
Farmers under pressure
Recent emigration of Dutch farmers
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When it’s freezing and temperatures 
don’t rise above zero degrees Celsius 
in the daytime, an epidemic seems to 
break out among the Dutch popula­
tion. Crowds of people don their 
skates and take to the ice. When it’s 
been freezing long and hard enough 
their thoughts turn to the northern 
province of Friesland: will there be 
an Eleven Towns Tour this year? In 
February 1985, the event was held 
for the first time in 22 years. The 
winner of this 200-kilometre skating 
race was a young farmer named 
Evert van Benthem. A year later, 
when the tour was also held, Van 
Benthem won again. He now became 
the most famous farmer in Holland. 
A few years ago, a Dutch bank com­
pany made a TV commercial featur­
ing Van Benthem as a farmer on his 
own farm. The message of the com­
mercial was: get big by staying 
small. Except Van Benthem himself 
didn’t want to stay small. In 1999 he

announced his decision to sell his 
farm and emigrate to Canada. His 
motive: lack of opportunities to ex­
pand his business. A policy of envi­
ronmental development is pursued 
in the region where he lived. This 
means that both the government and 
private nature organisations buy 
farmers’ land in order to return it to 
its natural state. Those who want to 
stay on their farm can apply for sub­
sidies for »natural« land manage­
ment. This environmental develop­
ment policy is just one of the reasons 
that many Dutch farmers are looking 
for opportunities to emigrate. How­
ever, for the majority of farmers, for 
personal or economic reasons emi­
gration is not a practical option. 
Their only real option is to quit their 
business for good.

Van Benthem is not the only 
farmer who decided to emigrate be­
cause of lack of opportunities in the 
local environment. Nowadays, about
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300 farmers leave the Netherlands 
every year. According to emigration 
consultants and estate agents, more 
than 4000 farmers have serious plans 
to emigrate. According to an opinion 
poll held in 1999, 21% of Dutch farm­
ers have plans to leave the country.1 
What is the reason for the recent 
wave of emigration and to which coun­
tries do Dutch farmers emigrate?

Emigration in the 1950s 
Many people in the Netherlands re­
member uncles and aunts who emi­
grated to Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand in the 1950s. They left the 
country because they were dissatis­
fied with their situation. They still 
had vivid negative memories of the 
depression of the 1930s and the Ger­
man occupation. Furthermore, they 
had no reason to expect that the 
standard of living would improve 
anytime soon. In 1947, more than 
70% of the population held the view 
that their standard of living was 
worse than before the war.

Dutch farmers had specific prob­
lems. Young farmers found it almost 
impossible to start their own busi­
ness. Land reclamation to provide 
more land for cultivation was not the 
solution. Furthermore, many farm­
ers had a mental resistance to taking 
a non-agrarian profession. Thou­
sands of farmers left the country on 
the advice of consultants from emi­
gration offices.

Most agrarian emigrants in the 
1950s were young farmers who had

to work as employees before they 
could start their own farm. Older 
farmers with large families wanted 
to be able to give their sons their own 
business. However, because of ex­
change controls the options for ex­
porting capital were limited. It was 
therefore difficult for these emi­
grants to establish a good livelihood. 
Only a quarter of the farmers who 
emigrated to Canada between 1947 
and 1955 succeeded in building up 
their own farm. The majority of 
agrarian emigrants found a non­
agrarian profession.2

For most of the emigrants who left 
the Netherlands in the 1940s and 
1950s, emigration was the decision of 
a lifetime. About 30% didn’t succeed 
and returned.3 At the end of the 
1950s emigration lost its appeal. 
Most young farmers found non­
agrarian jobs and for those who still 
wanted to become farmers, there 
were new options. The rise of inten­
sive livestock farming offered the op­
portunity to establish a business on a 
limited plot of land. It became easy to 
obtain credits and investment subsi­
dies to build new stables. Those who 
emigrated already had family or 
friends in the land of their choice.

