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Executive summary 
In the Netherlands the dairy sector is the largest agricultural sector in terms of land use. Considering 
the increase in demand of organic milk products that is far distanced from reaching the demand, there 
is room in the market for growth in the organic milk production. Through a focus on the young 
(future) farmers in their education, young farmers can become acquainted with the possibilities 
organic dairy farming versus the ubiquitous conventional dairy farms. Together with improved 
regional collaborations and a national organic conversion programme in collaboration with a powerful 
market player like Friesland Campina, young farmers could be helped to overcome the difficulties in 
the transition from conventional to organic. What’s more, despite the doubts about financial support 
from the Dutch Government that is often raised, this support could help the increase of organic farms 
to meet the current and future growing demand of organic dairy products. 
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Introduction 
An issue that has risen in the past years in varying levels of concern is the issue of sustainability. 
Globally, nationally, locally and in business the term is given a lot of consideration and the United 
Nations reported a definition of the term years ago (Brundtland, 1987), which indicates that it is not 
simply a contemporary problem. When applying the issue of sustainability to the food industry, 
questions could rise on how sustainable conventional or organic foods are compared to each 
other.  Organic agriculture has become a growing phenomenon over the past years, with producer 
apply and consumer demand gathered in national, regional and local initiatives (Willer et al., 2010). 
However, in the Netherlands this growth is less in number of farms than conventional farms (Mons, 
2014). As dairy farms have a substantial place in the Dutch farming industries – some twenty thousand 
farms out of thirty thousand cattle farms in Holland are dairy farms (CBS, 2015)- it is interesting to 
take a closer look into the differences in possibilities of organics farms versus conventional farms in 
the Netherlands as Figure 1 gives an overview of. When the term sustainability is applied the main 
goal is to investigate which, organic or conventional, is the most sustainable option for Holland by 
using a MESMIS sustainability analysis and to come up with good guidelines for growth of the 
production of organic cow milk. What’s more, key issues of the conversion from conventional to 
organic dairy farming will be identified by looking in to the motives of young farmers in the sector, as 
they are the future of the agricultural sector (Sukkel & Van der Waal, 2007) and they are more likely 
to adopt new innovations than the older farmer’s generation (European Economical Social Committee, 
2011). As the current market share of dairy production is 4,8 percent we aim to guide the production 
up to 14,8 percent by 2050, although a note must be made that the statistics only show the market 
share of the whole dairy production chain, not only on milk. This means that this percentage is taken 
as a starting point but it is not exact for the milk production chain.  
 
By developing a system diagram (Figure 1) for the national dairy market chain of Holland and 
identifying the main causes for the hampering growth of the organic dairy industry we hope to present 
key criteria for assessing the social, economic and environmental benefits of organic vs. conventional 
systems and design critical values to asses system performance indicators and to develop criteria for 
the national policy development and trade to enhance sustained growth and production in the 
Netherlands. 
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Production  

Dutch situation 
On average a dairy farm in the Netherlands consists of some 85 cows (CBS, 2015b). In general, after a 
female dairy calf is born, the goal is to become a milk producing dairy cow within twenty-four months 
(DeLaval, 2011). In order to reach that a calf should gain some 700grams of weight every day 
(DeLaval, 2011). Between the age of six to ten months it is crucial that a heifer is fed well to prevent 
her from developing too much fat tissue. In general the recommended feed for heifers is grass, hay, 
silage and silage maize (DeLaval, 2011).  
 
In 2014 1572287 cows were housed in the Netherlands divided over 18581 farms (LEI, 2014). The 
total amount of land cultivated in the Netherlands was 1,8 billion hectares in 2013 of which 54% was 
used as dairy farm land (CBS, 2014a). The dairy sector therefore is the largest agricultural sector in 
the Netherlands in terms of land use. As cows are ruminants, some seventy percent of dairy cows in 
the Netherlands still grazed outside on a regular basis in 2011 (CBS, 2014b).  
In 2014, 12468509 Kg of milk was delivered to dairy factories in the Netherlands and 200000000 
litres of milk did not go to factories but was used by the farmer to feed calves or to make cheese and 
farm ice cream with (CBS, 2015b).    
Currently there is a shortage in the production of organic milk in the Netherlands and there is room for 
a considerable amount of farmers to convert to organic (Bionext, n.d.). 
 
On the 1st of April 2015, the milk quota was banned (Europa Nu, 2015). This quota had dominated the 
European dairy sector in the past thirty years and it is expected that the milk price will drop 
considerably because of this (Europa Nu, 2015). In order to prevent farms from industrializing all too 
much farmers may only buy more cows if they have enough room to expand their land (Europa Nu, 
2015). These changing developments in both the organic dairy sector and in the dairy sector as a 
whole ask for newly created types of policies for the sector. 
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Dairy Farming System 

 
Figure 1: The Dairy Farming System for the Netherlands	  

 
Note: Red applies to conventional; green to organic; and blue is applicable for both. 
 
The left side of the diagram shows the input of the dairy farm system and gives an idea of where the 
clearest differences in conventional versus organic are (use of chemicals, fossil fuels or strictly natural 
fertilizer such as clover and manure). 
In the middle, a cycle of the system shows the rotation in the sector and the outputs of it (emissions 
and income). 
The right part of the diagram shows the result of the farming system: meat (slaughtered dairy cows), 
milk and animals (new-born calves). 

