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Most potting soils consist 
mainly of peat. However, the  
use of peat is often criticised 
because of its impact on the 
environment. Increasingly, 
growers are asking for peat-free 
mixes. Together with SV.CO and 
KP Holland, Van der Knaap has 
begun a pilot project for the 
peat-free growing of Kalanchoes 
on coco material. 

The Van der Knaap Group has been 
using coco peat, made from 
coconut fibre, in its substrates for a 
number of years. Many of the mixes 
already contain 40% coco material 
and this trend is expected to 
increase. Coco is an organic, 
recyclable product and is extremely 
versatile for use with different crops. 
It has a naturally high air content 
and it absorbs water easily. In many 
cases, coco is also an ideal product 
for resaturating substrates. Knaap 
Elite meets these specifications.

Every plant has its own 
requirements. Coco has a different 
chemical composition from peat.
This means that cultivation on coco 
mixes requires another approach. 
For the last three years, our test 
centre ‘de Kas’ has been testing the 
suitability of peat-free substrates. In 

our greenhouses, we grow test 
plants on coco substrates so that 
we can study the best methods for 
fertilisation and irrigation. Van der 
Knaap has already included three 
peat-free substrates in their product 
range. These have proven to be 
successful in cultivating several 
types of plants such as Anthuriums, 
Pot Roses and Dracaena.

The Kalanchoe trials concentrated 
on three varieties: yellow Amarillo, 
pink Nando and white Paloma. 
Kalanchoes were cultivated on three 
different substrates: The first mix 
was composed of several peat-free 
raw materials including coco. The 
second substrate consisted of 
100% coco material and the 
currently used substrate was used 
as a control measure. 

The aim of the test was to find out 
which substrate was suitable for 

growing Kalanchoes and what 
changes needed to be made for 
fertilisation and irrigation.

An unexpected test result was that 
Kalanchoes grow somewhat quicker 
on coco substrates! Due to the good 
drainage properties of coco, root 
development is exceptionally good 
on both of the coco substrates,  
right to the bottom of the root ball.

Cultivating Kalanchoes on Knaap 
Elite is definitely a success. Just like 
any change it requires careful 
attention. Especially important are 
strategies for fertilisation and 
irrigation. These will form the main 
focus for growth support in the 
future. It is expected that this trial 
will be followed by tests with Pot 
Chrysanthemums on peat-free 
substrates.
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Growing in peat-free substrates

‘Kalanchoe a succes  
on Knaap Elite’

Root system Kalanchoe 
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As of 1 January 2018, it will be 
compulsory for the greenhouse 
sector to use purification techniques 
to reduce up to 95% contamination 
of residual water by crop protection 
products and pesticides. For 
many companies, including 
Lisianthus growers, this will require 
adaptations.

Traditionally, Lisianthus has 
always been cultivated in soil. In 
comparison with cultivation in soil, 
cultivation systems without soil, for 
example cultivation on substrates, 
perform better with respect to 
emissions of nutrients and the 
environmental impact of crop 
protection products.

However, new ways of cultivation 
ask for a different approach. This 
has to be done on a small scale at 
first. That prompted Delphy to work 
with Van der Knaap on developing 
a cultivation strategy for growing 
Lisianthus on coco substrate.

Whereas the earlier test samples 
in 2015 consisted for 50% of clay 
pellets and 50% of coco material in 
ground-cover gutters, five out of six 

substrate systems tested in 2016 are 
completely based on coco material. 
With good reason: coco provides a 
fertile rooting medium for Lisianthus. 
In earlier test trials, cultivation 
with coco substrate took place in 
ground-cover gutters on a cultivation 
floor. An alternative had to be found 
because the ground-cover gutters 
made crop rotation inefficient.

In 2016, six different substrate 
systems are being tested:
•	old	coco	material	in	ground-
 cover gutters (as in the tests of
 2014 and 2015);
•	 full-field	clay	pellets	(as	in	2015);
•	 full-field	coarse	coco	material;
•	 full-field	fine	coco	material	with
 25% perlite;
•	 full-field	old	coco	material;
•	 full-field	fine	coco	material	on
 v-shaped beds.

The coco substrates used for this 
practical trial were produced by the 
Van der Knaap Group.

