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The collection of images in on the frontpage is a representation of the things the make the Nitrogen
crisis the topic I wanted to write my MSc thesis about.
The first image (A) is an impression of the before and after of the Leegveld nature conservation
project currently being carried out near the Peel. It shows the large-scale transformation of the
landscape these projects have and how different landscapes are deemed desirable at different times.
The next image (B) shows the current food system. The picture is not from the Peel, but it might as
well be. Uniformity and monocultures on a well drained soil, many would loke to see something
different.
The image below that (C) shows the Peel extraction in the Peel. It is this practice which has created
the current landscape. It also depicts humanity’s domination over nature, as for many years the Peel
was mostly an uncrossable swamp which was to be avoided if possible.
The image after that (D) shows the typical Peel landscape: open, with some bodies of water. The
position of the small observation platform looking over what not that long ago would have been seen
as a desolate wasteland is again a reminder of how humanity’s perception of valuable landscapes
slowly shifts.
The picture of the pig farm (E) shows what nature conservationists want to see disappeared from the
Peel region in order to protect what can be seen in image D. The pig farming sector is perhaps the
best example of industrial agriculture around the Peel. Most “farms” keep thousands of pigs and
have access to the latest technology.
Images F & G show different demonstrations. The first one (F) are farmers protesting environmental
legislation while the second one (G) shows a climate march. It shows the deep division in the
Netherlands and the struggle to shape the future.
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From intensive agriculture to nature
conservation
Analysing a paradigm shift in the nature -agriculture nexus in relation to the nitrogen
crisis in the Peel

Abstract (English)
The Dutch nitrogen crisis started on the 29th of May 2019 when the Dutch Council of State ruled that
construction permits could no longer be issued because nitrogen deposition in Dutch nature reserves
exceeded goals set out in nature conservation law. Because the agricultural sector is responsible for
much of the nitrogen deposited in these nature reserves the sector was forced to reduce its emissions
which sparked anger among farmers. The thesis investigates the nitrogen crisis to understand how it
is the result of the broader paradigm shift from intensive agriculture to nature conservation in the
Netherlands. The Peel was chosen as a case study area because it features both a nitrogen poor
elevated peat system as well as intensive livestock farming. The thesis discusses seven stories related
to the nitrogen crisis. These stories were deemed the most important “battlegrounds” through which
this paradigm shift is analysed. It is further conceptually analysed in the thesis how the paradigm shift
from farming to nature conservation is a matter of shifting power among the stakeholders. To
analytically understand this shift, Gaventa’s power cube is adopted as a conceptual tool to link
different forms of power (visible, hidden and invisible) to the different spaces (closed, invited and
claimed) and levels (local to global) power is exercised. It is a useful framework for this thesis because
it allows for a deconstruction of the paradigm shift by placing power dynamics among different actors
and organisations on the cube. Doing this shows how actors in different spaces, forms and levels adept
to, or resist change. Two of the stories relate most prominently to visible power. They focus on how
actors around the Peel perceive nature and agriculture and on how both sides are trying to claim
spaces to impose their vision. Three stories feature mostly hidden power. They discuss the rise of the
green lobby, the questionable position of the Dutch government in the debate around natureagricultural nexus and how citizen participation is organized to favour of nature conservation over the
interest of agriculture. The last two stories primarily focus on invisible power. Here it is explained how
farmers are increasingly incentivised to protect nature through subsidies and how through this
process “intensive modern” agriculture is increasingly turned into sustainable agriculture more
inclined towards conserving nature.
The main conclusion of this thesis is that the perceived paradigm shift from intensive agriculture to
nature is also a powershift. This powershift is present both at the national, provincial and at the local
level and can be observed in closed spaces, invited spaces and claimed spaces as explained by
Gaventa’s power cube. Farmers actively try to resist the powershift by claiming their own spaces
through protests and by forming interest groups. While at the same time, the nature conservation
organisations have successfully advanced nature conservation through challenging intensive farming
in the courts and by changing public opinion. They have successfully connected global narratives on
nature protection and the more rigorous European nature protection laws to the local reality of the
Peel. The main recommendation of the thesis is that a long-term plan on integrating farming with
nature conservation is needed in the Netherlands. For instance, the long-term management plans for
Natura2000 nature reserves should not only focus on the reserve itself but also should consider and
integrate a long-term vision for surrounding agriculture.
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Van intensieve landbouw naar natuurbeheer
Een analyse van een paradigmaverandering in de natuur -landbouw nexus in relatie tot
de stikstofcrisis in de Peel