Reasons why we should go organic in the Netherlands 
In the Netherlands, there has been a growing demand for organic milk (Distrifood, 2012). The 
shortage of organic milk production in the Netherlands has even been solved by importing organic 
milk from abroad (Bionext, 2012b). Young farmers who are just starting on a farm of their own or 
who are taking over their family farm therefore have an opportunity in the organic dairy farming 
market.  
Organic dairy farming contains many beneficial elements. In general, IFOAM has published its 
definition of organic agriculture in which it states that it is a production system that supports the health 
of the soil, ecosystems and human beings (2005). It is based on ecological processes, biodiversity and 
natural cycles that are adapted to local conditions. Organic agriculture combines tradition, innovation 
and science in the benefit of the joint living environment and improves honest relationships and a good 
life quality for its stakeholders (IFOAM, 2005). 
Organic milk could be said to be healthier than conventional milk on some aspects. Research by the 
Louis Bulk Institute has shown that organic milk contains more healthy fatty acids such as omega-3 
and CLA, which both have positive effects on developing cancer, cardiovascular diseases and reducing 
eczema (Burgt & Hospers-Brands, 2009). The possible cause brought up for this is the healthy, fresh 
diet that organic cows receive in the form of grass. 
Organic (dairy) farming has positive effects on biodiversity as well. Instead of chemical fertilizer only 
natural manure is permitted that stimulates soil life and which generates more food for insects (Task 
Force Marktontwikkeling en Biologische Landbouw, 2007a). Soil life is necessary for a healthy 
development of the soil and for water regulation in the soil. The World Food Organization considers 
the loss of plants and animal species one of the major problems of current times due to loss of 
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biodiversity in the soil (Task Force Marktontwikkeling en Biologische Landbouw, 2007a). At present 
the estimation of the Netherlands is that not more than 15 percent is left of the country’s original 
biodiversity (Bionext, n.d).  
In terms of climate change and environment, organic dairy farming pollutes less than conventional 
farming in general. The emission of greenhouse gasses per ton of product is less than in conventional 
dairy farming and there is evidence that in organic farming more organic matter is taken in by the soil 
which reduces the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere (Task Force Marktontwikkeling en Biologische 
Landbouw, 2007b). Organic soil has better capabilities of storing water, which makes the soil more 
resistant in times of drought. The energy consumption per ton of organic milk is less than in 
conventional dairy farming (Task Force Marktontwikkeling en Biologische Landbouw, 2007b). 
Soil exploitation is a major problem both globally and in the Netherlands. Organic farming can help 
restore the soil, because it has ecological and environmental benefits in terms of biodiversity, pollution 
and soil life. Organic milk has health advantages because of healthy fatty acids and it has lower energy 
consumption than conventional dairy farming. Therefore it can be said that organic farming is more 
sustainable on the elements discussed above than conventional dairy farming. 
  



 
 

 
 

7 

Conversion to organic dairy farming: legislation and opportunities 
The term "organic agriculture" was legally established in a number of EU regulations; these 
regulations relate to the production and labelling of organic products (BioKennis, n.d.). An organic 
agricultural product has to meet a number of requirements with regards to the production. All organic 
farmers must get certified and monitored. In the Netherlands, the SKAL Foundation is responsible for 
this. In terms of animal and farm management, some specific guidelines are provided by SKAL (Skal, 
2013). 
 
Keeping cows organically differs from conventional dairy farming. Cows must have enough pastures 
to graze, a maximum of 1.77 large cattle unit per hectare is permitted due to the emission of nitrate 
(LEI-Bedrijven Informatienet) which would obligate a farmer to either buy more land or keep less 
cattle on his land if he would convert to organic dairy farming. In conventional farming it is not 
obligated for cows to graze outside, in organic it is (Skal, 2013).  
As much of the raw feed of an organic dairy farm as possible (at least 60%) should come from the 
farmer’s own land (Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, 2010) which lowers the 
production costs of feed. However, much land is needed on an organic dairy farm to produce its own 
feed and that creates challenges on the purchase and use of land and on finding local suppliers of 
organic feed.  
Annually, an acquisition to a maximum of 10% of the current adult livestock is allowed. Animals 
acquired should be organic, when the availability of organic animals is insufficient, female calves 
could be acquired with exemption. In this case, those calves should pass a conversion period of 6 
months before they may calf. 
The minimum of stall room for organic dairy cows is 6 m2 (Skal, 2013) (see Table 1 and Appendix 1) 
and the average of conventional dairy farms varies from 5-10 m2 (WakkerDier, n.d.). Stall room 
therefore should not give all to many problems when converting, although it is generally not allowed 
in organic farming to have a cow tied up in its stall (Skal, 2013). That would mean that some stall 
adjustments are needed when converting to give cows space to walk around in the stalls. 
The number of productive milking days for organic cows is 317, for conventional cows it is 342, 
although an organic cow lives longer on average (4 years against 3.1 years conventional) 
(AgriHolland, 2013). An organic cow produces 6650 Kg of milk per year on average whereas a 
conventional cow produces 7600 kg of milk per year (Jong & Zoest, 2001). However, the market price 
of milk for organic is higher and research outcomes show that organic farmers usually have a higher 
income than conventional farmers on the long term (Thillo, 2012). 
Because of the strong increase of consumer demand on organic milk a shortage of some forty million 
litres of organic milk has arisen. Friesland Campina is assiduously searching for farmers that want to 
convert from conventional to organic dairy farming (Innofood, 2012).  
Table 1 gives an overview of the constraints for both conventional and organic dairy farming. 
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Table 1: Constraints conventional vs. organic dairy farming 

Conventional  Organic  
Use maximum of two acres of land for stalls At least 6 m2 room in stall per cow 
Part of the manure must be processed to 
avoid exceeding amounts of manure. 

100% of the manure must be used or sold as 
organic manure on your own farm or elsewhere. 

Producing costs around 45 cents, market 
price some 35 cents per liter.  

Production costs around 55 cents, market price 
some 50 cents per liter. 

Farmers generally are prohibited to vaccinate 
against diseases such as foot&mouth disease. 

No preventive medicine/antibiotics allowed, use 
natural cures preferably. Use of antibiotics only 
after permission. 

 The feed must be organic. 
 Daylight and natural ventilation in the stables is 

mandatory. 
 The cows may not be tied up. 
 A minimum of 60percent of the feed must come 

from your own farm or local feed. 
 Calves should get milk from their mother. If this is 

not possible, powder milk is allowed. 
There are rules for the maximum emission of ammonia. 
There are rules for the maximum emission of scent. 
Until the 1st of April 2015 farmers in the Netherlands were restricted to a milk quota. The quota 
has been released but farmers may only expand if they have enough land to drive off the manure. 
 
