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hat are the main areas of research of the BDIV?
Set up more than 10 years ago, the Biodiversity Research

Centre of UCL brings together research teams who are working
on subjects related to biodiversity, ecology and evolution on
several levels of life (genes, species and ecosystems). Their
research projects combine basic and applied research and deal
mainly with terrestrial and marine biodiversity. In addition, one
team specialises in environmental law.

Could you tell us about some of these projects?
Caroline Nieberding’s team “Evolutionary Ecology and
Genetics” is using an African butterfly, Bicyclus anynana, to
study whether the sexual selection, acting on the production
of male sexual pheromones, is responsible for reproductive
isolation and the diversification of the species. In addition,
Jérôme Mallefet’s “Marine Biology Laboratory” is developing
the study of marine bioluminescence. The research that began
on brittle stars and sharks is diversifying and, to this end,
Anaïd Gouveneaux has just joined this laboratory and is
beginning a doctoral thesis on the advantage of a transparent
deep-sea worm producing light. For its part, Thierry Hance’s
team “Ecology of Interactions and Biological Control” is drawing
up an inventory of tropical mosquitoes that have migrated
to our regions under the effect of global warming, to predict
the possible establishment of tropical diseases such as malaria
and the Chikungunya virus in Western Europe. In the
“Quantitative Conservation Biology” team, which I lead, we
are studying how human activities affect the viability of meta-
populations of butterflies. We have developed mathematical
models to predict the expected consequences depending on
various scenarios of environmental change. In addition to the
scientific input to theories of conservation biology, these models
are used as tools to help political leaders and managers of
nature areas to make decisions. A lot of other research is carried
out in our BDIV Centre, not just by the above-named teams but

also by other member teams: behavioural ecology (Hans Van
Dyck), plant ecology (evolutionary: Renate Wesselingh; orchids:
Daniel Tyteca), eco-toxicology (Cathy Debier and Jean-François
Rees) and environmental law (Charles-Hubert Born). You will
find more information on our web site.

How do you promote the research results?
Promotion is done, first of all, through the publication of books
and articles in international scientific journals and by the
presentation of our results at many conferences (either
organised by us or attended by us). Our research also regularly
results in more practical applications. For instance, the spin-
off company Viridaxis was created as a result of research
done by Thierry Hance’s team on biological control; it now
sells aphid-eating micro-wasps to farmers. Besides, Walloon
conservation authorities have heeded the results of the models
created by my team: the predictions regarding the impact that
hardy cows would have on a natural reserve were very
worrying for butterflies and this led to managers changing the
plans they had drawn up. 

In what way have you contributed to the International Year of
Biodiversity and to the Belgian EU Presidency?
Our Centre represented UCL at the Researchers’ Night, organised
each year in September by the European Commission, raising
public awareness of the importance of biodiversity, through
animations about acarids, about the difference between the
often confused concepts of biodiversity and environment and
about the numerous uses of mushrooms, including their use as
ink to create lively designs with a simple printer. Our Centre also
organised the International French-speaking Conference on
Entomology in July 2010, which had an attendance of 200
people from 18 different countries. Some researchers from our
Centre gave interviews to the French-speaking and Dutch-
speaking press to highlight the importance of conserving
biodiversity for future generations. The scientific magazine EOS,
for instance, asked Hans Van Dyck for an article entitled
“Biodiversity, what is it for?”. Lastly, within the context of the
Belgian Presidency, we co-signed with our Dutch-speaking
counterparts an open letter in reaction to the absence of a
Federal Government, which is preventing Belgian researchers
from responding to the call for projects of BiodivERsA, a
European fund to stimulate research on biodiversity.
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Male of the Bog Fritillary (Boloria eunomia) with ID mark on the wing 
and a luminescent brittle star (Ophiopsila aranea) 
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