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1. Introduction
Thriving (peri-)urban areas, surrounded by a periphery which gradually and distantly
transfigures in desolated rural regions with small, depopulated villages haphazardly scattered
over the landscape. The aforementioned scene is how – according to some – many
European landscapes are configured, and if not now, then in the very near future (Kovats &
Kovács, 2012; Nabielek et al., 2016). European demographic figures have been, and will be
showing similar trends of rural depopulation, and urbanization (Bucher & Mai, 2005;
Goldstein et al., 2003; Nabielek et al., 2016) (see map in Appendix II). At this very moment
this accounts for an approximate 73% share of all Europeans residing in urban areas (United
Nations, 2014).
Depopulation is not a novel phenomenon. Ever since human existence, birth rates have
shifted, people have moved around, been pulled and pushed by different factors, often
leaving rural regions desolated, while giving rise to more populated urban zones (Diamond,
1997). At this time, three predominant trends shape our European demographic figures and
geographical dispersion. First, the relatively large post-war birth cohort is aging. Secondly,
current European birth rates remain relatively low. The third trend is characterized by the
outward rural migration (i.e. deruralization) towards urban zones, giving rise to the trend of
urbanization (Eurostat, 2016).
Many European countries have been facing depopulation for decades, yet some countries
are only shining a light upon this population decline since recent years (see figure in
Appendix II) (BBSR, 2015). This may especially hold true for the smaller, more densely
populated countries, in which space is often treated as a scarce good. So has the
Netherlands – often referred to by its densely populated state – in the course of the 21st
century slowly but surely come to acknowledge that rural depopulation needs further
attention and to be addressed and prioritized in policymaking, amongst others (Hospers &
Reverda, 2015).
In several Dutch regions and corresponding municipalities, depopulation processes have
been set in motion, and it is anticipated that the Dutch population as a whole will start to
decline from 2035 onwards (see Appendix VI for a prognosis to 2025). At this moment,
several regions already face population decline, which is occasionally allied with a decline in
households. Depopulation is principally a demographic trend, yet importantly, population
decline also affects socioeconomic spheres and – utilization of – the physical environment
(Kooiman, 2015). In response, to limit the potential adverse and corollary regional impact,
current depopulation policies and strategies primarily focuses on maintaining the quality and
of essential services by centralizing and sharing them in a wider geographic region.
Specifically, to foster the local quality of life, depopulation policy especially focuses on the
public domains of health, housing, living, infrastructure, education, economy, sport, mobility,
culture, and employment. Depopulaton policies and strategies further foresee a prominent
role for the local communities, public institutions and businesses at stake, which are more
often explicitly involved in its developmental and executive processes (Hospers, 2011;
Leidelmeijer & Marlet, 2011).
The agricultural sector and the farmer – a physically remarkable present ‘actor’ in
depopulating regions (Breman & van Doorn, 2011) – remain however absent in the
development and implementation of policies as such. Meanwhile it is noteworthy that the
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performance of the agricultural sector within depopulating regions seems to be barely
affected, and rather resilient while environed by the process of depopulation – despite the
adverse socioeconomic effects that concentrate in depopulating regions. Some explain this
stability by regarding agriculture as a pure economic activity wherein the rate of returns and
thereby its performance and viability is determined by the balance between the costs of
inputs and the returns from (international) demand. Nonetheless, others argue that there are
additional multilevel and multidimensional aspects and forces to agriculture and its actors
that can influence their performance (see for instance Giannakis & Bruggeman, 2015).
Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al. (2012) do for instance recognize the more local and regional
forces at play, while looking at the share of diversifying farmers, delivering produce to the
more local and regional markets. But also those producing for more local and regional
markets seem to sustain, and also in times of depopulation. In fact most return rates are
found not dependant on regional supply and demand dynamics, but rather determined by the
wider international and global market dynamics. Furthermore, agriculture remains a relatively
labour intensive sector, which could thereby be perceived as prone for depopulation
processes and impact. This labour is however not necessarily place-bound, and for instance
also more often attracted from other European countries (Kuhlman et al., 2012).
Despite of, or possibly thanks to the agricultural sector’s ability to function and deliver on a
constant pace, it often seems unquestioned how farmers themselves experience
depopulation. This is also explained by the mutual misrecognition of and among
policymakers and farmers, the (local) government and the agricultural sector. Policymakers
seem often not to involve the agricultural sector in depopulating policymaking processes, and
also do not reckon farmers to be a potential stakeholder in the wider community. In turn, the
agricultural sector’s refrainment to take initiative is explained by the sector’s unawareness to
benefit from contributing to local depopulation solutions. Meanwhile, experts have outlined
considerable opportunities for the agricultural sector to play an actual and valuable role in
depopulation policy development and implementation (Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al., 2012;
Kuhlman et al., 2012).

6

2. Problem Analysis: Rural Flight(s) in the Netherlands
The problem analysis below will further outline the issue of depopulation in the Netherlands,
followed by the governmental role(s), its recent state of proceedings in depopulation policy
as well as its relation with and specific role of the agricultural sector in the context of
depopulation.
Various demographic dynamics may cause regional depopulating processes, such as a
relatively high mortality and relatively low birth, or a particularly high outward migration,
without a lower influx. Such dynamics are in turn induced by other underlying factors, such
as for instance low employment possibilities, and greater employment opportunities
perceived elsewhere; along these lines, there are numerous other push and pull factors
(Groot et al., 2012).
At large, depopulation does not solely demonstrate itself in an absolute decline of the
population in a particular region. It is often and typically accompanied by the outward
migration of young people and households, while an ageing group remains (Hospers, 2011;
Groot et al., 2012). These young people and households migrate away from the rural
regions, towards the (peri-)urban areas, which are on their turn increasing and sprawling like
never before (Eurostat, 2016).
Besides their relatively high age, the demographic group left behind in the depopulating
regions can also be typified by their generally lower educational background, lower income
and poorer health status (Exeter et al., 2005; Ghosn et al., 2012; Verweij & van der Lucht,
2014). This profile often tandems with an surrounding environment of increasing, long forsale, in price decreasing, redundant and deteriorating housing and land; lacking employment
opportunities; and the difficult perpetuating and eventual disappearing of amenities as shops,
public facilities and services. The latter so-called ‘third places’ are argued to be of crucial
importance, as they also function as a communal and social meeting spaces (Rosenbaum,
2006; Jeffres et al., 2009). Hence, the eventual disappearance of these places may seriously
compromise the liveability, economic dynamism and vitality within the region (Dutch Ministry
of Economic Affairs, 2010; Breman & Vogelzang, 2012; Bock, 2016). Research has shown
that the aforementioned combination of detrimental affairs, lead to a vicious cycle; amongst
others reinforcing the impaired liveability within the region (Slomp, 2004; van der Wouw et
al., 2009; Thissen, 2010; Seghers, 2012; Ritsema et al., 2013).
Within the Netherlands, the process of depopulation has mainly been demonstrated within
the regions located at the national borders. Specifically, nine regions are depicted to perform
stronger depopulating effects. Noteworthy here is that within these regions it is not solely the
population that declines; it also comprises a decrease in the number of households. In
addition to these nine depopulating regions, another eleven are identified as regions that are
anticipated to stronger decline in absolute population in the near future, while the number of
households is anticipated to remain equal (see Appendix I). These eleven regions are
defined as ‘anticipation regions’. In these anticipation regions, depopulation is demonstrating
itself in a relatively gradual to swift process, where because of its regional depopulating pace
it is possible to ‘anticipate’ upon plausible scenarios (Verwest & van Dam, 2010). The
remoteness of and distance within Dutch depopulating regions take different shapes than
elsewhere; as distances to basic services remain relatively short or even accessible in
neighbouring towns – even while these (short) distances may be perceived differently by
7

local communities. In line, Bock (2016) – Professor for Population Decline and Quality of Life
– attentively notes that despite these dimensional differences between rural regions in the
Netherlands and elsewhere, a personal sense of remoteness by citizens can just as well be
experienced in the Netherlands.
2.1 Governmental Intervention Strategies – Focusing on Local (De)population
In 1950, 30% of the world populated lived in urban areas, in 2014 this had nearly doubled up
to 54%, and it is estimated that by 2050, 66% of all people live in urban areas (United
Nations, 2014). However, the other, inseparable side of the same coin, namely the
widespread depopulation in rural areas, remains understudied. Only since recently, the issue
has been identified by local and regional governments, and yet, a thorough understanding of
the issue is still growing among policymaking and other governmental actors at different
levels worldwide (BBSR, 2015).
Throughout the last decades, depopulation has widely been regarded by policymakers as an
abominable and reversible process. In this fashion, also literature ‘discusses’ depopulation
almost unanimously as a state of ‘emptiness’ or ‘desolation’; not about space and
possibilities therein. A legitimate question to be raised here is; why attaching this negative
connotation to unoccupied, vacant or even desolated spaces? In the political spheres this
discourse arguably stems from (local) governments’ traditional focus on growth. This focus
on growth is in any means institutionalized by monetary incentives and reinforcements. So
are for instance municipal budgets and aldermen’s salaries determined by the corresponding
number of inhabitants in their locality, and are schools’ budgets based on the corresponding
number of enrolled students (Allers & Zijlstra, 2009; Hospers & Reverda, 2015).
Furthermore, fewer inhabitants generally means a decreased availability of labour, and this
often correlates with a lower presence of and interest in economic enterprises. Similarly, a
lower presence of inhabitants, also pressures cost efficiencies of public and private services,
due to lower utilization rates; making them more difficult to sustain. The aforementioned
tendencies reinforce an economic pressure on rural communities, making them and their
livelihoods more vulnerable. These concerns have also been outspoken in other European
and North-American countries (Norris-Baker, 1999; Johnson, 2003; Costello, 2007; Wood,
2008; Carr & Kefalas, 2008; Hall & Stern, 2009). Hence, population decline has often been
regarded as an undesirable and devastating setback; to be halted, preferably reverted and/or
eradicated – and often downplayed and ignored in earlier stadia.
This perfectly fits the sequential evolvement of traditional depopulating policy and its
subsequent coping strategies as outlined by Hospers (2015), a Dutch professor in
Economical Geography. According to him, depopulating policy unfolds in the four
developmental stages or outlooks of (1) downplaying or trivialization; (2) countering or
eradication; (3) facilitation and acceptance, and (4) utilization. When retrospectively
analysing depopulation policies and (planning) strategies by local governments, these four
stages are reappearing phenomena (Haase et al., 2012; Hospers & Reverda, 2015).
Despite the ostensible inconvenience of the depopulating truth, policymakers are
increasingly recognizing the real urge to act upon depopulation and its effects – instead of
fighting it. Policymakers have been pondering on whether depopulating regions should be,
can be and will be saved by ‘saving’ it, or if it is instead ‘saved’ by not saving it at all.
Governmental actors have realized that by trying to ‘save’, preserve or restore small towns
8

and rural areas – as if this depopulation decline had not happened – it has been fighting a
losing battle. Given the great diversity of circumstances in every depopulating region, one
blueprint to best approach depopulation in any given region would be impossible to compose
(McManus et al., 2012). However, there is a growing consensus, in both literature on
depopulation, as well as those dealing with depopulation in practice that depopulation
processes can best be approached by acknowledging and accepting its presence, character
and irreversibility and acting upon that knowledge (Hospers & Reverda, 2015).
Yet, adequately ‘managing’ a depopulating region remains easier said than done and
requires a radically different political approach. An approach that focuses on and ensures the
accessibility and quality of essential public services, rather than emphasizing the provisioning
of an extensive quantity. It also requires an approach that recognizes and encourages
community participation and bottom-up initiatives as there are usually less governmental
instruments and resources available. This may include communities making strong
commitments in for instance organizing their own healthcare, energy provisioning systems
and other public services. This reconceptualization of how to adequately govern
depopulating regions is rather novel, and arguably takes a decent dose of courage, patience
and constant readjustments (Aalbers et al., 2011; Seghers, 2013; Cörvers, 2014).
Considering their current state of affairs and efforts addressing depopulation in rural regions,
the Netherlands is, arguably, faring considerably well (Snoeker, 2014; Gietel-Basten, 2016).
The direction of this course has been launched in 2009 when the associated municipalities,
regions, provinces and the national government developed the strategic policy document the
‘Intergovernmental Action-plan on Population Decline’ (‘Interbestuurlijk Actieplan
Bevolkingsdaling’ in Dutch) for the years to come. This included – amongst others – the
identification of several depopulating and anticipative regions, the funding and enactment of
various action plans, studies and pilots at different levels and by different institutions. The
overall objective which this Action-plan aims to convey is to realistically face depopulation
and merely tackle its consequences (Rijk et al., 2009; Verwest & van Dam, 2010; Breman &
Coninx, 2011). The mapping of the nine depopulating regions emphasizes the urgency and
depopulating reality that provincial and local governments are facing and have to deal with. A
result of depicting these depopulating regions has been that municipal and provincial
governments are taking the issue more heartedly. Municipalities but also provinces have for
instance widely and structurally adopted population forecasts into their policy agendas.
Herein there is an increasing governmental awareness that depopulation is a given – and
also in the future – that has to be utilized differently, than an exclusive and traditional
focusing on growth (Verwest & van Dam, 2010; Ecorys, 2014). Local governments are on
their own turn also informing local inhabitants of current as well as future matters, through for
instance local and regional newspapers. At present, local municipalities – located in
depopulating regions – have joined efforts in responding to depopulation and its effects, by
mainly stressing the imperative perpetuation in the domains of health, housing, living,
infrastructure, education, economy, sport, mobility, culture, and employment – as expressed
in their strategical policy documents and action plans (Westerink-Petersen, 2012). Yet, and
however, it is remarkable, that these strategies formed, rarely include – a section on – the
agricultural sector within the region. Surprisingly, the agricultural sector seems barely
consulted or involved in policymaking and spatial planning processes. An extensive literature
search – as part of this thesis study – has resulted in only limited number of articles that do
shine a light upon the agricultural sector in depopulating contexts in the Netherlands.
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Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al. (2012) who studied the added value of agriculture in a Dutch
depopulating region found a possible explanation for farmers’ absence in policymaking
processes, arguing that farmers’ perspectives may be anticipated to be mere self-interests to
benefit their own business, by policymakers, rather than sincere and conducive inputs. The
agricultural sector itself, is on the other hand found not to engage within these processes
either, as they fail to recognize their potential and considerable contribution to a more
sustainable and liveable rural region (Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al., 2012). Smithers et al.
(2005) explain that farmers underestimate their own significance and value within and for
their own community. Smithers et al. (2005, p. 281) further found that changes in rural
communities “…have led to an economic and social ‘decoupling’ of agriculture from the wider
rural community. Casual analysis of contemporary media reporting and popular discourse
would suggest that interactions between the two spheres are as often characterized by
neglect or conflict as by complementarity and collaboration”. Nonetheless, analysing
relationships between farmers and local communities and whether these involve a trend of
coalescence or deconstruction, has remained rather ambiguous (Smithers et al., 2005).
Meanwhile and importantly, it is arguable that the current agricultural sector, and more
concretely, the farmers, are almost guaranteed to be one of the people left behind in regions
where depopulation manifests; tied to their business, land, investments at not in the least
place their ‘raison d'être’ (Gray, 2000). Precisely because their relative and permanent
presence in depopulating regions – which is expected to solely increase in the near future –
farmers should arguably become stakeholders in debates surrounding the topic (Kuhlman et
al., 2012; Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al., 2012).
2.2 Farmers, Values & Functions
Including and engaging the agricultural sector in local strategies addressing depopulation
seems vital and justifiable for a set of reasons, and is recommended by different
stakeholders (Breman & Vogelzang, 2012). First, the agricultural sector is a major driving
force of the Dutch economy, which is expected to grow from an 8% economic added value
share to 11% in the 2030 (Ecorys, 2014). At a lower level, Dutch agriculture is economically
also an important sector (Breman et al., 2013; Fontein et al., 2013; van der Meulen, 2014),
with an average 7% contribution to the local economy in a given community and its direct
hinterland (van Leeuwen, 2009). Hence, this green sector, and its associated processes in
the (mostly) rural regions, stand to benefit from and by continuity (Breman & van Doorn,
2011; Gudde, 2013; WRR, 2014; Berkhout, 2015).
Second, the agricultural sector in Europe is addressed as a major bearer of rural
development in the European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), as well as in European
Rural Development Policy (2014-2020) (EU, 2014).
A third point is that, due to urbanization, the natural and cultural landscape has become
increasingly important public goods and assets (Methorst et al., 2016). Since the number of
urban citizens is ever increasing, there simultaneously appears to be a greater necessity to
escape these turbulent urban hotspots, and reside, recreate and relax in the ‘natural’ rural
hinterland. The spatial quality of this natural and cultural landscape is inseparably connected
with agricultural management in depopulating regions as further explained below.
The aforementioned connection between the landscape’s spatial quality and agricultural
management is enacted by farmers. Over 60% of the Dutch landscape is covered with
10

agriculture – and even considerably higher in the (more) rural and depopulating regions –
and the main responsible caretakers and designers of this landscape are found to be
farmers1. Farmers will continue to be responsible for this environmental stewardship in the
future since they seem barely affected by depopulation processes – in a pure economic
sense – and often continue their activities. Furthermore, the Dutch agricultural sector is found
to largely avoid the negative economic spinoffs of rural depopulation, due to (1) the high
mobility and flexibility of the agricultural labour force in these regions and (2) the international
market demand; since the revenues of most Dutch agricultural products are mostly not
determined by forces of local and/or regional demand and supply. Henceforth, depopulation
of particular Dutch (rural) regions does not seem to have an effect on the local agricultural
economy (Breman & Vogelzang, 2012; Kuhlman, 2012).
Despite depopulation’s impact on farmers’ performances, farmers’ performances and
management practices have a direct negative or positive impact on the cultural and natural
landscape’s quality. For instance, farmers who see depopulation as an opportunity to scale
up – due the decreasing land prices – may seriously impact ecological, geographical, cultural
and/or historical elements (Breman & Vogelzang, 2012). Scenarios as such are real and
conceivable because largely, farming strategies and practices are currently following three
trends of investing in and focusing on (1) upscaling and intensification; (2) diversification and
specialization of their current farming practices; or (3) bound to terminating their agricultural
farming activities – due to poor future perspectives and few descendant successors (de Bont
et al., 2007; Methorst et al., 2016).
Especially diversification seems to have gained much popularity since recent years, where
farmers are more often found to provide additional and diversified functions, complementary
to their primary production. This ‘diversification’ or ‘multifunctional agriculture’ – which may
include a plurality of functions; amongst others care, tourism, recreation, education to nature
and landscape management (as described above) (Renting et al., 2008) – is found to be a
strong asset and bear added value for a long time (Grimes, 1929). Interestingly that it is also
found to be asset in depopulating regions where it may be adopted as a survival or coping
strategy (Ferwerda-van Zonneveld, 2012). Although the specific motives for agricultural
diversification varies greatly, its value is widely confirmed by both farmers, and studies,
explaining that a transit from pure specialization towards diversification reduces risks in
production and price factors (Barlett, 1991; Berger and Ofek, 1995; Rosegrant et al., 1995;
Tarbert, 1998; Kimhi and Bollman, 1999).
Furthermore, McManus et al. (2012) have found that farmers play an important social and
economic role in communities in rural regions. Even more, Joseph et al. (2001) found that
the presence of agricultural activities in rural regions often contributes to the local vitality and
liveability; due to their strong ties and embeddedness within the local community and
economy. These prior findings are arguably also applicable for the Dutch farming contexts
(Sociaal-Economische Raad, 2008; WRR 2014). McManus et al. (2012) further determined
that maintaining ties and interaction between farmers and local communities is imperative for
the perpetuation of public services; a thriving local economy and healthy local community
atmosphere. This because farmers are often a substantial group of stakeholders, important
in the contribution to local interactive processes; involving both formal participation (e.g.
joining sporting clubs or church groups) as well as informal participation (e.g. socializing).
1

Dutch farmers are responsible of maintaining 67% of the Dutch rural open landscape (Gudde, 2013).
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Even more, the very presence and activities of local agriculture is argued to be crucial for a
resilient rural centre (McManus et al., 2012). Another study by Besser (2009) who studied
social capital and civic engagement in small North American towns also indicates the
importance of the agricultural sector for social life in rural regions. Precisely, rural
communities locating a higher number of small farms showed increased social engagement
and networks than regions will lesser small farms.
On account of all of the aforementioned functions, Renting et al. (2008) argue that agriculture
should not solely be appreciated and recognized based on its mere contribution to food
production and the economy, but also for its social, environmental and ethical value (Renting
et al., 2008).
Undoubtedly, the farmer is a unique stakeholder in the whole depopulating process. Because
of their very place-based nature, they have been surrounded by this population decline
(Ryser & Halseth, 2010). Since farmers are arguably one of the community members ‘left
behind’, it appears meaningful and purposeful to further investigate farmers’ situatedness
amidst a depopulating region2. This raises questions as; whether depopulation has an impact
on farmers’ situation, including their social and functional state of being; their perceived
liveability in the region; and on their farming management practices? But also whether
farmers see depopulation as an opportunity, bottleneck, both or neither?; how do they see
and anticipate on the (near) future?; How can farmers best be accommodated while residing
and functioning in these depopulating regions?; What role does the agricultural sector
currently exercise in depopulation regions, dynamics and policy?; What role may it fulfil in the
(near) future? These questions seem rather pertinent for a number of reasons, and not least
since we all benefit from a liveable countryside, including a thriving agricultural sector that is
providing a number of societal functions – and is expected to deliver in the near future.
Moreover, the questions appear up to today, untouched by policy(makers) and scientifically
understudied.
Given the above described situation, the yet unanswered questions, and my interest in
depopulation dynamics, this thesis will focus on the agricultural sector and farmers in the
context of depopulation and its policy in the Netherlands.