Table 1 shows the constriction of organic dairy farming that preventive antibiotics are not allowed 
(Skal, 2013). Antibiotics may not be administered to cows more than three times per year (Skal, 2013). 
Therefore some health risks could appear in organic farming compared to conventional. 
Ways of ensuring a cows health condition is by adequate nutrition and living conditions. Additionally, 
since the use of preventive antibiotics, sedatives and medicines is prohibited and only allowed if 
necessary and under the veterinary allowance, many farmers have started using homeopathic and 
natural medicines (Skal, 2013).  
Furthermore, organic dairy farmers in the Netherlands are advised to raise rather strong cow breeds in 
order to ensure their cow’s health condition (Skal, 2013). Conventional breeding is currently allowed 
in organic dairy farming (Skal, 2013). However, these cows are not adequate enough to resist and fight 
the diseases without conventional treating (medicines and antibiotics). It is therefore that a breeding 
programme for organic dairy farming was initiated (BioVee, 2015). In this organic sector, artificial 
insemination is allowed (SKAL, 2013) and up to current there are eight bulls available for AI (BioVee, 
2015). 
 
When converting from conventional to organic dairy farming, some restrictions may cause difficulties 
for farmers. Since the cows must graze outside and they should have more room per acre than 
conventional cows, problems may occur in land use, land purchase or possibly even keeping less 
cows.  
The prohibition on the use of preventive and regular antibiotics, sedatives and medicine would force a 
farmer to resort to homeopathic and natural medicines. 
Stables may need adjustments and possibly buying new equipment would bring initial expenses. 
However, the market price of organic milk is higher than that of conventional and there is a high 
consumer demand for organic milk. Moreover, organic farmers usually have more income than 
conventional farmers on the long term. 
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Recommendations for increasing yield and production 
Each year, 500.000 ha of conventional land convert to organic (European Commission, 2014b). 
During the period 2000-2012 the total organic area m2 has increased by 6.7% yearly on average to 
reach an estimated 9.6 billion hectares which is 5,4% of the total utilised agricultural area in the EU 
(European Commission, 2014b). The European Commission designed an action plan for the “future of 
organic production in the European Union” (European Commission, 2014b, title).  
The purpose of the action plan is to support the growth of the organic sector together with the changes 
to the legislative framework especially. This would be done by finding new media and long-term 
pathways for the solutions to the challenges that supply and demand bring. 
The action plan for the period up to 2020 focuses on three priority domains (European Commission, 
2014b): 

1. Increase the competiveness of EU organic producers, by: increasing awareness of and 
synergies with EU instruments targeting organic production. 

2. Address the technical gaps in organic production, with research, innovation and their 
dissemination 

3. Increase information of the organic sector, as well as on the market and trade. 
 
According to Bond (in: Thijssen, 2012) there are opportunities for the organic dairy industry to 
increase the production within the Netherlands. This is mainly a result of an increasing demand and 
interest from the Dutch consumers towards the organic sector. In the past two years the organic dairy 
production has been doubled and still there is more room for upscaling (Thijssen, 2012). Currently  the 
market is facing a shortage in the milk supply and in general there is a demand for  billions of litres of 
organic milk which means there is room for 20  more organic dairy farms (Bionext, n.d.). According 
to Thijsen, who is the brand manager of Arla biologisch, it is very important to communicate well 
about organic sector and stimulate the sector by e.g. attractive product development (2012). However 
to gain interest of conventional farmers, the amount of land needed and land prices are challenging 
(Figure 2). 
 
 Source: Land- LEI/CBS 

 
 
The Dutch Government 
The government should play an important role by stimulating the organic dairy sector (Aarts et al., 
2010). An example of stimulating the sector would be providing subsidies to farmers who want to 

Figure 2  Agricultural Land Prices Europe (BRON). 

Figure 2 Prices of Agricultural Land in the Netherlands 2011 
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convert to organic agriculture (Provincie Noord-Holland, 2010). Moreover, the government should 
finance and facilitate education programs for farmers who aim to convert to organic dairy production 
and teachers could make use of online learning platform (Bionext, 2015). Organic courses and lectures 
as part of agribusiness educational programs could stimulate a change in the mind-set of young 
students and this would possibly contribute to the willingness of young farmers to change to organic 
dairy production in the future. Organic agriculture could benefit the natural environment and therefore 
could be very interesting for governmental plans towards landscape design (rural development) 
(Peppelenbos, 2004).  Since 2015 is the year of the soil (FAO, 2015), the government could stimulate 
organic farming in order to increase biodiversity. According to Wijnand Sukkel and Bartold van der 
Waal (2007) the government should shape the preconditions in which the organic dairy sector can 
develop itself. These preconditions should be (1) creating better access to land and (2) make these 
landprices more attractive to farmers who want to convert to organic (Thijssen, 2012) According to the 
action plan of organic agriculture in the future from the EU , regional institutions do play a crucial role 
for further development towards organic farming in the future (European Commission, 2014). This 
could mean that the national government gives away tasks to regional institutions (Biojournaal, 2015). 
According to Wijnand Sukkel and Bartold van der Waal (2007), farmers would appreciate support 
from the government focused on fiscal benefits, more promotion and a continuous support in terms of 
subsidies during the conversion period as illustrated in Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3 Expections from the Agricultural Sector towards the Government concerning Organic Farming (Sukkel, 
van der Waal, 2007) 

Young farmers 
According to Ohajji (2011) young farmers are the future and therefore they can be seen as an 
important target group for the government to support organic dairy production within The 
Netherlands. Referring to table ‘percentage of farming community below the age of 35’ aging in the 
dairy sector can be seen as a serious challenge at the moment. More and more young people leave their 
parents farm and start a different career (KennisOnline, 2011). This aging problem also results in a 
lower percentage of farmers in general and also a lower percentage of potential organic dairy farms 
(conventional farmers who want to convert to organic dairy production). According to Sukkel and Van 
der Waal (2007), older generations are less likely to change their farm management to organic 
production. Referring to the SWOT analysis, young farmers are more likely to take a risk (Europees 
Economisch Sociaal Comité, 2011). Moreover, they are more likely to adopt new innovations and 
more likely to implement new techniques (Europees Economisch Sociaal Comité). However, referring 
to figure 2 land prices are increasing and this could be seen as a serious threat, since organic farming 
usually requires more land. 
 
