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‘It’s time for realistic 
nitrogen targets’
Nitrogen professor Wim de Vries says the Nether-
lands should revise its nitrogen targets and stop  
‘the detailed focus on nature areas’.

What is wrong with the current nitrogen targets? 
‘From a scientific perspective, nitrogen emissions need 
to halve to even come close to the average critical load 
in the Netherlands. That still won’t be enough to get 
down to the critical deposition value (CDV). That is not 
really doable. In some areas, even the nitrogen blown in 
from other countries — about 35 per cent of the nitro-
gen deposition in the Netherlands — is enough to ex-
ceed the CDV.’

What does that say about the nitrogen policy?
‘In my opinion, we need to take a more realistic look at 
our nitrogen targets. Set a national emissions ceiling 
for agriculture, for example, that gets as close as possi-
ble to the average critical load. If you divide that by all 
the agricultural land, you get the maximum emissions 
per hectare. Then you will have the same target for all 
provinces, which will also encourage land-based farm-
ing.’ 

What about the vulnerable nature areas?
‘There is too much detailed local focus on deposition in 
nature areas. The National Institute for Public Health 
and the Environment says that 21 per cent of the ammo-
nia falls within 20 kilometres. So most of it, 79 per cent, 
doesn’t — it is blown to other provinces or abroad. That 
local focus on nature areas also fuels the debate about 
whether they should be kept. I think the government 
should concentrate more on a national and provincial 
policy on emissions where there is potential for major 
steps.’

A national and provincial policy, such as...? 
‘Maximum emissions per hectare, so that you get a level 
playing field between provinces. We know that only part 
of the ammonia is deposited within a province. So farm-
ers in Brabant are responsible for nitrogen deposition 
in Groningen and vice versa. Then it’s only logical for all 
provinces to have to achieve comparable emissions per 
hectare. And of course that means most reductions will 
be needed in the provinces with the most intensive agri-
culture.’   ME

See Resource online for a longer interview with Wim de Vries 
about nitrogen targets. 

ON ANIMAL WELFARE  
AND SELF-INTEREST
Producers that want to sell ani-
mal-friendly products would be wise 
to stress what’s in it for the consumer, 
concludes Lenka van Riemsdijk, a  
Marketing and Consumer Behaviour 
PhD candidate who received her  
doctorate on 2 December.

Consumers care about animal welfare 
but that is not always reflected in their 
purchasing behaviour. ‘Consumers | 
experience a social dilemma, a conflict 
between their own interests such as a 
cheap price and the interests of society 

such as animal welfare,’ explains Van 
Riemsdijk. ‘In most cases their own in-
terests take precedence because people 
are naturally inclined to do what is best 
for themselves.’
Van Riemsdijk studied how this self-in-
terest could be used to encourage con-
sumers to buy animal-friendly meat and 
thereby improve animal welfare. In an 
online survey, she showed 575 consum-
ers chicken products that she recom-
mended using different approaches. 
This showed that the most appreciated 

products were those where the market-
ing keyed into emotions or curiosity.  
‘Yet curiosity in particular is rarely used. 
Producers could add “fun facts” on  
animal welfare to the packaging, for  
example. Or highlight an improved  
flavour thanks to more animal-friendly 
husbandry. The important thing is to 
make the link between personal benefits 
and animal welfare.’
‘Marketing strategies geared purely to 
emphasizing animal welfare are not  
effective for most consumers,’ says  
Van Riemsdijk. The government’s  
current campaigns don’t help either. 
‘They mainly stress the negative aspects 
of meat, so they actually make the social 
dilemmas worse. And we know it’s hard-
er to steer consumers who experience  
dilemmas towards a particular choice. 
Perhaps it would be better to change the 
message to: Eat less meat and when you 
do, choose an animal-friendly product.’
Producers can use Van Riemsdijk’s in-
sights to set up their marketing in such  
a way that it removes this social dilem-
ma that consumers struggle with. She 
thinks there are big welfare gains to be 
made with the right marketing. ‘You  
still see supermarkets selling discount-
ed factory-farmed meat. I think super-
markets should act more responsibly 
and take animal welfare seriously.  
Give animal-friendly products a fair 
chance.’  TL

‘It’s harder to steer 
consumers who experience 
dilemmas towards a 
particular choice’

  Marketing strategies geared purely to emphasizing animal welfare are not effective  
for most consumers.
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