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STELLINGEN 

1. Ten onrechte is het kleine-boerenvraagstuk in Nederland 
gereduceerd tot zijn technische en ekonomische aspekten (dit 
proefschrift). 

2. Inspelen op de behoeften en situatie van kleine bedrijven 
veronderstelt de ontwikkeling van een skala aan bedrijfs-
strategieën binnen het drieluik 0V0. 

3. Lokale voorlichtingsprojekten voor kleine bedrijven 
sorteren relatief weinig effekt als daarnaast geen sterkere 
beleidsinstrumenten centraal worden ingezet (dit 
proefschrift). 

4. Een effektieve doelgroepenbenadering door de landbouwvoor­
lichting is gebaat bij een integratie van technische en 
sociaal-ekonomische voorlichting (dit proefschrift). 

5. Voor de revitalisering van de relatief kleinschalige 
landbouwstruktuur in oostelijk Europa is de vorming van een 
OVO-drieluik onontbeerlijk, mits daarin de aspekten uit de 
vorige drie stellingen zijn verwerkt. 

6. De hoeveelheid kennis die in Nederland aanwezig is omtrent 
kleine boeren en voorlichting in ontwikkelingslanden is 
omgekeerd evenredig aan de aandacht die de Nederlandse 
landbouwtop heeft voor dit onderdeel binnen de eigen 
landsgrenzen. 

7. Regionale, historische en culturele konteksten spelen een 
rol in de zo homogeen geachte Nederlandse agrarische sektor 
(dit proefschrift). Het verdient daarom aanbeveling het begrip 
"bedrijfsstijl" in de voorlichtingskunde te hanteren op de 
wijze waarop prof. Hofstee het in al zijn zeggingskracht heeft 
benut. 
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8. Het aanwenden van akkerbouw herstruktureringsgelden voor 
lokale initiatieven is tegenstrijdig met de aard van het 
akkerbouwprobleem, dat een grootschalige en diepgaande aanpak 
vraagt. 

9. Uitgaande van het kriterium van arbeidstijd van het 
bedrijfshoofd bestaat ongeveer een kwart van de Nederlandse 
agrarische bedrijven uit deeltijdbedrijven (Spierings, 1991: 
38). Uitgaande van het kriterium van inkomen van het 
huishouden bestaat wellicht de helft van de Nederlandse 
agrarische bedrijven uit full-time bedrijven. 

10. Alhoewel het bedrijfsleven een belangrijke rol is 
toebedacht in de financiële haalbaarheid van 
kinderopvangvoorzieningen, worden zij afgeschrikt door de 
warwinkel van lokaal geldende verordeningen, kostprijzen, 
contractbepalingen en huisregels die het gevolg zijn van de 
decentrale uitvoering van het kinderopvangbeleid. 

11. Decentrale uitvoering van het kinderopvangbeleid legt een 
te grote claim op de relatie tussen gemeente enerzijds en 
uitvoerende instantie anderzijds. 

12. "Het verkrijgen van een titel veronderstelt deskundigheid, 
maar deskundigheid resulteert zelden in een titel" (zo sprak 
de oude dorpeling). 

B.M. Somers, Small Farmers and Agricultural Extension 
Wageningen, 9 oktober 1991 
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation reports the results of the research 
project "Employment in Agriculture and Extension". Primary 
aims of the project were: a) to identify categories of farmers 
who are homogeneous in their survival strategies and b) to 
indicate ways agricultural extension could help farmers 
optimize their survival strategies. The project focussed on 
those farmers with a small farm, who have generally little or 
no contact with extension. 

The empirical basis of the project consisted of an 
exploratory research in Westfriesland, an evaluation of an 
extension project for small farmers in Gelderland, and a 
qualitative survey in a dairy and in an arable region. 