Concluding, young farmers can be seen as future agents and can be seen as examples for next 
generations as well. The reason why young farmers are an attractive target group for the government is 
because the they are more susceptible to new ideas and innovations than older generations. Moreover, 
young farmers are often not afraid to take a risk. They are most likely to new strategies and implement 
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new techniques since in general they are more flexible and willing to change their farm. In order to 
support these young farmers, the government should provide attractive policies that benefit these 
farmers. Most important ways in doing so would be; facilitating access to land, compensating losses 
during the conversion period and facilitating educational programs. 
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Dairy process 
Raw milk is milk that is not processed (e.g. not pasteurized).  This milk can be used for consumption, 
however the Dutch government has set strict rules. These include that raw milk is only available at the 
farm itself and should be cooked at home first before consumption, but raw milk is not allowed to be 
sold in supermarkets etc. (Nederlandse Voedsel- en Warenautoriteit, 2006). All milk that is sold on the 
market (e.g. shops, supermarkets) is processed milk. Processing is an important step in the chain, 
because through this process e.g. harmful bacteria are killed. Raw milk can contain bacteria that have a 
risk for human health (Nederlandse Voedsel-en Warenauthoriteit, 2006). Some of these bacteria: 
escherichia coli, bacilus cereus and listeria monosytogenes (Nederlandse Voedsel-en 
Warenautothoriteit, 2006). Processing milk increases durability, is better for consumers’ health and is 
therefore concidered as a crucial step in the dairy production chain (Nederlandse Voedsel- en 
Warenauthoritieit, 2006). Currently most milk is collected at farms and processed at different factories 
within the Netherlands. Milk can be processed into many different dairy products such as butter, 
cheese, yoghurt, buttermilk and milk powder (ZuivelOnline, 2015).  

Analysis of the milk processing chain 
Organic milk is processed separately from conventional milk. (Friesland Campina, 2015) The milk is 
collected at the farm and transported (in cold tanks with a temperature of 7°C) to the milk factory 
where the milk is being processed.  Throughout the whole chain SKAL regulates the different steps to 
ensure the organic quality. In organic it is not allowed to add artificial flavours to the milk (Groene 
Koe, n.d.).  Moreover, all additional ingredients (e.g. fruits, sugar) needs to be organic certified as well 
(Groene Koe, n.d.). Both conventional and organic milk undergoes the same processing steps. 
However Biodynamic milk is standardized,  and pasteurized but not homogenized (Van de Vijver & 
de Wit,  2009).  
Most of the time, the milk is thermized direct after the milk arrives at the factory. Through 
thermization the milk is heated up till– 65°C for about 15 seconds to kill bacteria to keep the milk on 
quality during a few days before it gets processed. After thermization, the milk is centrifuged, which 
means the cream is separated from the milk. After this, the milk is being standardized. Because milk is 
produced at different farms, the composition of the milk also differs from farm to farm. The 
composition depends e.g. on the type of cow that is being used, the food the cows get to eat and the 
season (Puhan, Z., 1992). Standardization is the process of standardizing the milk regarding fat and 
protein content and this is beneficial for the overall quality. The benefits of standardizing milk are 
uniformity of the end product (Rattray & Jelen, 1996). The next step is homogenisation the process 
that changes the physical structure of the milk (Michalski, 2007). Homogenization of milk reduces the 
size of fat drops and regarding the health of people; homogenized milk is better digestible than milk 
that is not homogenized (Michalski & Januel, 2006). Then, pasteurisation: the process of heating the 
milk to increase the shelve life and kill bacteria that are harmful for human health. The milk is heated 
up to 72°C for about 15 seconds (Dairy Council, n.d.). 
The final steps are packaging, cooling and transporting (distribution) to wholesalers, retailers before 
the milk reaches the consumers in the end.  An illustration of the value chain of milk is figure 5 below. 
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Processing milk 

Figure 4 Milk processing (Jumbo, 2014) 

 
Value Chain of Milk 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 Value Chain 
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This is a basic value chain in which the main actors of the organic diary chain are illustrated. 
Companies such as Friesland Campina and Arla dominate most of the chain; they have farmers 
organized in producer organisations that deliver milk directly to them. These two companies are also 
responsible for the processing and wholesale of organic milk. These products are available to 
consumers to purchase in supermarkets, specialized shops or other outlets. 
 
Friesland Campina 
It is important to look into large dairy process companies in The Netherlands which would be able to 
process more organic milk if the organic milk production in litres would increase with 10% by 2025. 
Friesland Campina processes both conventional and organic milk and can be seen as the leading 
process company in the dairy sector in The Netherlands and beyond.  
Friesland Campina is one of the world largest dairy cooperatives and has many experiences already for 
140 years (Friesland Campina, 2015a).  The Company’s central office is in Amersfoort. However, 
Friesland Campina has offices in 32 countries and employees over 22,000 people. Friesland 
Campina’s products are exported to more than 100 countries within Europe, Asia, Africa and South 
America. And has a revenue of 11,4 billion per year (Friesland Campina, 2015a). 
Friesland Campina is a collaboration between Royal Friesland Foods and Campina, which started in 
December 2008 (2015a). Different brands are included: e.g Friesche Vlag, Chocomel, Milner, 
Campina and many more.  Friesland Campina has 13,696 member dairy farms in the Netherlands, 
however they also have members in Germany and Belgium, which results in a total of 19.054 
members (Friesland Campina, 2015a). These members are independent entrepreneurs. Friesland 
Campina’s ambition is to be a successful dairy company in the market and there aim is to have close 
relationships with its members, customers and consumers (Friesland Campina, 2015a). 
 
