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Introduction 
With the re-establishment of the Ministry of Agriculture, which had been abolished in 2010 

(under the name Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality), the third Rutte cabinet 

sought to demonstrate that it took agriculture and farmers seriously. However, the gesture did 

not prevent the resurgence of farmers’ protests in the Netherlands from autumn 2019, led by 

new agricultural networks such as Agractie and Farmers Defence Force.1 In the Rutte IV cabinet, 

which took office in 2022, the coalition programme placed strong emphasis on policies aimed at 

combating climate change: accelerating climate ambitions, reducing CO₂ emissions, and cutting 

nitrogen output.2 This, in turn, sparked new, fierce, and confrontational farmers’ protests. In 

response, the cabinet attempted in the first half of 2023 to negotiate an Agricultural Agreement.3 

The process began in December 2022 with agreement on the sector tables and their 

representation. Six sector tables were established: dairy and veal farming, arable farming, 

greenhouse horticulture, pig farming, poultry, and multifunctional agriculture, along with a main 

table where strategic negotiations were to take place.4 Farmers Defence Force declined the 

invitation to participate at the main table.5 In June 2023, the Agricultural Agreement failed when 

LTO Nederland, the oldest and most general farmers’ organisation in the Netherlands, also 

withdrew. Agractie had already left earlier, but the departure of the largest agricultural organisation 

left the chairperson of the Agricultural Agreement with no option to continue.6 The failure of the 

Agricultural Agreement was a serious blow to the cabinet, as well as to the expectation that 

organised consultation could provide a solution to a major societal challenge. 

What I aim to show in this article is that this expectation was illusory, because the social, 

institutional, and organisational conditions necessary for the success of such an agreement no 

longer existed. Even if an agreement had been reached, one could still question its value. 

Although the largest agricultural organisations were present at the table, what was, and is in 2023 

and 2025, the actual power of these organisations? Could they have delivered on their 
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commitments, as had been customary after the Second World War when agricultural 

organisations, within the framework of the Public-Law Governance Organisation (PBO), acted as 

co-governors of agricultural policy through the Agricultural Board and through strong, broadly 

rooted farmers’ organisations? The farmers’ protests of recent years reveal not only substantive 

issues but also organisational ones – which are equally important, and not confined to the 

agricultural sector alone.7 

The Development of Dutch Agricultural Governance up to the Early 

1960s 
Dutch agricultural governance, as it functioned throughout much of the twentieth century, had 

its roots in nineteenth-century developments. After the First World War, agricultural 

administration in the Netherlands was essentially complete.8 During the decades preceding the 

First World War, it had become a professional institutional matrix. At the centre, in many 

respects, was the Department of Agriculture, established in 1898. This department was 

responsible for agricultural education, various services such as extension services, agricultural 

experiment stations, laboratories, and veterinary services, as well as agricultural legislation such as 

the Butter Act, and for agricultural reports and statistics.9 

However, the handful of civil servants staffing this department would not have managed without 

the agricultural organisations that had developed in the nineteenth century, initially under 

liberal/conservative leadership and later also under Christian-democratic leadership. This 

agricultural civil society had taken shape from 1840 onwards. It promoted scientific agriculture.10 

The central organisations were the provincial agricultural societies (mostly liberal or conservative-

oriented), and in the last decade of the nineteenth century, farmers’ unions (Christian-democratic 

oriented) were added. In 1884, all these societies and unions had united in a national organisation 

– the National Agricultural Committee (later KNLC). After the First World War, although the 

farmers’ unions left the KNLC and formed the Catholic Farmers and Horticulturists’ Union 

(KNBTB) and the Christian Farmers and Horticulturists’ Union (CBTB) – national federations 

for Catholics and Protestant denominations respectively – collaboration between the three 

national organisations continued. 