Abstract (Nederlands)
De Nederlandse stikstofcrisis begon op 29 mei 2019 toen de Raad van State oordeelde dat
bouwvergunningen niet langer verleend konden worden omdat de stikstofdepositie in de Nederlandse
natuurgebieden hoger was dan was toegestaan. Omdat de agrarische sector verantwoordelijk is voor
het meeste van de stikstof die terechtkomt in deze natuurgebieden moest juist de agrarische sector
minder stikstof uit gaan stoten. Veel agrariërs namen aanstoot aan deze plannen en grote protesten
werden georganiseerd. Deze thesis onderzoekt de stikstofcrisis om de verschuiving van landbouw naar
natuur in Nederland in kaart te brengen. De Peel is gekozen als onderzoeksgebied omdat daar
kwetsbare natuur en intensieve veehouderij aan elkaar grenzen. De thesis presenteert zeven verhalen
rondom de stikstofcrisis. Deze verhalen focussen op de meest prominente “arena’s” waarin de
paradigmaverschuiving van intensieve landbouw naar natuur onderzocht kan worden. Deze
paradigmaverschuiving wordt in de thesis toegelicht met een conceptueel raamwerk op basis van de
power cube van Gaventa. Dit raamwerk wordt gebruikt om de verschuivende machtsverhouding
tussen de verschillende stakeholders in kaart te brengen. De power cube bestaat uit verschillende
vormen (zichtbaar, verborgen en onzichtbaar), verschillende plaatsen (gesloten, uitgenodigd en
opgeëist) en de verschillende niveaus (lokaal tot globaal) van macht. Dit raamwerk ondersteunt deze
thesis omdat de paradigmaverschuiving in kaart kan worden gebracht door relevante actoren en
organisaties op de kubus te plaatsen. Zo kan worden aangetoond hoe actoren in verschillende vormen,
plaatsen en niveaus van macht zich aanpassen of juist weerstand bieden tegen deze
machtsstructuren. Twee van de verhalen focussen voornamelijk op zichtbare macht. Hier wordt
gekeken welke visie actoren rond de Peel op natuur en landbouw hebben en hoe beide partijen
proberen ruimte te claimen om hun visie te verwezenlijken. Drie verhalen bevatten voornamelijk
verborgen macht. Hier gaat het over de opkomst van de groene lobby, de twijfelachtige positie van de
Nederlandse overheid in het debat rond de natuur-landbouw nexus en hoe burgerparticipatie is
georganiseerd ten behoeve van natuurbeheer. De laatste twee verhalen focussen op onzichtbare
macht. In deze verhalen wordt uitgelegd hoe agrariërs door subsidieregelingen steeds meer
natuurbeheerders worden en wat het effect is van de landbouwindustrie op het wereldbeeld van de
individuele agrariër.
De belangrijkste conclusie van deze thesis is dat de vermeende paradigmaverschuiving van intensieve
landbouw naar natuur ook een machtsverschuiving is. Deze machtsverschuiving is zowel te zien op
nationaal, provinciaal en lokaal niveau en in zowel gesloten, uitgenodigde en opgeëiste plaatsen.
Agrariërs proberen deze machtsverschuiving actief te tegen te houden en hun eigen plek te claimen
door protesten te organiseren en belangenverenigingen op te zetten. Tegelijkertijd hebben
natuurbeschermingsorganisaties successen geboekt via de rechtbank en door het beïnvloeden van de
publieke opinie. Ze hebben met succes globale trends rond natuurbescherming en de strenge
Europese natuurbeschermingswetten verbonden aan lokaal natuurbeheer in de Peel. De belangrijkste
aanbeveling van deze thesis is dat een langetermijnplanning moet worden gemaakt voor integratie
van landbouw en natuur in Nederland. Dit kan bijvoorbeeld gedaan worden door de
langetermijnplanning van de verschillende Natura2000 gebieden breder te trekken en ook de
omliggende agrarische gebieden mee te nemen.
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1 Introduction
Conventional, large scale intensive agricultural practices around the world are currently facing
pressure to change towards more environmentally sustainable alternatives as the negative effect
these systems have on nature and biodiversity are becoming more and more clear. The intensive
livestock sector is especially associated with negative effects on biodiversity, mainly through emissions
of nitrogen and dependency on bulk feed which causes deforestation (Atkinson and Watson, 1996;
Rautner et al., 2013). Nitrogen emissions from intensive livestock farming systems making their way
to nitrogen poor nature reserves is a particularly prominent issue in the Netherlands (e.g.: de Heer et
al., 2017). The focus of this MSc thesis will be on the tension between intensive livestock farming
practices and nature protection in the Netherlands. More specifically it will be hypothesized that there
is a powershift occurring in the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands, a powershift from
intensive (livestock) farming towards nature conservation. This powershift will be explored by using
the power cube by Gaventa (2006).