Organic milk  
Friesland Campina also works towards sustainability and 130 member of the cooperation process 
organic or biodynamic milk (AgriHolland, 2013). Friesland Campina is the largest supplier of organic 
dairy and the largest processor of organic milk within the Dutch market and can be seen therefore as a 
key stakeholder within the Dutch organic dairy industry. The products are being sold under the brand 
name Zuiver Zuivel, Groene Koe and Ecomel (Friesland Campina, 2015b). 
Because Friesland Campina has a crucial role in the organic dairy sector as a processing company, it 
has a relevant position to stimulate the organic dairy sector. Besides that, it has a strong goal towards 
sustainability (Friesland Campina, 2015) and in this picture organic milk would fit as well. 
 
Export to China 
There is a growing demand for organic milk production within the Dutch market (Thijssen, 2012). 
However, current developments hint towards expanding the organic market to other countries. China 
is a very important example of trading partner for Friesland Campina (Frielsand Campina, 2015). 
Currently, the Chinese market for Organic milk is increasing (Boerderij, 2012). This demand could be 
an answer to also possibly increase the Dutch organic dairy industry with 10% by 2025. China imports 
mainly processed baby food (International Trade Center, 2011).   

The potential role of Organic Dairy Farms in a more regional context 
The clustering of regional organic farms is seen as one of the potential solutions by the Ministry of 
Agriculture in order to facilitate the growth of organic agriculture (Stokkers et al, 2005). In his paper, 
Stokkers describes regional clustering as a specific form of horizontal, vertical and intersectoral 
cooperation, where the geographical location of the firms is essential to the success of the elaboration. 
The horizontal cooperation in this sense represents enterprises from the same cluster while the vertical 
entails different enterprises with different links in the chain. The clustering of activities mainly 
concerns the alignment of procurement, production, processing and distribution, sales and marketing. 
The increased efficiency in the structure and organization of such business model leads towards a 
decrease in the cost for all the participants of the collaboration. According to Stokkers the reduced 
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costs for the participating farmers in the cooperation, could effectively allow a decrease the cost price 
of the final products. Which might increases the demand for organic products. 
 
Through regional clustering the market for organic local produce, which in Holland according to 
Stokkers et al. (2005) already entails from 5 to 20% of its turnover in organic AGF and dairy, could be 
better supplied and maybe even create a new customer.   
In more detail the collaborative relationships mostly facilitate the exchange of know-how and the 
alignment of different activities like purchasing, production, distribution and marketing (Stokker et al, 
2005). In his paper, Stokkers describes that these relationships exist in both horizontal as vertical 
cooperations. In some specific cases this could even apply to cooperations between companies from 
different production chains (intersectoral collaboration). The motives behind joining forces in a 
regional collaboration, as Stokkers logically states, differ. Nonetheless the most important ones 
according to Stokkers are the following:  

• Efficiency motive, through improving the alignment of production and processing 
• The motive of power, together building a strong front towards a large party 
• Civil motive, enforcing the legitimacy to achieve a licence of producing 

The regional clustering of the procurement of raw materials could in the organic dairy farming result 
in decreased transaction and distribution costs.  The cooperation and coherence of participating farms 
is enhanced through the short distance.  Besides that the supplier experiences benefits from the 
collaboration as well considering the larger quantities. According to Stokkers (2005) there is one catch 
here, at the time of tightening the rules on the use of concentrates in organic farming; the benefits will 
probably be reduced. 
Another approach towards the regional clustering is more diversified farms, not merely focussing on 
one specialized product, but making use of the exchange of fertilizer and raw materials allowing 
nutrient cycles to close (Meeusen et al., 2003). Perhaps in a new regional context the diversified farms 
can obtain a new format without losing the benefits of its specified production. Stokkers suggests the 
linking of an organic arable farm and an organic dairy farm to be one of the solutions (Stokker et al., 
2005). In his paper he mentions multiple benefits like balanced rotation systems which prevents pests 
and diseases, self-sufficiency and better assurance of the origin of the raw materials. Besides that it 
delivers economic benefits through the low transport costs, efficient labour and maybe even the joint 
usage of labour and machinery. This results in higher yields, lower nutrient losses and more efficient 
use of labour. There are disadvantages though to the regional clustering, even though the closing of 
cycles on a regional level, the bigger the cooperation, the more difficult to logistically align the 
organization. According to Meeusen (2003) a system that’s too complex will lose its flexibility for 
individual participants and results in higher transportation costs. Also a good cooperation of different 
farms and stakeholders requires time and effort in order to align correctly (Prins et al., 2004). In 
cooperation with different stakeholders their interests are different, whereby Prins (2004) states that 
the farmers should prefer long-term interest over short-term profit. 
Unfortunately up until now it’s not easy for organic farmers to close the cycles, due to the fact that 
different sectors aren’t balanced on national level but also on specified regional levels (Meeusen et al., 
2003).  
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Policy recommendations  
Organic milk is processed the same as conventional milk (De Vijver & De Wit, 2009). As mentioned 
before, Friesland Campina is the largest milk processing company in The Netherlands (Friesland 
Campina, 2015). Friesland Campina is quite unique because it is a cooperative at the same time and 
coodinates the total chain at all different levels (from production to wholesaling). Friesland Campina 
would be an excelent partner when aiming to the goal of 10% growth by 2025 because, 1) it has the 
most updated knowledge about dairy sector, 2) it has the capacity to grow because it is in a developing 
market, 3) it has an agenda on sustainability and 4) it works closely together with farmers (Friesland 
Campina, 2015). Therefore we suggest that Friesland Campina should set a clear company policy to 
have more organic dairy suppliers by 2025 and exert pressure on its current suppliers to convert to 
organic farming. Since Friesland Campina is also expanding the organic dairy export to China it has a 
lot of room to grow before reaching the consumer demand. 
 