Choosing the right substrate is of 
crucial importance for controlling 
production, limiting disease and 
promoting resilience in plants, 
and for a more efficient use of raw 
materials.

The first crop of 2016 was another 
great success for coco substrates. 
Production on all substrates reached 
levels on a par with commercial 
practice. The differences between 
the various types of coco substrates 
are minimal. Cultivation on clay 
pellets proved to be much slower 
than on the coco substrates. For that 
reason, clay pellets were replaced 
with 50% coco and 50% perlite for 
the next round of tests.

During the next test trials, irrigation 
(frequency of watering) will be more 
closely monitored. This improves 
the efficiency of the substrates and 
leads to better results. Continued 
research into cultivation on coco 
substrates is planned for next year.

Lisianthus grows abundantly on coco

In 2014 and 2015, a number of trials for cultivation on coco substrates were supervised by Delphy 
growers at the Improvement Centre in Bleiswijk. These tests are part of a joint project with the aim of 
developing a cultivation strategy for Lisianthus which achieves at least 35% savings on emissions and 
90% on crop protection products. The intention is to achieve maximum sustainability regarding waste, 
use of materials and economic viability.

Van der Knaap R&D employee Dirk Zwinkels evaluates the start of the trial

Lisianthus grows well on coco material
Growing Lisianthus with low emission levels



GROW-HOW!

2 3

HortiCentar is a project of Balkan 
Greenhouse Macedonia and 
Dutch greenhouse constructor 
KG Greenhouses. The facility of 
800 m2 is equipped with cutting 
edge technology and is used for 
training courses, promotions and 
presentations. According to Horti- 
Centar’s co-founder, Aleksandar 
Stokjov, the centre will play a leading 
role in developing horticulture 
in the Balkan states and in their 
neighbouring countries.

HortiCentar is cultivating tomatoes 
on Forteco slabs for the second 
year in a row. The support given 
by Van der Knaap was one of the 
main reasons to change to coco 
substrate. Aleksandar Stojkov: 
“There were many reasons for 
switching to coco slabs. However, 
in the past, growers tried to 
make the switch themselves and 
used the same irrigation and 
fertilisation regimes as they always 

did. This led to unsatisfactory 
results. This is proof that a good 
interaction between the supplier 
and the producer is essential for 
guaranteeing a right usage. We 
have found the reliable partner in 
the Van der Knaap Group. They 
are experienced and can offer us 
support and expertise. We can now 
share our experiences and expertise 
during our courses and seminars.”

In the Balkan States, there is a big 
demand for professional horticultural 
education. In that region, 
HortiCentar’s seminars are the only 
available means of teaching new 
skills in that kind of setting.

The current manner of cultivation in 
these countries is under pressure. 
Disinfecting the soil is becoming 
more problematic, and the resulting 
soil diseases lead to uncertain
yields. Growers are looking for more 
environmentally-friendly cultivation 
methods with a higher output, for 
example substratebased cultivation 
on coco slabs.

Judging from the questions and 
feedback from the growers who 
attended the seminar, they are 
clearly very interested in the 
advantages and possibilities of  
using coco substrates.

Last month, a number of new training courses began at HortiCentar in Macedonia. During the 
first training courses, Van der Knaap’s Bart ’t Hoen gave a presentation about the advantages and 
possibilities of using coco substrates as growing media. The seminar was attended by local growers 
and students.
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Forteco at HortiCentar in Macedonia

Jan Hardeman - BLGG

Aleksandar Stojkov

On 8 April, Van der Knaap 
organised an afternoon for  
seed breeders in collaboration 
with Hazera. The aim of this 
afternoon was to gain more 
insight into improving the 
structure and nutritional balance 
of soil.

For many crops, seed production is 
cultivated in soil. During the after-
noon, three speakers shared their 
expert views on the processes 
which occur in soil.

Brinkman’s Tom de Haas explained 
the roles played by various nutri-
tional elements. Jan Hardeman of 
BLGG gave a detailed explanation 
about sampling methods, the struc-
ture and fertility of soil. Raymond 

van Ispelen represented Van der 
Knaap. He gave information about 
using coco as a structure improver.

The structure and fertility of soil 
can be improved in various ways. 
Growers do this by using green or 
AGF compost, sand and potting 
soils made up of coco and peat. 
Research has shown that coco, in 
particular, is a very effective long-
term measure for improving soil 
structure.