2

The dependence of meaning (and/or identity) on the specifics of particular sociohistorical, geographical, and
cultural contexts, social and power relations, and philosophical and ideological frameworks, within which the
multiple perspectives of social actors are dynamically constructed, negotiated, and contested (Chandler &
Munday, 2011).
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3. Research Questions
Through my research questions I aimed to unravel what impact depopulation has as
perceived by a number of stakeholders and especially farmers. Also I explored what
strategies are applied in response to the depopulation processes – amongst other matters.
To operationalize this, I formulated the following research objective, main research question
and the associated sub questions.
Research objective:
Pinpoint farmers’ respective situations, roles and perspectives in the context of Dutch
depopulation.
Main Research Question:
How is the agricultural sector in the Achterhoek engaged with depopulation and its policy,
and what is the specific role of farmers herein?
In order to operationalize and answer the main research question above, I have outlined the
following sub questions:
1. How is depopulation policy developed?
a. Who initiates depopulation policy?
b. What does depopulation policy focus on?
c. Which social field(s) does depopulation policy mainly focus on?
d. Who is involved in depopulation policy-making?
e. Does depopulation policy include the agricultural sector?
f. Are farmers involved in the depopulating policy-making processes?
g. How are local depopulation policies perceived by farmers?
2. How do different farmers experience depopulation?
a. Do farmers recognize depopulation?
b. Are farmers – and their social field – affected by depopulation?
c. Do farmers see depopulation as a positive or as a negative matter?
d. Why do farmers see depopulation as a positive or as a negative matter?
e. Do farmers feel as included actors and members of communities in
depopulating regions?
3. How do farmers respond to depopulation?
a. Do farmers act upon depopulation through their main activities (i.e. their main
social field) or through other means (i.e. other social fields), or both?
b. Do farmers differentiate their management practices based on depopulation
processes?
c. How do farmers differentiate their management practices based on
depopulation processes?
4. How does the agricultural sector contribute to liveability in depopulating regions?
5. What role can local farmers play to make a positive contribution in a depopulating
context?
The sub-questions above were – at large – enacted in the following manner: sub-question 1
has largely guided this thesis’ background sections; answers to sub-questions 2, 3 and 4
form the empirical core of this thesis; and sub-question 5 partly generated this thesis’
recommendations.
13

4. Theoretical Framework
In this section I will consequently introduce the interrelated theoretical concepts of (1)
‘liveability’; (2) ‘community resilience’ and (3) ‘interactional rural community’. Here, the former
two; ‘liveability’ and ‘community resilience’ are considered as integral components of a wellestablished and ‘interactional rural community’.
Because we do not live in the world as it is, but merely in the world as we view it (Hayes et
al., 1999), it is important to sometimes allow oneself to take a step back, and to look at the
studied phenomena through a different lens. The three interrelated concepts – elaborated
upon below – were used to make ‘sense’ of and define my findings during and after my
research activities. Furthermore, these theories also clarify to the reader, how this thesis
‘understands’ and contemplates upon ‘communities’ their dynamics and relevant policies.
These theoretical concepts will be utilized to analyse my data, and henceforth they will be
connected to the study’s findings in the ‘Discussion’ (section 7).
4.1 Liveability
Liveability is a broad concept that is considered by a great variety of scientific disciplines,
and touching upon numerous domains. Due to the extensive relevance and applicability of
the concept, there is not one universal definition, but rather a divergent pool of them.
Moreover, the term is often interchangeably used and confused with ‘vitality’, ‘viability’, ‘wellbeing’ and ‘quality of life’ which all have their own origin and specific differences.
Despite the great variance between different definitions of ‘liveability’, the term does have a
greater common denominator; ‘the living conditions and living environment of people’.
Herewith, the concept has especially gained significant attention in studies on community,
localities, space, place, and also depopulation (National Research Council, 2002). In these
studies, perspectives on how to achieve a ‘liveable state’ differ significantly. While some (still)
emphasize a traditional focus on economic activity and monetary stimulants in order to
counter a depopulating trend and promote liveability, others argue that a focus on community
spirit; fostering a sense of communal belonging within and around, and social engagement,
enhance communal liveability (Smailes, 2000,178; Hamin & Marcucci, 2008: 469). Within this
thesis I share Smailes’ (2000) and Hamin & Marcucci’s (2008) focus on community spirit,
sense of belonging, and social engagement. I argue these components to be strongly
present in a liveable community. Interestingly; the aforementioned community properties are
found not necessarily to be impaired by processes of depopulation (McManus et al., 2012).
Literature focusing on liveability as the living conditions and living environment of people,
distinguishes the three different dimensions of: (1) the ‘physical environment’ of the living
environment, with the number, level and quality of public services as an indicator of
liveability; (2) the ‘social character’, including a community’s internal engagement, support,
and the intensity and quality of the community network; and (3) ‘safety’, encompassing the
mere presence or absence of various criminal forms (de Hart et al., 2002; de Vries & Baris,
2012). Liveability can thus be ‘captured’ through quantitative measures including dimensions
1 and 3 (i.e. hardware), and/or through mere qualitative insights, such as dimension 2 (i.e.
software) (Hospers, 2014). Despite their distinguishability, the three dimensions are
inextricably connected mutually influential.
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Besides these three dimensions, Thissen (2009) studies and distinguishes liveability by (1)
the ‘presumed liveability’, including social infrastructure such as the quality and quantity of
public services; and (2) the ‘perceived liveability’, being the liveability as perceived by the
inhabitants. An important remark made by Thissen (2009) in this distinction is that the
perceived liveability is neither necessarily determined nor affected by the presumed liveability
or vice versa.
Thissen’s (2009) notion on presumed liveability and perceived liveability origins from Thissen
& Looimans’ (2013) contemplation on communities or villages in two ways. Herein, the social
geographers, Thissen & Looimans (2013) distinct (1) the ‘autonomous community’ where all
activities and public services are located in the locality itself, and (2) the ‘contemporary
community’ where all activities and services are emplaced elsewhere. In the autonomous
community, inhabitants are very community and inward focused and attach great value to
this nearby availability of services and activities, whereas the contemporary community holds
other aspirations, and attach for instance greater value to their living environment (e.g.
surrounded by aesthetic nature). Since the last 50 years, the geographers observed a shift in
the Netherlands, turning autonomous communities, into contemporary communities – and for
various reasons. One can imagine that theorizing communities in this manner has great
implications for depopulation and liveability. In autonomous communities, the number of
public services is mostly demographically determined, and hence depopulation has a
negative impact on the community’s liveability. On the other hand, the liveability of a
contemporary community is merely approached and determined by the wider regional
developments impacting the living environment. Also, the perceived liveability from
autonomous community inhabitants will greatly alter respective to contemporary community
inhabitants if public services were to be the sole study measurement of interest (Thissen &
Looimans, 2013).
This thesis sees and refers to ‘liveability’ as: ‘the extent to which the sum of physical and
social factors and function in a given locality connect and respond to the desires and needs
of the inhabitants’ (inspired by van der Wouw et al., 2011, p. 7). Thus, liveability is defined
and oriented at a very personal level perspective. Hereby it allows for the differentiation
between the presumed and the perceived liveability, and sees liveability as dynamic and a
continuum, rather than a definite state. Moreover, this definition, may encompass many
different factors and functions, if not every thinkable in everyday life.
4.2 Community Resilience
Another concept that appears far from universally defined; and used to depict and study
(depopulating) communities, their nature; and rather temporary than permanent delineation is
‘resilience’. Specifically, in literature focusing on farmers’ situatedness in (rural) community
life, a special concept of interest appears to be ‘communal resilience’ (e.g. see Heenan,
2010; Wilson, 2010; McManus et al., 2012; Skerratt, 2013; Wilson, 2012; Wilson, 2013; Ngo
& Brklacich, 2014). Here, community resilience appears very worthwhile and relevant as a
concept to further explore since a resilient community promises to be conditioned and
prepared in times when surrounding circumstances radically transform; which is exactly what
happens in times of depopulation.
Community resilience is a multiplex concept, neither easily grasped nor underlined (Folke,
2006; Walker & Salt, 2006); simply because resilience in any given community context is
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socially constructed, holistic and demanding a broad conceptual underpinning of the
community, rather than a compartmentalization (McManus et al., 2012). Resilience, finds its
origin in ecology, but is further introduced and applied in economics and sociology (Allison &
Hobbs, 2004). Resilience in its ecology context focuses on “the capacity to absorb shocks
and still maintain function”, and since more recently also on “the capacity for renewal, reorganization and development, which essential for the sustainability discourse” (Folke, 2006,
p. 253). When this ‘ecological notion’ is coupled with its social component, thus denoting a
‘resilient socioecological system’, disturbance is interpreted as the potential to create
opportunity for doing new things; for innovation and for development. Contrarily, in vulnerable
systems, even minor shocks can engine dramatic social consequences (Adger, 2006).
Central in the concept of community resilience is exactly that, throughout altering
circumstances, communities as such can sustain. This resilient ‘fabric’ that consolidates
communities of place – and their liveability – remains however difficult to grasp, underpin and
define. Instead, resilient and liveable communities can better be understood in the respective
dynamisms and interactions of their own realm – as is also exemplified by Wilkinson’s (1991)
‘interactional rural community’ theory below. In line, McManus et al. (2012, p. 22) argue that;
“resilience is a community-wide and holistic characteristic that demands a broad conceptual
underpinning if it is to be translated effectively into policy initiatives”.
Because the timeframe of this thesis does not allow for studying resilience as communitywide and comprehensive as it is, I will not be able to underpin and demonstrate what exactly
comprises it in the communities of study. However, and simultaneously, McManus et al.
(2012) present (the sense of) ‘belonging’ as a major component, contributing to communal
resilience. Here, belonging should be seen as a mindset and an overt expression of social
participative behaviour (Walmsley & Lewis, 1984). In other words, it is argued that a sense of
(communal) belonging motivates locals to undertake action and contribute to their respective
community. These actions cross and link with various levels and with a variety social fields or
domains (as further explained below). This linkage process is neither homogenous nor
straight and horizontal. Instead it very much depends on the unique communal dynamics and
‘climate’ (Schein, 2009).
By definition, community resilience automatically differentiates itself from liveability. First,
whereas liveability is considered a continuum and allows to be studied instantly and
perpetually, resilience is essentially interesting and predominantly used to study a system;
which in this study involves a community, in its extreme or incidental states of transition.
Second, a liveable community, is not necessarily a resilient community or vice versa
(Maddox, 2013). Third, liveability can be studied at different levels; including an individual
and community level orientation, whereas resilience is a mere system variable. Despite these
differences, a great similarity is their intertwinement with a community’s ‘multifunctionality’.
Liveability comprises various factors and functions – including the economic, social and
environmental ones. Wilson (2010) similarly explicates that communities with soundly
developed economic, social and environmental functions to be plausibly more resilient than
communities that stand out in only one or two of those functions. Herein, Wilson advocates
that if communities wish to be “…resilient in economic, social and environmental terms, they
need to develop strong multifunctional characteristics” (Wilson, 2010, p. 368).
Additionally, the concept of resilience further allows for explicating and analysing the
depopulation context and depopulation processes as its theorization finely mirrors how
depopulation is often approached. Theoretically, resilience can largely be understood by the
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two approaches of ‘bounce-back’ or the ‘bounce-forward’ approach. The bounce-back
approach refers to resilience as a ‘restore to normal’ pretension, while ‘bounce forward’
emphasizes its flexible and evolutionary character when circumstances are radically shifting
(Scott, 2013). I argue that this bounce-back approach resembles much of how depopulation
has traditionally been approached for a long time, namely, aiming to minimize and eradicate
the issue of depopulation and to return to initial conditions (of growth); partly induced by a
focus on growth and financial benefits. On the contrary, the way in which the current
depopulation policy ‘paradigm’ is being developed, it increasingly focuses on its adaptive
capacity by facilitating and utilizing the transforming circumstances of and caused by
depopulation.
Moreover, I find this concept of resilience very worthwhile and valuable to discuss in the
depopulating context as it shifts thinking from controlling change within systems presumed to
be stable, towards managing the capacity of socio-ecological systems to cope with, adapt to,
and shape change (Berkes et al., 2003, Smit and Wandel, 2006). In line, others have
underlined that managing for a resilient state enhances the probability of sustaining a
favourable developmental course in dynamic environments which are difficult to forecast and
where sudden change is plausible (Walker et al., 2004; Adger et al., 2005). I further argue
that this resilient state of a community and its ability to sustain a favourable developmental
course, is also capable of sustaining liveability, and able to restore it when this is imperilled.
This because a resilient community has the capacity to act and thereby also to take control
and responsibility of organizing their (essential) public services (Maguire & Cartwright, 2008;
Magis, 2010; Berkes & Ross, 2013).
Wilkinson’s (1991) notion on the ‘interactional rural community’ (further explained in section
4.3 below) theorizes such a dynamic environment, and importantly, allows for the synthesis
of various community concepts, including those of community resilience and liveability.
4.3 Interactional Rural Community
While studying the place and space of farmers and the communities in the depopulating
regions I will further refer to and use Wilkinson’s (1991) theory on the ‘interactional rural
community’. This theory recognizes the coherence between economic, environmental and
social factors, including the combinations of functions in rural community settings. Wilkinson
(1991) argues that this coherence and combinations of functions shape and sustain the
‘resilience of communities’, its members as well as the relations between them. Here,
communities and places are to be understood as rather active and dynamic entities which
continuously cope with altering circumstances. I contemplate upon this theory of the
interactional rural community as a context that explains the prerequisite conditions for the
presence of the afore discussed concepts of liveability and community resilience – though it
does not necessarily guarantee their presence.
In order to further contextualize rural communities, Wilkinson (1991) includes the three
aspects of: (1) locality; (2) local society and (3) community field (exemplified in Figure 1
below). The locality (1) is the very geographical context of the community, which includes the
area’s borders (see the coloured areas demarcated by the uninterrupted black line in Figure
1). These borders are shaped by interactions and by socially embodied meanings. Hence
these borders are very conditional, dynamic and context dependant. Figure 1 also displays
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that various localities may overlap and interact on their own (see light-blue, dark-blue and
green coloured spaces in Figure 1).
The (2) local society includes the community members and the way these are organized
within the locality. This organization comprises people’s daily patterns, analyses how people
relate to others and get around, both literally and figuratively. Herewith, the local society
constitutes the social fields, as further explained below. Local society may take many forms;
and can be located anywhere on the continuums of liveable, non-liveable, organized to
disorganized, centralized to decentralized, fixed to unfixed, functional to dysfunctional,
inclining to declining and so forth. Wilkinson (1991, p. 60) elaborates on geography and its
significance in community development, stating that; “the greater the distance, the lower the
probability of contact”. This implies that “population dispersion encourages contacts to be
predominantly in primary relationships, not because of a rural cultural preference, but
because contacts are missing in other kinds of important relationships [and] adaptive
capacity by a lack of diversity in community structure, and local well-being is depressed as a
consequence” (Wilkinson, 1991, p. 62). Last and importantly, Wilkinson (1991) outlines the
(3) community field as the connections (see bold lines in Figure 1) between social fields and
their interests (see bold dots in Figure 1) linking the community domains of amongst others
agriculture, education, health, into a common understanding of the local community that
residents live in, shape perspectives about, and interact in. In this notion, the social fields
comprise local institutions, community groups, and organizations (both formal and informal).
Social fields on and by themselves undergo continuous interactional process directed by
their differentiated interests towards a concrete outcome. The community field comprises the
totality of social interactions encompassing the organization of a community. These
interactions are not compelled by social fields’ self-interest but grounded in and considering
the whole community. Even though the interests underlying these interactions of social fields
may differ and potentially cause conflicts, but and ideally converge in a greater shared
interest through which a community field arises. This convergence of social fields involves a
social process wherein people engage, interact and (often) resulting in community action.
The social field of farmers for instance comprises all human interactions appertaining and
encompassing local agriculture. The community field comprises all social fields which are
characterized by interactions and exchanges (see black interrupted lines between the dots in
Figure I), and it solely arises when the social fields interact.
This community field is interrelated with the concepts of liveability and community resilience;
wherein I see a proper and functional developed community field – embodied by a strong
interactive web of social fields – as holding the essential conditions for engendering a
flourishing community that is resilient and perceived as liveable by its inhabitants. The
liveability and community resilience is largely consolidated by the quality and intensity of
interactions between social fields – constituting a community field – which are not compelled
by self-interest, but rather by altruism, and hence foster a resilient interconnected fabric.
Nonetheless and at the same time, it should be noted that a properly developed community
field does not warrant for a resilient and liveable community. What exactly constitutes and
warrants for this resilient ‘fabric’ of a community field that consolidates communities of place
– and their liveability – remains difficult to grasp, underpin and define. Instead, resilient and
liveable communities can better be understood in the respective dynamisms and interactions
of their own realm and time – as exemplified by Wilkinson’s (1991) ‘interactional rural
community’, as will also appear in the case study of this very thesis.
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Figure 1: Wilkinson’s three components of the interactional rural community

Locality = the light-blue, dark-blue and green coloured spaces
Local society = those people living within the light-blue, dark-blue
and green coloured spaces
Social fields = bold dots
Interactions = bold black lines between the bold dots
Community field = the totality of the picture, including all dots, bold
black lines and coloured spaces

4.4 Embedding ‘Interactional Rural Community’, ‘Liveability’, and ‘Community
Resilience’ in this Thesis
The three aforementioned perspectives neatly interlink to the context of depopulation. I used
these respective perspectives to better understand the encountered situations in my field
work, as well as to embed and interpret my fieldwork findings. Below I will introduce and
explain how precisely these theories were employed, and how these formed a returning
thread in my thesis – and associated research activities.
Within the Netherlands, ‘liveability’ is a popular concept of interest in both populated as well
as depopulated regions. In fact, the government continuously ‘rates’ the perceived as well as
the presumed liveability on various spatial levels. This thesis mostly intersects liveability’s
dimensions of the physical environment and social character. Though, while looking into the
aforementioned dimensions it is not the objective to reject or confirm communities as
‘liveable’, but instead to explore how the agricultural sector, and specifically farmers,
contribute to liveability in a depopulating region, as well their potential future contribution.
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Here I will look at the presumed (as reported by non-farmers) as well as the perceived
liveability (as reported by farmers). Additionally, contemplating on a community as
autonomous or contemporary, allows me to further theorize and characterize the
communities at stake, including the inhabitants’ outlook and interests, as well as their
liveability.
Furthermore, community resilience has also proven to offer a compelling perspective to study
depopulating contexts – just as liveability (e.g. see Heenan, 2010; Wilson, 2010; Brown &
Schaft, 2011; McManus et al., 2012; Skerratt, 2013; Wilson, 2012; Wilson, 2013; Ngo &
Brklacich 2014). The notion of community resilience is particularly promising in the
aforementioned contexts as it argues to foster and sustain rural well-being through means of
communal adaptive qualities, as well as by continuous anticipative mindsets and behaviours
(Deveson 2003). What I very much commend herein, is the approaching of communities as a
lively, operating, progressive, and diligent whole of social interactions, instead of – as some
argue – susceptibly being left to fate of uncontrollable dynamics (Deveson, 2003).
The perspectives of liveability, community resilience and interactional rural community
interlink with their shared importance regarding social interaction and linkages with different
social fields and services. Wilkinson’s (1991) three components of a rural community in
addition the prior two mentioned concepts enable me to typify, analyse and frame the
depopulating communities at stake, and for a number of reasons. These reasons will be
further elaborated upon below.
First, Wilkinson’s perspective allows to study how the (1) localities’ (i.e. geographically
defined communities in de Achterhoek) (2) local societies3 are organized, and especially how
the agricultural social field ‘behaves’ relatively to its contextual (3) community field. This very
conceptualization of the social fields, enabled me to identify and differentiate between the
different social fields, and see the linkages, or absence of them. Herewith it should be noted
that throughout this thesis study, agriculture and how its social field interacts with other fields
and thereby constituting a community field (or not) has continuously been the point of
departure and approaching analysis. Taking a broader and multi-perspective focus, by
adopting other social fields as a start of analysis – thus vice versa – would have been without
the scope and timeframe of this study period.
Second, Wilkinson (1991) argues that the community can solely foster and prosper when the
community (field) develops as a whole, and thus not one sole social field, such as agriculture
or politics on and by itself. These social fields are integral components of the community
field. In line, I think that local depopulating communities can solely survive and retain a
liveable – and thus rather resilient – character when different local parties interact and
exchange on an ongoing basis. This because a properly developed community field
engenders a fabric that is likely to be resilient with all stakeholders closely and collaboratively
involved. Furthermore, the community field can also be seen as a sum of connection physical
and social factors and which respond to the desires and needs of the inhabitants. The
presence of a community field herewith confirms the apparent and constant need or desire
for interaction between social fields. As each social field – inherently inhabitants-driven –
interact with other social fields, there apparently is an important desire or need for this
interaction. This desire or need for interaction, its significance and strong value in rural
communities is further studied and elaborated upon by various authors (e.g. see Falk &
3

Here I refer to the local societies in the depopulating regions that will be studied
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Kilpatrick, 2000; Kilpatrick et al., 2015). All this taken into account, I argue that a strong
community field is a strong indicator for the presence of a liveable and resilient community.
Thirdly, the interactional rural community allows me to analyse how farmers manoeuvre in
and with the other respective social fields within the community (e.g. education, health,
recreational leisure activities, employment opportunities, safety and crime, etc.). But also
how they perceive these social fields, respective to several years back – and possibly before
depopulation became apparent. If farmers perceive deterioration in one or more social fields,
it becomes likely that farmers’ overall impression and liveability of the community lowers as a
whole.
Fourthly, taken Wilkinson’s notion on geography and community development into account;
the nature and size of farmers’ social networks in depopulating regions is also meaningful to
study. At the same time, it should be taken into account that ever since4 Wilkinson’s notion
on geography and absolute distances, relative distances have significantly decreased, and
mobility has increased enormously. This mobility is expected to further increase in the near
future – also in depopulating regions – which allows for connections between living, work and
public services over larger distances (Harms et al., 2010; Leidelmeijer & Marlet, 2011). This
mobility has proven to be highly imperative for a number of reasons. So does mobility
positively contribute to one’s physical wellbeing, (Metz, 2000; Ziegler & Schwanen, 2011;
Schwanen et al., 2012) social status (Waldorf, 2003; Cresswell, 2010) one ability to
participate, (Metz, 2000; Alsnih & Hensher, 2003; Urry, 2007; Adey, 2010) a feeling of control
and independence (Mokhtarian & Salomon, 2001) and positively contributes to one’s esteem
and dignity (Goins et al., 2014). However and interestingly, this mobility does not increase
proportionately for everyone, because especially the elderly age segments remain less
mobile, which are exactly and disproportionately overrepresented in the depopulating regions
(Mollenkopf et al., 2004; Kaiser, 2009).
4.5 Societal & Scientific Relevance
This research comprises a broader societal and scientific relevance. The phenomenon of
depopulation occurs in rural regions all over the world, which threatens the quality and
functioning of these regions. The deterioration of rural regions does not solely have a local
impact, it has a societal impact, since rural regions around the world are found to provide a
variety of essential societal services and functions – including the production and
provisioning of food and safeguarding of the landscape. Hence, depopulation affects and
concerns all of us, and so does everyone benefit from a thriving and strong rural
environment. Traditionally and currently, scientific research tends to focus on growth and on
popular trends, and in this line; research focuses and invests on the increasing trend of
urbanization – not depopulation. Contrarily, depopulation remains a rather obscure research
domain up to this point.
The first national policy document has – as stated – been initialized in 2009. This policy
document has been succeeded in 2015, by a new plan for the course of 2015 to 2019. This
first document strongly emphasized the importance of agenda-setting and raising awareness
of regional depopulation and its consequences. Meanwhile, 7 years later, significant progress
has been made in all depopulating regions, in terms of recognizing the issue of depopulation;
the formation of vital coalitions, developing and executing tailor made projects, researching
4

