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SUMMARY. Agriculture in Belgium and the Netherlands has a
strong export tradition and has been market oriented for a long time.
In this article agricultural marketing in Belgium and the Netherlands
1s analyzed on the basis of the concepts structure, conduct and per-
formance. In our review of market structure attention is paid to the
structure of agriculture, the food consumer, food retailing, govern-
ment policies, competition and marketing channels. Afterwards mar-
ket conduct with respect to product, price, promotion and distribu-
tion is discussed. Finally some qualitative observations are made on
marketing performance.

It 1s concluded that agricultural marketing policies in Belgium

and the Netherlands are increasingly focusing on value added to the
agricultural product. As a result vertical marketing systems/food

chain and marketing management become familiar concepts to agri-
cultural marketing.

INTRODUCTION

Dutch and Belgian agriculture by tradition is market oriented. In

particular Dutch agriculture is export oriented. The attractive geo-
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142 FOOD AND AGRIBUSINESS MARKETING IN EUROPE

graphic situation of both countries between urbanized regions of
Germany, Great Britain and France, a mercantile tradition, and an
open market policy of governments have stimulated market orienta-
tion.

In the first half of this century agricultural marketing in both
countries primarily was concerned with the effectiveness and effi-
ciency of marketing functions and marketing institutions.

Problems and policies of agricultural marketing have changed
during the past thirty years, amongst others because of changing -
consumers, of changing market structure, and-during the past fif-
teen years-because of societal concern about the physical environ-
ment. As a result marketing management has become relevant in
agriculture too.

Not only changes in the socio-economical environment of agri-
culture and agribusiness, but also endogenous changes in agricul-
ture and agribusiness themselves, such as new production technolo-
gies and changing agribusiness structures have increased the
relevance of marketing in agriculture.

Agricultural marketing in Belgium and the Netherlands will be
discussed in this article, in particular present developments. We will
base our analysis on the concepts Structure, Conduct, Performance
(Bain, 1956; 1959). The article is organized as follows. Firstly
market structure is analyzed by discussing successively consumers,
competitors, food retail and government policies. The section on
market structure ends up with an analysis of marketing channels
and marketing institutions. Subsequently marketing conduct is ana-
lyzed with respect to marketing instruments and marketing policies.
Finally, the performance of agricultural marketing is evaluated
briefly.

MARKET STRUCTURE OF BELGIAN AND DUTCH
AGRICULTURE
Some Facts About Belgian and Dutch Agriculture

Agriculture is no longer a dominating sector of the Belgian and
Dutch economy: in 1987 agricultural income as a percentage of
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National Income amounted in Belgium and the Netherlands to re-
spectively 1.9% and 3.9%. Of total labor force 2.5% and 5.4% were
employed in Belgian respectively Dutch agriculture (LEI-DLO,
1989) and an additional 3.2% respectively 3.4% of total labor force
were employed in food industry of both countries (LEI-DLO, 1989;
NIS, 1991).

Agriculture and agribusiness contribute substantially to national
exports: of total Dutch exports in 1990 about 24% was of agricul-
tural/agribusiness origin (LEI-DLO, 1991). Livestock production
and horticulture are the most important sectors of Dutch agriculture
(Table 1). The livestock sector is transforming feed grains, tapioca
and other feedstuffs into protein rich animal food products, in par-
ticular milk and pigmeat. Substantial quantities of feedstuffs are
imported and livestock products are exported. This marketing
policy of Belgian and Dutch agriculture has benefitted from the
convenient geographic situation of these countries between popula-
tion centers of Western Europe: Germany, Great Britain and France.

Horticulture is very important nowadays, realizing in 1990, 23%
of Belgian and 30% of Dutch agricultural output (Table 1). Fresh
vegetables are mainly being produced in glasshouses. Horticulture
has a long tradition in the western part of the countries, near the sea
coast. It has expanded substantially since the fifties because of
increasing demand for fresh produce.