1.1 The Dutch nitrogen crisis
Ever since the second world war agricultural intensification was a key tool to bolster domestic food
production in the Netherlands so food shortages which occurred during the second world war would
never occur again. That meant scale enlargement, subsidies on production, specialization, chemical
fertilizer, pesticides and tapping into global markets to buy in bulk and sell surpluses (Bielenman,
2008). Since that time nation-wide food shortages have never occurred again in the Netherlands. But
there was a downside. In the 1980s and 1990s it became increasingly clear that biodiversity was
severely reduced and water quality had worsened considerably (de Heer et al., 2017). Some measures
were taken to turn the tide, the use of pesticides was more tightly controlled, animal manure had to
be handled with more care and the construction of new stables was more tightly regulated
(Bielenman, 2008; Termeer, 2019). The Dutch agricultural sector entered a time in which it faced
increasingly strict environmental regulation.
Yet the total amount of farm animals in the Netherlands hardly decreased and, in some areas, actually
increased, despite the number of farms decreasing (figures 1 and 2) (CBS, n.d.). One of the areas in
the Netherlands where intensive agriculture and nature are close to each other is in the south-east of
the province of Brabant and the north of the province of Limburg. It is here where intensive livestock
farms are located closely to a vulnerable nutrient-poor elevated peat system called the Peel (e.g.:
Blankers et al., 2021). In the past century, nitrogen from these farms has been deposited in the Peel
which has caused its nitrogen-poor environment to become more nutrient rich, threatening the
original vegetation and associated ecosystem (Noord-Brabant, 2017). But nitrogen deposition is not
the only negative effect agriculture has had on the Peel. To make the agricultural areas around the
Peel suitable for cultivation they had to be drained, which resulted in a lower groundwater level in the
Peel, causing oxidation of the peat and leading to different vegetation.
Recently the speed and ferocity with which the Dutch government is seeking to improve and restore
Dutch nature reserves has increased. The Dutch Council of State ruled that the management of
nitrogen emissions in the Netherlands was inadequate and ordered that nitrogen emissions could not
increase anymore (RvS, n.d.). This resulted in what is known as the Dutch nitrogen crisis in which
construction projects were halted overnight, maximum speed on roads was reduced and farmers
could not expand any more (see also chapter 7.1). In addition to this, in 2019 a large project started
around the Peel (see also chapter 8.1) called project Leegveld, as part of this project groundwater
levels were raised around parts of the Peel and several farms were bought out by the provincial
10
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government and were turned into nature reserves. All of this did not go over well with many farmers
who started large scale protests against the new, nature friendly regulations.

Size livestock sector relative to 2016 (CBS
statline, n.d.)
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Figure 1: Size of the Dutch livestock in percentages relative to 2016 (CBS statline, n.d.). This figure shows the steady growth
of the number of livestock in the Netherlands over the last 60 years.
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Figure 2: Average farm size versus total number of farms in the Netherlands (CBS statline, n.d.). This figure shows the scale
enlargement in Dutch agriculture in the last 60 years.

