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Can we get farmers to grow soil life? 
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Outline 

 Soil biodiversity in agriculture 

 Farmers and their perception of soil life 

 Lessons from above-ground biodiversity projects 

 Knowledge transfer 

 

Arable farming, field margins 

and natural pest control 

Applied Research &  

Arable farming 
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Blgg, 2007. De bodem doorgrond. 
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Four stages of learning (Maslow, 1954) 
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Can we make farmers ‘good shepherds’ of 

soil life? 
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Soil biodiversity in agriculture 

 Ecosystem services 

 

 

The importance of soil biodiversity 
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The importance of soil biodiversity 

 Growing awareness  

 

 

Why farmers don’t seem to care? 

 A feeling of having few options  

 Short term priorities 

 Apparently, few consequences of 
bad choices (resilient systems) 

 Long reaction times, cause–effect 
relationships not evident 

 Low levels of knowledge 

 Fragmented information 

 Complexity of soil life (‘black box’) 
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Parallels farmers perceptions of  

above-ground biodiversity 

 Nature & landscape elements cause 
troubles (pests, weeds, diseases) 

 Costly field margins 

 Difficult to manage 

 No clear, direct benefits, effects 
(pest control) not evident 

 Low levels of knowledge 

 Fragmented information 

 Complexity of ecosystems 
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5 years experiment showing aphid suppression in wheat and potatoes 

46% 
40% 

29% 
38% ← % aphid suppression 

compared to the control 
56% 

Strategies to convince farmers 
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500 m 

On farms: 

= flower margins 

= grass margins 

LTO FAB Pilot Hoeksche Waard 2005 – 2007 and 2008 - 2011 

4 arable farms 

Approx. 400 ha 

Wheat, consumption 

potatoes, Brussels 

sprouts 

Include the landscape 

and regional policies 

On-farm research and demonstration 

LTO project Functionele AgroBiodiversiteit 

(FAB): Results 

 On-farm demonstrations and results 

 Natural suppression of aphid pests in wheats and 
potatoes through flowery field margins 

 Reduction in the use of crop protection products 

 Lots of effort in extension activities 

Wintertarwe
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Functionele AgroBiodiversiteit (FAB) has 

become (or: became) mainstream activity 

Some critical notes 

 Topics become trends and hypes  

difficult to maintain lasting attention, financial 
support and research efforts 

 For FAB a 10 -15 years process  

FAB still not standard policy (subsidies, CAP) 

 To change farmers perceptions requires 

prolonged, active learning in groups  

 in the field  

 Key factor for success:  
Clear, direct benefits for the  

     farmer’s income and labour   
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How to address ‘soil biodiversity’ in 

(arable) farming? 

 Knowledge transfer to intermediates 

Working methods, tips and tricks 

Strategy 

Results form SB 

research and on-

farm projects 

RIVM, LBI, NMI, 
Wageningen UR 

 

Indicator set SB 

Top 10 Best 

Practices SB 

 

Products from this 

project: 

 

Users manual 

 

Set of thematic 

PowerPoint presentations 

 

Identification charts 

 

Best Practices document 

 

Magazine articles 

 

References & links 

 

http://www.hlbbv.nl/
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Products (1) 

Introduction 

Backgrounds, users manual, learning styles 

Advising on soil biodiversity 

Thematic PowerPoint presentations 

2.1   How to use soil biodiversity 

2.2   Soil biodiversity and mineral management 

2.3   Soil biodiversity and soil structure 

2.4   Soil biodiversity and disease suppression 

Products (2) 

Identification charts 

3.1   Indicator set soil biodiversity 

3.2   Nutriënts & deficiencies 

3.3   Soil structure  

3.4   Earthworms 

3.5   Soil pests & diseases 

  

Best Practices soil biodiversity 

Description & references 
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At your disposal 

http://www.kennisakker.nl 
 
/document/kennisontsluiting-bodembiodiversiteit 

All in Dutch 

Reasons for worry 

Best Practices document  (december 2013) 

3 out of 15 web links  

no longer functional (20%) 

 

Internet is suffering from Alzheimer's disease  

 

How sustainable is our knowledge infrastructure? 

 

http://www.kennisakker.nl/
http://www.kennisakker.nl/
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Thank you for  

your attention 

 

 

 

frans.vanalebeek@wur.nl 

marjoleine.hanegraaf@nmi-agro.nl  
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