The relative importance of the three main production sectors
(arable land, livestock and horticulture) is quite similar in both
countries. Within Belgium, arable production is dominating in the
Southem region, while the Northemn region is specializing in live-
stock and horticulture.

The Food Consumer

Food consumption in Belgium and the Netherlands amounted.to
17.1% and 18% of total private consumption in 1990 (LEI-DLO,
1992; NIS, 1991). Total food expenditure is increasing modestly
and somewhat less than total consumption, the Dutch index of
domestic consumption of food and luxuries for instance increased
by 13% in volume in the period 1980-1990, while the index of total
consumption increased by 16% in volume during the same period.

While total food consumption has increased to a limited extent,
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the composition of the food basket has changed substantially. In
both countries per capita consumption of animal proteins increased
during the past ten years, due to rising consumption of poultry meat,
pigmeat and cheese. The growth of per capita consumption of fresh
vegetables and poultry meat is in conformity with the generally
observed increasing preference for food with low fat content. Per
capita pigmeat consumption increased because of relatively low
prices, while the increase of per capita cheese consumption may be
caused by consumers’ desire for tasty food and for variety in food.
It is interesting to notice that the decrease of per capita food con-
sumption relates to products which had in 1980 a comparatively
high per capita consumption in the respective country: bread, pota-
toes, butter and beef in Belgium and milk, margarine and sugar in
the Netherlands.

Various demographic changes, familiar to Westem societies, in-
fluence the development of food marketing: minor growth, or even
stagnation of total population, the ageing of the population and
decreasing household size. While Dutch population is expected to
increase just from 14.9 million to 15.9 million in the period
1990-2000, Belgian population is forecasted to decrease, from 9.8
million to 9.6 million during the same period. The proportion of
people being 60 years and older did increase from 15.6% to 17.5%
in the Netherlands during the period 1980-1991, and is forecasted to
increase from 20% to 25% in Belgium over the period 1985-2010.
It is expected that one person-households will increase from 23% in
1980 to 33% in 2010 in Belgium and from 21.4% in 1983 to 39% in
2000 in the Netherlands (AGB, 1992).

Belgian food consumers are more quality conscious than Dutch
consumers (Steenkamp, 1992), for instance, Belgians consumed
more high quality food like butter, beef/veal and fresh vegetables
than Dutchmen in 1990 (Table 2). Nevertheless there is much simi-
larity between Belgian and Dutch consumers in the product attri-
butes which influence their food choice: attributes determining food
choice of Belgian food consumers are freshness, taste and ease to
prepare (Huygebaert a.o., 1987); taste was considered the most
important of thirteen food attributes by Dutch consumers (Steen-
kamp a.o., 1986). In other research naturalness, healthiness and
absence of noxious additives were reported to be the most important
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food attributes for Belgian and Dutch food consumers (Steenkamp,
1992). So it is not surprising that Belgian food consumers in a
survey of 1986 expected a consumption increase for low fat milk,
low fat cheese, whole wheat bread, fresh vegetables and fresh fruit
and a decrease for fat meat, sugar, white bread, butter and cream
(Huyghebaert a.o., 1987). Health considerations seem to be the
dominating criterion for consumers choosing organic food (Oude
Ophuis, 1991).

These developments in consumer behavior demonstrate the need
for consumer orientation in agricultural marketing, and have
brought product development and promotion in the center of agri-
cultural marketing.