In addition to the department and governmental services, and alongside the agricultural societies 

and farmers’ unions, numerous economic farmers’ cooperatives had emerged since the end of the 

nineteenth century: purchasing, processing, marketing, and credit organisations. Together, they 
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formed the Dutch agricultural institutional matrix.11 An impressive professional system of 

interconnected organisations had developed in collaboration with the farmers, aimed at enabling 

international competition and promoting a technologically modernising agriculture, in which 

public interest and private enterprise were combined. 

Although after the First World War the national government attempted to drastically reduce its 

increased involvement in the agricultural sector, the economic crisis of the 1930s and efforts to 

protect the agricultural sector led to the government obtaining near-total control over agricultural 

production through the Agricultural Crisis Act.12 To implement this, an agricultural crisis office 

was set up independently of the Department of Agriculture, but still under the Ministry of 

Economic Affairs, to which the department belonged. With this law, the Minister of Economic 

Affairs could determine what crops were grown, in what quantities, and what was to be done 

with the products. Its purpose was to maintain Dutch export agriculture and protect the sector so 

that, once circumstances returned to normal, it could stand on its own again and the law could be 

repealed.13 

This governmental omnipotence was concealed in practice because farmers were already 

embedded in larger structures through their organisations and cooperatives; because the three 

major agricultural organisations supported these measures; and because the same individuals 

often came from the agricultural sector itself, sometimes working for the agricultural organisation 

and at other times directly employed by the government.14 The temporarily intended Agricultural 

Crisis Act formally made the government the authority in the agricultural sector, which was 

viewed as undesirable both by the government and by farmers. 

The 1930s were important for the agricultural sector not only because from then on government 

involvement in agriculture became standard, but also because there was a serious political debate 

about the direction of Dutch agriculture. Already in 1930, a new national agricultural organisation 

had emerged: Landbouw en Maatschappij (Agriculture and Society). It quickly gained considerable 

support and by 1933 already had more members than the Christian Farmers and Horticulturists’ 

Union (CBTB). This new organisation pressured the three central agricultural organisations and 

was critical of the established political parties.15 More importantly, it advocated a very different 

character for Dutch agriculture. According to Jan Smid, its leader and a respected retired civil 

servant from the Department of Agriculture, agriculture should focus much more on feeding the 

Dutch population; the sector should become more self-sufficient.16 The established organisations, 

however, rejected Smid’s ideas. A similar debate had occurred earlier, immediately after the First 

World War, in Switzerland, which did lead to a change in policy. Like in the Netherlands, export-

oriented agriculture had become increasingly important before the First World War. The 

outcome of the debate, however, was that Swiss agricultural organisations and the government 
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chose to be as self-sufficient as possible in food production – also against the backdrop of 

Switzerland’s neutrality policy.17 

Post-World War II Developments in Dutch Agricultural Governance 

It was only after the Second World War that more definitive solutions were found for the 

agricultural problems that had emerged during the 1930s. The issue of central government 

control was addressed through the introduction of the Public-Law Governance Organisation 

(PBO). The PBO enabled the establishment of private organisations that carried out public tasks 

and set public rules, thereby allowing a form of sectoral self-governance. These organisations 

included both employees and employers and functioned as genuine joint administrative bodies. 

The most visible of these organisations was the Social and Economic Council (SER). With the 

PBO, a formal legal framework existed within which the Dutch agricultural institutional matrix 

could operate and collaborate.  

The Agricultural Board (Landbouwschap) was the highest body of the PBO in agriculture.18 

Founded in 1954 as the successor to the Stichting van de Landbouw established in 1945, the 

Agricultural Board brought together agricultural organisations and agricultural labour 

organisations to represent and defend the interests of the sector. Membership was compulsory 

for all farmers, and the organisation could levy contributions to carry out its public tasks. 

According to Krajenbrink, the Agricultural Board primarily focused on interest representation 

and delegated co-management to the commodity boards, such as the Dairy Board or the Arable 

Farming Board. The strength of the Agricultural Board lay in its secretariat, which was financed 

through these levies. Another strength was its regional structure through district councils, which 

allowed the Board to maintain decentralised contacts. The secretariat acted as a professional 

interlocutor that maintained relations with the Ministry of Agriculture on behalf of the sector. 