The book contains two main parts. In the first part we 
investigate the character of the "small-farm problem" in 
various societal contexts, the solutions one proposed and the 
role of agricultural extension in alleviating the problem. We 
discuss the implementation and results of several extension 
projects for small-scale farmers in the 1970s and 1980s, 
especially the ways in which the various aspects of the 
instrument "extension" were used to improve the continuity 
chances for small farms. We concluded that for an effective 
target oriented approach the instrument extension has to be 
redirected in all its interrelated aspects. 

The second part of the book deals with the actual 
strategies of small-farming families. Their goals and 
strategies seem to be determined by a) the composition of the 
household and the stage in the family-cycle, ; and b) regional 
patterns of farming which bear a strong normative connotation 
(farming style) or are prompted by the local formal and 
informal knowledge system (centre function). 

People on small farms, so appears from the interviews, 
cherish specific norms and values about living and working in 
agriculture. They have a distinguishable perception of their 
profession. In general, small farmers experience that their 
professional image contradicts the professional image of large 
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farmers and extensionists. Moreover, they experience a disdain 
and demolition of their norms and values. The existence of 
these conflicting life-worlds hampers an effective target 
oriented approach of agricultural extension. 

The ideological contradicitons that are highlighted in 
this book, are rooted in the structural marginal socio­
economic position of small farmers. Therefore, a better 
utilization of the agricultural knowledge system by small 
farmers can not only be reached through alleviating problems 
of communication, but requires a general reconsideration of 
the valuation of small farms. This should mean that extension 
activities that aim to improve the small farmers' prospects, 
must be accompanied by stronger policy instruments. 
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SAMENVATTING 

Dit proefschrift handelt over de bevindingen van het 
projekt "Werkgelegenheid in de landbouw en voorlichting". De 
doelstellingen van het projekt zijn: 
a) identificeren van kategorieën boeren die homogeen zijn 
m.b.t. hun overlevingsstrategieën; 
b) aangeven op welke wijze de landbouwvoorlichting boeren kan 
helpen hun overlevingsstrategieën te optimaliseren. 
Het projekt richt zich op degenen met kleinere bedrijven, die 
over het algemeen weinig of geen kontakt met voorlichting 
hebben. 

De empirische basis van het projekt bestaat uit een 
verkennend onderzoek in Westfriesland, een evaluatie-onderzoek 
van een drie jaar durend voorlichtingsprojekt in Gelderland en 
een kwalitatief survey in Zeeland en Salland. 

Het proefschrift valt grofweg in twee delen uiteen. Het 
eerste deel bevat een onderzoek naar de aard van het "kleine 
boeren-vraagstuk" in uiteenlopende maatschappelijke kontek­
sten, de oplossingen die men voorstond en de rol van de land­
bouwvoorlichting daarin. In een bespreking van enkele voor­
lichtingspro jekten voor kleinere bedrijven wordt ingegaan op 
de wijze waarop het instrument voorlichting is ingezet om de 
kontinuïteitskansen van kleinere bedrijven te vergroten. 
Tevens komt naar voren het belang van een geïntegreerde bena­
dering van de diverse aspekten van voorlichting voor een 
effektieve doelgroepbenadering. 

Het tweede deel van het proefschrift handelt over de 
strategieën die door agrarische huishoudens worden gehanteerd 
om de kontinuïteit van het bedrijf veilig te stellen. Hun 
doelstellingen en strategieën blijken in belangrijke mate te 
worden bepaald door a) de samenstelling van het huishouden en 
de fase in de gezinscyclus en b) de regionale patronen van 
bedrijfsvoering die een sterk normatieve komponent in zich 
dragen (bedrijfsstijl) ofwel gevoed worden door lokale formele 
en informele kennissystemen (centrumfunktie). 