Organic Conversion Programm 
 
Together with the other important stakeholders of the dairy sector such as Friesland Campina, an 
Organic Conversion Program will be designed for young farmers in the Netherlands. This program 
would step by step guide young farmers through the process of converting to organic for 2 years.  A 
close collaboration with wholesalers such as FrieslandCampina would help to motivate farmers who 
want to make a shift. Through face-to-face conversation with farmers and by using a Bio-Barometer 
(Water, 2012), young farmers who are willing and have the potential to switch to organic will be 
identified. The Bio-Barometer is a list of questions that helps farmers to determine whether their farm 
is suited to become organic and after it was applied in a organic conversion campaign in Northern 
Holland, 25% of the farmers addressed switched to organic (Water, 2012). This would be an attractive 
and useful tool to identify if farmers could successfully make the shift to organic dairy production.  
After identification of the possible farms that can switch, the farmers will be asked to make a business 
plan towards conversion whereby their feasibility will be checked. If this plan looks successful, the 
government should finance the losses and make attractive deals for farmers that need to buy or lease 
more land (land use plan that favours organic production).  
In the first years of the conversion, the exchange between the participants of this conversion system 
should be supported by a special platform. A Farmer’s Association could be set up for these farmers to 
exchange knowledge and information virtually and organize meetings. 
In the next marketing chapter we go into detail on how to carry out these policy recommendations. 

Marketing 
According to the Business Dictionary marketing is the management process of a service or product 
that often includes the use of the 4 P’s. The following marketing strategy will focus on young farmers 
who are considering the transition to organic dairy farming.  The 4 P’s were used as inspiration in the 
elaboration of the following marketing mix. 
 
Farmer problems related to transition merely relate to a lack of governmental, institutional and 
financial support ( Cranfield et al., 2010). In order for farmers to have an economical gain from the 
organic farming system, they have to pass through the economically challenging conversion years 
(Acs et al., 2007). Therefore, the following marketing mix aims to assist and ease farmers, especially 
during the conversion years. 
 
Product 
The Dutch dairy chain is confronted with the challenge to produce and develop sustainably (Dairy 
Campus, 2015). Currently there are already 366 organic dairy farmers in the Netherlands (CBS, 2015) 
who strive for a more sustainable farming method by ensuring that cows have a maximum outdoor 
grazing time, by organic consumption feed, by not using chemical, etc. (Friesland Campina). 
The organic milk that is produced through this method is better viewed by consumers. Although there 
is yet not much evidence that organic products are healthier than conventional ones, consumers do 
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perceive organic products (e.g. milk) to be healthier and more sustainable (Mangnusson et al., 2003). 
In other words, organic milk is a legal quality mark which shows that the milk was produced 
according to the Organic Farming Standards (Hill & Lynchehaun, 2002). When looking into 
the  consumer perspective, they consume organic milk merely because it tastes better (Hill & 
Lynchehaun, 2002), because of its nutritional value and animal welfare standards (Magnusson et al., 
2003). 
 
Price 
Every farmer that is motivated to convert into organic dairy farming will be also assisted financially. 
Financial problems should not be a reason holding back farmers to convert into organic farming. 
Therefore, the Ministry of Agriculture will assist as much as possible in this criteria; farmers who are 
in need of more land will also be assisted to acquire the needed amount of land. 
Moreover, in order to benefit from this financial assistance every farmer will have to come up with a 
business plan towards conversion. This plan should include a motivational letter, in which the farmer 
explains why she/he wishes to convert into organic farming, but should also include: current farm 
situation, changes that will be needed for conversion, how they will get the needed money (amount 
they can contribute themselves), desired goals formulated SMART, SWOT from the conversion, etc. 
This plan will be checked and if accepted, the farmer will benefit from the conversion benefits. 
 
Place  
The farmers willing and motivated to switch to organic farming will be working closely toether with 
the dairy farmers converting to organic but also with other neighbouring organic farmers. The 
clustering of regional organic farms is viewed by the Ministry of Agriculture as one of the potential 
solutions to facilitate the growth of organic agriculture (Stokkers et al, 2005). Therefore, these future 
organic farms will be regionally clustered. 
 
By having farmers organized this way many benefits can be obtained, such as decreasing the cost for 
all of the participants. One of the reasons this can be achieved is because farmers have the opportunity 
to focus merely on one specific product, and can then make exchanges of these products with other 
famers (who specialize on another product (Meeusen et al., 2003). This could mean exchanging 
manure for foddage with another farmer. By having this structure, the nutrient clycle can be closed and 
farmers simultaneously have an economic gain. 
 
Promotion 
Thee Bio-Barometer was applied in Noord-Holland and resulted in a 25% success rate on conversion 
to organic of the farmers that were addressed (Water, 2012). This approach will be used in face-to-face 
meetings with young farmers. In these meetings they will be well informed about the possibilities of 
going organic. The Bio-Barometer will be used as a tool to quickly determine the current state of the 
farm and the possibilities of conversion to organic. This will also allow the farmer to have an 
impression of the benefits and the reasons to switch to organic farming. The entire outline of the 
Barometer and the score form can be found in Appendix 5. 
 