1.2 Case study area: the Peel
The nitrogen crisis is definitely a national crisis as almost all nature reserves are affected by deposition
values of nitrogen exceeding the limits set for that particular area (TNO, n.d.) (see also chapter 7.3).
However, in some nature reserves the problem is more pronounced than in others. Especially nitrogen
poor nature is at risk since these are ecosystems which have adapted to extremely low levels of
nutrients and which are threatened by even a slight increase in the amount of nitrogen available to
11
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the system. A prime example of such a system is the Peel: an area consisting of mostly elevated peat
in the south-east of the Netherlands (figure 3). The Peel is a Natura2000 area, meaning it enjoys the
most stringent nature protections available in the Netherlands. In addition to the inherent
vulnerability of the ecosystem to reactive nitrogen, many livestock farms are located close to the Peel,
heightening the tension between nature and agriculture. Especially the pig farming dairy sectors are
well developed in the area (Bielenman, 2008).
In the Middle Ages the Peel was a lot more expansive. But dried peat proved to be a highly effective
source of fuel which meant most of the peat in the area was dug up and agriculture remained on the
mostly sandy soils that lay beneath it and around it (Blankers et al., 2021). These sandy soils were only
moderately suitable for cultivation. This combined with a drive for specialisation and intensification in
the Dutch agricultural sector in the 1960s and 1970s drove many farmers in the Peel to become
livestock farmers (Bielenman, 2008). The combination of the strict nitrogen regulations and the
increasingly enforced nature protection laws have put pressure on especially dairy farmers in the
region around the Peel. Some farmers are switching towards horticulture, tree cultivation and
greenhouses, whilst others are being bought out or expect to be bought out in the future or see
permits revoked (interview: WBdP) (farmers: 3 and 6). As one farmer put it: “there have only been
three generations on this farm: the first one has dug up the peat and developed the land, the second
one farmed it and now I am giving it back to nature” (farmer: 5).
More concretely the case study area consists of two separate Natura2000 areas in relatively close
proximity to each other. These systems are called the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel and the Groote
Peel (figures 4 and 5). In this thesis both systems will simply be referred to as the Peel, unless
otherwise indicated. Although both areas are on the border between the provinces of Limburg and
Brabant, the province of Brabant is responsible for the nature conservation efforts in both systems.
The Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel are separated by a small stretch of formerly agricultural land as well
as a road and several canals which are a remnant of the peat extraction in the past (see also story 3,
chapter 9.3). In addition to this the towns of Griendtsveen and Helenaveen are nudged against the
Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel. These towns used to be the places where the workers who were mining
the peat were housed and they share a strong cultural connection to the Peel. More specifics on
nature conservation and on hydrogeology are provided in the next sections (see chapters 6 and 8).
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Figure 3: The Groote Peel and the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel. (openstreetmap.org)

Figure 5: The Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel.
(openstreetmap.org)

Figure 4: The Groote Peel. (openstreetmap.org)
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2 Personal motivation and disclosures
Since this is such a hotly debated topic in the Netherlands, I would like to take a moment to note my
personal thoughts on the topic as well as some disclosures up front. I strongly believe that every
researcher looks at the world through a coloured lens and that it is best to acknowledge it and explain
it rather than to let the reader guess and presume. To quote a wise man: “your focus determines your
reality” (Qui-Gon Jinn, 1999). This disclosure is especially relevant for such a contentious topic as the
Dutch nitrogen crisis. A special type of disclosure should also be incorporated for Wageningen
University and Research (WUR). The WUR was, and still is a big player in determining what the Dutch
landscape looks like today and could look like in the future (see also story 7, chapter 9.3).