Restrictive agricultural policy 
and non-agricultural claims 
The main reason that many Dutch 
farmers nowadays consider emigra­
tion is related to the change in agri­
cultural policy in the last 15 years. 
After World War II, the main aim
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Unge Hollsendere demonstrerer. Pa banneret star: »Vi, vil ogsa vsere landmsend«.

was to produce sufficient amounts of 
low-priced food. In order to achieve 
this goal, Dutch agriculture under­
went a process of modernisation. 
Small farms were wound up, and 
medium-sized farms started a pro­
cess of specialisation and growth. 
The aim was to reduce costs so that 
products could be sold cheaply. Once 
the food shortage was over, Dutch 
farmers started to produce food for 
export. The establishment of the Eu­
ropean Common Market was a 
tremendous stimulus for Dutch agri­
culture, especially for the breeding of 
cattle, pigs and poultry. In the 1960s 
and 1970s, factory farming appeared 
on the less fertile soils in the eastern 
and southern parts of the Nether­

lands. In order to start a new pig or 
poultry farm, only a small strip of 
land -  on which to build stables -  
was necessary. Manure could be sold 
or given away to other farmers. 
Dairy farming also underwent a 
process of modernisation and 
growth. In the 1950s, ten cows was 
enough to earn a living. Twenty-five 
years later, a farmer typically owned 
more than 70 cows, and cows pro­
duced more than twice the quantity 
of milk that their ancestors did.

This agricultural development had 
its price: overproduction, a manure 
mountain and the high costs of fi­
nancing the European agricultural 
policy. In order to reduce the various 
excesses, in 1984 the European Com­
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munity introduced a levy on milk. 
Each farmer was given the right to 
produce a certain amount of milk. If 
he produced more milk, he was pe­
nalised. Although in some ways this 
measure was a blessing for many 
farmers, it was the first in a series of 
measures and rules that restricted 
the freedom of farming. After 1984, 
farmers could only expand their 
business by buying the right to pro­
duce from other farmers.

The most radical changes in Dutch 
agricultural policy aimed at reducing 
the excess of manure. In the last 20 
years the Dutch government has 
tried to achieve this by all possible 
means. Its measures were not always 
successful. In the first 10 years -  be­
tween 1984 and 1994 -  the aim was 
to reduce the output of manure with­
out reducing the livestock popula­
tion. While pig farmers and the agri­
cultural industries pinned their 
hopes on making new products from 
manure, the government tried to im­
pose an administrative system to 
control the input and output of chem­
icals like phosphate and nitrogen. 
Farmers had to make new invest­
ments in order to reduce their out­
put, without the certainty that the 
investments would be sufficient. 
Farmers resisted because all these 
measures encroached on their entre­
preneurial freedom and introduced 
uncertainty about their future. Since 
1994 the government has tried to re­
alise its goals by reducing the live­
stock population. As long as raising

meat prices is not a possibility — 
Dutch agriculture is dependent on 
the Common Market -  reducing the 
livestock population equates with de­
clining income. Whereas big farmers 
have the capital to buy new licences 
to keep more animals, small farmers 
have no other choice than to wind up 
their business.

New investments were also neces­
sary in order to comply with new an­
imal welfare rules. These rules are 
the results of public criticism of the 
way animals are kept in modern 
farms. Laying batteries will be for­
bidden in the near future and calves 
will have to be kept in bigger stables. 
Like the measures to reduce manure 
output, farmers are being forced to 
make new investments without the 
promise of any gain. The public criti­
cism of animal welfare also has a 
psychological aspect. Although ani­
mals are primarily a means of pro­
duction, most farmers have an emo­
tional bond with their animals and 
don’t like to be criticised about the 
way they care for them.

Pig and poultry farmers are not 
the only ones who have to cope with 
a restrictive agricultural policy. For 
dairy farmers the reduction of the 
quantity of phosphate and nitrogen 
they can spread on their pastures 
also causes problems. Those who 
want to expand are not only obliged 
to buy the licence to produce more 
milk, they also have to buy more 
land. Land is not easily available in 
a densely populated country. This
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brings us to another problem: non­
agricultural claims on land. In the 
densely populated areas of the 
Netherlands, farmers have to make 
room for new houses, motorways, 
railways and industrial estates. In 
other parts of the country -  as was 
the case with the skater Evert van 
Benthem, who went to Canada -  the 
government and environmental or­
ganisations buy farmers’ land in or­
der to transform it into new country 
zones. The opportunities for starting 
new farms or expanding existing 
ones are rare nowadays. The only 
regions where this is still possible 
are the less densely populated 
northern provinces of the Nether­
lands. Here we see a national varia­
tion on international migration: 
farmers from the western and 
southern parts of the country settle 
there and start new farms. As a re­
sult, the traditional arable farming 
of this region is being replaced by 
dairy and pig farming.