Dating back from 1991
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concurrent and relevant phenomena; sharing knowledge and finding solutions (BZK, 2016).
Most of this knowledge is shared and discussed on the online platform
‘http://kknn.vanmeernaarbeter.nl/’. As this platform presents and shares the previous, current
and future research undertaken, it allowed me to overview the current state of research and
appraise the value of my own study – in addition to the existing knowledge. As stated before,
I deduce that a minor share of research dives into the functioning and interests of farmers
and the agricultural sector in the context of depopulation. Few projects do focus on farmers’
particular role and their (possible) coping strategies in the context of depopulation; scientific
research into this matter remains scarce. Furthermore, the University of Wageningen – a
prominent agricultural university – has not yet devoted particular research focused on
farmers and the agricultural sector linked with the context of depopulation.
The wider societal relevance of this research lies within the direct applicability and
translatability of this study’s results into possible actions (see section ‘8 Conclusion &
Recommendations’ for more information).
4.6 Scientific output and dissemination of results
This thesis has provided an analysis of how the agricultural sector and farmers are involved
with depopulation and depopulation policy. It should be clear that this thesis focuses mainly
on one particular depopulating region in the Netherlands. Also, since only a sample of
farmers, policymakers and experts in the Achterhoek region have been interviewed, the
outcomes should not necessarily be drawn upon and related to the whole (farming and
policymaking) population in this region.
Despite the relatively small absolute distances between Dutch depopulating regions;
differences between local farmers, their typologies (i.e. a simplification and categorization of
farmers and their farming management practices), and the character of the depopulating
regions all together are considerable. Furthermore, depopulating regions and associated
municipalities form a rather heterogeneous and diverse group, which share at least as many
differences between themselves, as compared to the regions where population grows (Allers
& Zijlstra, 2009).
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5. Methodology
Through my methods, I aimed to operationalize Wilkinson’s (1991) concept of the
interactional rural community. Thereby I recognized the coherence between economic,
environmental, social and additional factors in the depopulating communities and
municipalities in the Achterhoek that shape and sustain the respective resilience of and
liveability in these communities, its (social) fields as well as the relations between them.
Again, since communities and places are to be understood as rather active and dynamic
entities which cope with continuously altering circumstances, this study is de facto an
instantaneous record of the local context. Nevertheless, the concept of community resilience
argues that, throughout altering circumstances, resilient communities are able to sustain, and
thus safeguarding their resilience.
5.1 Research Methods
This study included primary research, as well as secondary research methods. Qualitative
data were retrieved through both primary and secondary research activities (i.e. literature
review). I also used additional quantitative research results; mainly retrieved through the
literature review. Foremost, qualitative research results have been the primary source of
data. The application of these different research methods enforced this study’s inclusiveness
as well as its comprehensive quality.
5.2 Literature review
The literature review provided me with a comprehensive synopsis of the core issues at stake
in the depopulating region, and largely responded to sub-question 1. This desk research
consisted of – amongst others – reviewing literature from books, journals, articles, (policy)
reports, theses, websites (including databases) and documentaries. Furthermore, the
literature review has allowed me to acknowledge various relevant authors, researchers and
experts that have subsequently been contacted and of which some have been selected as
interviewees.
5.3 In-depth Semi-Structured Interviews
This research studied the impact of depopulation processes on the agricultural sector, and
mainly in the Dutch rural depopulating region of ‘the Achterhoek’, and precisely, it studied the
agricultural impact of depopulation processes as perceived by local farmers, but also nonfarmers involved and/or engaged with a depopulation. This region was chosen, based the
good existing network that the WUR has here. Furthermore, the Achterhoek is chosen based
on its geographical nearness – respective to Wageningen. In practice this meant that the far
majority interviewed lives and works in this region, and importantly, are most informed and
aware of the issues and dynamics at stake – in relation to depopulation – in this region. In
order to root and develop a better sense of my surroundings while executing my field
research in the aforementioned region, I resided in the Achterhoek for some weeks.
Through the use of semi-structured interviews, I studied the impact(s) induced by the
process of depopulation within the region as perceived and approached by these actors.
These semi-structured interviews largely provided the answers to the sub-questions 2, 3 and
4.

23

The semi-structured interviews were conducted among 27 interviewees. This is
approximately in line with Bauer & Gaskell’s (2000) suggestion on the ideal number of
including 15-25 interviewees for a semi-structured interview research. Nonetheless, because
this research remained of explorative nature, with a rich diversity of interviewees and not
necessarily aimed to find a significant association, the outcomes of this research are not to
be generalized. Specifically, these interviewees included 9 farmers (of which 4 care-farmers),
7 governmental officials (e.g. spatial planners, advisors and politicians at different levels)
directly involved in policymaking, 8 researchers and experts on the topics and 3
representatives of authorities (e.g. LTO). Along carrying out the interviews, it was decided to
approach and interview a specific and additional subgroup of farmers; care-farmers. This
appeared to be an interesting agricultural subsector to be further studied, given the aging
population amidst the already relatively high share of elderly living within the region of the
Achterhoek (as well as other depopulating regions); their factual greater demand for daily
care; and the agricultural focus of this study. In this line, this regional case study focusing on
the Achterhoek also explored how care-farming can play a role in health care provisioning
especially given the forecasted rising demand for quality health care provisioning in the
Achterhoek (Public Result, 2012).
Interviews were conducted through the use of semi-structured questionnaires, and preferably
face-to-face, in-situ in the interviewees own realms (e.g. farm or municipality)5. Interviews
mainly held an informal nature (e.g. also encompassing spontaneous dialogues outside the
interview setting). It should be clear that the main interest was to study farmers situation, and
their state of being in the depopulating context; and hence, interviewing farmers was
prioritized. Nonetheless, the interviews with policymakers and experts on the topic were
essential to simultaneously get a more comprehensive view on the matter. Interviewees were
selected through means of convenience sampling – thus based on the interviewees’
availability, accessibility and willingness to cooperate.
The interviews were recorded and subsequently literally transcribed. As the interviews were
held in Dutch, the information used in this thesis has been translated, and as a literally as
possible. Subsequently, interviews were coded according to an interview scheme, in which
questions were labelled with a theme or subtheme; allowing for a further analysis of the
interviews. The questionnaires for all groups of interviewees were somewhat different, and
adapted to their own local situation and nature of being.
5.4 Observations
I found it important to acclimatize and familiarize myself with the realms of the people of
study. This because, as a student I come out of a whole different daily milieu than the main
actors of study and interest. In order to monitor behaviour of farmers and policymakers, as
well as contextual aspects in their own realms, I recorded my observations. By ‘shadowing’
the daily activities of the aforementioned actors gained a better understanding of their
practices, motives, and beliefs in the context of depopulation and policy. During these
observation, I remained backgrounded, in order to let others, move freely, and observe their
most ‘natural’ behaviour. The locations of the participant observations were at municipal and
regional meetings, and during field visits at farms.

5

In order to better understand the regions and interviewees’ contexts, I will reside in each region for several weeks.
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5.5 Access
Through my supervisors; Bettina Bock and Joost Jongerden, their networks, and through my
own network I gained insights from the field. My supervisors’ knowledge and expertise were
of great and valuable input. Also, through their connections with local farmers, governmental
actors, policymakers, and other experts on the topic I was able to consult, and interview key
stakeholders as informants in dealing with depopulation.
5.6 Ethical Issues & Method Limitations
Studying farmers’ experiences in changing and contested landscapes is not something novel
(van de Sandt, 1961; Volker, 1999), however, until this moment, studies rarely linked,
farmers and the agricultural sector with and in depopulating contexts. This is a reason why
this study held a very explorative approach. This explorative approach has a number of
implications to be taken into account when readings this thesis and its outcomes. First, the
outcomes and conclusions were based on a snapshot taken from the depopulating region of
the Achterhoek, which stands at the very dawn of its depopulation processes – wherein
depopulating may remain rather speculative and a mere verbally articulated discourse in
itself than obviously visibly present. Second, this infant stage of depopulation and its slow
evolvement in the Achterhoek, with its variety of prognosticated forecasts and possible
domains influences and implications on other domains in the Achterhoek may also explain
the diversity of interviewees’ opinions, and the sometimes indefinite statements, noted during
the interviews. Third, the rich diversity of opinions can further also be devoted to the rather
heterogeneous group of interviewees with different expertise. Since this phenomenon is now
incidentally noticeable, but will take more pronounced shapes in the (near) future, there is a
large future oriented aspect coupled to the phenomenon of depopulation.
Also, the research population of interest in this research included (care-)farmers, local and
regional governmental actors, researchers and experts on the topic, and representativeauthorities. All these stakeholders have their own interests, concerns and intentions which
were further explored and considered when analysing the fieldwork outcomes.
In case the exploration and especially the publication of interviewees concerns and interests
impaired them in any way, or in case the interviewee wished to, they remained anonymous.
Furthermore, a major objective of this research has been to explore the development,
integration and inclusiveness of the depopulation policy, in which the objective was rather to
uncover the policy making processes and the issues and interests at stake, than to link these
interests and issues with the specific subjects and propose and define a revisited
depopulation policy.
Nonetheless, taken the proven stability of the agricultural sector into account in together with
its strong embeddedness within the Achterhoek and the rich diversity of interviewees from
different levels, and with different outlooks; the outcomes of this research may merely
function as a background document for farmers, policymakers, other researchers and
experts to orientate themselves and get a multi-perspective view on the issues at stake.
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6. Findings – A Case Study of the Agricultural Sector, Depopulation & its
Policy
The sections below provide the main findings of this study, as obtained through the fieldwork
activities; involving 27 semi-structured interviews and observations, one agricultural
conference and one organic agricultural fair (see section ’11 Interviews’, for more
information). In some sections one will find an introduction supported by literature research,
to provide the reader a broader contextual insight.
The first section below (6.1) provides a contextual background to the case study’s region; the
‘Achterhoek’. The second section (6.2), analyses the various policymaking levels; the
relevant depopulation policymaking processes at stake; and the respective significance of
the agricultural sector herein. The third section (6.3) elaborates upon the positioning of the
agricultural sector and specifically farmers respective to policies and policymakers. Section 4
(6.4) continues with the matter of agriculture in a depopulating context with a specific interest
in farmers’ experience respective to depopulation and its processes. Section 5 (6.5) further
explores the agricultural sector’s and farmers’ response to depopulation.
6.1 Contextual Background of the Achterhoek
The Achterhoek is a relatively large region with a surface of 1207.28 km² and population of
approximately 298.000, distributed over 7 – close cooperating – municipalities (see Appendix
11.3 for more details). The name ‘the Achterhoek’ – literally translated in ‘the Hindcorner’ –
stems from the region’s historically difficult accessibility and mobility within, in which people
depended on another’s support to survive and get by – as other proper public survives were
often absent. This supporting cultural, place-based institution is known as ‘noaberschap’ and
is argued to still hold very true today. Noaberschap (literally translated in ‘neighborship’)
denotes the historical as well as present close communal and social belonging ‘fabric’ that
facilitates the organization and interaction between ‘neighbours’ as well as the broad
participation in diverse communal events (Salverda et al., 2009; Abbas & Commandeur,
2012; Nandram, 2013; Elerie, 2015; Pepping, 2016). The principles of noaberschap are not
restricted to the Achterhoek, as similar phenomena and social fabrics may be found in other
Dutch rural regions (Elerie, 2015).
Important to note – again – is that Dutch depopulating regions – including the Achterhoek –
are mostly if not exclusively rural regions (Derks et al., 2010; Terluin et al., 2010), with a
relatively high representation of the agricultural sector. Also the Achterhoek has historically
been known as a less densely populated agricultural landscape; while surrounding regions
have throughout the years gradually started to populate more densely, and for different
reasons. Ever since 2014, the Achterhoek has been recognized as a depopulating region by
the Dutch national government. The number of inhabitants in the region has been decreasing
ever since the last decade, and even though the number of households is still slightly
increasing till 2025, the number of vacant real estates is and will be steadily increasing. More
so, by 2040, the population will have creased with 11% and the number of households with
3%. Herein, the overrepresentation of elderly people (see Appendix VII) – with increasing life
expectancies – is steadily increasing, due to an outward migration of the younger people and
families; signified by for instance the 21% decline in primary educational enrolments to 2030
(Regio Achterhoek, 2017).
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These demographic trends hold serious consequences for matters as maintenance of public
services and liveability overall. As the provincial government also further anticipates upon
changing dynamics, the Achterhoek is motivated to organize services differently and
foremost with a strong focus on active inhabitant-participation and quality (Provincie
Gelderland & MBZ, 2013; Suurmond, 2015). The region’s ambitions are enforced through a
collaborative strategy agenda; known as the Agenda 2020 which will be further discussed in
section 6.2 below.
Amidst the aforementioned trends, a number of interesting and innovative developments set
motion. Inhabitants are more often found to join forces and make strong commitments in for
instance organizing their own healthcare, energy provisioning systems and public services
(Tjoonk, 2013).
Besides the inhabitants, the provincial and local governments are also found to invest in
innovative and experimental programs, encourage the usage and advancement of
sustainable energy sources, and promote bottom-up initiatives (Gemeente Winterswijk, 2015;
Suurmond, 2015). These lower governmental levels have realized that a liveable region,
strongly depends on the participation and efforts of the inhabitants, and that a widely shared
support can have a crucial role in its success. This also connects to the current Dutch
governing strategy and vision; characterized by – amongst others – the decentralization of
power, with a substantial role for an actively participative and thriving society (Suurmond,
2015).
The Achterhoek is plausibly most commonly known for and by its scenic bocage and
agricultural landscape. This touristic and attractive landscape includes a mingling
combination of wood and pasture-lands, demarcated by small (wooden) walls, streams and
hedge rows or tree colonnades. The historical and spatial embeddedness of the agricultural
sector in the Achterhoek validates for a large part their existence and still prominent
presence (Kuhlman et al., 2012). Agriculture is – spatially seen – the most prominent sector
in the Achterhoek, and the main shaper and user of its landscape (Breman et al., 2013).
Approximately 65% of the Achterhoek’s land is covered by agriculture, 15% is private – nonagricultural – inhabitant owned property, 10% governmental, 5% nature associations and 5%
other. The Achterhoek’s agricultural sector includes 4378 agricultural (Gies et al., 2015)
businesses and predominantly of small-scale and extensive nature (Breman et al., 2013).
Agriculture is also considerable in terms of employment, with 18% of the Achterhoek’s
employment related to the agro-food sector, accounting for 19.2% of the total businesses in
the Achterhoek (Provincie Gelderland & MBZ, 2013).
Table 1: Achterhoek's Land Use
Land usage
Pasture
Arable land
Nature
Infrastructure and housing
Water
Total
Source: Extracted from LGN (2010).

%
51
27
11
10
1
100
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Table I (above) shows that most of Achterhoek’s land is used for agricultural purposes;
foremost concerning pasture, secondly arable land and third nature (which the latter is also
largely regulated by agriculture). Livestock is – in addition to arable agriculture – also a
significantly present subsector in the Achterhoek, accounting for over 40% of the total Dutch
dairy and breeding cattle, pigs and poultry (Stuiver et al., 2013).
Furthermore, in 2010, 10% of the agricultural businesses were adding value to their business
through organic production or diversification (see figure 1 below). Agricultural diversification
encompasses one’s business to develop either alternative agricultural products (e.g. nonfood crops) or non (typical) agricultural products and/or services (e.g. tourist
accommodation). Thereby, this may involve numerous forms, diversifying within or out of
agriculture (Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 2014). Agricultural
diversifying businesses have been increasing throughout the last years, and especially the
distinct three forms of ‘agro-tourism’, ‘care-farming’ and ‘cultural and landscape
management’, have been outlined to hold great potential juxtapose depopulation processes
in the Achterhoek (Bos & Korevaar, 2006; Breman et al., 2013; Provincie Gelderland & MBZ,
2013). Given the potential of the three aforementioned diversification forms in depopulating
regions, they were held a special focus of interests during this study. The general concepts
and relevance of agro-tourism, care-farming and cultural and natural landscape management
are consequently introduced below.
The touristic sector in rural areas, including the Achterhoek is still growing, in terms of
revenues, as well as the number of visiting native as well as incoming tourists (NBTC, 2017).
Tourism is from a pure economic perspective, similarly important as the agricultural sector,
while the recreational sector is an even considerably greater employer (Breman et al., 2013).
A connecting factor is that both sectors live and stand by a well-functioning landscape. The
Achterhoek region and especially its bocage landscape is from a touristic perspective
regarded as great added value, and one that markets and promotes itself (NBTC, 2014;
NBTC 2017). This landscape appeals many Dutch’ tourists and their imagination and
secures farmers with additional income through landscape management (as elaborated upon
below). This can also be explained by the wider increasingly popular trend of domestic
tourism, with the Achterhoek province – where the Achterhoek is situated in – as most
popular destination (NRIT Media et al., 2016). People are no longer necessarily
internationally-oriented when planning touristic and recreational activities, and increasingly
tend to appreciate and reside in a smaller-scale, authentic, natural and cultural landscape
(Heins, 2002; Havermans, 2006). This has noticeably, an already positive impact in rural
regions, but also offers great potential to expand the touristic sectors in these Dutch regions
(Havermans, 2006; Pretwerk, 2016; Rabobank, 2016; NRIT Media et al., 2016). Moreover,
given the ever-increasing trend of urbanization, the hecticity and staleness that city life
characterizes, where recreating in nature has become recreating in congesting parks, it is
anticipated to until 2040 the demand for natural recreation areas will increase (Crommentuijn
et al., 2006; Verbeek et al., 2011; van Mispelaar et al., 2011).
Connecting the two sectors – of agriculture and tourism – in what is known as ‘agro-tourism’
– interchangeably used with terms as agricultural tourism and farm-based tourism – takes
advantage of rural tourism, and is an accepted and advocated form of agricultural
diversification (Haines & Davies, 1987; Slee, 1989; Ohe, 2007). Farm diversification in the
form of agro-tourism is not a novel phenomenon (Dernoi, 1983), but is only since recently
increasingly recognized as a sound strategy to respond to socio-economic issues in rural
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regions (Sharply & Vass, 2005). Furthermore, evidence shows that the touristic sector
naturally pulls financial assets into rural communities, which appear to be the crucial assets
for adaptation and transformation in times of (radical) economic shifts (Potts, 1992).
Henceforth, agro-tourism is found to be inseparably connected with socio-economic
structures in many rural and agricultural regions (Fleischer & Tchetchik, 2005), including the
Achterhoek where the agro-touristic sector becomes increasingly pronounced (CBS, 2012;
Breman, 2013).
Care-farming in the Netherlands has gradually evolved into what it has become today; a
known institution, acknowledged by many for its healing functions, and integration of social
and societal values (de Bruin et al., 2010; Elings & Koffijberg, 2011; Ernst & Young &
Trimbos-instituut, 2012; Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al., 2015). Thirty to forty years ago, onfarm care was mainly informally provided to people with disabilities. Farms were a place
where disabled people, could flourish, enhance their own sense of self-worth and
independence, on a non-binding, informal and relaxed basis. Over the years this has proven
to be an interesting and often valuable relationship for both parties involved, and especially
the healing potential of care-farms is reconsidered and again recognized, by health care
experts, and most importantly by the clients themselves (Hassink et al., 2014). Over the last
10 years a large number of care-farms have established in the Netherlands where the
number of care-farms almost doubled between 2007 and 2013 (Dijkshoorn-Dekker et al.,
2014). At this moment, the Netherlands has over a 1,100 care-farms and this number is
steadily increasing (Dijkshoorn-Dekker et al., 2014; Hassink et al., 2014). The latter also
applies to the Achterhoek, which in 2010 located 49 care-farms, from the 4378 farms in total
(Gies et al., 2015).
Farmers within the Netherlands, including the Achterhoek have for centuries been found as
the main manager, maintainer and thus shaper of the cultural and natural landscape (Gudde,
2013). Moreover, due to a national political direction of decentralization – largely implying the
national government to repel cultural and natural landscapes and relegating the provinces as
the main responsible, which in turn largely allocated this responsibility to the agricultural
sector – this respective role has since recently become even more importunately.
Nonetheless, view people have considered the exact managerial magnitude and features of
multifunctional landscapes (van Berkel & Verburg, 2011). Meanwhile the Achterhoek’s
favourable and appealing character is largely a direct result of its landscape, and thus of
farmers’ efforts. The landscape’s nature and great variety of functions remains a well
treasured and appreciated asset by not only the inhabitants (de Bakker et al., 2013), but also
by the many and ever increasing tourists that come to the Achterhoek (Berends & Vreke,
2002; Fontein et al., 2013; NRIT Media., et al 2016); contributing for a considerable share to
the regions income (Gelders Overijssels Bureau voor Toerisme, 2010).
Other forms of agricultural diversification, such as ‘agricultural education’ and ‘farm-shops’,
may certainly offer opportunities as well, but plausibly to a lesser extent – respective to agrotourism, care-farming and cultural and natural landscape management (Reitsma & Hendriks,
2011). In addition to diversification, the following other regional and (inter)national ongoing
developments are important and substantial in shaping agriculture in the future: the great
lack of successors in the agricultural sector (Lage Venterink, 2014); an increasing number of
unprofitable – and hence closing and vacant – agricultural sites (Gies et al., 2016); stricter
environmental regulations; more competition on the world market; less government financial
support (Silvis et al., 2009) and climate change with – amongst others – more frequent and
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intense periods of droughts and precipitation (Geijzendorffer et al., 2011; Provincie
Gelderland & MBZ, 2013).
Figure 2: Agriculture in the Achterhoek: conventional, organic, diversification

Source: Gies et al. (2015).