However, the structure’s weakness lay in the dominance of the farmers’ organisations that 

controlled the Board, ensuring that they themselves maintained contact with the farmers.19 This 

increased the distance between the Agricultural Board and the farmers, making it appear not as 

“their” organisation but rather as a representative of the dirigiste government. The Board became 

“they” rather than “we.” 

The Ministry of Agriculture was re-established after the war and had grown into a fully-fledged 

sectoral ministry.20 It had its own legal service, foreign service, the Technical Service 

(Cultuurtechnische Dienst, responsible since 1935 for land consolidation, drainage, and 

agricultural reclamation), agricultural research institutes including the LEI (Agricultural 

Economic Institute, which calculated guideline prices for agricultural products and also served as 

a statistical bureau for agriculture), and was responsible for agricultural education and extension 

services. In a sense, the agricultural governance model represented a perfect example of a public–

private partnership, though it must be recognised that the private partners had a very specific 
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interest: agriculture. The model emerged more as the expression of democratic co-governance 

developed in the agricultural sector since the nineteenth century than as an expression of the 

postwar Dutch pillarised society. In this pillarised society, Protestants, Catholics, social 

democrats, and liberals came together by blending their guiding principles: sovereignty within 

their own circles, Catholic subsidiarity, social-democratic participation, and liberal self-reliance. 

The agricultural sector’s participation in policymaking was greater than ever, and the countryside 

was increasingly designed for efficient and rationalised agricultural production. It became 

farmland. The postwar objectives for agriculture were clear and widely endorsed both within and 

outside the sector: restoration of the food supply, low consumer prices, agricultural exports for 

foreign currency, and a reasonable standard of living for the agricultural population.21 Special 

attention was given to small farmers, who had struggled since the 1930s. In the 1950s, the 

public/private apparatus was further expanded: agricultural education, extension services, 

research, study clubs, land consolidation, and rural renewal were intended to ‘modernise’ 

farmers.22 The agricultural industry and cooperative enterprises also contributed to this path of 

technological modernisation. This development aligned with the broader political, economic, and 

cultural perspectives of the time. The government played a major role in economic life – consider 

guided wage policies, industrialisation policies, and the role of the Central Planning Bureau.23 

There was strong faith in technology, seen as neutral, and in progress more generally, reinforced 

by the (economic) success of this approach. The standard of living increased for broad sections 

of the population. 

By the early 1960s, a system of agricultural governance had been developed that provided farmers 

with a high degree of co-governance, in line with the nineteenth-century pursuit of private 

initiative with attention to general and local interests. It had become a national agricultural 

institutional matrix with strong local roots, characterised by reciprocal influence between spatial 

levels. Such a form of governance suited a situation in which there was no debate over the 

direction of agriculture as such, as discussions mainly concerned practical problems within the 

sector. 

Cracks in Agricultural Governance and the Erosion of Co-Governance 
This agricultural governance system would persist until the 1990s, with its own ministry, a system 

of co-governance, and self-management, as Krajenbrink describes, but its decline began in the 

1960s, albeit not immediately visible. The decline had multiple causes that did not all occur 

simultaneously; sometimes they influenced each other and were interconnected, sometimes not. 

The Continuing Decline of Farms and Concurrent Consolidation 

By the late 1950s and early 1960s, it became clear to the agricultural sector that educating and 

rationalising farmers and farmwives alone would not suffice as a solution. Farms needed to 
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become larger to achieve economies of scale and improve efficiency.24 With the completion of 

the IJsselmeer polders, possibilities to expand cultivated land were largely exhausted, and 

competing claims for space emerged, including nature and housing. In other words, consolidation 

had to take place within agriculture itself. There was no longer room for small farmers. The 

postwar process of reducing farm labour and the number of farms continued through the 1960s 

and beyond, as shown in Figure 1. The figure also indicates that this process is still ongoing. 