2.1 Personal motivation
I grew up in the South of Brabant near the city of Eindhoven which is not that far from the case study
area of the Peel. I have always enjoyed going on runs and hikes through the various nature reserves
around my hometown. It was not until my Bachelor international land and water management and a
minor organic agriculture at Wageningen university that I started to understand the perspective of a
farmer. Until that time I had very much treated all farmers as one single group. Ever since the minor
in organic agriculture I have been fascinated with questions around how agriculture can incorporate
more nature, how urban areas can incorporate more agriculture but also how nature can be used
more productively.
Up to the fieldwork of this thesis I have always been unequivocally in favour of more stringent
protections for nature and generally blamed farmers for things such as the loss of biodiversity. This
view has changed somewhat during the research period, better protection for nature is still important,
but there is a place and a method for doing so. I have also gained a lot more respect for the precarious
position many farmers are currently in. Therefore, I can no longer pick a side as I would have done so
just a few years ago, both “sides” make good points as well as some more disputable ones which has
made the research that much more interesting and only increased my enthusiasm for the topic. In this
thesis the focus is a bit more on the agricultural sector compared to nature conservation. This is
because the agricultural sector has evolved quite rapidly since the nitrogen crisis in 2019, warranting
additional discussion.

2.2 Disclosure about the role of WUR
Some special attention needs to be paid to the role Wageningen University and Research (WUR) plays
in the national debate around agriculture, nature, and policy. During most of the 20th century WUR
did not exist, instead there was the higher agricultural school. Here the focus was not so much on
nature and policy but much more on simply increasing yields and modernizing agriculture, both in the
Netherlands as well as in the Dutch colonies. In 1986 the agricultural high school became a university,
and more room was created for studies which were not directly related to agriculture such studies
around nature conservation and economics (van der Haar, 1993). Aside from this inherent growth,
several research institutes and the national service for agricultural research were incorporated into
WUR (WUR, n.d.). Several large multinationals such as Friesland Campina and Unilever have recently
opened offices and research facilities on campus. This blurs the line between university and
corporation and undermines the impartiality expected from academic institutions.
All of this means the WUR has been criticized from all sides. Environmental activists will claim that the
WUR is not doing enough to move towards a more sustainable agricultural (e.g.: organic) future.
14
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Meanwhile many farmers feel that the “agricultural university” has abandoned them because in
reports (co-)written by the WUR, the agricultural sector is portrayed in a negative light. This prompted
farmers to demonstrate on campus and demanded the Executive Board to answer the following
question: “Whose side are you on? The side of the farmers or the other?” (FDFa, 2021). Still others
expressed their worries about the independence of the research now that the WUR is so intricately
connected to these commercial giants (interview: SDS Deurne, BBP). The role of the WUR is further
elaborated upon and discussed in relation to the power cube in story seven (see also story 7, chapter
9.7).
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3 Objective and research questions
Much has been written about the implementation and history of Dutch nutrient management
legislation as it pertains to general surface water quality (e.g.: Rozemeijer et al., 2014; Neeteson, 2000;
Wiering et al., 2020). Yet a particular situation has been developing around nitrogen poor Natura2000
areas, especially elevated peat systems such as the Peel. In these areas farmers are increasingly
restricted in what they can do because of the strong protection these Natura2000 areas enjoy.
Although some research has come out on the topic, the focus is mostly on addressing the nitrogen
crisis and not an looking at how the nitrogen crisis relates to power in the nature-agriculture nexus.
That is where this thesis focusses on and helps to deepen the academic debate on this sensitive topic.
Therefore, the objective of this thesis is to explain how the Netherlands is changing from a country
where intensive agriculture is lauded to a country where nature conservation takes on a much more
prominent role, often at the expense of agriculture. In order to answer the objective of the thesis the