CHANGES IN RETAILING

Like in all Western countries food retailing has shifted from
small independents, grocery stores, greengrocers, butchers’ shops
and bakeries, to large food chains. In Belgium the integrated middle
size distribution chains in particular have increased their market
share over the period 1980-1990. The distribution or “bolt” law of
1975 regulates the geographical spread of retail outlets. This law
aims at optimizing the provision of food products to consumers. As
a result the integrated mass distribution could not increase its mar-
ket share. In the Netherlands no such type of law exists and national
food chains increased their share in total food retailing from 21% in
1970 to 47% in 1990 (De Jong, 1989). Dutch integrated distribution
realized a market share of 64% in 1990. Integrated mass distribu-
tion increased its market share from 37% in 1985 to 41% in 1990
(Table 3). |

Developments in food retailing in Belgium and the Netherlands
can be characterized by concentration, specialization and interna-
tionalization. The market share of the two biggest food retail groups
in Belgium has increased from 31% to 41% over the period
1982-1989. Specializing on selling fresh food is becoming more
important and food retailing is internationalizing both by penetra-
tion of foreign retail companies in the Belgian food market, like the
British company Marks and Spencer and the German company
Aldi, and by foreign subsidiaries of Belgian retail companies, like
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food attributes for Belgian and Dutch food consumers (Steenkamp,
1992). So it is not surprising that Belgian food consumers in a
survey of 1986 expected a consumption increase for low fat milk,
low fat cheese, whole wheat bread, fresh vegetables and fresh fruit
and a decrease for fat meat, sugar, white bread, butter and cream
(Huyghebaert a.o., 1987). Health considerations seem to be the
dominating criterion for consumers choosing organic food (Oude
Ophuis, 1991).

These developments in consumer behavior demonstrate the need
for consumer orientation in agricultural marketing, and have
brought product development and promotion in the center of agri-
cultural marketing.

CHANGES IN RETAILING

Like in all Western countries food retailing has shifted from
small independents, grocery stores, greengrocers, butchers’ shops
and bakeries, to large food chains. In Belgium the integrated middle
size distribution chains in particular have increased their market
share over the period 1980-1990. The distribution or “bolt” law of
1975 regulates the geographical spread of retail outlets. This law
aims at optimizing the provision of food products to consumers. As
a result the integrated mass distribution could not increase its mar-
ket share. In the Netherlands no such type of law exists and national
food chains increased their share in total food retailing from 21% in
1970 to 47% in 1990 (De Jong, 1989). Dutch integrated distribution
realized a market share of 64% in 1990. Integrated mass distribu-
tion increased its market share from 37% in 1985 to 41% in 1990
(Table 3). |

Developments in food retailing in Belgium and the Netherlands
can be characterized by concentration, specialization and interna-
tionalization. The market share of the two biggest food retail groups
in Belgium has increased from 31% to 41% over the period
1982-1989. Specializing on selling fresh food is becoming more
important and food retailing is interationalizing both by penetra-
tion of foreign retail companies in the Belgian food market, like the
British company Marks and Spencer and the German company
Aldi, and by foreign subsidiaries of Belgian retail companies, like
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“Food Lion” of the Belgian chain Delhaize in the U.S.A. In the
Netherlands the holding company Ahold Ltd, through its food chain
“Albert Heijn” and its majority share in a wholesale company
which runs a voluntary chain, commands a market share in general
food retailing of 37%. German food retail chains, like Aldi and
Tengelmann, have penetrated in Dutch food retailing. Small food
retailers try to survive by specializing, by joining voluntary chains
or by participating in franchise operations. However, their number
is decreasing. The following developments have a great impact on
market behavior of food chains in Belgium and the Netherlands:

» retail chains develop strong images and focus on well defined
target groups, by specific assortment, product quality, services
and pricing,

* private labeling will become even more important yet,

* efficiency improvement—in particular logistical efficiency-is
important; logistical planning models, scanning operations and
Electronic Data Interchange more and more contribute to effi-
ciency improvement,

* cooperation and coordination between retail chains will in-
crease, in particular by franchising and by alliances.

As a result, marketers of food and agricultural products have to
deal with food chains which have substantial purchasing power.
They have to build up a competitive edge by appropriate marketing
policies. Such policies not only require specific product quality and
discounts, but also cooperation on advertising and logistical service.
They have stimulated marketing management in agricultural mar-
keting and have changed market structure of agriculture and food

industry.