Figure 2 shows that this does not mean less agricultural land is used; rather, farms have, as 

intended, become larger and continue to grow on average. 

Farmers were required, if they were not already, to become entrepreneurs who invested in their 

farms and recouped these investments through economic farm management. This view was 

shared not only by scientists and policymakers but also by agricultural organisations.25 Although 

farms were still referred to as family businesses, they were primarily economic enterprises. Farm 

closures from the 1960s onwards were socially managed as part of the developing welfare state 

and thanks to the agricultural governance model. A key instrument for this was the development 

and restructuring fund, which could be accessed by farmers wishing either to modernise or to exit 

their farms. In the second half of the 1960s, this fund was widely used.26 

Dutch agriculture remained export-oriented, and thus needed to compete with foreign farmers by 

producing at the lowest possible cost per unit. It also became clear that this continuation, and in 

fact radicalisation, of this policy could not have taken place without the involvement of 

agricultural organisations and their engagement with members. These ‘conversations’ occurred 

not only through official meetings but also through education, agricultural extension, study clubs, 

agricultural banks, cooperative and private industries, and informal encounters in daily local life. 

In the early 1960s, both the world and the agricultural sector were less abstract than they are 

today. However, the outcome of all this was a steep decline in the number of people employed in 

agriculture. 

Immediately after the Second World War, dissatisfied farmers had joined forces as the Free 

Farmers (Vrije Boeren). With the establishment of the Agricultural Board and compulsory levies, 

they encountered a clear adversary. This group eventually became a political party: the Farmers’ 

Party (Boerenpartij).27 Although the party won seven parliamentary seats in 1967, it was not 

comparable to Landbouw en Maatschappij. The Farmers’ Party opposed the modernisation process 

in agriculture and the government, but it lacked a leader of Smid’s stature and did not present a 

coherent alternative programme. Its influence on agricultural policy and on farmers was limited. 

Agricultural policy aimed at increasing productivity, consolidating farms through reduction of 

smallholdings, and ensuring a reasonable income for remaining farmers was broadly accepted. 
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More Stakeholders Acquire Direct Interests in Agriculture 

Technological modernisation policies led to the elimination of postwar shortages, and on a 

European level, agriculture began to achieve self-sufficiency. Attention shifted towards quality 

changes, which corresponded with the broad rise in living standards in the 1960s and beyond. 

Agricultural requirements were no longer limited to productivity; a wide range of quality 

standards also emerged. Additionally, there was growing concern for production conditions, 

animal welfare, and impacts on landscape, nature, and the environment. This development 

brought more players and organisations into the agricultural sphere, each with a stake in the 

outcomes for agriculture and rural areas. The countryside was no longer solely a production space 

for agriculture.28 

Where agricultural organisations had previously claimed to adequately represent agriculture and 

rural areas, nature, environmental, landscape, animal welfare, and consumer organisations began 

to assert themselves and sought to influence policy. These new themes not only created more 

groups and actors with an interest in agriculture but also led to increased government regulation. 

Regulations were no longer solely market-focused. Regulatory pressure on farms increased, partly 

due to effects beyond the immediate agricultural operations. For example, from the 1990s 

onwards, farmers were required to maintain detailed manure records in response to the acid rain 

problem that had become apparent in the 1980s. 

The Agricultural Sector and the European Integration Process 

Initially, the influence of the new stakeholders was limited. Not only were agricultural 

organisations institutionally better embedded in policy preparation, formulation, and 

implementation thanks to the Agricultural Board, the Ministry of Agriculture, and parliamentary 

representatives, but agricultural policy had also been transferred to the European Economic 

Community (EEC).29 Since 1962, agriculture had been part of the EEC's Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP), under which it thrived. EEC agriculture was protected, and the CAP could not fail; 

a failure would have stalled the European integration process. The CAP also promoted 

economies of scale, mechanisation, rationalisation, specialisation, intensification, and efficiency. 