Organic
Organic with diversification
Conventional
Conventional with diversification
Municipal borders in 2012

In addition to agriculture, other well-established sectors in the Achterhoek include health
care, hospitality, tourism & recreation (as stated), and manufacturing (POA-Achterhoek,
2012). Herewith it is important to take into account that companies prefer to settle in places
with high(er) population densities, and surrounded by adequate numbers of public services
and facilities (POA-Achterhoek, 2012; Kooiman & Simons, 2015). Nonetheless, some argue
that business activities in the Achterhoek will still be increasing considerably (Suurmond,
2015); even while the regional employment rates are declining faster than the national
average (Kooiman & Simons, 2015).
6.2 Depopulation Policies & Agriculture’s Significance
This section (6.2) explores depopulation policy and the significance of agriculture’s
involvement therein. Hereby, this section largely responds to sub questions 1 by using data
from both fieldwork activities, and a literature analyses. From literature analyses, it appeared
that depopulation policy is considered at several policy making levels. These levels and their
agricultural relevance are consequently discussed by starting at the international level of the
European Union (EU), followed by the national level, and finishing with the lower provincial
and municipal levels. Hereafter, findings from fieldwork relating to depopulation policy will be
portrayed.
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Before looking at the extent to which agriculture and farmers are involved in depopulation
policy, it is legit to ask what ‘depopulation policy’ actually is; as this appears neither to be
clear-cut nor unanimously answered. Depopulation policy rather turns out to be ambiguous
due to its rather novel focus and existence in policymaking realms; its development involving
multi-governmental levels; and the absence of a clear delineation of what it includes and
excludes. Depopulation policy can be explained as the policies that focus on maintaining or
fostering the liveability in a given locality. But if we then understand liveability by the
definition given in Chapter 5 (Theoretical Framework) it can encompass every thinkable
dimension and this would become problematic when wanting to analyse the matter.
Therefore, it may be helpful to delineate depopulation policy as any policy focusing on the
major phenomena rooting (e.g. low birth rates, aging, and outward migration) depopulation
and its impacts (e.g. less financial resources available for the maintenance of public
services).
Depopulation policy is pondered on, developed and executed at almost every thinkable
geographical level. At every level, it may also differ: the scale and intensity of the issue;
significance and focus that is given to it; and the way it is structured and envisaged. At the
level of the EU, depopulation policy is integrally covered through its Nature Policy, Cohesion
Policy, Common Agricultural Policy, and plausibly most by its Rural Development Policy
(RDP). The RDP includes programs that are widely implemented throughout European
member states as well as more region specific and tailor-made programs (Gray, 2000; EU,
2011; van Zeijts et al., 2017). This includes for instance an EU funded program in ‘deep rural’
Lapland – the EU’s most sparsely populated region – that focuses on pulling economic
investments towards the region. Another program that is currently emphasized is ‘Young
Entrance’, which seeks to pull young people to the countryside, by using various incentives
(Rink et al., 2012). Additionally, themes intersecting depopulation are occasionally included
in Agricultural Development Programs (EU, 2014).
At a more regional level, EU programs are embodied and mediated through so-called
‘LEADER-projects’ (‘Liaisons Entre Actions de Développement de l'Économie Rurale’ in
French). LEADER projects are regionally tailored projects, and are developed and
implemented to foster rural development, the rural economy and sustain the landscape and
nature. The projects seek to enact this through (strengthened) synergies between an
empowered agricultural sector and local communities at stake. Therewith, the intentions and
mandates of these LEADER projects seem to correspond and interlink with the current
stream of depopulation policy making, and its focus on community participation (European
Commission, 2017). The Achterhoek is – partly due to its depopulating reality – also a
designated LEADER project region. Hence depopulation is naturally an outspoken and
distinctly denoted item in the strategical development document for the years 2015-2022, of
the Achterhoek LEADER. Henceforth, there are also concrete LEADER actions intersecting
depopulation ‘themes’, as for instance those aiming to foster liveability within the region (EU,
2016).
Depopulation policy is within the Netherlands a rather new phenomenon and existent since
2009; when it was enacted by the ‘Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning & Environment’6.
Dutch depopulation policy distinguishes the focal themes of: (1) housing, (2) services and (3)
economic activity and employment (Rijk et al., 2009). These themes are further stipulated
6

Which has meanwhile merged with the Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management into the new Ministry of
Infrastructure and the Environment on October 14th, 2010.
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under the Depopulation Program, which includes the issuing of a broad but leading
collaborative agenda for all Dutch depopulating and anticipation regions. This document sets
broader strategies but also makes agreements between the region and the national
government. Through this national program, the national government stresses the value of
tailor made and regional approaches. It simultaneously emphasizes the (needed)
collaboration between local housing associations, educational and healthcare institutes,
business and active community participation, to cooperate and share knowledge and
expertise on the aforementioned themes. Because of the document’s regional approach,
most power and leverage is delegated to the lower levels of provincial and municipal
governments – and without stating concrete actions or directions. The provincial and
municipal governments subsequently seek to join forces with the aforementioned
stakeholders, as well as with neighbouring depopulating municipalities within the designated
depopulating regions which are more or less dependent on each other as they need to justly
divide annual allocated budgets (see Appendix I) (Rijk et al., 2009; BZK, 2016; Rijksoverheid,
2017). Since it is at these lower levels where policy is developed, and mandates enforced,
this is also where depopulation policy becomes more pronounced and conspicuous.
The provincial governments of depopulating regions often aim to guide local policies through
a broader strategical document and agenda, through which they envision the future of the
province and the specific regional roles herein. The 9 depopulating regions stipulate specific
and multiannual strategies and actions on their turn as well. This also holds the regions
accountable for the annual allocated budgets – subdivided over the different municipalities –
provided by the national government (BZK, 2016).
The depopulating region of the Achterhoek has articulated her specific strategy towards 2020
through its Achterhoek 2020 Agenda, which was published in 20117. This Agenda defines 20
specific projects and corresponding budgets under the three themes of ‘Employment’,
‘Housing/Living’ and ‘Mobility’. These three themes were based on a previously composed
document outlining – amongst others – the regional challenges through means of a SWOT
(see Appendix V). Meanwhile, the Agenda is continuously fine-tuned and adjusted to the
changing local realities and prognosticated forecasts (Provincie Gelderland & MBZ, 2013;
Gemeente Winterswijk, 2015). This Agenda has a very collaborative and accessible
character, in which local citizens can have a say through periodical meetings and may also
comment on and even propose projects. In fact, the very creation and realization of the
Agenda as well as the derivative municipal agendas were actualized through a number of
open, participative evening meetings. These meetings were organized by means of
roundtable consultations for which all local inhabitants – including farmers – were invited;
emphatically encouraged to speak, and provide inputs. The Achterhoek 2020 strategy is
further directed and embodied by a steering committee, – including 2 business
representatives, 2 educational representatives and 2 representatives from civil society
organizations (Dillingh, 2015; Meeting, 2015; EU, 2016).
The Achterhoek 2020 Agenda details the challenges for the Achterhoek towards 2020. The
Agenda, addresses the agricultural sector both implicitly and explicitly under the theme of
‘Employment, and Housing/Living’ and its subthemes of ‘Crossover Smartindustry’ and
‘Vacant Real Estate’, where the agricultural sector is regarded as the primal actor and
collaborator. The Crossover Smartindustry – denoting its aim to link and collaborate with
7

At that time, the Achterhoek held an anticipative region status, after which it became a depopulating region in 2014.
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other sectors and co-develop one ‘smart industry’ – subsequently includes the agricultural
sector in the crossovers of ‘Agrofood and Biobased Economy’, ‘Sustainable Energy
Transition’ and ‘Leisure/Recreation Economy’. The Agenda also addresses the presence,
relative importance and potential of diversified farming in the Achterhoek. The latter is
addressed in rather broader lines, and the agricultural sector or care-farming is furthermore
not identified as a possible stakeholder in the first crossover of ‘(Health) Care’.
The Agenda is a strategic document to measure and guide progress towards 2020, and as
the year 2020 is drawing nearer, it is vital to make intermediary assessments. Remarkably, it
was found that on the crossovers of Agrofood and Biobased Economy, little to no concrete
progress is made (Gemeente Winterswijk, 2015). Therefore, a real shortcoming seems the
inexistence of a scorecard or balance sheet with concrete action points. Also, some of the
outlined strategies rather remain as abstract as formulated on paper. This abstractness can
also be explained by the very fact that the Agenda is foremost a guiding and non-binding
document.
As both farmers and policymaking actors were interviewed, the text below describes how
both of those two subgroups regard farmer’s respective involvement in depopulation policy.
A number of interviewees indicated to be closely involved in the Achterhoek’s LEADER
project; which underlines and confirms its aim of community involvement. These LEADER
projects seem an excellent opportunity to connect rural development ambitions with the
agricultural sector and depopulation in these rural regions. Nonetheless, strong and clear
linkages between the agricultural sector and depopulation were not expressed during the
interviews. Instead the projects merely seem to focus on broader ‘themes’ intersecting
depopulation as for instance fostering liveability within the region (Interviews Municipal and
Provincial Officials and Farmers). A care-farmer whom has participated in LEADER project
meetings – essentially setup to attain national governmental funding – confirms that; “these
meetings includes themes of depopulation, looking at innovative projects to sustain current
matters (e.g. public services), the construction of bicycles roads, renovating old bicycle roads
etcetera. Also, to pull the tourists towards the Achterhoek” (Interview Care-farmer).
6.3 Depopulation Policy; Farmers’ Positioning and Role(s)
This section specifically focuses on the development and execution of depopulation policy.
Furthermore, it also analyses the positioning of the farmers in relation to the municipality as
well as how this relationship is negotiated. Herewith this section continues to respond to and
elaborate on sub-question 1 – in addition to section 6.2.
The positioning and communication channels of the agricultural sector respective to local and
regional politics seem very clear-cut and transparent. At the higher provincial level, it is
mainly the Dutch Agricultural Association (Land- en Tuinbouw Organisatie Nederland (LTO))
that represents the interests of its agricultural members (i.e. predominantly farmers) in
periodical meetings with the provincial government. This good relationship and cooperation
can largely be devoted due to its long-rooted existence throughout the Netherlands (since
1955), its gathered expertise and knowledge, and high share and support of affiliated farmers
(Interview Farmer). Hence, the involvement of the Agricultural Association in local and
regional politics is a continued one, and a matter of course rather than a continuously
negotiated relationship. During periodical meetings with the provincial government,
depopulation is not identified as an issue by the Agricultural Association to be further
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discussed, even though the subject has been clearly reckoned by the Association. A
representative argues that there is no reason to think that depopulation has currently and/or
potentially a significant and direct impact on the functioning of the agricultural sector
(Interview Association Representative).
Besides the Association’s provincial engagement, it is also active at a municipal level, where
it holds subordinate divisions as well. When regional issues appear to be shared among a
greater body of farmers, it are often the regional Association’s divisions that take a
representative and advocating role (Interview Association Representative). Nonetheless,
given the relatively small sizes of municipalities in the Achterhoek (as well as in the other
depopulating regions), and the – often – specifically individual particularities for which
farmers approach and consult the municipality (e.g. the extension of a field); the
communication between these stakeholders was also argued to be often direct, surpassing
the Agricultural Association. Given the permanent and embedded situational state of farmers,
and repetitive contact with municipal officials; the contact between these two was reported to
be fairly open, direct and personal (Interviews Farmers and Municipal Officials). In line, when
farmers as well municipal officials were inquired on what is generally most of interest for the
agricultural sector and its actors, the unanimous response can be summarized as ‘freedom
to operate and initiate, in an open playing field’. This predominant interest was explained by
each farmer’s unique entrepreneurial nature and divergent ambitions (Interviews Farmers).
As a farmer argues: space to operate is essential, and that includes space to expand,
diversify and develop a multifunctional character in a multifunctional business (Interview
Care-farmer).
Overall, there was the impression that farmers rather stay in the wake of the political realms,
if there is no particular and high cause for concern insofar. Depopulation was among the
farmers not regarded a cause as such. As a care-farm director – who organizes many
regional community projects – states; “I am not directly involved in policy, and I have no
governmental function either, in fact, I do not even aspire that. Instead I rather live by the
notion of ‘let your actions speak louder than your words’, and therewith you can exemplify an
alternative” (Interview Care-farmer). Another farmer states; “I consult the municipality rarely;
and barely deal with them. You should know that here [in the Achterhoek]; we also arrange
matters amongst ourselves – outside of the political realms. Having said that, you should
also take into account that I do not plan to construct a barn or anything alike; as much as I
aspire to enlarge, I cannot. Do you have any idea of the land prices around here?” (Interview
Farmer). Besides, farmers’ relations with the municipality and their involvement in
policymaking seem to differ depending on the issues at stake. “Overall, the municipality
listens to our interests, yet of course they shall not comply with all we ask for, but overall
there is a very open relationship and they listen to us” (Interview Farmer). While a carefarmer argues; “It is and remains a slow and laborious process to be taken into account by
the municipality, let alone to be included in policymaking processes. We [care-farmers] really
have to be proactive, and we try to prove and promote our right of existence via various
platforms, but it remains cumbersome. We do develop and proposed various initiatives to the
municipality, and they listen to us, but one really has to push it to see that boomerang to the
policymaking level” (Interview Care-farmer).
The farmers interviewed expressed to either not know about depopulation policy at all, or
vaguely know about some regional developments, such as the existence of the Achterhoek
2020 agenda, but not its exact content and actualization. These farmers also expressed that
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depopulation and its processes would – in anyway – probably neither have any or too much
of an impact on their very functioning as a business nor on the sector as a whole. Hence, a
direct reason or relevance to be actively involved in depopulation policy and its development
was renounced by the farmers (Interviews Farmers). When given some time to reflect during
the interview, some farmers did come back to their previous expressed opinion, arguing that
in some manners it may in the future impact the sector – which will be elaborated upon in the
sections below.
Whether the Achterhoek 2020 Agenda characterizes a good representation of the
population’s interests is contestable. Some argue that it are mostly, the already involved and
concerned inhabitants that come to local info- and consultation meetings as such (Senior
Policy Official Housing and Employment, Municipality of Bronckhorst). Despite the open and
accessible structure of the Achterhoek2020 initiative, only some of the farmers had heard of
its existence, but mostly by coincidence, and not by direct involvement. One farmer – who is
a prominent and representative agricultural figure in both the Achterhoek and in the
Netherlands – had heard of it, but sceptically argued that the committee does not represent
the broader strata profile of the Achterhoek, and instead merely consists out of already
prominent and mainly old people from the region. She further argues; “I am not at all involved
in depopulation policy, and I am aware of the Achterhoek 2020’s existence, but merely by
coincidence. Neither the agricultural sector nor I myself have been actively approached for
related matters, and I do not think that this depopulation policy focuses on the agricultural
sector. I also think that many Achterhoek inhabitants have the idea to have little say in the
development of depopulation policy” (Interview Farmer). Furthermore, despite the inclusive
nature through which the document is co-developed, it remains up to the municipalities how
they interpret and utilize the Agenda (Interviews Researcher and Municipal Official).
After all, most respondents do not foresee a particular and/or expanded future role in store
for the agricultural sector in relation to depopulating policies. Notwithstanding, most
respondents certainly do see the current and future value of the agricultural sector in
depopulating regions, including the Achterhoek, which will also be further elaborated upon
below.
6.4 Farmers Experiencing Depopulation
This section discusses the role and the experiences of the agricultural sector and farmers,
respective to depopulation in their region; the Achterhoek. How do farmers experience
depopulation processes on their personal level and what relative significance is given to
these – being either positively or negatively? Hereby, this section responds to sub questions
2.a. to 2.e.
All of the farmers interviewed stated to be aware of and experience the depopulation
processes in the Achterhoek. Herein, farmers made the distinction between perceiving
depopulation on a personal and community level, and depopulation on an agricultural level.
The paragraphs below will present farmers’ experience regarding depopulation on their
personal and community level. The section thereafter (6.4) further explores farmers’
experience with and response to depopulation in relation to their agricultural profession and
their business’ functioning.
Depopulation and its impact on one’s personal and social life, appeared to be a duplex
subject among farmers. On the one hand, they dealt with the subject in very temperate
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manner, almost minimizing it, while on the other hand, they acknowledged its real presence,
and argued it as not to be underestimated. This can be explained by the fact that within the
Achterhoek, depopulation is a rather novel phenomenon, and hence plausibly only since
recent acknowledged by majority of its inhabitants. Since depopulation is often neither
experienced nor dealt with in another manner, one may term it as a rather trivial given. On
the other hand, it was noticed that all interviewees held a rather realistic perspective
regarding present as well as future matters. As the future of depopulation is not a given, but
rather ambiguous, interviewees seemed inclined not to articulate (too) speculative forecasts
(Interviews Farmers).
When interviewees were asked whether depopulation would affect farmers on their own
social and personal level, all admitted that it plausibly would. At this very moment, farmers
expressed not to have strong experiences with depopulation impacting their personal life. At
large, most farmers articulated it may certainly adversely impact their social and personal life
in the near future, as they feel emphatically included by their respective community and were
often found to be actively involved in group activities outside of their own agricultural and
personal realms. By far, most respondents confirmed that farmers are indeed often found to
be involved in community life in one way or the other; often in local organizations, such as
associations, clubs or local politics. Moreover, interviewees rejected the notion of difference
between farmers’ manner or intensity of participation and engagement in community life,
respectively to other non-agricultural inhabitants. At large, all interviewees had not observed
any concrete differences as such (Interviews all interviewees). In the last decade of regional
population loss, aging, and an outward migration of young people, interviewees generally did
not hold the view that social and community life was directly deteriorating, also not for
farmers. Farmers are perceived to behave and manoeuvre in social and community life,
similarly as non-farmers; which was firmly emphasized throughout the interviews (Interviews
Farmers and Non-Farmers from the Achterhoek). Furthermore, as also depictured above, the
agricultural sector and farmers were indicated to be a strongly embedded sector in
communal life.
Despite the fact that farmers expressed not to have strong experiences with depopulation
impacting their personal life they do take depopulation close to their hearts, and largely see
depopulation as a rather negative matter. A care-farmer whom perceives the impact of
depopulation rather considerable, states; “One can observe depopulation in all Dutch rural
bordering regions; lesser families finding employment within the region, and are being pulled
to regions with more jobs. Schools are being closed, and small community shops and other
services also disappear at a given moment, and that also happens here, in the Achterhoek.
In fact, that is already happening for over 30 years, and that trend still continues, maybe
even accelerates, that I do not know” (Interview Care-farmer). Another care-farmer foresees
a gloomy future; “Of course we hope that businesses keep finding their way to the
Achterhoek. Otherwise it will soon become a rather lifeless region. I personally already notice
that in order to get ‘somewhere’ a substantial distance needs to bridge. We do have a local
pub and cinema around here, but that’s it. To go out for entertainment or alike, you inevitably
have to reach out to the urban centres of the Netherlands” (Interview Care-farmer). In line, a
young farmer expresses; “All my friends, born and grown up around here, have moved to the
city. They will certainly not come back within the next 10 years, and won’t start young
families here; they will do that in the city where the services are” (Interview Farmer). Also, a
care-farmer and a contract worker at a dairy farm both confirmed that public services
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disappear, and as the care-farmer states; “One can see that the number of public services
decline, and these are then organized and shared within a larger geographic region”
(Interview Care-farmer). The contract worker argues; “An increasing number of
multifunctional service facilities arise, with for instance a school, sport facility, and community
centre, housed in one. The newer versions of those community centres are termed ‘culturehouses’ (‘cultuurhuuzen’ in Dutch); you probably heard about that. You can see that all
parties involved, thus schools, the sporting facility – owned by the municipality – and cultural
foundations cooperate extremely well. Thus it is rather important to emplace facilities that
enable a number of services and activities. A primary school means families with young
children, who naturally attract other young families; the one is dependent on the other. This
goes both ways; if people decide to migrate, others follow as well” (Interview Farmer).
Some farmers minimized depopulation’s significance in their everyday life, as for instance a
young farmer states; “Maybe it has over the 10 past years become a little quieter in the
village, but whether I really notice this in everyday life? At least I do not bother. I also think it
is still within proportion. ‘Depopulation’ is really a term which people tend to use easily,
making it that you more often hear about it from others, than really experiencing it yourself.
‘Depopulation’ has a negative connotation, but for farmers, it is certainly not negative by
default. It very much depends on the character of the farmer. Of course there are on the
hand the very social farmers whom like to have people around them, but there are also the
mavericks, who think ‘the lesser people the better’. I think that is a division of 50-50, with the
older generations generally more closed and conservative, and the younger generations
more open-mind and social” (Interview Farmer).
After all, farmers strongly realized that even though depopulation may for now not be
pronouncedly present, as it will continue in the near future, its impacts on social community
life may also change. Also, depopulation’s impact on availability and accessibility of public
services – that facilitate social life (e.g. community centres) – was clearly acknowledged, and
seen as a challenge.
6.5 Agriculture’s response to depopulation
This section analyses how depopulation processes are experienced by farmers on their
professional level, and more so, how this impacts their business’ functioning, management,
and how they respond to it.
All farmers realized that depopulation in the Achterhoek is currently still in a very premature
state, and hence most farmers had also not concretely thought of how this depopulation can
and may potentially have an impact on their very business on the long run. Nonetheless,
despite the greater presence of the agricultural sector in depopulating regions respective to
other regions – which farmers were aware of – farmers dismissed depopulation’s direct and
significant impact on both, the agricultural sector as a whole and on their own business’
functioning at this point in time. Henceforth farmers expressed to have not differentiated their
management practices because of depopulation so far. Again, the aforementioned is based
on a snapshot, ‘at this point in time’, and one should simultaneously take into account that
the Achterhoek stands at the very dawn of its depopulation processes.
Most farmers held a rather shorter term vision when probed about how depopulation’s impact
will unfold for the agricultural sector, and argued that anticipating on depopulating processes’
impact on the longer term, to be similar as “…reading tea-leaves in the bottom of the cup”
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(Interviews Farmer and Association Representative). Moreover, there is according to the
farmers no direct, plausible reason to think that depopulation impacts farmers to a greater
extent or fundamentally different than any other entrepreneurs, or other inhabitants in the
region. Nonetheless, a farmer argues; “It is crucial to anticipate on the agricultural future and
imagining it in 15 years from now, which direction to we want to go? I think we all need to
engage ourselves in that dialogue. Do you want it [agriculture] bigger, more diversification?
Especially in a region like the Achterhoek you have to ponder on how we design our future.
Some larger-scale farming will always remain, but the question is; what happens in the
future? Will we encourage the sustaining of the landscape; the core characteristics of this
landscape? If we do nothing with these questions, and if there is no regulation, then there is
a chance that cultural and natural landscape elements disappear and develop in large
widespread pastures” (Interview Farmer).
In an open discussion along the interview, farmers argued depopulation would at least not be
felt heartedly by large(r) farms producing for the ‘world market’, but plausibly more so for
those farmers dependant on local market dynamics, outlets, due to a loss of local customers,
migrating elsewhere. All farmers considered that finding and attracting (skilled) labour from
within the region may become an issue, yet still thought to have minor impact on their
business’ functioning. A small-scale organic farmer argues; “Depopulation impacts the
organic sector, simply because you need more manual labour hours for the work to be done.
Thus when people start moving to the cities; emptying the countryside there is labour left to
do the weeding. However, at this moment I do not notice this. So perceiving depopulation
either positively or negatively greatly depends on your angle of incidence. On the longer term
it is however negative I think. If the labour can no longer be done simply because there are
too few people, than is that clearly a problem. But it would be nice to be informed about this
whole [process of depopulation]. In that case I can anticipate on adjusting my machinery and
take that into account in my longer term budgeting” (Interview Farmer). At the same time the
farmer also sees small-scale farming as a potential in depopulating regions; “I think it is
interesting to see how we can remain small-scale and profitable, by seeking a direct
connection to the customers, which also means to involve customers in what farming is and
encompasses. I believe that this can all stimulate growth, and that is also what I try myself,
by for instance a recently started collective through which I directly deliver my produce to the
customers” (Interview Farmer). At the same time, a large scale farmer argues; “Of course, if
your farm expands, you need more employees. In case of depopulation, thus when people
migrate, it becomes more difficult to find skilled labour. Simply because it are often the
higher-educated that move elsewhere. Thus it also depends on the type of labour you’re
looking for. But finding for instance a farm manager often involves a higher educated
employee; and those are certainly more difficult to find around here” (Interview Farmer).
Other, but more indirect spinoffs were repeatedly indicated as being mere potential
opportunities, including (1) those attributed to the increasing vacancy of agricultural sites,
and (2) the further unfolding of various agricultural diversified forms. The various forms of
agricultural diversification argued to hold opportunities in times of depopulation were agrotourism, care-farming, and cultural and natural landscape management – which the latter
closely intersects with the increasing vacancy of vacant agricultural sites. The sections below
will consequently describe how (1) vacant agricultural sites, and (2) various forms of
agricultural diversification were regarded in relation to depopulation by the interviewees.
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Vacant Agricultural Sites
The wider ongoing agricultural trends of the great lack of agricultural successors and the
increasing number of unprofitable farms (as mentioned in 2.2 and 6.1) were frequently
reported by all farmers as well as non-farmers. Even though these were explained to not
necessarily relate to depopulation, these trends – leaving extensive agricultural sites vacant
and redundant – arguably impact depopulation processes to a far greater extend then nondepopulating regions. The vacant agricultural sites of farmyards, land and buildings,
sometimes offer interesting expanding opportunities for already existing farms. However, this
acquisition was reported to most often, solely concern (a share of) the vacant land, and not
the acquisition of the farmyards and buildings. The farmyards and buildings are often not
reallocated. These vacant on-farm buildings – and sometimes land – left unmaintained, were
indicated to lead to a deterioration of the landscape by various interviewees. Furthermore,
interviewees expressed their worries regarding the longer terms buildings and land remain
desolated, the less appealing it becomes to inhabit and revive it again.
A diverse group of interviewees openly voiced their worries, about the future vacancy of
sites, a farmer articulates it as follows; “All craftsmanship and people migrate to the cities.
Vacant farms and corresponding lands are being bought and invested in by rich, careerdriven people, which subsequently sublet their lands to large farmers; clearly impacting the
landscape. I do not see that as a positive trend, and the agricultural sector must in that
respect also be protected. I mean no one enjoys a landscape with only farm mansions
surrounded by large-scale agriculture. I do at least not really believe in mass production, all
concentrated on one place. Yes, it is super-efficient, but it also removes the agricultural story
and images for the inhabitants, and thereby its whole context” (Interview Farmer). Another
farmer depictures a brighter side; “Depopulation has a direct impact on agricultural business.
If more people move elsewhere, it allows farmers to further develop through land expansion.
We [she and her parents] have also recently taken over two sites of people whose children
moved elsewhere. Instead, population growth would be more of a threat I believe, this would
negatively impact in the agricultural sector. I think that the Netherlands is already densely
populated, and if more people would move over here, this would result in more issues, more
complaints about odours, you name it. The people that tend to move to the Achterhoek
consciously choose for this region because of the landscape, and that are plausibly also the
people that complain a whole lot more, than the ‘native’ people from the Achterhoek”
(Interview Farmer).
A municipal official who does believe that depopulation has a probably impact on the
agricultural sector, shares the farmer’s worries, stating; “Depopulation may have an impact
on the agricultural sector in terms of successors. It is especially this [lack of successors]
which I see as a considerable threat for our hinterland and landscape; but maybe I am too
fearful. Nonetheless, our regional farmers, have grown up here, lived here for generations,
and really bonded a relationship with the landscape. My great fear is that outsider-farmers
without concern and recognition for the landscape will act and farm uninhibited and
unconsciously while not abiding the value of our cultural and natural landscape. Of course,
we [the municipal government] also have regulations by which one has to abide, yet much is
also strongly dependant on the farmers’ own acting; and it is especially that which I find a
real matter of concern” (Member Spatial Planning Advisory Committee, Municipality of
Winterswijk).
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On a brighter side; this also creates opportunities for initiatives to utilize these – large –
spaces for novel non-agricultural usage, which is also being experimented with in practice
(Interviews Municipal Officials). A care-farmer confirms; “The municipality makes great
attempts to find new purposes for the many older farms; which also enabled us to retrieve a
newly and reallocated authorization for care – instead of agricultural – purposes” (Interview
Care-farmer). Furthermore the local municipalities have – as abovementioned – outlined
‘Vacant Real Estate’ as one of the crossovers in the Achterhoek 2020 Agenda, and therewith
outline concrete opportunities for spaces as such. As the agricultural sector is more often
seen as an important stakeholder that can take a pioneering role in the field of innovative
energy landscapes – additionally to its main food production landscape – a major foreseen
and repeatedly reported opportunity is the reallocation of this vacant land for the generation
of sustainable energy. An example of this sustainable energy generation is the project ‘Sun
on Farmyard’ (i.e. ‘Zon op Erf’ in Dutch), through which the local governments aim to appeal
and bind farmers for the development of solar panel fields on their land. A special and focal
subgroup in this project is retiring and stopping farmers being left with unutilized land.
However, and paradoxically, a municipal official realistically showed that the investments
made – for developing solar panel fields – will solely be retrieved after a period of
approximately 30 years. Thus investments in this solar panel project will for most farmers be
profitable, after the course of their lifetime, respectively (Interview Municipal Official).
Despite the municipal efforts to curb redundant estates, many of the requested farm-land
acquisitions and expansions are disapproved and rejected by municipal officials, as these
plans often do not fit with Achterhoek’s the small-scale and scenic landscape vision. Thus,
paradoxically, as potent and creative ideas and initiatives may be, they often strand when
facing the regulatory realities including spatial, development and zoning plans, and
environmental policies – enforced by the same municipal officials. A diversified farmer, who
manages amongst others a large recreational campsite and care-farm and hence
considerable experience in handling with planning matters as such, confirms this; “This
[approval of new functions on former agricultural sites] greatly depends on whether the
province approves of the municipality’s new zoning and construction proposals, allowing for
extended residential quota in a given locality. Currently, these [residential quota] are quite a
bottleneck, and in fact a serious matter of concern since the last years. For instance, many
large farms prove to be very suitable for a transformation into two or three separate
residential compartments. Nonetheless, this is often not approved, as municipalities strive to
plan all additional residential housing within the towns’ centres, not in the hinterland. This is a
serious issue that reinforces depopulation. In times when people are officially not allowed to
live at a place of preference – due to residential quota or zoning plans – they will think twice,
and choose to move elsewhere. That happens here now en masse. So that simply has to do
with governmental and housing policy, and a political approach that aims to maintain a rather
‘unoccupied’ and open hinterland. So that’s truly ‘nature and landscape’ versus ‘living’. Then
you also touch upon all the ‘red for red’, ‘red for green’ arrangements and vice versa8,
including that if you invest in and steward the landscape you may be able to construct a
building in exchange; it is some kind of political ‘handshake’. One has to be lucky in this, and
this happens only incidentally, too little! Because of this, people leave this region. Besides,
8

