding techniques, e.g. genome editing. I hope to convey that 
these engineered crops fit seamlessly into sustainable agriculture and 
should be embraced in organic farming. 

 

 
 
14:55  

 

Keeping it natural: healthy animal protein production in a changing 
world 
 
Johanna Fink-Gremmels, Professor in Veterinary Pharmacology, 
Pharmacotherapy and Clinical Toxicology at Utrecht University 

Animal protein production (milk, meat and eggs, fish and seafood) is still 
expanding around the world, following the increase of the world’s 
population. While markets are moving, consumers are increasingly 
questioning the sustainability, environmental impact and welfare of animals 
under the current conditions of animal farming. Do we really need to eat 
meat? Can we use alternative methods to produce animal proteins? What is 
the impact of the global climate change? While these questions are driving 
the public debate, the scientific challenge centers around a healthy planet 
structure while meeting the requirements of food safety and food security. 
Exploring new opportunities for human and animal nutrition, new data 
identify similarities in nutrient and microbiome utilization, and strategies to 
improve disease resilience of plants, animals and humans. Using the group 
of mycotoxins as one of the most prominent examples of natural occurring 
toxins affecting pant, animal and human health, various successful 
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approaches in disease prevention and sustainable health management can 
be reported. Such as cross- kingdom analysis identifies also opportunities 
for a circular economy saving natural resources.  

 
15:20  

 
Discussion moderated by Aletta Kraneveld 
Professor Interdisciplinary Translational Pharmacology, Faculty of Science 
and Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, Utrecht University 

 
16.10 

 
Closing  

 
16:15 

 
Networking and drinks  

 
17:30  

 
End of symposium  

 