Surpluses created by these measures caused problems but did not fundamentally change the 

policy. For instance, the milk surplus was addressed in 1984 through the introduction of milk 

quotas: farmers exceeding their quota faced penalties. Milk quotas remained in place until 2015. 

Following the milk quotas, in November 1984, the Interim Act limiting pig and poultry farming 

was enacted nationally, imposing production-limiting measures enforced by the government. 

Significant changes to agricultural policy occurred only in the 1990s, after the 1980s saw the 

creation of a new European integration project alongside the customs union and CAP: the single 

market (European Single Act), a European integration response to the economic crisis that began 

in the late 1970s. After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the European Monetary Union 

emerged with the Maastricht Treaty. From the 1990s onwards, the single market and monetary 

union became the driving forces of European integration. While agriculture continued to 
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dominate the EU budget, it lost its prominent position in the integration project. CAP changed 

not only in response to surpluses but also due to the accession of Central European countries 

with large agricultural populations. The new CAP reflected the transition from 

internationalisation to globalisation.30 In the pursuit of global trade with minimal restrictions, the 

old CAP market and price policies came under pressure. 

The EU’s significance for agriculture differed from that of the EEC. The new EU agricultural 

policy, starting with the McSharry reforms in 1992, focused on income support for landowners. 

Initially, EU income support was tied to production (historical rights), but later (2003, 2008) 

payments became increasingly decoupled from actual production and linked instead to conditions 

concerning food safety, hygiene, environment, animal welfare, and land management. The extent 

of this so-called cross-compliance varied by country, as implementation, as usual within the EU, 

was left to the member states.31 The effect was a certain renationalisation of agricultural policy. 

The new European policy recognised additional objectives (nature, animal welfare) beyond 

merely ensuring sufficient food at reasonable prices and a decent income for farmers. Dutch 

agricultural policy remained primarily focused on efficient production. The EU increasingly 

engaged in environmental and nature policy, leading to initiatives such as Natura 2000.32 Through 

Natura 2000, emphasis was placed on the protection of coherent habitats. National governments 

proposed these areas to the EU, which approved them, after which national conservation 

objectives were formulated and elaborated in management plans. From that point, permits were 

required for any activities that could affect these objectives. These nationally and provincially 

prepared management plans, based on EU rules, were adopted after 2013. Farmers had to 

comply with these plans to obtain permits for their activities. This led, from 2015 to 2019, to the 

implementation of the Nitrogen Approach Programme (PAS), allowing entrepreneurs, including 

farmers, to continue activities provided they limited nitrogen emissions. These were the “PAS-

reporters,” bringing us to the issues of the years since 2019. 

The European integration process following the establishment of the EEC influenced Dutch 

agriculture and its organisation in various ways. Initially, the sector greatly benefited from the 

availability of financial support. However, this changed from the 1980s and 1990s, also because 

the EU, in the words of Sebastian Princen, should be viewed as an arena rather than purely as an 

actor—an arena where coalitions of actors are active and which functions alongside and above 

other spatial arenas. This made European decision-making, as well as national (and provincial) 

decision-making, less transparent and more complex. Although decision-making became more 

abstract, its effects were concrete. For farmers, in addition to market demands, government 

requirements played an explicit and significant role in their operations. 
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The dismantling and hollowing out of twentieth-century agrarian governance: a smaller state, 

market ideology, and globalisation 

More favourable moments could have been imagined for what I have here referred to as a certain 

renationalisation of agricultural policy. Internationally, 1989 gave a considerable boost to the rise 

of market-oriented thinking.33 The process of economic globalisation acquired a new dynamic 

with the end of the Cold War. In the Netherlands, under the “Purple-coalition” government of 