The Dutch agricultural policy of 
the last 20 years and the increasing 
non-agricultural claims on farmers’ 
land has produced an unfavourable 
climate for farming entrepreneurs. 
The government’s treatment of farm­
ers whose business has been threat­
ened by livestock disease has further 
worsened the climate. In 1997, after 
the outbreak of swine disease in the 
south of the Netherlands, the gov­
ernment exploited the crisis to pre­
pare legislation that would dramati­
cally reduce the livestock population.

In 2001, after the outbreak of foot- 
and-mouth-disease, many farmers 
had the impression that the govern­
ment had one purpose only: to get rid 
of them.

This is the climate in which many 
Dutch farmers are contemplating 
their future. For many -  especially 
those who have small farms and old­
er farmers without successors -  liq­
uidation is the only option left. It was 
not for nothing that many farmers 
decided to take advantage of the re­
cent buying-up regulation introduced 
by the Ministry of Agriculture. Oth­
ers -  young farmers, older farmers 
with successors, and financially 
strong farmers -  will possibly consid­
er emigration.

Recent emigration 
The first signs of growing interest in 
emigration among farmers appeared 
in the 1980s. A study published in 
1989 by the Dutch Agricultural Eco­
nomic Institute confirmed this. Ac­
cording to this study, 17% of the 
farmers in the survey occasionally 
toy with the idea of emigrating. Five 
percent of them have inquired about 
emigration but as yet have no defi­
nite plans to settle abroad. They 
have attended an information meet­
ing, or travelled abroad to explore 
the possibilities of emigrating. One 
percent of the interviewed farmers 
had concrete plans.4 The farmers 
considering emigration were 
younger, better educated and had 
larger farms than those who had
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never thought about it. The group of 
farmers contemplating emigration 
were often relatively specialised in 
intensive livestock breeding. Never­
theless, most of them had a dairy 
farm.5 The farmers interviewed were 
also asked about their reasons for 
considering emigration. Measures to 
curb production were most often 
mentioned as an important factor. In 
addition, uncertainty about future 
agricultural policy and high taxes 
ranked high. A future for the chil­
dren and the feeling that the Nether­
lands is becoming overpopulated, ar­
guments often cited in the 1950s, 
played only a modest role.

Changing patterns 
In the 1980s, Dutch agricultural em­
igration was traditionally oriented at 
countries outside Europe. Farmers 
were interested in countries where 
their family or former neighbours 
had emigrated to in the 1950s: Cana­
da, the United States, Brazil, Aus­
tralia and New Zealand. According to 
the study I mentioned, more than 
50% of the farmers who had gathered 
information about emigration were 
interested in Canada. Other tradi­
tional emigration destinations were 
also mentioned. Interest in emigrat­
ing to European countries was low.6 
If we look at the actual emigration 
figures we see a contradiction. Al­
though the largest contingent went 
to Canada — 61 in 19887 -  Denmark 
was also popular. Most of the 85 
Dutch farmers who settled here be­

tween 1985 and 1992 arrived in 1988 
and 1989.8

Since 1989, the character of Dutch 
agricultural emigration has changed 
radically. The developments in Cen­
tral and Eastern Europe, above all 
the reunification of Germany, creat­
ed new opportunities. A later study 
published in 1992 by the Dutch Agri­
cultural Economic Institute con­
firmed growing interest in emigra­
tion among Dutch farmers. As meas­
ures to restrict production and re­
duce manure output became more 
rigid, more farmers attended infor­
mation meetings about emigration 
and participated in study tours.9 Un­
like the 1980s most agricultural em­
igrants stayed in Europe. In 1991, 
about 30 farmers went to France. 
Denmark had become less popular, 
but nonetheless absorbed ten farm­
ers’ families in that year. Twenty 
farmers started a new enterprise in 
the former German Democratic Re­
public. Other destinations in 1991 
were Belgium, Great Britain, Ireland 
and southern European countries. 
The total agricultural emigration 
from the Netherlands to other Euro­
pean countries was estimated at 100 
to 125 holdings. Only 40 emigrants 
travelled to countries outside Eu­
rope. In 1991 about 30 farmers start­
ed a new life in Canada, about half 
the number of those who emigrated 
three years earlier. The total number 
of agricultural emigrants was esti­
mated at 150.10