Mensen op kleinere bedrijven, zo blijkt uit het onder-
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zoek, hebben specifieke normen en waarden over leven en werken 
in de agrarische sektor. Zij hebben een karakteristieke norma­
tieve invulling van het beroep boer. Over het algemeen ervaren 
mensen op kleinere bedrijven dat het door hen gehanteerde 
beroepsbeeld konflikteert met dat van kollega's op grotere 
bedrijven en voorlichters. Ergo: zij ervaren een minachting 
voor en een afbraak van hun normen- en waardenstelsel. Het 
bestaan van deze konflikterende "life-worlds" belemmert een 
effektieve doelgroepbenadering van de landbouwvoorlichting. 

De ideologische tegenstellingen die in het proefschrift 
worden belicht, zijn verankerd in de strukturele marginale 
sociaal-ekonomische positie van kleinere boeren. Een betere 
benutting van het landbouwkennissysteem door kleinere boeren 
kan daarom niet slechts door betere kommunikatiemethoden van 
de voorlichting worden bereikt; het vereist een algehele 
herziening van de waardering voor kleinere bedrijven, wat zich 
vertaalt in de inzet van sterkere instrumenten dan 
voorlichting alleen. 
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CHAPTER 1: EXPLORING THE PROBLEM 

1.1 Preface 

This book reports the results of the research project 
'Employment in Agriculture and Extension', for which the 
proposal was written in 1983. Primary aims of the project were 
a) to identify categories of farmers who are homogeneous in 
their survival strategies and b) to indicate ways agricultural 
extension could help farmers optimize their survival 
strategies1. The research would focus on the farmers with non­
viable farms, a category that comprized roughly one-third of 
the total farming population. Until then these farmers had 
formed no target category for the extension services who were 
dedicated to encouraging farm development in the form of 
modernization and increased farm size. 

The project was a product of its time. In those years, 
the Netherlands suffered from the lowest economic growth rate 
and the highest unemployment rate in the OECD. A crucial 
question, thus, was how small farming families struggled to 
safeguard their employment opportunity and how agricultural 
extension could help with this struggle. In this first 
chapter, we will touch on several aspects of the problem and 
explore the societal and theoretical contexts in which the 
problem can be placed. 

1.2 Exploring the problem: its societal context 

The societal context in which the project was initiated 
was characterized by a diminishing labor-absorbing capacity in 
the service sector, a growing number of unemployed and a 
growth of the 'underground economy'. Until 1984, the stagnant 
economy and increasing problems with financing the social 
security system gave rise to a flow of studies about survival 
strategies of low-income urban families, the development of a 
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hard-to-grasp grey and informal economic circuit and the 
successes and failures of small- and medium-sized business. In 
agricultural circles, research was done on employment projects 
for rural youth and extension projects for small farmers. 
Thus, the project 'Employment in Agriculture and Extension' 
formed no exception in those days. 

Until the early 1980s, the service sector was able to 
absorb the surplus of labor from the agricultural and 
industrial sectors. As a consequence of the rationalisation of 
agricultural and industrial production after World War Two, a 
diminishing proportion of the labor force found work in those 
sectors. In 1965, 8.6% of the labor force was still employed 
in agriculture, but this figure declined to 5.8% by 1981 
(Godschalk, 1985). The percentage of people working in 
industry declined from 41.9% in 1965 to 29.9% in 1981. 
Increased labor productivity in these two economic sectors was 
accompanied by a growing national prosperity, so that the 
excess labor could be absorbed by a rapidly expanding service 
sector. Employment thus shifted from agriculture and industry 
to the service sector, the latter employing 49.5% of the labor 
force in 1965 and 64.3% in 1981. 

Two succeeding oil-crises in the 1970's caused the prices 
for energy and raw materials to increase tremendously. At the 
same time, environmental costs, taxes and wages rose. Many 
industries shifted their locations to low-wage areas in other 
parts of the world. But the service sector also felt the 
pressure of changing economic relationships. Because wages in 
this sector were coupled to wage trends in industry, the price 
of services increased constantly, while the services, 
generally labor-intensive, showed a lower growth in 
productivity than the industrial sector. Reorganisations and 
automation were deemed necessary to cope with those 
unfavorable price relations, but both interventions undermined 
the labor-absorbing capacity of the service sector. 