Prime Minister Kok, market thinking received a fresh impetus. Outsourcing, privatisation, and 

marketisation became the new ‘buzzwords’.34 The Ministry of Agriculture came under the control 

of liberal ministers – first Van Aartsen (VVD) and later Brinkhorst (D66). Both were proponents 

of a policy that emphasised the primacy of politics and decentralisation. This meant that they 

distanced themselves from the Agricultural Board as co-governor, paid greater attention to other 

actors (the food industry and retailers), and delegated agricultural policy more extensively to the 

provinces.35 

However, changes in government policy towards agriculture had already begun in the 1980s 

under the three Lubbers cabinets (1982–1994). A distinction was made between policy and 

implementation.36 Initially, the motive was the consolidation of public finances. In the 1990s, 

preparation for the unification of the European market was added, aimed at fostering economic 

growth. At the same time, marketisation became something of an ideology. The idea was that the 

delivery of services via the market was more efficient and effective than through the government. 

Implementation was placed at a distance from the ministry, became spinoffs, and were 

sometimes privatised. 

The Ministry of Agriculture participated in this process. The National Agricultural Extension 

Service was made an agency in 1986 and privatised in 1992 as the DLV Advisory Group; the 

Land Reclamation Service became the Agency for Land Development in 1989, later transformed 

into the independent administrative body Service for Rural Areas, and eventually abolished in 

2015; in 1997 the Ministry’s research institutes were made autonomous as DLO, which became 

part of Wageningen UR; the various inspection services became independent foundations or were 

merged into the NVWA (Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority), which also 

absorbed the Plant Protection Service and the General Inspection Service; the Service for 

Regulations was first made an agency and is now part of RVO (Netherlands Enterprise 

Agency).37 

In other words, the Ministry of Agriculture underwent major changes from the 1980s onwards. It 

lost its executive services. These organisational changes also brought about changes in the 

 
33 D. Yergin en J. Stanislaw, The commanding heights. The battle for the world economy (New York, NY 2002). 
34 B. Mellink en M. Oudenampsen, Neoliberalisme. Een Nederlandse geschiedenis (Amsterdam 2022). 
35 H. Bekke en J. de Vries, De ontpoldering van de Nederlandse landbouw. Het Ministerie van Landbouw, Natuurbeheer en 
Visserij, 1994-2000 (Leuven 2001). 
36 Eerste Kamer der Staten Generaal, ‘Verbinding verbroken? Onderzoek naar de parlementaire besluitvorming over 
de privatisering en verzelfstandiging van overheidsdiensten. Hoofdrapport’. Accessed on 22 augustus 
2025.https://www.senate.nl/9370000/1/j4nvjlhjvvt9eu4_j9vvkfvj6b325az/vj41l5f306tx; R. Kuiper, De terugkeer van het 
algemeen belang. Privatiseringsverdriet en de toekomst van Nederland, (Amsterdam 2014). 
37 Eerste Kamer der Staten Generaal, ‘Bijlage 3: samengesteld overzicht privatiseringen en verzelfstandigingen 1 
januari 1989 – 31 december 2010)’. 
Https://www.eerstekamer.nl/behandeling/20121030/deelrapport_van_de_parlementaire. Accessed on 22 augustus 
2025. 

https://www.eerstekamer.nl/behandeling/20121030/deelrapport_van_de_parlementaire


financing of the various services (users paid the costs) and in the distance from end-users: the 

farmers. The public–private layer that had developed around agriculture in the twentieth century, 

and had been greatly expanded after the war as part of the development of the welfare state, was 

dismantled. Agricultural governance became more centralised and, in many respects, more 

complex. This process of outsourcing, privatisation, and marketisation was not aimed at the 

agricultural sector as such, but was the result of general policy principles which, precisely in the 

field of agriculture – where government, market, and society had been strongly interwoven – had 

a major impact. Ultimately, in 2010 the Ministry of Agriculture was even abolished. Seven years 

later it was re-established, but apart from all the changes that had already taken place before 2010, 

agricultural education had in the meantime been transferred to the Department of Education. 

