
Dairy production

	 Aspirations
By 2013 the Dutch organic dairy sector 
aims to be at the forefront of sustainable 
agricultural production, while at the same 
time providing a consistent economic 
benefit to all links in the production chain.

The organic dairy sector focuses on:
• The discerning qualities of its products;
• A sustainable production system;
• The relationship with dairy consumers;
• Closing production cycles;
• Breeding robust and resilient animals;
• �Animals with natural behaviour and 

housing;
• �A sustainable livelihood for all producers 

and processors.
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Organic dairy production in the 
Netherlands
The dairy sector is the largest organic sector in the Netherlands. Cows, goats and 
sheep are kept to produce milk and a variety of cheeses. Although a significant share 
of total organic dairy production is exported, domestic consumers are continuing 
to buy more and more Dutch organic dairy. To facilitate organic dairy farmers, 
Wageningen UR and Louis Bolk Institute carry out a variety of research aimed 
specifically at organic dairy production.

Dutch organic dairy sector
Estimations from early 2010 indicate that there are about 339 organic dairy cattle	
farms in the Netherlands; of which 259 are cow dairy farms. Because many Dutch 
organic farms have a mixed production and keep several types of animals, it is difficult	
to establish the exact numbers of farms, animals and milk production.

In 2009, 4.9% of all fresh dairy sold in the Netherlands was organic dairy (up from
4.3% in 2008). Organic cheese and butter had a market share of 2.2 % (2008: 1.6 %). 
The total sales of fresh organic dairy went up 18.8 % in 2009, grossing 122 million euro.

Almost half of all organic dairy is sold in supermarkets, over a quarter in speciality stores 
and about 19 % goes to catering services. Although most organic dairy is processed in  
the Netherlands itself, many of the products (especially cheese) are exported.
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Current affairs
In the near future, a number of issues will 
become important to both dairy farmers 
and researchers in organic livestock 
research. One such issue is the regional 
production of feed rations. In order to 
reduce transport time, cost and environ-
mental burden, feed for dairy cattle needs 
to be produced close to the dairy farms.

Another important concern revolves 
around the cattle breeds used for organic 
dairy production. Conventional cattle 
breeds are often turning out to be unsuited 
to organic production; the animals are
not resilient enough to combat diseases 
without the use of antibiotics for instance. 
In 2009 a separate breeding program for 
organic dairy cattle was started. Currently, 
four bulls are available for artificial insemi-
nation and more will follow soon.

In the Netherlands organic dairy is mainly 
sold in basic products such as yoghurt or 
milk. As price differences become smaller, 
the Dutch organic dairy assortment is 
expected to diversify and modernise. 
Catering services are already replacing 
traditional dairy with organic dairy in 
many products. In Denmark, where fresh 
organic dairy has a market share of 30%, 
the range of fresh dairy products is cur-
rently much more modern than in the 
Netherlands. This is also true for Germany 

and Belgium. In those countries, organic 
dairy is used in for instance smoothies, 
shots and fruit yoghurts.

Quite a wide range of organic cheeses is 
available at specialty stores, but not at 
supermarkets. There was also little room 
to increase the number of organic cheeses 
in supermarkets because of the shortage 
of organic milk; there was simply no 
possibility to make the cheeses with

Dutch organic milk. Also, the packaging
of organic cheese needs to be improved 
for the products to stand out in the super-	
market.

Dutch research projects concerning
organic dairy production are focusing on 
these and other issues, aiming to provide 
farmers and other members of the dairy 
production chain with practical solutions 
and hands-on advice.



Dairy production

• �Truly Overijssel! This project aims at developing sustainable organic farming systems with regional nutrient cycles and enhanced 
nature and landscape values in the Dutch province of Overijssel.	
Contact: Dr Ina Pinxterhuis, Ina.Pinxterhuis@wur.nl

• �Family herd This project aims to develop a whole new farming system for dairy cows, with a new type of stable and a new style
of cattle husbandry. The system is to be based on the needs and wants of the cows. Includes: family herd, cows with horns and 
calves staying with their mothers.	
Contact: Ingrid van Dixhoorn DVM, Ingrid.vanDixhoorn@wur.nl

• �Suitable cow type for organic dairy farms This project aims to describe the cow characteristics suitable for organic dairy farms. 
The analysis will include appraisal of the economic value of these characteristics.	
Contact: Wytze Nauta MSc, W.Nauta@louisbolk.nl

• �Vision, trends and strategies for organic dairy farming 2020 Organic dairy farmers need a new perspective for 2020 in order to 
develop their own strategy. Organic dairy farmers participate in this project, to discuss perspectives, societal trends and strategies.	
Contact: Dr Maarten Vrolijk, Maarten.Vrolijk@wur.nl

• �Improving welfare performance in organic husbandry systems This project aims to improve the welfare performance in organic 
husbandry systems (dairy cattle, goats, sheep, pigs and poultry) by stimulating measures in on-farm situations. Improvement 
measures often demand an integrated approach.	
Contact: Ingrid van Dixhoorn DVM, Ingrid.vanDixhoorn@wur.nl

• �Limited use of antibiotics in organic dairy cows This project aims to create awareness about antibiotic treatments. The use of 
antibiotics should be limited to diseased cows. Alternative measures, including prevention, are to be promoted.	
Contact: Gidi Smolders, Gidi.Smolders@wur.nl

• �The effect of compost on udder health Compost can provide a soft and stable floor for cattle to lay on. What is the risk of
bacteriological contamination of the udder when using compost in stables?	
Contact: Gidi Smolders, Gidi.Smolders@wur.nl

• �Unlimited pasture access for dairy cows Which factors determine the length of pasture use and how can the organic dairy sector 
keep a significant advantage in this respect?	
Contact: Gidi Smolders, Gidi.Smolders@wur.nl

• �Continuous milking of dairy cows Continuous milking can spread milk production and labour demand more evenly over the year. 
In the last few years, experience has been acquired in the goat sector. This project looks at the possibilities for continuous milking 
of dairy cows.	
Contact: Nick van Eekeren, N.vanEekeren@louisbolk.nl

Research projects
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Bioconnect aims to further develop and 
strengthen the Dutch organic sector by 
initiating and implementing research 
projects. Within Bioconnect organic 
entrepreneurs (from farmers to shop-
keepers) work together with research 
institutes, colleges and universities and 
consultancy organisations. This leads to 
demand-driven research that is unique 
to the Netherlands.

The Ministry for Agriculture, Nature 
Conservation and Food Quality sponsors 
these research projects.

Wageningen University and Research 
Centre and the Louis Bolk Institute 
together carry out these research projects. 
About 140 projects dedicated to organic 
agriculture are currently under way.
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