Along with the number of unemployed, the number of low-
income households increased in the first half of the 1980s: 
from 313.000 in 1981 to 650.000 in 1984. (In addition to the 
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unemployed, these were mainly retired people and divorced 
women with children who depended on social security payments.) 
And the fixed costs for maintaining a household - house-rent, 
energy costs and community taxes - still increased. Changes in 
the tax system and reductions in the social security payments 
nibbled even more from the already low incomes. 

Low-income households coped in different ways with their 
deteriorating situation, depending on their family situation 
and capabilities. They had to economize on food, clothing, 
subscriptions and gifts. Social isolation and deteriorating 
nutritional status were the most serious consequences of these 
kinds of strategies (Minina zonder marge 1984: Engbersen a.o., 
1986). Another way of coping with a low- income situation was 
producing one's own food and clothing and performing as many 
tasks as possible oneself. In some cases, repairing household 
fixtures and appliances, maintaining the house and garden, and 
other activities were no longer restricted to the household, 
but spread in a sort of informal communal economy (Pahl, 
1980). Although these informal production networks obviously 
satisfied the needs of those directly concerned, there were 
many detrimental consequences from a macro-economic point of 
view. More and more unemployed entered the so-called 
"twilight"-zone, the economic production that lies outside 
public control and that flows over in the "black" circuit. 
Here one pays "cash" for productive services, without paying 
(full) taxes or premiums. Although the "black" circuit of 
unemployed or those who otherwise received social payments 
formed only a small part of the total "black" circuit, their 
activities could lead to a diminishing of similar activities 
in the formal economy (Godschalk, 1985). Therefore the 
"twilight"-zone could not be considered an important source of 
future employment, but more an indication of societal problems 
(Renooy, 1984). 

That the unfavorable employment situation would have its 
drawbacks on agriculture could be expected. The unemployment 
rate in the agricultural sector had risen to 15% by 1984, 
while interest in working in this sector still grew, according 
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to the inflow of adolescents into agricultural vocational 
schools. Although a direct relationship was never proved, it 
was assumed that the renewed interests of adolescents in 
taking over the parental farm could be a reaction to the 
generally unfavorable employment situation outside agriculture 
(Van der Linden, 1985). Especially in areas with a feeble 
economic structure, succession seemed like the only choice 
available, because of the lack of alternative employment 
(Spierings en Wolsink, 1984). On the average, the succession 
rate increased from 36% in 1980 to 43% in 1984. Many problems 
were foreseen by the fact that, although the number of succes­
sors on smaller farms did not increase, still 5000 successors 
were to be found on farms that were considered too small to be 
viable 2. 

Increasingly, farming families on relatively small farms 
experienced problems coping with deteriorating incomes. The 
income situation on many farms was not very favorable. In 1984 
more than 30.000 farmers applied for an allowance for self-
employed, which was actually granted to nine out of ten 
applicants. It could be expected that farming families, 
especially on the smaller farms, needed more and more to 
economize on household expenditures and to combine on- and 
off-farm sources of income, thereby sliding into the "grey" 
circuit. It is in this general context that some research 
efforts were directed towards the employment situation in 
agriculture, towards survival strategies on small farms and 
the possible role of the agricultural extension services in 
the optimization of these strategies3. Several extension 
projects were implemented in regions where small farms were 
expected to play a role in keeping up the level of local 
employment (see chapter 3). 
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1.3 The problem In its changed societal context 

The economic recovery from 1984 onwards - influenced 
somewhat by lowering oil prices, but more by increased 
consumer spending - seems to have pushed the interest in 
small-scale farming to the background. The social and 
political climate has changed. Though the Netherlands still 
must reckon with a structurally high unemployment rate, the 
employment argument seems no longer to be a valid argument for 
supporting small-scale farming. Yet, we saw sufficient reasons 
to continue the project 'Employment in Agriculture and 
Extension'. 