The new ministry was only a shadow of the ministry as it had existed in the 1960s.38 

The position of the Central Agricultural Organisations had also weakened since the 1970s.39 It 

had become increasingly difficult to resolve issues within the agricultural sector through 

consultation. For example, the Interim Act of November 1984 (which imposed limits on the 

number of pig and poultry farmers) was introduced by Minister Braks without prior consultation 

with the sector. Moreover, since 1982 the Ministry of Agriculture had also been responsible for 

nature policy, which likewise had to be taken into account. In addition, the number of farmers 

continued to decline, which in turn reduced the membership base of the agricultural 

organisations. Furthermore, the increasing specialisation of farmers resulted in increasingly 

divergent interests. Consequently, by the early 1990s, separate trade unions had emerged outside 

the central agricultural organisations, such as the Dutch Arable Farming Union (1992), the Dutch 

Pig Farmers’ Union (1994), and the Dutch Dairy Farmers’ Union (1996), each devoted to 

representing the specific interests of a particular branch of agriculture. In 1995, the erosion of the 

three central agricultural organisations (the Royal Dutch Agricultural Committee; the Catholic 

Farmers’ and Horticulturists’ Union; and the Christian Farmers’ and Horticulturists’ Union) led 

to their merger into a new organisation: the Dutch Federation of Agriculture and Horticulture 

(Land- en Tuinbouworganisatie Nederland, LTO Nederland). LTO Nederland became a federal 

organisation of independent regional and sectoral associations, with the regional organisations 

assuming predominance, and with the primary objective of direct interest representation. 

At the moment when this national and central agricultural representative organisation emerged, 

the very legitimacy of the Agricultural Board as a central representative body was also called into 

question.40 Moreover, this body, as a more or less closed agricultural bastion, increasingly no 

longer fit with the philosophy of marketisation as the principal steering mechanism. The 

Agricultural Board may have functioned best during the 1960s and 1970s, even though the first 

small cracks were already visible. With the increasing difficulties of the 1980s, changes in the 

EEC and EU, and particularly the new ideas regarding economic policy and the role of 

government, the Agricultural Board found itself in serious trouble. The original idea of sector co-

governance had eroded, as agriculture and rural areas of the 1980s were no longer the same as 
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those of the 1950s and pre-Second World War period. Farmers had become a small minority in 

rural areas; economically they were no longer dominant; politically, they were also not. Only in 

land use they remained dominant.41 

The problems that arose in agriculture from 1990 onwards (mad cow disease, swine fever, dioxin-

contaminated poultry; and in the twenty-first century foot-and-mouth disease, avian influenza, 

and Q-fever) were increasingly difficult to resolve under the old agricultural governance model, 

because they directly affected agricultural practice, which had become ever more ‘industrialised’. 

Parts of Dutch society became more critical of agriculture, which among other things led to the 

formation of the Party for the Animals in 2002. Some farmers experienced the sometimes harsh 

criticism of agricultural practice as a rejection of, and insufficient recognition for, their 

achievements. 

When in 1995 the central agricultural organisations merged into LTO Nederland, not long 

afterwards none of the participants in the Agricultural Board were able to sustain it. ‘The ideal of 

collective action suddenly acquired a more individual, business-economic interpretation rather 

than a collective one,’ as Krajenbrink observed.42 In 2000 it was formally abolished. The 

commodity and sector boards continued to exist – precisely because, in practice, many of the 

public tasks of the Agricultural Board had been administered through them. In 2015 they too 

were formally dissolved.43 The VVD in particular, through MP Charlie Aptroot, had strongly 

advocated for this: he viewed the public-law business organisations as incompatible with free 

enterprise. He saw entrepreneurship as an individual endeavour, and not – as it had emerged in 

the nineteenth century – as a means to shape collective free enterprise within a democratic co-

governance framework. The debate on the primacy of politics reflected that a very different 

climate had taken hold. In fact, the abolition of the sector boards ran counter to the downsizing 

of the ministry. Tasks reverted to the ministry, at least to its externalised services. At the same 

time, sectoral organisations were established under EU law to perform part of the functions of 

the former commodity boards, including the authority to set general rules and levy charges.44 