These arrangements between provinces and/or municipalities and inhabitants, aim to foster rural development. The ‘red for
red’ arrangement aims to foster the beauty of the landscape, by governmental approving of new building construction in the
countryside, in exchange for the demolishment of old impoverished housing. Red for green is an arrangement, denoting the
realisation of (municipal)governmental nature objectives by inhabitants in exchange for approval of private housing or other
construction. Provinces, and sometimes even municipalities prescribe and hold their very own and unique terms and conditions
herein (Eelerwoude, 2015).
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there is simply also no alluring perspective here in terms employment... this remains difficult
anywhere. Even though they are trying to realize new jobs for young professionals with
families, schools need to function and be viable just as well! It is all correlated, and including
many factors. Vacant agricultural sites do not just equal opportunities for agriculture and
farming, it is very much about whether one can and wants to live there; also for farmers.
Those are some real depopulation issues. You should know that many people come here for
recreational and touristic purposes, saying; “Oh, I would love to live here!”, then these people
often end up at the municipality, hearing that there is just no space and place for them. That
is a bigger issue than attracting businesses and economic activities this direction. You can
solely do business if you have a place to live. I know many creative people, convinced they
could have started a business here if they would only be accommodated with a nice living
space” (Interview Care-farmer).
At large, the different provincial and municipal officials talked with, did – similarly to
Agricultural Association’s perspective – not see a compelling and immediately pronounced
impact stemming from depopulation on the agricultural sector. Simultaneously, some
expressed that the possibility of an existing connection between the two is an interesting one
and deserved to be further studied; certainly, not to be negated (Interviews Municipal
Officials). This also appeared from the statement by a municipal policy official below which
she expressed at the end of the interview; “I am very curious to see the outcomes of your
study. At first I doubted when I received your enquiry and I was a bit hesitant whether or not
to participate in your study. At the same time, I also want to make a contribution to the
process of raising awareness about depopulation here in the region. To be honest, me
myself, I had also not yet realized what role the farmer and the agricultural sector can have in
this whole [process of depopulation]. Of course, we are facing an increasing number of
farmers that are retiring, but think that is not because of depopulation. So, from that point of
view, I never really dived into what role the farmer may take in the whole process of
depopulation” (Interview Municipal Official).
Agricultural Diversification
Agricultural diversification was repeatedly reported as an agricultural opportunity in times of
depopulation by both, farmers as well as non-farmers and for different reasons. Many
interviewees explain it as an adequate strategy to secure (additional) income in these times
of depopulation and future uncertainty. A care-farmer having arable crops and a recreational
site – who initiated, advised and supported many care-farm conversions – in the region
stated; “The major reason why many farming diversification processes take place, is due to
farmers’ commercial realism. Sometimes diversification happens voluntarily, but certainly not
always. It often concerns farms which otherwise would not be able to economically survive
and perforce, and hence decide to adopt other on-farm functions as some sort of coping
strategy. This [diversification] is nothing new, and has been continuously shown throughout
history. When my parents started this farm in 1950, they had 10 dairy cows, 15 pigs, 200
chickens, and some small scale arable farming. This farm design allowed them to secure
income in periods where demands for one of the outputs decreased, which could so be
compensated by other outputs. This spreading of risks, which exists since humanity, still
holds very true. Contrarily, at the moment you start specializing and excessively exploiting
one output, you become very dependent and vulnerable, which is a great drawback of
specialization” (Interview Care-farmer).
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Agricultural diversification appears a more than coincidental agricultural strategy in times of
depopulation. The farmers interviewed recognized that diversifying agriculture is an adequate
way to add value but also to attract and bind people to one’s business. Hence, farmers
foresaw additional chances for diversifying farmers in times of depopulation; where securing
an income as well as maintaining a sound bond with the local community was argued of
great importance. This value was also recognized by researchers and municipal officials,
which is neatly exemplified by a municipal official expressing; “Farmers contribute to
liveability through the management of our attractive hinterland. The farmers form an
inextricable part of this; the very way they design it. Various farmers diversify by for instance
adding recreational functions, bed & breakfasts, and so on, and that again contributes to the
region’s liveability. Everyone finds it pleasurable to see livestock grazing on the pastures and
that in turn also benefits the touristic sector and that all again contributing to liveability”
(Interview Municipal Official).
Given the three choices – of upscaling, diversifying or quitting (as previously discussed in
section 2.2) – that farmers nowadays often face it is interesting to explore how diversifying
farming typologies differ, also in contributing to liveability in the region. Most interviewees
tended to believe that diversified and/or smaller agricultural forms (e.g. care-farms)
contribute significantly more to liveability in the region, relatively to the – often large scale –
specialized or monoculture agriculture. “The diversified agriculturalists often target and
appeal to a large and widespread audience, also because they need to attract a larger group
of customers to keep their business up and running. This may concern any form diversified
agriculture, from a farm-shop selling dairy ice cream, a care-farm, to agro-touristic sites for
instance. These forms just have much more of a public and communal function, enabling a
wide public to experience the countryside; what it is, looks like and its functions” (Interview,
Care-farmer). The same farmer stated that through and in diversified agriculture, creativity
surfaces and flourishes. “This creativity leads to initiatives that foster the liveability in the
region. People become creative when facing economic pressures; I see that happening all
around me here. They starting exploring beyond the usual grounds and channels to see what
can foster their own agricultural business as well as the region” (Interview Care-farmer).
Even a farmer at a large, concentrated livestock farm argued that “… those contributing to
liveability are the diversifying farmers” (Interview Farmer). In this line, a municipal Policy
Official argued to see much more potential in small-scale, organic and diversified farmers.
“We have a number of small-scale farms here in the region, as for instance a goat farm,
where the milk is also processed into various products, including cheese and yoghurt. The
products are subsequently, also sold at the local farm-shop, and hence also has its touristic
aspect. I am not saying it necessarily needs to be organic. However, it are the small-scale
farmers that have a justified purpose and right of existence and subsistence here, as they
are – despite their small-scale structure – coping and succeeding to get by. However,
focusing on maximization, expansion and growth is not sustainable on the long run; you will
face the adversities and limits of this growth, as farmers nowadays for instance face issues
of manure surpluses. So I foresee much more potential in the small-scale organic farms, also
fitting neatly in our small-scale, scenic landscape” (Member Spatial Planning Advisory
Committee, Municipality of Winterswijk).
Farmers also argue that in these times, the agricultural sector has to be creative and think in
terms of potentials. This is clearly articulated by a care-farmer; “The Agricultural sector has to
be creative with the possibilities that are within reach. Nonetheless, what I observed over
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here is upscaling farm, enforced by the market mechanisms. A farmer can solely follow that
pathway [of upscaling], and I see that here in my own region. The sole dairy farm that is left
here, also needs to scale up, invest in a milk-robot, there is no way out if you have opted that
direction. However, large-scale farming does not make a whole lot of sense over here. By
scaling-up; farms’ accessibilities decline, but in small-scale farming, this accessibility
becomes an interesting factor. Others that opted for another direction may have tried to enter
another market, such as care, arable farming or recreation. The last decade there have been
a number of diverse examples of sound creative and diversified entrepreneurship in
agriculture – even though not all examples are beatifical. In addition, we can also encourage
creative entrepreneurship through courses. This includes encouraging youth and offering
them perspectives. My own son has for instance accompanied me 5 years ago; starting from
no affiliation with the care-farm, meanwhile he is fully into it. But it is essential to continue
investing; otherwise it’s slowly bleeds to death” (Interview Care-farmer).
Simultaneously interviewees remarked that diversification will and cannot be a trajectory to
be followed for all farmers. How and if farmer can best opt for a particular diversifying
strategy situated amidst depopulation is – off course – foremost up to the farmer him or
herself, and depends on various facets and conditions of the farmer – including the
entrepreneurial nature, his/her ambitions, current agricultural typology, and saturation of the
associated diversifying agricultural market.
Specifically, throughout the interviews, it was found that respondents foresaw most
opportunities in the – aforementioned – agricultural diversifications of (1) agro-tourism, (2)
care-farming and (3) cultural and natural land management. These specific forms of
agricultural diversification were often explained by the developments of the increasingly
vacant agricultural sites, the increasing number of elderly – and other care-needing
inhabitants – and the ever-increasing number of yearly tourists residing in the region. These
specific opportunities are further elaborated upon below.
Agro-tourism
A special topic of interest during the interviews appeared to be agro-tourism, where
interviewees took into account the Achterhoek’s well-established touristic sector in addition to
its well-known (agricultural) landscape.
Interviewees oftentimes saw the agricultural and touristic sectors as inextricable, and for
various reasons. Many interviewees underlined the fact that farmers are the main managers
of the landscape and thereby they do not solely maintain it, they automatically keep the it on
the high aesthetic level for which the Achterhoek is so well-known and has become a popular
destination for an increasing number of tourists.
Many interviewees confirmed tourism as an economically strong and important sector of the
Achterhoek. In this light, a municipal spatial planner does not see depopulation as an issue,
but rather as an opportunity, she argues; “Of course there are issues to depopulation, but
there were times that we [the Achterhoek] were even sparser populated, and then we also
survived and got around, so why is it a problem? Responding to it does require innovative
and creative capacities but that also has its charm. In that sense I do not view depopulation
as purely negative, because its flipside is urbanization; areas such as Amsterdam that
succumb by their own success, than I rather ‘opt’ for depopulation. It should also be taken
into account that tourism has always been an important source of revenues and economic
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activity here. And why do people come here? Because of the sereneness, calmness, the
open landscape, and all the good it treasures. In this sense the agricultural sector also
contributes to liveability by maintaining the landscape and thereby gives impetus to the
touristic sector. But that also greatly depends on the type of farmer. The farmer that does not
care about the environment and landscape, does do not contribute to this, in fact, quite the
opposite, because our touristic sector is far more important [in terms of financial revenues]
than the agricultural sector” (Interview Municipal Official).
An owner of an agro-touristic campsite – managing an extensive recreational field and
facilities with a capacity to host up to 250 people – sees the ever-increasing urbanization
trend and hecticity of city life as an interplay that benefits the touristic sector in the rural, less
populated regions, including the Achterhoek. The campsite owner states; “The demand for
tranquil and calm havens as such is growing. We notice this by people’s expressed
enthusiasm. That also has to do with the very aesthetics of our landscape and environment;
which is very natural and we try to accentuate that. By its very nature, and the fact that it is a
scenic landscape with many hedgerows and small patches also makes its labour intensive.
However, at the same time we realize that this is also the vigour and value of the space and
place. People tell us: “this is a real place to subside and relax”. People coming from – which
we call – ‘the Wild West’, come here to escape the stress, tumult and hectic of the city life.
We get many people from Amsterdam, Rotterdam & The Hague, which reopen their eyes
and appreciate the environment. They tell us... “Here [in this landscape] we can breathe
again”” (Interview Care-farmer).
Farmers and municipal officials also recognized that there is more potential for agro-tourism,
also within the given depopulating landscape of the Achterhoek. A farmer expresses; “Sure,
depopulation is surely present, but do I see it as an issue? Not perse. I see a number of
opportunities and possibilities through which we can magnet more people to reside in the
Achterhoek. Do not forget that the Achterhoek is a region that has a certain level of sympathy
in the eyes of those living in the Western and urban parts of the Netherlands. In that sense I
also think that there is much more potential for us [farmers] to utilize the touristic as well as
the landscapes potential” (Interview Farmer). Another farmer partly justifies the strict zoning
and spatial planning policies by the importance of responding to the touristic potential; “The
fact that no glasshouse horticulture is allowed in the Achterhoek is explainable. Planners
want to keep this as an open region, partly characterized by its patches with grazing
livestock, instead of a second ‘Westland’ full with greenhouses. On the one hand this is a bit
ridiculous, on the other hand I do get it; it is truly gorgeous over here, and that explains and
benefits the Achterhoek touristic orientation. In that sense I think we can also more utilize the
space and its touristic potential that the depopulation offers” (Interview Farmer). When the
same farmer was asked whether he himself also already utilizes this touristic potential he
answers; “No, but I anticipate to be doing that. I would love to make an outdoor theatre or
something similar, to attract tourists by organizing concerts or theatre plays. Also to intermix
culture in my business identity. I also think that this neatly fits within agriculture” (Interview
Farmer). A care-farmer sees the Achterhoek’s touristic sector as a distinguishing factor,
respective to other depopulating regions and confirms the region’s outspoken ambitions to
further consolidate this sector. “The region has reinforced efforts, and made it a true
objective to increase touristic inflows. One may observe that by for instance the increase in
campsites and hotels, and by the indeed ever-increasing number of visitors. It is also
important to utilize this touristic potential as the Achterhoek is simply also very well-known for
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its tourism and cultural and natural landscape” (Interview Care-farmer). Another farmer is
also well-aware of this potential stating; “The Achterhoek is on itself very well-known for its
beautiful, forest-rich and diverse landscape, and that I think, offer opportunities in tourism,
also for those active in agriculture” (Interview Farmer). A agricultural advisor working on
behalf of the province regards tourism as a need response to reutilize the vacant agriculture
sites; “By strengthening the touristic infrastructure on farms you can attract many daytourists; this includes emplacing ‘bed & breakfasts’ and other recreational services”
(Interview Provincial Official).
Care-farming
The care-farmers interviewed in the Achterhoek – whom simultaneously owned and directed
their care-farms – were found to be fairly well organized by the regional overarching
association called the Care-farm Association East Gelderland (‘Vereniging Zorgboeren OostGelderland’) (VZOG), but also at the higher national level, where communication channels
between care-farmers were reported to be rather short, easily accessible. The care-farmers
interviewed motivated to dedicate themselves into care-farming for the various
characteristics, inherent of care-farming. Care-farms were – amongst others – reported to be
characterized by their active, outdoor-promoting, personalized, multidimensional, extensive,
small-scale (i.e. a maximum of 25 clients) and quality care provisioning. The care-farmers
argued that it is exactly this, what care-farming is praised for and by. They continuously
explained that the outdoor and spacious nature of care-farming combined with self-paced
labour, and the tailor-made form in which care is provided to specific client-groups – amongst
other qualities – as an integral part of its success. “The value of the ‘small-scale’ is also
increasingly underpinned and proven. It is also the small scale, the energetic and attentive
characterized care, the calmness and having a different perspective on matters – in contrast
to the more commonplace care-homes – that are very valuable. I read and learn a lot about
this, through study outcomes, from sources including ‘Alzheimer Nederland’, and also the
famous and much respected professor ‘Erik Scherder’” (Interview Care-farmer).
The care-farmers indicated that especially their target groups, including not solely elderly, but
also young and middle aged, greatly benefit from the serene, quiet and unpressured
atmosphere, innate care-farming, as well as to the depopulating region of the Achterhoek.
Another added and promising value of care-farms, is their very place-based character. Carefarmers explained to respond to the very local demand of care provisioning, and that clients
greatly appreciate exactly this; the geographic nearness and embeddedness of the carefarms. This is amongst other reasons due to the fact that care-farmers live and are part of the
community life in the region, and the fact all clients were reported to live within a maximum
radius of 15 km – and have often lived within the same region for their whole lives.
Interviewees argued that given the rather recent institutionalization of care-farms they are yet
a promising care alternative in a niche, sharply contrasting vis-à-vis the commonplace, larger
scale, quantity focused and intensive (elderly) care homes; that often mismatch the
openness and extensiveness of the Achterhoek’s (depopulating) landscape (Interviews Carefarmers). Simultaneously, care-farmers remark that care provisioning through care-farming is
not for destined for all clients. As a care-farmer – who is also the director of the VZOG –
states; “There is indeed an increased demand from clients directly opting for care-farming, in
addition to the shifting demand from the conventional care provisioning to this type of care
[the care-farm type of care] in green spaces. This type of care really seems to bear great
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results for a number of client groups. But importantly, whether this fits a client’s needs is
foremost up to the client. Clients have to explore this and decide for themselves. For some
people this will also appear to be a misfit; some just do not like the outdoors, get their hands
in the soil, help pruning, etcetera. There are on the other hand many people realizing; “Yes,
this is really salubrious and valuable”. So, care-farming is now [in this early phase of its
evolving process] also very much about advocacy; promoting our concept, also towards
clients, and what is in it for them. In the end it all really depends on the participant's need;
that is also the point of departure here [at his care-farm] every time; customization. We
always look at what the participant wants and we try to accommodate that within the
program. Instead of having a rigid program in which clients constantly have to adjust
themselves counterintuitively. That is also the starting point for all other care-farmers;
customized care. Thereby we are clearly different from the regular large care institutions,
which surely hold on to some other sort of approach, to which their client strictly have to
adhere. This is then surely also the great drawback of such places. Take for instance the
different activities organized here. I have 25 hectares, various workshops, and a laundry list
of over 25 different types of activities that clients can participate in; they can repair cars, do
ceramics, wood crafting and so on. But that depends, of course, foremost on the clients’
interests, and our caregivers should of course be able to aid and instruct them. Large care
institutions surely are not able to accommodate and deliver this, if it were only because of the
unavailability of space” (Interview Care-farmer).
Other care-farmers also indicated that it is especially the great variety of activities at carefarms, and their naturally changing and participative character, that engage clients physically
as well as mentally; stimulating all senses (Interviews Care-farmers). One care-farmer – who
foresees a unique future role for care-farms in depopulating regions – stated: “As an active
member of the VZOG, I am even amazed about the [high] number of care-farms within the
small region of the Achterhoek, and similarly you find them in many other depopulating
regions. We profile ourselves as ‘green-care’; small-scale, aiming at elderly whom have
grown up and lived in the same region, often with an agricultural background and who refuse
to be tucked away in large care institutions. Our clients also have affinity with nature, and so
we also really make sure that the farm succeeds in producing an atmosphere of the past;
making also those above the age of 80 feel safeguarded and familiar. We also offer a
tailored-made program, so that people feel appreciated and of use again. We have a
vegetable garden, hiking trails, garden benches, and a pond. All these stimuli, scents,
colours and a flourishing garden, all have beneficial functions. On the other hand, we also
receive lots of feedback from our clients, providing us with advice about certain gardening
practices for instance. Some elderly are unable to longer help out with these practices, but
they still finely comprehend and remember them, and we gratefully use and follow these
instructions again. That's a real win-win situation; I will be helped and people will be
appreciated once again, and simply be providing their own valuable advice” (Interview Carefarmer).
The care-farmers also aimed to provide clients some sort of imaginative agricultural and
historical context, or agricultural nostalgia, or as aforementioned; a place that makes them
feel “familiar”. It was expressed that clients stand to benefit from such a context, as most – if
not all – of them grew up and have always lived in such a context (Interview Care-farmers). A
care-farmer expresses: “We strongly observe that people want to remain living in this region,
even if they can no longer properly care for themselves... In our care-farm we try to
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deconstruct the historical farm-life concept; which clients can recall and relate to. We notice
that people recognize many different elements and greatly benefit from this. Examples of this
concept are for instance the cultivation of your vegetables, but also harvesting, preparing and
having a common dinner together. People greatly appreciate this (Interview Care-farmer).
Hence such care-farm contexts; naturally integrated in the environment may provide elderly
with a secure, common, and familiar feeling, from which elderly (often lonely and
sequestered) arguably benefit. Also, care-farm directors expressed that elderly have been
reapplying their previously gained skills (e.g. gardening) in the care-farm contexts, and
thereby naturally involving clients’ cognitive functions.
Care-farmers argued to also want to respond to the lonely and sequestered groups of
elderly, as a care-farmers articulates; “There are numerous elderly, coming from the
countryside, grown up at a farm that are ‘now locked up’ at elderly homes. These places do
not hold any historical connections with the environment; the landscape, whatsoever. There
are simply also no financial resources to facilitate that. I have more often offered and invited
these large institutions to come here [at the farm] on a non-binding basis, with a group of
elderly, to socialize with and pet the animals, go for a walk out in nature, etcetera. The large
institutions then reply with; “No, we do not have time and money for that”, and that is the
predominant care-impoverishment that rules now” (Interview Care-farmer).
Overall, farmers themselves were more often found to initiate similar, smaller-scale and
short-term initiatives with a very inclusive, engaging and connective character, interlinking
various fields. A care-farmer has for instance co-initiated the project ‘Elderly & Young Meet in
Nature’ (i.e. ‘Oud Ontmoet Jong in het Groen’ in Dutch). This project connects elderly with
young youth at farms, through various on-farm activities. The initiative is collaboration with
nearby schools and elderly homes, and launched by a group of farmers. Another annual
returning project – initiated by the same care-farmer – is the ‘Farm-School’ (i.e.
‘Boederijschool’ in Dutch). The Farm School centralizes the theme of ‘connection’ and
focuses on outdoor learning and connection with the self, the other, nature, the regional
environment and life. Meanwhile, the Farm School has become an integrated educational
component for many school curricula within the region. A third successful project was ‘Ban
the Geraniums’ (i.e. ‘Ban de Geraniums’ in Dutch). In collaboration with the commonplace
elderly homes, its clients were invited to participate in daily on-farm activities, and foremost
taste, smell, work with, and listen to nature. According to the farmer these project are of
indescribable value, and ever-memorable projects for both, the target groups at stake as well
as the farmers (Interview Care-farmer). The aforementioned introduced projects, neatly
exemplify farmers’ conducive efforts, devotion to involve and connect different strata in their
communities, and their ability to initiate and translate plans into deeds. Moreover, projects as
such that interweave multiple fields (e.g. care and education) also seem to distinguish
themselves and stand out by their success of engaging a broad – and possibly more
disconnected – strata of the community, with a greatly reported appreciation of participating
target groups.
All care-farmers, but also other interviewees held a rather positive outlook towards the future
of care-farming. A care-farmer states; “We see that care-farms are of great significance. Also
in the future, they will remain valuable and simply needed. And that despite the fact that the
number of people will decrease in our region. Elderly, people with a disability, and youth
benefit from a calm and structured environment, such as practical day to day activities or
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even living on a care-farm; these cannot be found in densely populated regions. So, I foresee
a bright future for those people putting efforts and contributing to the subsector of carefarming” (Interview Former Care-farmer). In line, other care-farmers interviewed indicated to
see an increasing demand and interest for care-farming from regional clients, and henceforth
foresee a bright future for the care-farming sector. An increasing demand for care
provisioning at care-farms was also argued due to the spreading of their favourable
reputation, as well as an increased recognition by municipalities and their health care
departments. Another care-farmer confirms this increasing – also future – demand. Another
care-farmer strongly affirms; “I think the demand will solely increase... and in that sense we
face a golden future. When you can make the difference with the large conventional careinstitutions, then I think that the future demand for farm-care is guaranteed. The lingering
threat is however the increasing number of rules, quality regulations, and overall
bureaucracy, meaning an increasing number of hours involved in administration and office
hours. That is a threat. If can adequately handle and tackle that issue, then there is nothing
holding us back. In the end there are just numerous inherent care-farm benefits, that people
long for and demand” (Interview Care-farmer).
Care-farmers confirm that throughout the last years, care-farming has gained more
significance and forefront in the Dutch institutionalized health care sector, and also largely
devote this to the new Care and Civil Support Law, widely known as the WMO, (‘Wet
Maatschappelijke Ondersteuning’ in Dutch). The WMO – which was institutionalized in 2007
– targets the more vulnerable groups, including elderly and disabled people, and essentially