Moreover, not only financial help will be given to these farmers but also  an educational program will 
be facilitated for these farmers. This educational program (Organic Conversion Program) will consist 
mainly of how to farm organic. This will offer farmers a place to learn with other about organic 
farmers and can be used as a place to ask questions.  This program will guide these young farmers 
throughout the two years of conversion. 
Furthermore, this educational program will be in close collaboration with the Farmer Association. The 
Farmer Association will be a virtual platform where these young farmers can exchange and learn about 
each other’s experiences, but it will also be a place where future plans and developments can be 
discussed. This association will also be present in order to have a better contact and cooperation with 
other stakeholders in the organic dairy value chain. This Association will for example allow an easier 
and closer collaboration with e.g. Friesland Campina. In addition to the virtual discussion area that 
will be set up via a website and a Facebook page, meetings will be arranged at least four times per year 
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in order for the farmers to discuss face-to-face and invite guest lecturers who can speak about new 
developments. 
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Facts and figures 
The demand for organic products has been growing globally for two decades, but is now accelerating. 
Besides the increased demand in Europe the export of dairy products towards Asia is growing as well, 
which should also be taken into account. Mostly China, South Korea and Taiwan are developing a 
domestic market for organic products. The research of Zeelenberg et al. (2014) for Bionext, based on 
among others interviews with over fifty leading companies in the organic sector, showed that the 
overall turnover of organic exports in 2014 amounts to more than 928 billion Euro (see Appendix 3). 
When comparing these data to the total turnover of organic exports in 2013 this accounts for a growth 
of more than 12%. 
Bionext estimated Dutch milk production in 2013 at an average of 140 billion kilograms per year 
(2015). In 2013 another 35 farmers were making the transition from conventional to organic farming, 
which means another 18 million kilograms can be added to the previous number mentioned (Bionext, 
n.d.). To meet the demand for organic milk in Holland today, another 20 dairy farms should make the 
transition to organic farming according to Stevering (Bionext, n.d). Considering the fact that these 
figures originate from 2013, and the demand for organic milk is still growing, more and more farmers 
should consider withdrawal from the traditional conventional system. 
According to a study by Evers et al. (2008), when calculated, as shown in Appendix 3, the milk yield 
is roughly 6700 kilograms of milk per cow per year. That means 9000 litres per hectare regarding 75 
cows per hectare. The labour costs for a farmer is 49.000 euro per year (Appendix 4), while taking into 
account other expenses this leads towards 59,9 euro cent per litre. But because of income through 
selling livestock and for instance selling feed, the cost price is reduced towards the average sales price 
of 55,4 euro cent per litre.   
More specifically, according to Maurits Steverink, chain manager Task Force Organic Agriculture 
Market Development at Bionext, the demand for organic dairy in 2014 the Netherlands estimates 
around 40 billion litres per year. He implies there is room in the market for at least another 80 new 
organic dairy farms. The price per litre milk is on average 8ct above conventional, therefore 
conventional farmers, who produce less than 13.000 kilograms of milk per hectare, should perceive 
the transition from conventional to organic dairy farming in the financial perspective as an interesting 
option (Thijssen 2012, p. 18/19). 
 
MESMIS 
In figure 5, the scores are between 0.0 and 1.0. The higher the score means the most positive outcome 
on the given indicator (for instance use of antibiotics: the less that is used in farming, the higher the 
score in the table). 
For the first indicator, welfare of calves, we looked at how much time calves are nursed by their 
mother (see Appendix 2). It can be argued that it is more sustainable to use a suckling system for a 
duration between three days to three months because there is evidence that this is beneficial for the 
growth of calves and it has a positive effect on the milk production of the calve in its first lactation 
(Langhout & Wagenaar, 2006). Another positive effect is the social development of the calve. The 
suckling system is hardly used in conventional dairy farming, where calves are mostly bucket fed. 
However, in organic dairy farming in the Netherlands it is gaining popularity (Langhout & Wagenaar, 
2006). 
The second indicator, use of medicine, looks at the use of antibiotics in dairy farming. In organic dairy 
farming this should be a very low amount (Skal, 2015) while in conventional farming the use of 
antibiotics is permitted both preventively and as a cure, although there is a decrease noticable (SDa, 
2014). 
For soil quality we looked at the use of chemical fertilizer. In terms of sustainability, natural fertilizers 
are better for the biodiversity of the soil and soil life (Task Force Marktontwikkeling en Biologische 
Landbouw, n.d.). Chemicals are prohibited in organic farming but it is very common in conventional 
farming. 
For sustainable energy we looked at the global warming potential (GWP) of organic and conventional 
dairy farms. For organic farms this potential was lower than for conventional dairy farms (De Boer, 
2003). 
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The added value of the product is determined by the extra input a farmer implements in his production 
system. This means the whole range of broadening activities or side activities that improve social 
sustainability, such as care farming, selling the product on the farm or organizing open days 
(Koepelprogramma Biologische Landbouw, 2004). In organic farming these initiatives happen in 60 
percent of all farms whereas conventional farms fall back with only 20 percent (Koepelprogramma 
Biologische Landbouw, 2004). There are no specific numbers for how many dairy farms engage in 
these side activities, although being organic could already be argued as a broadening activity.  
The financial income in the table is determined by the milk price. In organic farming the market price 
for milk is some fifty-nine cents (Evers et al., 2008) compared to thirty cents per litre for conventional 
milk (Crommert, 2015). 

 

  

Figure 5 MESMIS Analysis Dutch Dairy Farming 
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SWOT 
To evaluate the feasibility of the project, a SWOT analysis is conducted (Table 2). This analysis 
focusses on the strength, weaknesses, opportunities and threats related to the feasibility of promoting 
young farmers to convert to organic dairy production within The Netherlands. 
 
Table 2: SWOT Analyses Young Farmers and Organic Dairy Farming 

 
Weaknesses 

 
Threats 

Lack of experience Subsidies are very little 
 

Insufficient starting capital Conversion period will cost money and time 
Lack of long-term vision The first years production/income will decrease 
Weak management skills High costs of organic certification fees 
 Risk of failure 
 No support from family members, neighbours 
 High costs of re-organizing the farm 
 High costs of changing machinery, buildings/stable 

etc. 
 