Van der Knaap markets coco slabs 
for vegetable cultivation. After 
harvesting, the used coco slabs are 
very suitable for use as a structure 
improver. Coco has a very stable 
structure and improves the CEC 
values of soil.

The introduction of coco material
into the soil considerably improves
its structure and fertility.

Seminar on soil and fertilisation at
Van der Knaap
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The Van der Knaap Group 
produces its various coco 
products in different parts of 
the world. Production locations 
are based in the Dominican 
Republic, Sri Lanka and India 
among other places. Van der 
Knaap has strict requirements 
for its raw materials. In order to 
retain the high standards, quality 
control manager Wouter Van 
Overschelde has been seconded 
to India for one year. 

Wouter graduated with a Bachelor’s 
degree in Agro- and Biotechnology 
and has been working at Van der 
Knaap since the beginning of this 
year. For some time, Van der Knaap 
had been looking for a quality 
control manager who was prepared 
to go to India for a year. During his 
studies, Wouter did an internship 
for some months in Vietnam; this 
was a very useful experience. This 
assignment is right up his street.

After an intensive induction period 
in the Netherlands, Wouter boarded 
his flight. First stop: Pudukkottai. 
Wouter: “This location produces 
coconuts with a unique structure, 
which is essential for some of 
our products. After that site visit, 
we travelled around by car every 

day. A journey of four hours was 
no exception, India is a gigantic 
country.”

After working alongside the quality 
control team in Sri Lanka for another 
week, the long-awaited day arrived: 
getting started at Growrite India.

Growrite India is situated in a 
relatively underdeveloped area. Few 
people in the area speak English; 
luckily, most of the company’s 
employees can. “After two months 
or so, I could speak a little Tamil, 
to the great hilarity of the local 
employees and population. It isn’t 
always easy to work in a foreign 
country such as India, where the 
language, culture and customs 
are so different from those in the 
Western world,” explained Wouter.

Building a factory in this region fits 
perfectly with the Van der Knaap 
Group’s CSR policy of helping 
to develop the local economy 
and trying to create employment 
opportunities. Just as we did in Sri 
Lanka.

Wouter’s daily tasks comprise 
checking the specifications, 
and ensuring quality and the 
optimisation of production 
processes. “It is important that the 
personnel here understands what I 
suggest, why we do it like that and 
why it is more efficient. In India, 
there is still a hierarchical system. 
That means that not everyone’s 
ideas are always expressed. A 
lot of practical expertise can get 
lost because of this. Our aim is, in 
cooperation with the management, 
to fine-tune the processes and 
procedures in terms of quality, 
production, logistics and safety. 
We communicate our philosophy 
effectively to motivate our 
employees. Van der Knaap is a 
world player in the coco substrates 
market. Growrite India plays a key 
role in maintaining this position.”

CULTIVATE ’16
Saturday 9 July -
Tuesday 12 July
Columbus, Ohio, USA
Cultivate ’16 is the branch’s 
biggest trade fair in North-
America. There are more than  
130 information sessions, a 
growing number of exhibitors and 
plenty of chances for networking.
You will find the Van der Knaap 
Group at stand number 1311.

FOUR OAKS
Tuesday 6 September -
Wednesday 7 September
Cheshire, Great Britain
We will have our own stand at  
the Four Oaks trade show, just  
like last year. You will find us at 
stand number C89.

CANADIAN GREENHOUSE 
CONFERENCE
Wednesday 5 October -
Thursday 6 October
Niagara Falls, Ontario, Canada
Canada’s most important event  
for flower and vegetable growers. 
Van der Knaap will be there.

GROSOUTH
Wednesday 9 November
Chichester, Great Britain
The GroSouth Horticultural 
Exhibition has become a fixed 
date in British grower’s diaries. 
This year Van der Knaap will be  
at stand number 149.

TUINBOUW RELATIEDAGEN
Tuesday 29 November -
Thursday 1 December
Venray, the Netherlands
During the Tuinbouw Relatiedagen 
in Venray, we will be present to tell 
you all about our products.

Would you like more information about topics in this newsletter?
Simply contact our Public Relations Department: tel. +31 (0)174 296606.

Working on location: India

Growrite India