From interviews with emigration
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consultants and estate agents, the 
Agricultural Economic Institute dis­
tinguished four types of emigrants. 
The first and most important group 
is young farmers running modern 
holdings. For them, emigration is a 
challenge to build a larger and even 
more modern farm that offers expan­
sion opportunities for them and their 
children. The second group consists 
of older farmers with one or more 
successors. They see emigration as a 
way of creating a good start for the 
next generation. Both groups -  
young farmers and old farmers with 
successors -  have enough capital for 
settling abroad. The third group 
mainly consists of farmers’ sons who 
lack funds to start a farm in the 
Netherlands but have spotted the po­
tential of other countries, perhaps 
through working on farms abroad. 
The fourth group comprises agricul­
tural entrepreneurs starting a pro­
duction unit abroad while keeping 
their enterprise in the Netherlands. 
They do this merely to take advan­
tage of the lower costs of land and 
labour in foreign countries.11

Growing numbers 
The emigration consultants and es­
tate agents interviewed forecast that 
the numbers of Dutch farmers and 
horticultural growers who decided to 
emigrate would increase, a forecast 
that has become reality. According to 
recent figures, about 300 farmers 
emigrate each year. Emigration con­
sultants estimate the number of

Dutch farmers currently planning to 
emigrate at between 4000 and 5000. 
The Dutch agricultural policy and 
growing urbanisation are the main 
reasons for emigration. All parts of 
the agrarian sector are represented: 
dairy farmers, pig and poultry farm­
ers, arable farmers and growers. 
Lower land prices make buying land 
in other countries very attractive.12 
After a decline in the early 1990s, 
Canada regained the pole position 
among emigration countries. Every 
year, between 100 and 120 farmers’ 
families move to Canada. Most of 
these families own a large dairy 
farm. Canada also offers good oppor­
tunities13 for pig and poultry farm­
ers. Most emigrants start a new farm 
in provinces with large groups of 
Dutch emigrants, like Ontario and 
Alberta.

Between 35 and 45 emigrants go to 
Denmark. Half of them are young 
farmers starting their first enter­
prise. France, where a similar num­
ber of emigrants start new business­
es, is attractive because of low land 
prices. Their farms are smaller. East 
Germany is still attractive for large 
dairy and pork farmers.14 According 
to emigration consultants, emigra­
tion to Germany will decline. Most of 
the farms that were available have 
been sold.

If we look at the current Dutch 
agricultural situation, we can expect 
the emigration trend among Dutch 
farmers to continue. It is unlikely 
that developments in agricultural
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policy will stop now. The reduction of 
the area of farming land will also 
continue. The countries farmers will 
choose to emigrate to will be diverse. 
Apart from those who choose over­
seas countries like Canada, a large 
number of farmers will stay in Eu­
rope. Former communist countries 
like Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary might become attractive. 
Within a few years these countries 
will become members of the Euro­
pean Union. Land is cheap and the 
need for agricultural modernisation 
beyond dispute. One of the problems 
is that foreigners cannot buy land. 
The alternatives are to lease land or 
start a joint venture with a local 
partner.

In 2000, the Dutch Minister of 
Agriculture, Laurens-Jan Brink- 
horst, visited Hungary. During this 
visit he discussed the country’s set­
tlement opportunities for Dutch pig 
farmers with his Hungarian col­
league. According to Brinkhorst, 
Hungary has a shortage of pig farm­
ers and a surplus of unused land. Be­
cause the Netherlands has a surplus 
of pig farmers, Brinkhorst wishes to 
encourage them to emigrate or start 
a second production unit in Hun-

NOTER

gary.15 Southern Europe has possibil­
ities for grass-growers. By starting a 
new production unit they will be able 
to produce throughout the year. The 
light conditions for growing grass are 
good and wages low.16

Not the decision of a lifetime 
Since dissatisfaction with the Dutch 
agricultural situation is the reason 
that most farmers decide to emi­
grate, agricultural developments in 
the destination countries are espe­
cially important for migration pat­
terns. If Denmark introduces new, 
more stringent environmental regu­
lations, it may lose its attraction for 
Dutch farmers. Immigration might 
decline, and Dutch farmers who have 
already settled in Denmark might 
consider emigrating to another coun­
try.

Nowadays emigration is not the 
decision of a lifetime. Farmers leave 
their country because they are look­
ing for better opportunities. The suc­
cess of migration depends on the suc­
cess of the farm. If farmers are un­
able to earn a living in another coun­
try with cheaper land and start sub­
sidies, returning to the Netherlands 
becomes a serious option.
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