strives to include and foster citizens’ societal participation and foster a prolonged form of selfreliance (in practice meaning a self- and independent-management of one’s household).
Care-farmers and also municipal officials involved with the WMO reckoned it to be a very
important law for care-farms, their current existence, but also future continuance. Allowing
amongst others many small(er) scale day-care initiatives – including care-farms – to get
funding, form and further develop. Otherwise – without any financial support – these care
initiatives would not be able to continue. The WMO simultaneously fulfils a needed function
within depopulating municipalities as it responds to local tailor-made and budgeted caredemand that seems to be effective. A care-farmer confirms this essential existential link of
the WMO for care-farms, but she is also critical; “I think care-farming will continue in the near
future within this region, and I expect demands to solely further increase; and especially
because we have a favourable political wind behind us. The government believes that elderly
should live – somewhat independently – at home as long as possible, and with just some
minimal home support by care-givers. However, anyone can – of course – anticipate that this
is never going to work. Elderly and certainly demented elderly, are vulnerable people for
whom just some minimal home-care is certainly too deficient, as people will still be
dependent on and getting by themselves, solely at home, for the rest of the day. Instead
these people need to be constantly surrounded by care-support, and the WMO allows
constant day-care to those with a validated medical indication” (Interview Care-farmer).
As the WMO is enacted through and by local municipalities – obliging them to financially
compensate the aforementioned clients in providing support, care and other essential
services – many municipal officials were rather informed about this. Even more so, because
a recent modification in the law, has given municipalities more freedom, allowing them to
determine under which exact terms and in which form, the care and support – as stipulated in
the WMO – should be delivered. This modification is important to note, as it appeared from
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the interviews that in practice the execution of the WMO is different in every municipality.
This change in the WMO funding is recognized and expressed as an important one by
various interviewees (Interviews Care-farmers and Municipal Officials). Care-farmers stated
that because of this practical modification; establishing and maintaining a good relationship
with the municipality, it corresponding health care departments and the health care providers
is essential for a recognition and remuneration of the care services provided. Henceforth,
care-farmers saw this relationship between the municipality and health care departments as
fundamental for the future continuation of one’s care activities. Moreover, due to the
changing political contexts (e.g. changing municipal governments), care-farmers stated that
this relationship has to be continuously negotiated and is not to be taken for granted. The
future of care-farming was thereby argued to greatly depend on the political developments
and laws such as the WMO (Interview Care-farmers).
Regarding the future, it should also be noted that the care-farms which are currently running
are mainly directed by people within their 50’s years of age. Hence, finding proper
successors was also in this agricultural subsector reported to be an issue – possibly as
difficult and actual issue as it is for other farmers. This is elucidated by a care-farmer stating;
“The future I see, is not a bright one, because we all get older and throughout the years all
young people will have moved. That worries me when I put this into a long term perspective;
when I am eighty years old myself, I also want to be accommodated with proper care
services. Care does not solely concern me providing it, it also includes receiving it when I am
at a certain age – it goes two ways. Therefore skilled and young people remaining to live in
the region are needed. Unfortunately, I experience that young people migrate elsewhere,
including my three sons. They moved to study, made friends, and surely won’t come back.
We really have to make an effort to keep the youth here” (Interview Care-farmer). Another
care-farmer expresses the following about the succession and the future of his careprovisioning; “This year I will turn 61; and for several years we have already been exploring
how we can bequeath and properly leave the care-farm to the current group of employees.
We are trying to make some sort of self-steering tea, yet, that is not as easy as it seems. We
are still looking for a group of people who devote to continue to lead this care-farm. When I
am 65 or 67 – so in about 6 years from now – it has to be clear what is possible and what is
not. The inevitable alternative is selling it and a third alternative is closing the business down,
while remaining to live there and looking for additional sources of income” (Interview Carefarmer).
Cultural and Natural Landscape Management
The functions of agricultural landscapes and main responsibilities of the farmer are mostly
associated with factors of food production. Yet, another often heard and greatly appreciated
contribution to the Achterhoek’s identity is the farmers’ historical and ever-continuing
contributions in managing and maintaining the landscape. Thereby – interviewees argued –
that farmers’ simultaneously contribute to biodiversity, human health, maintenance of
different functions, and the overall liveability in the region. In line, one of the interviewees
expressed “The landscape is something that we make together, and is a connection between
sectors, businesses, recreation, happiness, and health” (Interview Researcher).
Most interviewees greatly recognized farmers’ quintessential role in the management
maintenance and shaping of this landscape, and where rather talkative on this matter. This
can also be explained by the prominent position of the aesthetical natural environment in the
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Achterhoek’s landscape, and its vital role for the Achterhoek’s future. One of the farmers
confirms; “The landscape is the Achterhoek, and one cannot [literally or figuratively] go
around it” (Interview Farmer).
The landscape and agriculture’s role herein is neatly underlined by a municipal spatial
developer; “The role of the agricultural sector in the hinterland is largely being the manager
of the landscape. Of course, it has to be said that we are blessed with a beautiful landscape
here in the Achterhoek. We may praise this landscape, to those whom have been shaping it
for decades; as for instance the tree colonnades that have been emplaced next to the
agricultural trails a century ago as part of employment projects. We still bear the fruits of this,
resulting in the region’s attractiveness for tourism and recreation, but also for current
residents living in this beautiful landscape – also non-agriculturalists. Now, the challenge is to
maintain its attractiveness and beauty. This future challenge directly appertains to the role of
the agricultural entrepreneur [the farmer], who naturally aims to cultivate his land as efficient
as possible, while agricultural machines only increase in size. For those farmers tree
colonnades are solely seen as obstruent. So, farmers are a very important stakeholder and
yet, simultaneously it may be difficult for them to constructively think along in processes of
landscape development; simply because it is in their disinterest in terms of agricultural
development, or at least on the short term. Besides, I also find the term ‘agricultural sector’
too generalizing, because many types and sorts of agricultural entrepreneurs [farmers] can
be distinguished, all having a unique role. Nonetheless, you also see similarities between the
many farmers focusing on for instance regional products, and adding product value, in sharp
contrast to world market production. We are not really a region oriented for world market
production – with its low costs and high returns – simply because our curved landscape has
not been designed for that” (Interview Municipal Official).
Another municipal member, of the advisory committee on spatial planning affirms the latter
stating; “Well, the agricultural sector, of course, plays an enormous role in maintaining our
regional and national landscape. We largely owe this landscape to the farmers, who have
shaped and maintained it throughout the centuries. Otherwise we would never have our
scenic bocage landscape, with the wooden wall relics and other elements that the
Achterhoek is known for. I would argue that 99% of the farmers in the region have an
enormous compassion and respect for the landscape and also want to maintain it. One may
catch an incidental single farmer, who does not have any interest in or care for nature, and
who would prefer to demolish and realign everything, but that would be an exceptional case.
The average farmer in Winterswijk as well as in the wider region has a great sense for
nature, the landscape and cultural history” (Interview Municipal Official).
Also most interviewees expressed that in the light of depopulation, the importance of this role
would plausibly increase in order to preserve a liveable environment and atmosphere. A
farmer precisely articulates this stating; “It is a fundamental component of the Achterhoek’s
identity and vital for its future” (Interview Farmer). Hereby, interviewees saw this landscape
as integral for the region’s liveability, not solely for the Achterhoek’s inhabitants, but also for
future settlers. Another farmer argues; “Alright, the region I live in [the Achterhoek] is a
depopulating region, and hence it is a given that a considerable number of people move
elsewhere. On the brighter side there are also a number of people returning and founding
families. The landscape and environment that is so prominently characterizing our region is
of course a great pull factor herein. And that landscape; the wooden walls, ditches, and other
characterizing landscape elements are indeed maintained by the farmer” (Interview Farmer).
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Contrarily, the deterioration of the landscape – due to for instance unutilized land – was
indicated to have a detrimental effect on the liveability in the region. Hence, the provincial
government, municipalities and many different (environmental) organizations, play an
additional important part in fostering natural services, and see it as vital for the future of the
Achterhoek. A municipal official confirms this stating; “When, we were in the depopulating
region ‘Parkstad Limburg’ [another Dutch depopulating region] in 2009, accompanied by
municipal delegations, the problematics of depopulation were really confronted and speaking
for themselves. This experience was obviously stressing and frightening many of the
governmental officials. At that time, the reality and awareness also landed in; we have to
anticipate and prevent a similar scenario. Of course one may also observe some
deterioration in the hinterlands here from time to time, but it’s not at all the ill wind that blew
in Limburg, not one impoverished mass. Nonetheless, this is an ongoing process and
depopulation will also perpetuate here; hence we need to keep anticipating” (Interview
Municipal Official).
The great functional importance of this landscape as well as its maintenance is also
expressed by a researcher and advisor at the Dutch Council for the Environment and
Infrastructure (RLI), stating; “The landscape connects functions. This allows undertaking
different activities in it. It [the landscape] also connects people, simply because you have to
take other landscape users into account when residing in a landscape. In other words,
people are situated in each other's landscape. We believe that everyone active in this
landscape is considering the broader issues that the landscape is facing, including the big
energy transition; the farmers, fostering sustainable practices, and governments, dealing with
climate; they all have their part to play and need to engage in this in close dialogue with each
other. Because if you do not position the landscape centrally in dialogue, and if you dismiss
landscape quality, with no accountability, then those important sustainability missions will not
succeed, and there will be a lot of [public] protest. If you focus on the wider issues without
focusing on the landscape, the landscape will turn into something, which we will regret in the
future” (Interview Researcher).
Meanwhile, farmers, municipal officials and researchers expressed their concerns that this
management and maintenance role is often not borne in mind by the (often recreational)
users of the landscape. “Whether the average Dutchman realizes that the farmer is
responsible for all of this? No, I think this is enormously underestimated. That is also exactly
the reason why we need to keep farmers in this region; to manage and maintain the
landscape. The municipality cannot do this; it’s simply too expensive. Of course there are
also farmers messing up the landscape, but that’s partly due to European rules as well. Take
for instance the European policy stipulating that farmers solely receive reimbursements for
the landscape maintained, as observed via aerial photographs. This is an enormous burden
for farmers holding multiple woody plants on their lands; as voluminous crowns cover several
squared meters already. This induces farmers to prune their trees or take them down as a
whole in order to get a full reimbursement for their squared meters. Apart from this; I think
that many Dutch are unaware of the fact that the farmer maintains the landscape in addition
to producing milk and potatoes. On the other hand, the agricultural sector itself has also for a
long time refused to fully adopt and use this maintenance position, in addition to the title of
‘farmer’. This while farmers are, in principal, equally stewards of nature, if not forest rangers
in some regions; simply because that is what it often implies in addition to their farming role. I
think that farmers often wish for some recognition and appreciation of this maintenance role.
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This ‘role’ could of course be expedited and easily be promoted by coupling it to a farmer’s
product, and thereby also selling a story. A farmer would also regain a lot more satisfaction
from that. Contrarily, if products dissolve in mass production, farmer’s link with nature
dissolves with it. There are of course also farmers that allow you to visit the barn, pet the pigs
and here the connection is naturally made. But I think that above all, many people are rather
aggravated by a tractor on the street causing a small jam, instead of appreciating its
functions” (Interview Municipal Official).
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7. Discussion
This sections resumes by reiterating the empirical findings presented in the previous sections
and placing these in perspective with (1) the findings from the literature review, and (2) the
concepts of liveability, resilience and interactional rural community as presented in the
theoretical framework.
Liveability
The question on whether farmers contribute to liveability in the region and community was
answered by most interviewees by distinguishing their contribution in two roles. Those roles
include (1) their profession as a farmer, and (2) as an inhabitant of the region.
Interviewees unanimously stated that the agricultural sector and farmers certainly contribute
to liveability, in various ways. Most heard response was their contribution by their main
function; being the production of food, pulling economic flows to the region and creating
employment (Interviews Farmers and Municipal Officials). Herein, the farmer was recognized
as an employer, customer and an outlet at the same time. A second indicated mean of
agriculture’s contribution to liveability was through their cultural and natural landscape
management. Almost none of the non-farmer respondents spontaneously suggested other
forms and functions of agricultural diversification as contributors to liveability. When different
agricultural diversification alternatives – in addition to landscape management – were
probed, such as farm-shops, care-farming, agro-tourism and agricultural education,
respondents certainly recognized these forms and confirmed their respective contribution to
liveability, explaining they facilitate the interaction between different community members,
and open up to others’ realms (e.g. a farm), which promote feelings of familiarity and social
cohesion. Simultaneously, most respondents argued that these alternative agricultural forms
are less significant contributors relatively to agriculture’s main productive functions. These
were explained as less significant contributors to liveability, as for now the presence of these
agricultural forms remains relatively low in numbers within the Achterhoek (Interviews
Experts & Municipal Officials). Besides, both, farmers and municipal officials confirm that
smaller-scale, diversified agricultural forms – as for instance care-farms and agro-tourism –
may contribute respectively more to a liveable landscape and community – respective to
large scale agriculture. However, it is neither suggested by the interviewees, nor by the
author to solely promote diversified and small-scale agriculture within the Achterhoek.
Furthermore, it was indicated that farmers also greatly contribute to a liveable atmosphere as
being an inhabitant within the region. Specifically, interviewees (including both farmers as
well non-farmers) argued that farmers are very active in social and community life and
through various forms. Also, the very place-based, historically and agriculturally rooted
institution of noaberschap was spontaneously reported by most interviewees to still hold very
true in the Achterhoek today. Interviewees denote it as a close sense of citizenship,
promoting local participation but also contributing to the liveability in the local community.
Interviewees argued that this noaberschap may express itself in various forms and on
different levels. In reality it is found that it mostly encompasses small day-to-day practical
chores and an overall willingness and preparedness to aid one another. Noteworthy here is
that noaberschap – which used to be a very broad and intensive form of support necessary
for farming communities unable to count on proper public services – may in these times of
decentralization of politics, depopulation, and with a substantial decrease and centralization
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of public services, significantly increase in its pertinent value. In this line, also others have
more often made an appeal to reconsider and promote the proven and valuable contribution
of noaberschap within Dutch depopulating regions (Abbas & Commandeur, 2012;
Moerkamp, 2014).
When regarding liveability by its greater theoretical denominator; ‘the living conditions and
living environment of the people’, then it can be stated that the presumed liveability within the
Achterhoek has been impacted to a certain extent (e.g. the closing of schools and increased
vacancy agricultural sites). Yet, this research mostly focused on liveability at a very personal
and individual level; the perceived liveability, including what local people say and think about
liveability. Individual interviewees reported the liveability within the Achterhoek to be fair to
good. Despite the fact that the presumed liveability (i.e. the mere qualitative and quantitative
infrastructural aspects) has arguably been impaired to a considerable extend; interviewees
dismissed this substantial impairment’s impact on the perceived liveability. Instead, the
perceived liveability (i.e. the liveability as perceived by the inhabitants) appears to fare well in
the Achterhoek, even while the presumed liveability (i.e. social infrastructure such as the
quality and quantity of public services) may be compromised to a certain extend. This is also
in line with Thissen’s (2009) notion that the perceived liveability is neither necessarily
determined nor affected by the presumed liveability or vice versa. When adopting Smailes’
(2000) and Hamin & Marcucci’s (2008) focus on community spirit, sense of belonging, and
social engagement it can be argued that this liveability is indeed visibly present and
observable in the Achterhoek’s social community life. This also fits within McManus et al.
(2012) notion stating that the aforementioned community properties are found not
necessarily to be impaired by processes of depopulation (McManus et al., 2012).
When further analysing Thissen & Looiman’s concepts of the autonomous and the
contemporary community, I very much regard the communities in the Achterhoek as holding
a combination of both concept’s aspects. The communities in the Achterhoek can be defined
as fairly autonomous, as they attach great value to public services within their own locality;
they are very community focused and like to bond and (strongly) familiarize themselves with
others within the community. In line, this autonomy can also be observed in people’s social
behaviour and organization, where many community members are part of a local association.
On the other hand, contemporary community aspects are simultaneously present as for
instance the great value that is attached to the wider (natural) living environment.
Furthermore, Thissen & Looiman’s (2013) observation of Dutch communities transitioning
from autonomous communities, turning into contemporary communities has slightly been
observed in the communities in the Achterhoek, where public services are increasingly
shared in a wider geographic region. How the prominence of one the community concepts
will further develop in times of sustained depopulation remains uncertain.
Community Resilience
The Achterhoek is a depopulating region that has acknowledged its depopulating trend in a
relatively premature phase. Thereby it has the chance to adequately anticipate on the
tendency of population decline, the outward migration of young(er) inhabitants and remaining
group of aging elderly – amongst other associated processes. Also, when looking at regional
population forecasts, depopulation in the Achterhoek is still rather in its prematurity – with
more substantial demographic declines yet in store. These forecasting figures suggest that
the more severe and pronounced shocking impacts on community life have – arguably – still
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remained absent and largely left unnoticed. Hence the Achterhoek communities’ resilience
and their “capacity to absorb shocks and still maintain function” (Folke, 2006, p. 253) have
not firmly been tested. Nonetheless, ever since the depopulation trend, the Achterhoek has
arguably undergone altering circumstances; including the closing of public services, a
decrease of (social) community members and an increasing number of vacant housing and
land – amongst other developments. Interviewees especially reported the important role of
public services that (also) function as a meeting space – which literature refers to this as a
‘third place’ (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982; Mehta & Bosson, 2007). This meeting space, which
may include a library, school, local shop, community centre, sporting facility or another (semi)public space, was in de Achterhoek found of great importance for social – often
spontaneous – interactions. Along these altering circumstances it has been found that
communities within the Achterhoek hold the capacities to renew, reorganize and further
develop through either governmental, inhabitant-led initiatives or a mixture of both and to
thereby sustain these services and spaces. This proves the communities’ capacity to act and
thereby also to take control and responsibility of organizing their (essential) public services,
denoting community resilience (Maguire & Cartwright, 2008; Magis, 2010; Berkes & Ross,
2013). Folke (2006) regards this capacity as crucial for a sustainable discourse and central in
the concept of community resilience (Folke, 2006). In line, I furthermore argue that
communities in the Achterhoek resemble capacities of resilient socioecological systems,
where disturbances have the potential to create opportunities for doing new things, for
innovation and for development. These capacities of innovation, reorganization and
development were for instance found in local initiatives (e.g. Ban de Geraniums, the Farm
School and sustainable energy generation), led by inhabitants that take control and join
forces in what they find to be meaningful projects; not solely for themselves, but more so for
the wider community. Herewith; communities in the Achterhoek are not to be seen as
vulnerable systems, where even minor shocks can engine dramatic social consequences
(Adger, 2006), but rather as resilient, adapting to the current as well as anticipating on the
future state of affairs. Herewith I see the Achterhoek and its totality of depopulation policies,
strategies as well as the aforementioned initiatives to resemble a mere bounce-forward
approach, with an adaptive capacity that utilizes the transforming circumstances of and
caused by depopulation.
Resilience in any given community context is socially constructed, holistic and demands a
broad conceptual underpinning of the community (McManus et al., 2012), and thereby it is a
multiplex concept, neither easily grasped nor underlined (Folke, 2006; Walker & Salt, 2006).
Given resilience’s complexity, it was taken into account – prior to the very execution of this
study – that the timeframe and explorative nature of this thesis study – including a relatively
short residence within the local communities at stake – did not allow for studying resilience
as community-wide and comprehensive as it is. Nonetheless, based on this study – and all
data gathered –, I tentatively, do contemplate the Achterhoek as a region with fairly resilient
communities; largely engendered through its inherent natural and cultural landscape,
noaberschap and its interwoven community ownership and participation; that arguably create
a sense of belonging. These aforementioned characteristics, integral to the Achterhoek are
also internalized, and held high by the agricultural sector and its farmers. Moreover, these
characteristics are greatly appreciated by the Achterhoek’s inhabitants. Here I vividly see
(the sense of) ‘belonging’ – presented by McManus et al. (2012) – as a major component,
contributing to communal resilience. Feelings of belonging were in the Achterhoek reported
and observed to be vividly present; internalized as a mind-set and also an overt expression
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through social participative behaviour. Interviewees for instance talked about the Achterhoek
as ‘their’ region; and also indicated that many ‘native’ people remain or return to reside within
the Achterhoek at a later age. In other words, I argue here that a sense of (communal)
belonging motivates locals to undertake action and contribute to their respective community.
These actions cross and link with various levels and with a variety social fields; as further
explained – by the interactional rural community theory – below.
McManus et al. (2012) have further argued that the very presence and activities of local
agriculture is argued to be crucial for a resilient rural centre. Whether this also holds true for
Dutch rural (depopulating) regions – including the Achterhoek – cannot be affirmed, and
simply because this study did not include a rural (depopulating) control region with a mere
absence of local agriculture. Nonetheless, I do see agriculture in the Achterhoek and its
associated communities as an important and considerably present contributor; to
characteristics of resilience, such as for instance the ‘interaction’ in relation to other fields.
The active presence and participation of the Achterhoek’s communities seems to connect
fairly well with local as well as national governmental ambitions to decentralize politics, and
stimulate bottom-up and community-lead initiatives. Nonetheless, the community initiated
and led initiatives encountered during this study were foremost not found to be propelled by
governments (from any level), but rather intrinsically driven by community members
themselves. Meanwhile, I see governments as an inherent part of the community field and
contributor to resilience, if it were solely for the funding and thereby essential support, that
community-lead initiatives often requisite to be viable.
Interactional Rural Community
The embeddedness of the agricultural sector in the Achterhoek can be further illustrated
through Wilkinson’s (1991) theory on the interactional rural community, including his notions
on (1) the locality, (2) the local society and (3) the community field. Wilkinson’s concept of
the interactional rural community was – at large – found to be a sound and worthwhile theory
to study and contemplate upon communities as well as one community, coming in different
sizes.
One may argue that a given locality – as defined by its geographical boundaries – is a rather
fixed region. Wilkinson argues differently; contemplating the locality as indeed a geographical
region defined by mere boundaries, but meanwhile these boundaries are continuously
negotiated and socially reconstructed by daily interactions and perceptions. This was found
to be seamlessly fitting within the locality of the Achterhoek region as well as the communal
localities, wherein the geographical boundaries are constantly contested and redefined. The
locality of and localities within the Achterhoek were found to be controversial during the
interviews; constantly redefined in people’s perception, but also in politics and policy making
intersecting depopulation. Examples of this are the constantly expanding municipalities,
overarching multiple towns, but also the very recent resigning of a large municipality9 from
the official depopulating bonding region of the Achterhoek, leaving 7 instead of 8
municipalities. Moreover, throughout history, different sources have been referring to and
constantly debating different and overlapping boundaries and beholding varying areas
(Schut, 2012). Within the locality of the Achterhoek, different smaller localities can again be
found, which are merely those defined by the municipal boundaries. Yet and again, these
9