By around 2010, the hollowing out, decline, and dismantling of agricultural governance, which 

had taken shape after the Second World War but was largely a continuation of pre-war 

developments, had been completed without a clear new model having emerged. It can be said 

that the modernist solution of controlling social processes through the nation-state, which had 

functioned for most of the twentieth century, no longer sufficed in an era of marketisation, 

globalisation, individualisation, and digitalisation, in which authority, science, and control 

operated differently.45 Agricultural co-governance and self-governance no longer existed. The 

share of the agricultural sector in the economy and employment had fallen to a minimal level; 
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farmers’ organisations were no longer the powerful entities of the 1950s with a large and closely 

connected membership; the public–private layer around agriculture had been dismantled; and the 

Ministry of Agriculture had been abolished. Rural areas had changed through suburbanisation 

and an influx of urban migrants. The agricultural sector itself had changed. Agriculture was no 

longer the mix of strong organisations, market, and government. In large part, the sector had 

become trapped in market forces, with a need for further intensification and specialisation to 

compete globally, while simultaneously facing government measures aimed at mitigating 

undesirable effects on landscape, animals, nature, and climate. The narrower agricultural layer 

remained partly cooperatively organised and therefore still in farmers’ hands, but at the same time 

was highly centralised and distant from individual farmers. Courage and legitimacy (who could 

still provide them?) and the coalition of actors to overcome this impasse were still lacking. 

What did occur, however, was that since 2019 the Netherlands once again saw the emergence of 

a farmers’ party: the Farmer–Citizen Movement (BBB).46 It was perhaps unsurprising that this 

happened at a moment when the debate about agriculture was no longer primarily administrative, 

but above all political. Behind the discussions about practical problems in agriculture, the 

question had increasingly become: what kind of agriculture can and does Dutch society still 

permit? Despite its name, the BBB focused primarily on defending existing agricultural interests, 

rather than advocating for a broader, green, acceptable, and productive form of agriculture. 

Conclusion 
In this situation, it was difficult in 2023 to reach an Agricultural Agreement in the manner of the 

agricultural governance model, in which sector, market, and government worked together. That 

model no longer existed, and the social conditions under which it functioned were also absent, as 

I have shown in this article. That this issue is not purely an agricultural problem, but a broader 

societal one; not purely a Dutch problem, but one that occurs in many societies, is self-evident 

and adds further complexity, as these different sectors and spaces actually influence one another. 

Although there is no clear direction, this does not mean that nothing is happening or that 

nothing has been achieved in recent years. The chairperson of the (failed) Agricultural Agreement 

advocates learning from the experiences and organisation of that process, and establishing an 

agricultural table responsible for setting the agenda, monitoring implementation, and addressing 

generic policy developments.47 Such an agricultural table could form a new coalition of actors. In 

addition, there are numerous serious proposals for a more sustainable agricultural sector.48 

Furthermore, there are sectoral and regional attempts to arrive at workable solutions.49 Recently, 
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a number of organisations (government, sector parties, market and supply chain actors, and civil 

society organisations) agreed to a covenant on animal welfare in livestock farming, although 

others immediately claimed that it was insufficient.50 On a completely different level, within the 

EU, the discussion on the Green Deal is ongoing.51 

Activity abounds, but what remains absent is a widely accepted framework that can provide 

direction for solutions and legitimacy to coalitions of actors. In its absence, we can expect many 

protests and societal conflicts in the coming years. 
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Fig. 1: Total number of agricultural holdings (CBS, Developments in Agriculture in Figures. 

https://dashboards.cbs.nl/v4/dashboard_landbouw/. Accessed 5 September 2025). 

 

Fig. 2: Average cultivated area per holding (CBS, Developments in Agriculture in Figures. 

https://dashboards.cbs.nl/v4/dashboard_landbouw/. Accessed 5 September 2025). 
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