GOVERNMENT POLICIES

Govemment is playing an important role in agricultural markets.
Classical reasons for government market interference are food secu-
rity, farmers’ welfare, economic importance of agriculture, respec-
tively health and environmental considerations. Except duri.ng
world war periods, food security has not been an important motive
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in Belgium and the Netherlands. Export orientation and limited
importance of arable farming resulted in a non-protectionist food
policy in these countries.

Belgian and Dutch governmental agricultural policy has to oper-
ate within the rules of the CAP. In addition govermnments have
subsidized some types of investments in order to improve farming
efficiency. Government support to farmers has been focused in
particular on the improvement of farming quality by research, ex-
tension and education.

A number of factors, like dissatisfaction with CAP, environmen-
tal problems, the smaller economic importance of agriculture, and
budget problems diminish willingness of Belgian and Dutch politi-
cians to support agriculture. So, there is a tendency nowadays to
privatize a number of public services to farmers, e.g., agricultural
extension services.

Like in other countries, government is involved in agriculture by
protecting consumers and environment: food and drugs laws, anti-
trust legislation, legislation on the use of insecticides, pesticides and
drugs and, increasingly, environmental legislation which put side
conditions on agricultural production and marketing. In the future
agriculture in Belgium and the Netherlands will have to rely more
on marketing potential and less on government support.

Changes in Competition

Competition in agricultural and food markets has increased be-
cause of the EC. In evaluating the competitive strength of Belgian
and Dutch agriculture, Porter’s criteria “factor conditions, demand
conditions, related and supporting industries, respectively firm
strategy, structure and rivalry” (Porter, 1990) seem relevant. With
respect to factor conditions, it can be argued that the created factors,
i.e., skilled farmers and good allocation of farm land, are more
important in giving agriculture a competitive edge than natural
advantages such as to climate, soil and water. As far as demand
conditions are concemned, it looks as if Belgian consumers are more
quality conscious, and Dutch consumers more price conscious. In
this respect consumers’ attitude, at least in the Netherlands, does
not seem instrumental in strengthening the competitive position of
agriculture. Belgian and Dutch agriculture seem to have a competi-
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tive advantage on the criterion ‘Related and supporting industries.’
Agriculture, in particular horticulture, in Belgium and the Nether-
lands is concentrated in specific areas, where there is a good infra- .
structure of supporting industries and trading companies, which de-
liver specialized products and services to farmers. Various producer
networks exchange experiences and opinions on a regular basis.
Firm strategy, structure and rivalry in domestic market, the fourth
criterion of Porter, are in particular relevant to agribusiness and food
companies, because of the open EC market. Because of strong export
orientation, Belgian and Dutch agribusiness are more used to operat-
Ing in competitive markets than some of their colleagues in the EC.
Porter mentions two additional factors being of importance for com-
petitiveness, namely government and chance. Governments have
paid ample attention to the improvement of farmers’ skills and of
infrastructure, which has strengthened competitiveness. Competi-
tive position of Belgian food industry could be strengthened by
improving technology and workers’ skill, respectively by increas-
ing company size. In the Netherlands also a large number of compa-
nies are too small to compete effectively in international markets
(Table 4).

Belgian and Dutch agriculture and food industry have built up a
strong export position. Belgium has become a net-exporter of food
products since 1983, while the Netherlands has been a net exporter
of food products for a long time. Belgian and Dutch food and agri-
cultural products are mainly exported to EC countries, in particular
Germany, France and the United Kingdom. While France is the most
important export market for Belgian food products, Germany is the
dominating export market for Dutch agricultural and food products.
Dutch agriculture/horticulture and food industry also export substan-
tial quantities of products, like flower bulbs, to third countries out of
the EC. Product quality and services have become very important as
a competitive weapon.

A competitive disadvantage of Dutch agriculture, and to some ex-
tent of Belgian agriculture also, are the costs of environmental prob-
lems, caused by the manure from intensive methods of animal hus-
bandry and by the intensive use of fertilizers and pesticides.
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