The Municipality of ‘Montferland’ decided to resign and leave the depopulating region of the Achterhoek in 2016
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localities have on their turn again been found to be continually reconstructed, by the
increasing inclusion and consolidation of towns within municipalities. On an even lower level,
the Achterhoek’s inhabitants often appear to relate themselves to a certain neighbourhood,
wherein many day-to-day interactions take place. Nonetheless, despite these neighbourhood
connections it is important to note that social fields often overlap these lower levels of
neighbourhoods and municipalities (Interviews Achterhoek Inhabitants).
From the data gathered, the people met and discussed with, and overall impression
retrieved, I have gained and experienced a strong sense of community fields within the local
societies (i.e. the local communities) of the Achterhoek. These communities; very much
characterized by the intersections between different interests and different stakeholders is
both visibly as well as figuratively present, as for instance in the notion of noaberschap. From
the interviews, it appeared that the community field is co-constructed by the interactive and
participative nature and culture of communities in the Achterhoek. Throughout the interviews
a great exchange and participation between the agricultural sector and other public as well
as private social fields, was confirmed by both farmers as well as municipal officials. These
exchanges and participations were often reported present and observable in associations,
clubs, etcetera. All interviewees living in the Achterhoek spontaneously typified their
participative culture – including a strong and a holistic understanding of the local community
that residents live in, having meanings about and interact in – by the principles and concept
of ‘noaberschap’. Within Wilkinson’s notion on the interaction rural community – but also
beyond – I regard this noaberschap as a very prominent facilitating ‘institution’, allowing and
co-constituting the interaction between social fields linking agriculture, education, tourism,
health, governments and other fields. These social fields are integral components of the
community field. In line, I think that local depopulating communities can solely survive and
retain a rather liveable and rather resilient character when different local parties interact and
exchange on an ongoing basis. These social interactions were mostly seen to be mediated
by and but also to reinforce the creation of greater synergies (e.g. care-farming).
Farmers expressed that their interactions between different social fields are well established
and rather a matter of course than negotiated ones. Farmers as well as non-farmers did not
express that the interaction between these different social fields may have suffered and
deteriorated due to depopulation’s presence. In fact, the contrary holds plausibly more true;
since various initiatives have arisen and been commending linkages between different fields
(e.g. Ban the Geraniums). Initiatives as such are also very much characterized by their focus
on the greater and shared interests of a community and different social fields, than the
pursuit of their own social field. Despite the significant decline of agriculture’s social field and
especially the absolute number of farmers and farms throughout the last decades, the sector
remains a very vividly present sector in the Achterhoek; one that was reported to appeal to
many people’s imagination. This can be explained by the very agriculturally defined and
shaped landscape, including the landscape elements, farmhouses and barns, but also
through farmers’ prominent participation in everyday life.
The agricultural sector engagement – intersecting other fields amidst the community field – is
possibly most pronounced and embodied by its very agricultural function(s), and specific
forms of agricultural diversification. These forms of agricultural diversification may include
care-farming, agro-tourism, landscape management as well as others. These and other
forms of diversification simultaneously function as public services and social meeting places
for people from within the region (e.g. farm shops) as well as for people outside the region
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(agro-education, agro-tourism). In addition to this, from all the interviews it appeared that also
farmers’ embeddedness in the community and their participation in community life and
activities are more than significant. Throughout the interviews with farmers as well as nonfarmers, the agricultural sector, was repeatedly identified as an active and participative
stakeholder in locally embedded initiatives and various associative forms.
Meanwhile it has to be remarked that during this thesis study, several shortcomings were
found respective to the interactional rural community theory, or at least as it is defined by
Wilkinson. These shortcoming, which lie mainly in the inadequateness of its practical
applicability and translation of the theory and its outcomes into the actual situation, are
elaborated upon in the three paragraphs below.
Wilkinson remains in my eyes rather vague and broad respective to demarcating the
community field; what exactly constitutes a social field, and what does not? It thereby
remains problematic – if not impossible – to affirm whether the communities in any given
locality fully foster and prosper. This is problematic as Wilkinson argues that a locality can full
foster and prosper when the community field develops as a whole, with no social field(s)
lagging behind. Yet, how can the community fields’ inclusiveness and harmony be affirmed, if
its remains ambiguous whether all social fields are indeed included and soundly demarcated.
Herewith, Wilkinson’s theory should possibly be merely, if not exclusively understood on and
by its own analytical and theoretical terms – not (directly) allowing for a direct practical
application. Another scholar discussing his theory argues similarly; Wilkinson’s theory should
be understood as a mere field-theoretic perspective that integrates a constructionist and
representational approach (Bessant, 2012).
Furthermore, whether the community fields – of all the different communities at stake – within
the Achterhoek have been fully developed remains difficult to state for another reason.
Again, because Wilkinson (1991) argues that a community can solely foster and prosper
when the community (field) develops as a whole, and thus not one sole social field, on and
by itself, and “should be studied for what it is and on its own grounds” (Wilkinson 1991:7–8). I
argue that in order to observe and find whether one or more community fields develop as a
whole, it takes a longer and fuller community embedded study, than the relative short and
explorative nature of thesis study – including multiple communities.
Another shortcoming in Wilkinson’s (1991) interactional rural community was found as the
fact that it does not elaborate upon what it exactly means for a community if the community
field does not develop as a whole, and how this can be recognized, but also, how this can be
responded to. What are for instance the symptoms of one or more social fields lacking
presence in the community field; how can these symptoms be recognized; and how can this
be prevented or treated? These are some pertinent questions that Wilkinson’s theory leaves
unanswered; and unfortunately so. Henceforth it remains problematic to affirm if and which
social fields were lagging behind and/or predominant in social interactions within the
community field. On the other hand I argue it to be plausible that the significance of some
social fields, including tourism and care will continue to increase in the (near) future;
respective to other social fields. How this impacts and/or relates to other social fields and the
community field as a whole remains cumbersome to state and predict.
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8. Conclusion
This section provides answers to the sub-questions 1 to 4 (i.e. (1) ‘How is depopulation
policy developed?’; (2) ‘How do different farmers experience depopulation?’; (3) ‘How do
farmers respond to depopulation?’; (4) ‘How does the agricultural sector contribute to
liveability in depopulating regions?’), and subsequently the main research question: ‘How is
the agricultural sector in the Achterhoek engaged with depopulation and its policy, and what
is the specific role of farmers herein?’.
Starting with depopulation-policy and its development process, it should be noted that there
is not one sole entity or institution that initiates depopulation policy or is appointed to do so.
Instead various levels of policymaking touch upon or implicitly include depopulation through
other and/or wider domains, such as policies focusing on agriculture or public health.
Herewith depopulation policy was found neither to be one single and institutionalized policy
stream nor necessarily identified as a focal trend to be taken into account, but rather
integrally adopted through other wider policies.
Nonetheless it can be stated that initiatives, policies and strategies focusing on liveability
and/or depopulation become most visible, concrete, tangible and conducive at the lower
provincial and municipal policymaking and political levels. Also it is at these lower political
levels, where depopulation policies and strategies become more visibly inclusive, respective
to the local community and stakeholders.
From a descriptive point of view – depopulation policy and strategies are best visible and
made explicit in the Achterhoek2020 Agenda. This Agenda is a guiding document that
integrally and overtly articulates depopulation, its presence and associated challenges within
the Achterhoek. The idea of this guiding document is to function as an inclusive and broader
outline and guide to which the different Achterhoek’s municipalities can adhere and so
respond to depopulation (issues) in an adequate and coherent manner. This Agenda has
generally aimed and succeeded to include a broad share of the local communities’
inhabitants; encouraged to deliver inputs and remain involved. This Agenda does outline
some projects in which the agricultural sector and farmers (can) have a substantial role;
although in its totality, the implementation of these projects remain rather abstract and vague
regarding the role of the agricultural sector in the region. At large the Agenda can be
characterized by its focus on fostering overall liveability within the region by establishing
crossover with various (social) fields, including health, education, housing, infrastructure and
– as stated – also agriculture. So, depopulation policy appears to include the agricultural
sector in its theoretical and descriptive forms. Nonetheless, in its mere tangible and
executive forms, the agricultural sector and especially farmers largely reported to remain
absent – thus in practice not fully corresponding with the strategies and policies outlined.
Moreover, farmers reported to either vaguely or not know about the strategies outlined by the
Achterhoek2020 Agenda, and so they argued also not to be involved in the document’s
developmental process.
While there may not be a directly significant relationship at this very moment between
processes of depopulation and the functioning of and developments in the agricultural sector,
throughout the thesis study, four main agricultural factors and dynamics were found at stake
to ‘interact’ with depopulation and to hold plausible, yet utilizable potential for the future of
agriculture within the Achterhoek. These agricultural factors and dynamics were found to
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include; (1) the ‘increased vacancy of agricultural estates’; and specific ‘agricultural
diversifications’, especially (2) ‘care-farming’; (3) ‘cultural and environmental landscape
management’; and (4) ‘agro-tourism’. These factors and dynamics which were found to hold
great value already, but also further growing potential within the Achterhoek will be further
recommended in the section below. In line, it is widely acknowledged by various
stakeholders interviewed that farmers and their existential natures (including forms of
diversification) hold significant ecological, economic, socio-economic and spatial values and
roles in the depopulating region of the Achterhoek. Agriculture is recognized as an important
manager and maintainer of the Achterhoek’s cultural and natural landscape and thereby
seen as an important contributor to other sectors’ performance, such as for instance tourism.
Additionally, the value of this landscape is also greatly appreciated by the Achterhoek’s
inhabitants. This is then also recognized and comes forward in various descriptive policy
documents and strategies intersecting depopulation (e.g. the provincial Achterhoek 2020
Agenda). Despite all this, it remains curious why farmers seem often not directly and
distinctly involved in the very formation and execution of these policy document and
interventions. This may suggest that the interactive and participative nature and culture of
communities in the Achterhoek can mostly be found and represented on an informal level,
whereas at a formal (and possibly more bureaucratic) level, interactions follow a different
logic and paths.
It is important to note that the communication channels between local individual farmers and
local municipalities are soundly established. Local municipalities appear to be fairly
accessible for farmers whom wish to consult them and vice versa. Yet it was not found that
farmers and municipalities have consulted one another for specific depopulation matters –
despite the fact that both groups of stakeholders are aware of its presence. Besides this, the
Dutch Agricultural Association holds regular scheduled meetings with provincial as well as
municipal boards. Even though the Dutch Agricultural Association is aware of depopulation’s
presence in rural and agricultural areas, it was dismissed as a real influential matter; at least
for now. In line, most respondents did not precisely see how the agricultural sector can better
be taken advantage of and cooperated with in relation with depopulating policy.
Thus, this case study, focusing on the Achterhoek, confirms that the agricultural sector
remains most often absent in the direct and real development and implementation of
depopulation policies and strategies. This absence was largely found to be a result of the
mere insignificance that policymakers as well as farmers attach to the potential and valuable
role that farmers can adopt in depopulation policies and strategies. This is in line with the
findings from a previous case study executed by Ferwerda-van Zonneveld et al. in the
depopulating region in Noord-Oost Groningen [another Dutch depopulating region] (2012).
This can partly be explained by the mutual misrecognition of each potential and respective
contribution in depopulation, by and among policymakers and farmers, other governmental
levels and the agricultural sector as a whole. Furthermore, policymakers appear to not
explicitly involve the agricultural sector in depopulating policymaking processes, as they do
not reckon farmers’ particular value as a potential stakeholder to engage in depopulation
debates and related policies. Even though the agricultural sector may not directly be involved
in depopulation policy and strategies through the conventional and institutional uptake
pathways, it certainly, positively and substantially contributes to the liveability in the
depopulating region of the Achterhoek, through everyday interactive processes, but also
through self-started, smaller-scale initiatives – that are arguably subtler and more implicit.
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Farmers do recognize the wider trend of depopulation. Nonetheless, at this point in time,
farmers did not feel that depopulation markedly impacted their agricultural business. Farmers
felt affected by the limited residential quota that are allocated by municipal governments.
Meanwhile the increased vacancy of agricultural sites was found to offer opportunities for
farmers seeking to expand. Furthermore, care-farmers found an increased demand for farmcare provisioning among, due to an increasing group of care-seeking elderly within and
bound to the region.
On a mere social level, farmers expressed to lightly experience depopulation through
everyday life as well as through media reporting. This experience often includes the
recognition of increased numbers of redundant housing, but also by the public services within
the community that have become more difficult to perpetuate, and are increasingly shared of
closed all together. Farmers’ personal life was found affected by depopulation to a certain
extend. Farmers do for instance notice the outward migration of inhabitants – including
friends – towards the urban centres of the Netherlands. A director at a smaller care-farm –
hosting around 12 clients on a daily basis – for instance expressed her concerns regarding
the threatened perpetuation of businesses and public services, as well as the decline of the
local population and thus social contacts. The latter automatically connects to farmers and
their experienced inclusion as actors and members of communities in depopulating regions.
Based on this study’s findings it can confidently be stated that within the Achterhoek farmers
surely do feel included as – engaged and participative – members of their respective
communities. This is confirmed by farmers as well as non-farmers. Farmers are for instance
found to be active members of local societies, clubs, associations and – even in – politics,
but also active in launching various projects and initiatives. Nonetheless, at large it cannot
unanimously be concluded that farmers perceive depopulation as either a positive or
negative trend.
It can be stated that at the level of farmers’ agricultural profession, perceiving depopulation
as positive, often equals seeing opportunities, while negative often implies a threatening
potential. This positive or negative outlook greatly depends on farmers’ social
embeddedness and involvement in local community life, but also on their very
entrepreneurial nature, ambitions and typology – amongst other aspects. For instance a
younger large scale farmer saw depopulation as an opportunity to expand, and expressed
that it’s opposite, namely population growth would be a mere negative development.
Simultaneously, this same large scale farmer also experienced an outward migration by most
of her friends, which surely dissatisfied her.
Farmers do not actively act upon depopulation through their main activities. That is to say;
farmers do not consciously perform or alter certain farming practices or strategies as an
intentional response to processes of depopulation. Thus it can be stated that farmers merely
respond to depopulation – at the level of their agricultural profession – by not consciously
responding to it, at all. Furthermore, it was not specifically found that farmers stipulate their
personal and social future (e.g. family planning, migrating) differently, in response to or
anticipation of the depopulation trend. This is in line with the findings of Kuhlman et al.
(2012), which show that depopulation does not influence the agricultural sector in de
depopulating regions.
Based on this study’s findings, the answer to the main research question is that the
agricultural sector in de Achterhoek is engaged with depopulation and its policy from a
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limited to modest extend. All actors interviewed expressed to see some opportunities and/or
threats for the agricultural sector and specifically, for farmers in de Achterhoek in the (near)
depopulating future. Simultaneously, most interviewees expressed to have never drawn a
direct and interactive link between depopulation and the agricultural sector. When this
(hypothetical) link was introduced and considered during the interviews, the possible
existence of such a connection was by most seen as interesting and worthwhile to be further
pondered on and investigated. Nonetheless and contrarily, some other interviewees rejected
such a connection, as it was being too speculative.
The future of the agricultural sector in Dutch depopulating regions, and their main
stakeholders, being the farmers, is first of all determined by their very business nature and
continued product demand – which is argued much more defined by the wider international
market dynamics and forces at play – rather than the local, respective processes of
depopulation. Nonetheless, even though it appears that at this very moment depopulation
does not have a direct and tangible impact on the agricultural sector; its functioning and
performance, it should be noted that, meanwhile, the agricultural sector is not conditionally
‘immune’ for depopulation processes, and these processes may certainly ‘interact’ with the
agricultural sector and especially interfacing various forms of diversification and the issues of
vacant agricultural sites.
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9. Recommendations
This section presents a number of recommendations based on the Achterhoek’s current
depopulating and agricultural reality while anticipating on its future. Hereby the section
responds to sub question 5; reading; ‘What role can local farmers play to make a positive
contribution in a depopulating context?’. Furthermore, besides the rather applied
recommendations, there are also several recommendations formulated for future research.
It is notable to see that in times of depopulation, the liveability, community resilience and
community field of an interactional rural community may still hold strong. In line, McManus et
al. (2012) have also found that core properties of community liveability are found not
necessarily impaired by processes of depopulation. Whether depopulation vehicles,
challenges or impairs the presence of three aforementioned concepts on the longer term
remains open for discussion and interesting to further explore.
The agricultural sector is found to play a significant role in the depopulating region in the
Achterhoek already. It largely does so by producing food, providing employment, contributing
to the local economy, managing and maintaining the landscape, and offering a diversity of
other functions and services (including agro-tourism and care-farming). Hereby the
agricultural sector already supports the perpetuation of several essential functions present in
the depopulating region of the Achterhoek. There is possibly more – than already utilized –
business as well as societal potential for farmers to take advantage of; largely due to: (1)
increased vacancy of agricultural sites; (2) the ever increasing group of (local-) care seeking
elderly within the region; (3) the increasing group of Achterhoek visiting tourists and (4) a
sustained (and possibly increasing) need to manage and maintain the cultural and natural
landscape. These factors and dynamics which were found to hold great value already, but
also further growing potential within the Achterhoek will be further recommended in the
section below. These potentials were found to hold and fulfil great value in the Achterhoek
already, and are thus not potentials that need to be established from scratch, but rather
evolve further.
The increased vacancy of agricultural sites in combination with the spaciousness of the
Achterhoek, offers opportunities for transforming and repurposing this space for agricultural
as well as non-agricultural (e.g. tailor-made housing projects) uses. Given the specific
aspirations of current as well as newbie (agricultural) businesses and inhabitants in the
Achterhoek, the reuse of vacant agricultural sites should be tailored to their needs and
desires; to prevent (new) redundant housing and land in the near future. In other words,
supply should be soundly connected and responding to demands. These intended reuses of
housing and/or land need simultaneously to be soundly fine-tuned with the local
municipalities at stake, as transformations as such often appear to misfit the bureaucracy of
governmental regulations by their very definition. Hence this requires a different than usual
approach with a constructive line of thinking for both parties; the municipality and potential
residents – involved.
Aging will only continue in the (near) future, elderly care centres will become more pertinent
and needed, and current most commonplace elderly care homes seem to flounder in
delivering this care in an acceptable manner. The sub-sector of care-farming is found to play
an important role at this moment, and promises to play an important part in future health care
provisioning, given the forecasted care demand. Precisely, given the embedded nature of
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care-farms; their valuable inherent characteristics of delivering care, and the growing group
of elderly within depopulating regions; increasing the number of care-farms establishments
seems a desirable and sound response to satisfy this (possibly silent) need, especially in
depopulating regions. Furthermore, this promising link between care-farming and
depopulation has been understudied. Hence it is suggested to further research the potential
in and of this link.
Tourism in the Achterhoek is a lucrative and stable sector. This touristic sector is propelled
and marketed by its characterizing natural and cultural landscape which is predominantly
managed and maintained by the agricultural sector, and thereby uniquely connects these two
sectors. The potential of agro-tourism and its prominent role in depopulating processes
should thereby be further explored, and possibly be further integrated and developed in the
Achterhoek region, to soundly respond to the increasing number of tourists.
It has become clear that farmers play an important part in cultural and natural landscape
management and maintenance. It is highly recommended to further encourage this role (by
for instance providing monetary incentives), so that farmers in the Achterhoek continue – and
possibly increase – the management and maintenance of the landscape. Meanwhile it was
realized by both farmers and municipal officials that the respective contribution of the farmer
to this landscape management and maintenance is often born in mind by other users (e.g.
recreationists). This was indicated to feel as a misrecognition or ignorance among farmers.
Hence it is suggested to better communicate farmers’ role and respective contribution(s) –
within this greatly appreciated landscape – among its users (e.g. recreationists).
In relation to the latter, it would be interesting to include a wider group of landscape ‘users’ in
future research, to further explore what other major users – including recreationists as well
as regional inhabitants – think themselves about the landscape; the (foreseen) role of the
farmer in this; as well as their overall perspectives on farmers role(s) within depopulating
regions.
Yet again, as the Achterhoek is a rather ‘novel’ depopulating region, it is suggested to further
explore the role, functioning and potential of the agricultural sector in regions that face
depopulating processes and its impacts for an already endured period of time. Furthermore,
given its premature state, it would be interesting to further explore what specific roles other
specific forms of agricultural diversification can play in the future, not solely in the
Achterhoek, but also in other depopulating regions.
Lastly, most interviewees found it an interesting question to further ponder on what role the
agricultural sector takes and can take in the light of depopulation, and the associated
strategies and policies. The far majority of the interviewees reckoned that the agricultural
sector may play a more specific role in depopulating regions, but how precisely remains a yet
to be answered question for most. As a current direct role of the agricultural sector in
development and implementation of depopulation policies and strategies seems nearly
inexistent and partly rooted in the unknowingness and possibly the current insignificancy of
agriculture’s potentially adoptable role; it is suggested to establish a dialogue-platform
engaging both municipal officials as well as farmers to openly discuss and brainstorm
potentials as such. In the development and eventual implementation of policies and
strategies as such, it is recommended to take a rather pragmatic and step-by-step approach,
as depopulation evolves rather gradually, with different possible and outlined scenarios.
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10. Afterword
By and large, I want to clarify that am very content with the research process, including the
chosen approaches and methods, and the performed research activities – which have all
been co-enabled by my supervisors, parents, family members and closest friends. I have
generally experienced a pleasant worked mood and style while working on my thesis and
related activities.
Meanwhile, reflecting on my study progress and the decisions made during this thesis
research-period there are various matters that could have been approached and performed
differently. Some of these are (more) obvious, and could have been done differently when
better thought through; others are less obvious and can solely be stated to be done
differently in retrospect. In this section I discuss my main learning outcomes and how this
learning came about. Additionally, I underline major issues and processes that I would have
performed additionally or differently.
In self-reflection on what I have learned and how I have learned, there are numerous matters
coming to mind. Nonetheless, here I will solely discuss some of the major learning outcomes.
One should know that before writing this thesis I have been rehabilitating from an accident,
causing some physical and substantial mental impairments. Even though I will refrain from
diving too deeply into this rehabilitation process and the transition towards gradually studying
again, it has certainly taught me to take a rather dynamic, flexible and pro-active working
attitude. My body has more or less imposed this dynamic working attitude on myself, as the
only real and possible approach to continue my studies, due to – amongst others –
concentration issues. Fortunately, this working attitude allowed me to have a divergent daily
set of interchanging activities (e.g. sporting, reading, interviewing, discussing, cycling,
analysing) on my agenda which did not solely result in a more pleasant flow of the day, it
allowed me to concentrate much better, made the undertaken activities more efficient and
pleasant, and most importantly provided me with a great internal feeling of freedom and
calmness.
Furthermore, and in relation to this, Joost Jongerden, one of my supervisors has taught me
many, but plausibly most to have and hold an open and flexible defined research vision and
approach. This vision and approach allowed me to observe and analyse a greater set of
phenomena and dynamics at stake, but also allowed me to reconsider earlier made
presumption, arguments or even conclusions. Joost Jongerden has also familiarized me with
a rather pragmatic research attitude which contributed to a rather streamlined flow of the
research activities undertaken. My co-supervisor, Bettina Bock has foremost and neatly
taught me the precise importance of revisiting, reconsidering and contesting my own, and
also others’ made presumptions, arguments and conclusions, instead of putting blind trust in
these.
When reflecting on the mere content of this thesis it has to be stated that at first instance it
was the intention to do include two case study regions in this thesis research. The other
depopulating region, concerned the Norther region of Noord-Oost Friesland (see map
Appendix I). The region has been excluded from this research, due to time and financial
resource constraints. Nonetheless, including this other region would certainly have been a
valuable addition to this thesis research, and for a number of reasons. First, (1) the region of
‘Noord Oost Friesland’ has in 2014 simultaneously with the Achterhoek been depicted as a
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depopulating region by the Dutch national government. Both being rural and agricultural
regions – and thereby also both specific LEADER regions –, it would be interesting to explore
how these regions have been developing respectively from that moment onwards. Second,
(2) as both are agricultural regions, it would be worthwhile to find out how much focus both
the LEADER-projects as well as regional and municipal politics have specifically been
dedicating to the agricultural sector in Noord Oost Friesland, juxtapose the Actherhoek.
Third, (3) since the landscape of Noord Oost Friesland is rather differently shaped than the
Achterhoek’s landscape, it would be interesting to find out what depopulation means for the
cultural and natural landscape, and also what different possibilities this landscape offers for
the agricultural sector in both regions. The Achterhoek is for instance an arguably far more
attractive and popular touristic region, and thus other forms of agricultural diversification may
be more viable in Noord Oost Friesland.
Because this study’s primal focus and point of departure has been the social field of
agriculture, other fields and their significance in depopulating regions has inadequately been
studied. For an uninformed reader, this may have created a somewhat incomplete or flawed
picture with an overestimated role devoted to agriculture. Nevertheless, there are various
other studies that do prove and define the substantial roles and respective contributions of
other social fields – including education, housing, spatial planning, healthcare, recreation,
and infrastructure – within Dutch depopulating regions (for more information see:
http://www.vanmeernaarbeter.nl/bibliotheek).
Ideally an increased number and more diverse group of farmers would have been
interviewed – also given the agricultural focus of this study. Even though I am content with
the total number of 27 interviewees, I think a larger and more diverse group of farmers would
have provided a more inclusive and consolidated picture of the current depopulating situation
in the Achterhoek and associated issues. In terms of diversity, the group of farmer
interviewees was now overrepresented by a majority of smaller scale, organic and carefarmers, and in contrast solely one large(r) scale farmer. This may have created a somewhat
flawed picture, as small, organic and care-farmers hold arguably different interests and
experience depopulation differently than large(r) scale farmers.
The rich diversity of interviewees resulted in a rich diversity of interview results. It was a
rather cumbersome process to analyse, interpret and process all of these. A sound analysis
strategy on how to go about the analysis and especially the processing of the study
outcomes could have been better thought through at first hand, and would have arguably
saved me quite some frustrations – amongst other emotions.
The outcomes of this thesis specific and bound to the Achterhoek will plausibly be most
valuable for a Dutch audience, and especially those surrounding and engaging ongoing
debates, themes and issues on depopulation. Even though a 1-2 page brief summary of this
thesis will be prepared, it may overall have been more valuable to have written this thesis in
Dutch. Meanwhile it has to be stated that outcomes concerning the agricultural sector amidst
a depopulating region, farmers’ embeddedness within rural depopulating regions, and the
relation between the agricultural sector and depopulation policymaking may just as well hold
great value for a wider international audience.
In addition to my performed research activities I would have liked to organize a focus group
meeting after having held all the interviews. I think this would have been a rich and valuable
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addition to this research, but also very much to the continued attention given the processes
of depopulation in the Achterhoek and the role of farmers herein. Furthermore, it would have
been a great opportunity to connect different interviewees, not necessarily knowing each
other, but plausibly having intersecting and relevant domains encompassing depopulation.
This focus group meeting has unfortunately not (yet) taken place due to scheduling
constraints.
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12. Appendices
12.1
Appendix I – Mapping of ‘Depopulating’ (in red) and ‘Anticipative’ (in
yellow) regions in the Netherlands