Nowadays, small farms are considered a burden rather than 
a potential for employment and income opportunity. The 
persistence of a category of too-small farms hampers the 
necessary structural adaptations in agriculture (see also 
chapter 2). Lowering the costs of production through 
rationalisation and scale increase is deemed even more 
necessary in these times of stagnating sales and EC budgetary 
problems. The latter forced the European Commission to 
economize on expenses for the common market- and price policy; 
a nominal decrease in prices for agricultural products was 
established. But the structural adaptation of agriculture 
itself is said to be hampered by the slowing down of the rural 
exodus: the persistence of many small- and medium- sized farms 
would pose a strain on the developmental possibilities of 
other farms. Thus, we can observe a friction between the wish 
to rationalize the agricultural sector on the one hand and the 
reality of stubborn farming families, trying to make a living 
on a small farm, on the other. It is quite fascinating to 
observe that, despite technological and market forces, small 
farming families have managed to earn an income and to 
safeguard their employment opportunity. 

Research of the category of small farmers seems even more 
necessary when we consider the friction between arguments of 
economic efficiency and arguments of morality and equity. 
Dutch agriculture is praised for its modernity, its 
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productivity and competitive forces. Agricultural incomes 
depend for 65% on export, which makes producing 
"competitively" a main issue in agricultural policy 
(Structuur-nota Landbouw, 1990). That such an efficient 
agriculture creates its own marginal groups is often 
overlooked, or brushed off with the argument of transition: 
farmers who are not willing or not able to develop (read: 
modernize or enlarge) their businesses are an atavism and will 
be forced out in due time. The general opinion is that the 
small-farm problem will solve itself, that is, as long as no 
special measures are taken to support small farmers, they will 
gradually be eliminated by the ongoing forces of technological 
development and market relationships. Yet small farmers 
comprise roughly one-third of the farming population; they can 
reasonably expect the farmers' organizations of which they are 
members, to defend their interests; they can reasonably expect 
the research and extension apparatus to help solve their 
technical problems. But it is precisely in these areas that 
small farmers feel marginalized, as we will see later in this 
book. The social aspects of the small-farm problem often fade 
away in the light of economic arguments, and it is precisely 
on this ground that small farmers deserve more attention than 
they get. 

Here we need to mention that small-scale farming has 
drawn more attention from local governments and local 
committees of the farmers' organizations than from national 
policy makers. We can observe an unwillingness in the higher 
echelons to develop policy instruments on behalf of the 
continuity of small farmers; yet regional efforts (by regional 
departments of farmers' organizations, extension services and 
local administrationd) have been undertaken to support small 
farms. This observation is very much in line with the 
statement of Cuddy and 0 Cinneide, that 

the desire to achieve social objectives intensifies, 
the concern for economic efficiency weakens and the 
short-term view tends to become increasingly 
dominant at regional and local levels (Cuddy and O 
Cinneide, 1990). 
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From a local point of view it is often emphasized that 
small-scale farming can satisfy some societal needs that will 
possibly grow more important in the future. Small farmers can 
play a role in maintaining the viability of predominantly 
rural areas, as is shown, for instance, in the activities of 
the National Association for Small Villages (LVKK). They can 
possibly play a role in a growing demand for rural tourism in 
a diversified and well kept landscape. We can not overlook 
these seemingly short-term objectives, nor can a solidary 
society overlook the problems of a category that feels 
marginalized in economic and social-cultural domains. For 
these reasons, learning about small-farming families, their 
ways of working and living, and their perceptions, has 
remained a priority of the research project 'Employment in 
Agriculture and Extension'. 

1.4 Regional inbalances and agricultural development 

The notion that small and also part-time farms can play a 
role in keeping up a social and economic infrastructure in 
peripheral areas, is more alive in other European countries 
than in the Netherlands. Also the possible role of 
agricultural extension in maintaining a farming population in 
peripheral areas seems to have crystallized more fully 
elsewhere. Foreign ways of thinking and experiences may help 
clarify the problem we are dealing with; for this reason we 
will mention some of them below. 