following general research question has been established:
How has the power dynamic between the different actors in the nature-agriculture nexus changed as
demonstrated by the nitrogen crisis in the Netherlands?
This general research question has been deconstructed into several specific research questions:
1. Is there actually a powershift occurring in the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands?
a. From the perspective of the nitrogen crisis on the national level
b. From the perspective of the Leegveld project on the local level
2. How do farmers around the Peel experience this possible powershift? And how are they
working to incorporate or reject such a shift?
3. How do nature conservation organisations active around the Peel experience this paradigm
shift? And how have they tried to enable such a shift?
4. What are the most important venues/ways/battlegrounds through which the existing power
structures are being challenged?
a. Visible venues/ways/battlegrounds?
b. Hidden venues/ways/battlegrounds?
c. Invisible venues/ways/battlegrounds?
The Dutch nitrogen crisis as well as a local nature conservation project will be used as the principal
ways to study this change in the Netherlands. The conceptual framework for analysing power as
proposed by Lukes (2005) will be applied to further elaborate on this change. Lukes conceived of
power being used in three distinct forms: decision making power (overt political actions), nondecision-making power (overtly and covertly, yet consciously advancing interest) and ideological
power (actions taking unconsciously that advance certain interests over others). This, in combination
with the different spaces and levels of power creates the power cube (Gaventa, 2006).
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4 Methodology
The thesis uses a variety of sources to cover the broad topics that is the nature-agriculture nexus and
the nitrogen crisis. The basis of the results are semi structured interviews with stakeholders mostly
focussed on the case study area of the Peel (see annex 1 for a complete list of interviewees). It was
attempted to select a variety of farmers in the livestock sector since the livestock sector is most
dominant sector around the Peel and emits the most nitrogen. Interviewees included dairy farmers, a
pig farm, a sheep farmer, and a horse breeder. In addition to this various nature conservation
organisation were interviewed including Werkgroep Behoud de Peel (WBdP), stichting Verwerving
Extra Eigendommen voor Natuurontwikkeling (VEEN), het Brabants BurgerPlatform (BBP), stichting
Stop de Stank Deurne (SDS Deurne). Government officials from the waterboard Aa and Maas, the
province of North-Brabant (Green leftist party (GroenLinks)), the farmer and countryside party (Boer
Burger Beweging (BBB)) and the state-forestry service (Staatsbosbeheer). In total 16 interviews were
conducted of which some in person and some online due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic at the
time. Interviews were recorded, (partly) transcribed and coded for analysis.
The interviews were most useful for identifying arenas where the power struggle in the natureagriculture nexus was most pronounced and for providing specific information. Because the fallout
from the nitrogen crisis is so broad it is impossible to write a thesis to incorporate it all, resulting in
some interesting debates surrounding the nitrogen crisis being excluded form this thesis. Once these
arenas of contestation were identified they could be expanded upon using academic literature where
available and other sources where it was not. These other sources range from tv broadcasts and
YouTube videos to opinion pieces to newspaper articles to podcasts and official reports and laws.
Because of this broad approach statements from interviewees could be triangulated and opinions
could be compared to official reports. All interviewees will have had the opportunity to respond to a
draft version of the thesis before publication.
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5 Conceptual framework: power
The general hypothesis of the powershift in the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands requires
a clear framework for understanding power. Many different philosophers have conceived of power
in different ways, influential thinkers such as Marx, Foucault and Weber all had their own different
view of how power in society actually works (Vos, 2020). “[power] has been called an ‘essentially
contested concept’ – one of those concepts which ‘inevitably involve endless disputes about their
proper uses on the part of their users’ (Gallie 1955 P. 169)” (Lukes, 2005a P. 30). In this thesis the
combined works of Steven Lukes and John Gaventa are used to how the nitrogen crisis is indicative
of a broader powershift in the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands (Lukes, 2005a; Gaventa,
2006).