Source: KTD (2015)
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12.2

Appendix II – The Demographic Trend in Europe

Source: BBSR (2015).
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Appendix III – Municipal Demographic Data, the Achterhoek, Gelderland
Municipalit Inhabitants Inhabitants Surface
Population density
y
(1-1-2015)
(1-1-2016)
(in km2)
(inhabitants per km2)
Aalten
Berkelland
Bronckhorst
Doetinchem
Oost Gelre
Oude
IJsselstreek
Winterswijk

26904
36726
44364
56484
29533
39558

26912
36510
44437
56827
29537
39657

28977
28939
Total
297696
297992
Source: Adapted from Metatopos (2016) .

96,54
283,48
258,49
79,07
109,65
136,39

279
129
172
719
269
291

137,97
1207.28

208
2400
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12.4

Appendix IV – Semi-Structured Interview Questions10
Onderwerpen & Leidende Vragen
Bevolkingsdaling en de Agrarische Sector in de Achterhoek

De vragen hieronder zijn bedoeld als een leidraad, houvast biedend tijdens mijn veldwerk en
onderzoekswerkzaamheden in de krimpregio van de Achterhoek; om een duidelijk beeld te
krijgen van de belangen, perspectieven en attitudes die spelen in de Achterhoek. Hierin
focus ik me met name op de rol van de agrarische sector – en met name boeren – ten
opzichte van het fenomeen ‘bevolkingskrimp’, en de samenwerking met de (lokale/regionale)
overheid.
Om een inclusief, weloverwogen en afgestemd beleid te kunnen voeren is het essentieel om
een duidelijk beeld te kunnen schetsen van de belangen, perspectieven, en attitudes die
spelen rondom krimp en krimpbeleid onder de lokale bevolking.
Mocht het geval zijn dat u de vragen met betrekking tot de Achterhoek te ver van u af liggen,
dan kunt u er ook voor kiezen om deze te antwoorden voor Nederlandse krimpregio’s in het
algemeen.
Krimp
1. Kunt u beide kort vertellen wat uw functies zijn, en welke rol u heeft met betrekking
tot bevolkingskrimp?
2. Hoe ziet u krimp?
3. Hoe ervaart u krimp in het dagelijkse leven/hoe ervaren mensen krimp in het
dagelijks leven?
4. Wat betekent krimp voor de Achterhoek?
5. Hoe ziet u krimp in de regio Achterhoek – ten opzichte van andere krimpregio’s? (e.g.
oorzaken, vorm die het aanneemt, strategieën, demografische opbouw)
6. Is er iets dat de krimpregio de Achterhoek anders maakt, dan anders krimpregio’s?
Beleid
7. Wat is krimpbeleid?
a. Waar focust krimpbeleid zich (met name) op?
8. Hoe wordt krimpbeleid in uw regio gevormd
a. Hoe wordt krimpbeleid gecoördineerd?
9. Welke actoren zijn betrokken bij het ontwikkelen van krimpbeleid?
a. Welke actoren zijn betrokken bij het uitvoeren van krimpbeleid?
b. Spitst krimpbeleid zich ook nadrukkelijk toe op de agrarische sector? (zie ook
vraag 11
Agrarische Sector
10. Wat is de rol van de agrarische sector in krimpregios?
11. Wordt de agrarische sector (c.q. boeren) (actief) geraadpleegd bij ontwikkelen en of
uitvoeren van de krimpagenda, en het krimpbeleid?
a. Waar blijkt dit volgens u uit?
b. Zo ja, hoe is die betrokkenheid er, en op welke vlakken?
10

These questions have been formulated and asked in the Dutch language. An English version can be
requested from the author by sending him an email
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c. Zo niet, waarom niet?
12. Zijn boeren actief in de regionale politiek?
13. Denkt u dat bevolkingskrimp een rol speelt voor de agrarische sector?
a. Zo ja, zien boeren krimp als een negatief of positief fenomeen?
i. Waarom positief/neutraal/negatief?
14. Wat zijn volgens u de grootste belangen van de agrarische sector (c.q. boeren) met
betrekking tot het regionale beleid?
15. Heeft u het idee dat het functioneren of presteren van de agrarische sector (is)
veranderd door bevolkingskrimp?
a. En in de toekomst?
16. Heeft u het idee dat de agrarische sector luistert naar de wensen en belangen van
gemeente?
17. Denkt u dat dit nodig is in uw gemeente?
18. Waarom?
19. Hoe zou dit bewerkstelligt kunnen worden?
20. Hoe ziet u – als agrarisch ondernemer/beleidsmaker – de toekomst voor de
agrarische sector in de regio
21. Hoe ziet u – als agrarisch ondernemer/beleidsmaker – de toekomst van het
landschap en de natuur in de regio?
Leefbaarheid
22. Wie zijn de belangrijkste actoren die bijdragen aan leefbaarheid?
23. Denkt u dat de agrarische sector bijdraagt aan de leefbaarheid in de krimpregio?
a. Zo ja, hoe?
24. Ziet u boeren als een belangrijke groep inwoners voor de sociale interactie in de regio
en gemeenschap?
25. Hoe verhouden en bewegen boeren zich ten opzichte van andere burgers in de
regio?
Bedankt voor het participeren in dit explorerende onderzoek. Desgewenst zal ik u op de
hoogte houden van de toekomstige bevindingen en resultaten.
Seth de Vlieger
MSc student Organic Agriculture, Wageningen University
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Appendix V: SWOT-analysis Achterhoek Region

Strengths
- Engaged and participative municipalities,
civil society (organizations) and
businesses
- Presence of collaborations between
numerous stakeholders and in various
fields
- Low unemployment rates
- An existing and strong culture of
‘Noaberschap’
- High quality of the spatial environment
- Attractive housing prices
- Strong community life

Opportunities
- Recreation and tourism
- An ever increasing care-demand offers
employment opportunities
- Spacious building development and
construction due to household decline
- Digitalization
- Alternative energy sources
- Solid existent collaborations and
cooperations offer potential for clustering
and centralization of public services
- Strengthening of the regional profile
through a broader offering of cultural
activities
- European financing
- International cooperation

Weaknesses
- Peripheral location respective to the (sub) urban areas
- Relatively few higher educated
inhabitants
- Aging of the local population and outward
migration of young people
- Vacant real estates in communities
- Poor financial situation of local
municipalities
- Processing and progressing from
regional agenda intentions to concrete
projects
- Poor accessibility to major roads and
public transport lines
Threats
- Aging of the local population and outward
migration of young people
- Self-reinforcing mechanisms and
developments for and by depopulation
- Competition between municipalities and
schools may have an adverse impact
- Dependant on project and program
investments from third parties
- Future deficient and shortage of labour
force; specifically higher educated and
health care professionals
- No (wider) support for sustaining public
services, and consequentially the
inaccessibility of public services
- Insufficient perspectives on committed
investments, dedication and coverage of
projects

Source: Translated from Public Result (2012).
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Appendix VI – Population Growth Prognosis in Dutch Municipalities11

Source: Extracted from Terluin et al. (2010).
11

From 2008 to 2025 (% per year)
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Appendix VII: Achterhoek’s Demographic Composition12

Source: Extracted from EU. (2016).

12

From 2005 to 2040
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