Large differences exist in the per capita income, the 
employment situation and productivity between the member 
countries of the EC and even between regions within countries. 
The harmonious development of the whole, one of the 
fundamental goals of the EC, is hard to find. The inhabitants 
of some regions have a disposable income equal to only one 
fifth of the disposable income of inhabitants of the most 
prosperous regions. Levels of employment and economic activity 
in the most prosperous regions are five times as high as in 
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the poorest ones. Although we must be very cautious in 
comparing indicators as per capita income and unemployment 
rates (Molle, 1986), the figures give a rough insight into the 
existing regional problems. 

Diminishing trade barriers has not improved the 
situation in less favored areas much. On the contrary, free 
market forces can cause very negative effects. The intended 
mobility of the production factors - labor, capital, 
services - remains restricted to labor alone. Thousands left 
their villages in poor regions for areas with more intense 
economic activity, thereby depriving their places of origin of 
an important potential for development. Capital also failed to 
flow in the desired direction: the less developed areas failed 
to attract sufficient investment. Thus, the regions which 
already had a lead have profited most from the free movement 
of production factors. Additionally, the common prices of 
agricultural products were based on more modern farms and 
included a yearly percentage increase for an expected growth 
in productivity. The fact that these prices were not 
calculated for less developed farms or farms in less favored 
areas further increased the differences in income (EFRO, 
1985). 

The above-mentioned lack of balance violates the 
fundamental Treaties of the EC in two ways. First, the 
functioning of a really free market, with a free movement of 
persons, products, capital and services, is hampered. Second, 
the injury to the weaker areas is hard to accept in the light 
of the commitment to solidarity. These reasons form the basis 
of arguments to justify support of less-favored areas. 

Obviously, the threatened economic efficiency was a main 
argument. The total European economy suffers from regional 
imbalances since full profit can not be realized from the 
existing potential. Development of the lagging areas, it is 
argued, increases total prosperity, reduces social security 
allowances, creates new employment opportunities and enables 
those regions to participate in the economic and trade 
circulation. Second, large groups of the population perceive 
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the unevenness as socially unacceptable and morally 
unjustified. Thus, without a more balanced division of 
prosperity and economic activity over the European regions, 
economic integration is very problematic. Moreover, the 
functioning and cohesion of the Common Market itself is 
jeopardized. Yet, it is the creation of a democratically and 
politically stable Europe that formed an important reason for 
establishing the EC (Van den Noort, 1986). 

Through a European regional policy it became possible to 
take financial measures on behalf of certain problematic 
areas. This policy intends to focus on the own development 
potential of these areas ("endogeneous development"), on 
strengtening the position of small- and medium-sized business, 
on stimulating new activities in the service sector and 
tourism, and on the symbiosis between agriculture and other 
activities. Though an integrated approach is desired, the 
actual emphasis is on agriculture, as the main source of 
unexploited potential for development. This emphasis seems 
logical, when we realize that in countries such as Italy, the 
Irish Republic and Spain, over 10% of the total labor force is 
employed in agriculture, and in Greece and Portugal even over 
20%. Regionally, these percentages can be still much higher. 

According to Zurek (1985) agriculture in problem areas 
can fulfill several functions. It directly provides jobs for 
these areas; it secures jobs in related areas of the economy; 
it releases labor for industry (people involved in farming as 
a secondary occupation); it can be combined with small 
business in crafts and tourism, so that many people who would 
otherwise have been forced to leave the area have a 
opportunity to stay on; and, finally, it secures a minimum 
level of population density and a local source of consumption, 
thereby contributing to regional demand. 

Although agricultural development has taken place in all 
member countries of the EC, the development patterns differ 
greatly by country and even within countries. When analysing 
the various tables concerning the agricultural structure in 
Europe (Eurostat, 1988), we can discern three groupings: 
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