*The target group will be young farmers up to an age of 30 years, which are in the position to take 
over the farm of their parents (so access to land is secured). 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
Strengths 

      
Opportunities  

Young farmers* are more flexible and open to 
try new farming techniques 

Consumer concern about health and animal welfare 

Young farmers are more likely to take a risk Consumer willingness to pay more for ethical 
products 

Young farmers already have an agronomic 
background (e.g. they grew up on their 
parents farm) 

Organic dairy production provides in general higher 
farm net income 

Young farmers are more likely to adopt new 
innovations (more likely to experiment with 
new techniques) 

Subsidies that favour young farmers 

Young farmers often have an intrinsic 
motivation to farm differently from their 
parents (and therefore could be stimulated to 
shift to organic) 

Young farmers are an example for following 
generations, so changing the mind-set of this group 
could influence next generations as well into 
producing organic 

These young farmers often have a higher 
education 

Organic dairy sector still is a developing market 

 Governmental interest for structuring Dutch 
landscape 

 Organic milk price is 8ct higher than convent.          
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1  Overview: Organic Farming Regulations 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 2  Table: MESMIS Analysis for Dutch Dairy Farming 
 

Factors Organic Dairy Farming 
Health o No preventive use of medicines, sedatives, hormones control and antibiotics 

(SKAL, 2013) 
o Antibiotics and medicine max. use 3x a year per animal (SKAL,2013) 

Feeding o Must be organic 
o At least 60% of feed from the farm or linked farms. Up to 30% may come 

from in conversion sources (Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development, 2010) 

Housing o Per animal at least 6m2 
Reproduction o Artificial insemination allowed (SKAL, 2013) 

o However, other forms of artificial 
o Reproduction are prohibited (Louis Bolk & WUR, 2009) 

Pasturing o Often as possible (SKAL, 2013) 

 
Organic  

Nursed by 
their mother 

Antibiotics Chemical 
Fertilizer  

GWP Extra 
farmer 
input 

Milk price 

Welfare of 
calves 

0.5      

Use of 
medicine  

 0.8     

Soil quality   1.0    
Environment     0.7   
Added value     0.6  
Financial 
income 

     0.6 

 
Conventional  

Nursed by 
their mother 

Antibiotics Chemical 
Fertilizer 

GWP Extra 
farmer 
input 

Milk price 

Welfare of 
calves 

0.2      

Use of 
medicine  

 0.3     

Soil quality   0.0    
Sustainable 
energy 

   0.5   

Added value     0.2  
Financial 
income 

     0.4 



27 
 

Appendix 3  Table: Bio export 2014 in numbers (in Dutch) 

 
Source: Bionext, 2014          
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Appendix 4  Overview: Practical cost price of organic milk (in Dutch) 
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Appendix 5  Outline: Bio-Barometer (in Dutch) 
 
Algemene gegevens bedrijf: 
 
Grondsoort 
1    klei, zavel of veen  
2    humusrijke zandgrond 
5    humushoudende zandgrond 
10  droge humusarme zandgrond 
 
 
Ruwvoer areaal 
1    groter dan 60 ha  
2    50 tot 60 ha    
5    40 tot 50 ha 
8    kleiner dan 40 ha 
 
Melkproductie per ha 
1    lager dan      8.000 kg per ha 
2      8.000 tot  10.000 kg per ha 
4    10.000 tot  12.000 kg per ha 
6    meer dan    12.000 kg per ha 
 
 
Veebezetting per ha 
1    minder dan 1,5 gve 
2    1,5 tot 2 gve 
3    2 tot 2,5 gve  
7    meer dan 2,5 gve 
 
 
Huisvesting 
1    Moderne loopstal met ca 6 m2 per 
melkkoe  
5    Moderne loopstal met < dan 6 m2 per 
melkkoe  
10  Verouderde, dan wel te kleine 
huisvesting 
10  Grupstal  
 
 
Stikstof per ha uit kunstmest  
1    minder dan 150 kg per ha grasland 
2    150 tot 250 kg per ha grasland 
5    250 tot 350 kg per ha grasland  
8    meer dan 350 kg per ha grasland  
 
Fosfaattoestand van de grond 
1    ruim voldoende of hoger 
2    voldoende  
3    lager dan voldoende 

 
 
 
Kalitoestand van de grond 
1    ruim voldoende of hoger 
2    voldoende 
3    lager dan voldoende 
 
 
pH van de grond ( ) = veengrond 
1    5,5 (4,8) of hoger 
2    lager dan 5,5 (4,8) 
 
 
Kg krachtvoer per 100 kg melk: 
1    minder dan 20 kg 
2    20 tot 25 kg 
5    25 tot 30 kg 
8    meer dan 30 kg 
 
 
Gezondheid 
Maakt u gebruik van: 
-     tochtig spuiten van koeien en/of pinken 
- systematisch droogzetten met antibiotica 
- middelen tegen maag- en darmwormen 
1    nee  
2    ja, van 1 van de 3 
3    ja, van 2 van de 3  
4    ja, van alle 3  
 
 
Motivatie van als ondernemer(s) 
1    economische- en maatschappelijke 
motieven 
3    maatschappelijke motieven 
5    economische motieven 
 
 
De mogelijkheden voor extensivering 
 
1    ja, met meer dan 10% van huidig 
areaal  
5    ja, met max, 10% van huidig areaal 
10  nee, geen land in de omgeving 
beschikbaar   
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Bio-Barometer Score Form 
 
Uw eindscore:         

     

   punten 
 
Advies bij deze score 
 

• minder dan 30 
punten 

 
 

 
• Uw bedrijf is al relatief duurzaam ingericht. 
• Er zijn nauwelijks aanpassingen voor omschakeling nodig 
• Het is verstandig om op korte termijn de perspectieven voor 

omschakeling op een rij zetten 
 

 
• 30 tot 40  

punten 
 
 
 
 

 
• U bedrijf heeft goede mogelijkheden om de bedrijfsvoering 

verder te verduurzamen. 
• Wel zijn er aantal goede  mogelijkheden, om naar een 

biologische bedrijfsvoering om te schakelen  
• Hiervoor zijn wel aanpassingen noodzakelijk aanpassingen zijn 

nodig 
•  Het is daarom verstandig om de technische mogelijkheden en 

de economische consequenties voor omschakeling, op een rij 
te zetten.  

 
 

• Meer dan    40 
punten  

 
• Er zijn voor uw bedrijf relatief ingrijpende aanpassingen nodig 

voor een biologische bedrijfsvoering. 
• Hierdoor zijn de perspectieven om op korte termijn om te 

omschakelen, relatief beperkt 
• Indien u de perspectieven voor de toekomst toch wilt 

onderzoeken, is het verstandig om dit eens te bespreken met 
een gespecialiseerde adviseur in economie en strategie 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 