5.1 Defining power
In general power can be defined as: “a relational means inducing the capacity or potentiality to make
or to receive change, or to resist it” (Rodriquez de Francisco and Boelens, 2014 adapted from Foucault
1980, 1977 and Lukes 2005a). Power can be used to supress and control, but power can also be
productive, creating new structures rather than controlling existing ones. VeneKlasen and Miller
(2002) help to break down the broad concept of power into: 1) power over, such as domination or
repression. 2) Power with, such as mutual support and collaboration. 3) Power to, people’s ability to
shape their own world. 4) Power within, which focusses on self-worth. “it affirms the common human
search for dignity and fulfilment” (VeneKlasen and Miller (2002) P. 1). In this thesis “power over” and
“power to” will be most important.

5.2 The power cube
The basis of the power analysis in this
thesis is based on the three dimensions
of power as identified by Lukes (2005).
In this framework power is conceived of
as operating in three dimensions, one
focussing on the open sphere of
political decision making, one focussing
on the closed sphere of decision making
and one on the subversion of one’s real
interests (Lukes, 2005). This way of
conceptualizing power however is very
much focussed on ‘power over’ rather
than any of the other forms VeneKlasen
and Miller (2002) identified. Therefore,
these three dimensions are then
combined with elements from the Figure 6: The power cube. (Gaventa, 2006)
power cube by Gaventa (2006), which is
a modification and expansion of Lukes’ three forms of power. In the power cube the three dimensions
of Lukes (2005) are combined with spaces (Closed, Invited and Claimed) and places (for example
Global, National and Local) figure 6). By using this framework, it is possible to better identify and
structure changing power relations at different levels, in different forms and in different spaces.
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This was something the three dimensions of power by Lukes (2005) does not allow for, even though
Lukes (2005) explicitly states that people always retain the ability to autonomously reason decisions
and structures. This makes the power cube much more actionable than Lukes’ (2005) framework. It is
important to note that Lukes (2005) maintains that people can always challenge power structures.
With this statement Lukes distances himself from the Foucauldian school of power, in which power is
everywhere and cannot be escaped from (Gaventa, 2003).

5.2.1 Forms of power
The different forms of power as identified by Lukes (2005) form the basis of the power cube. Lukes
conceives of power as being present in three dimensions of increasing depth and scope: decision
making power, non-decision making power and ideological power (Lukes, 2005). This
conceptualisation of power suits this thesis because Lukes’ framework sees power as situated in
people or organisations (rather than “between” actors in the form of discourses such Foucault claims)
which makes the empirical study of power much more feasible (Gaventa, 2003). Gaventa (2006)
renames the three dimensions of power, ostensibly to make them more comprehensible. Decision
making power becomes visible power, non-decision-making power becomes hidden power and
ideological power becomes invisible power. It is important to note that the different forms, levels, and
spaces of power are not absolute, instead instances of power can for example be hidden and visible
at the same time and occur at different levels. In the nitrogen crisis all three forms of power can be
observed. Much of the analysis of the empirical material will be on the different forms of power,
drawing only on the relation to levels and spaces where relevant.

5.2.1.1 Visible power
Decision making power (or visible power) is the “narrow individualist, intentional and active view of
power” (Lukes, 2007 P. 60). It is the simple power to make others do things these people would
otherwise not do. It stems from a pluralist school and is often exercised in the political arena, by for
example voting for, or against a piece of environmental legislation (Gaventa, 1982). Or alternatively
by influencing the vote by leveraging economic, political, and human capital directly. Decision making
power is the most overt way to exercise power (Francisco and Boelens, 2014; Gaventa, 1982). Direct
action, such as for example occupation or vandalization, can also part of this first view. In this thesis
the stated opinions of interviewees are seen as political speech and are therefore incorporated as
visible power.

5.2.1.2 Hidden power
Non-decision-making power (or hidden power) is the power to set the agenda. It is almost exclusively
exercised covertly, yet still consciously and is also part of the pluralist school. By setting the agenda
one has the power to “keep potential issues from becoming active ones” to “determine what are to be
the key political issues” and to “prevent existing grievances from entering the political area” (Lukes,
2007 P. 60). An example of this type of power is having a stakeholder meeting but only inviting certain
stakeholders.
Crucially hidden power can also consist of non decision making in addition to regular decision making
often with the goal of preventing unrest by opposing a more powerful actor (Fransisco and Boelens,
2014). It is through these mechanisms that for example flaws or loopholes in the law are not addressed
to benefit a certain actor or sector. In addition to this hidden power can also concern decision-less
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decisions where “less powerful actors decide not to make a demand anticipating further reprisals from
the powerful actor” (Fransisco and Boelens, 2014 P. 353 based on Gaventa, 1980).

5.2.1.3 Invisible power
Ideological power (or invisible power) is more complex than the other two types of power described
above. As opposed to decision making power and non-decision-making power, ideological power is
exercised unconsciously and often unintentionally by those subjected to it, which is all of us (Lukes,
2007). “[Ideological power] is not inimical to the preferences or the grievances of those subjected to it
because it helps to shape the former and supresses the latter, we can characterize it as working against
their ‘real interests’.”(Lukes, 2007 P. 60). Since this dimension of power is much more abstract than
the other two forms of power it can be a challenge to find and accurately describe it. Ideological power
is often at work in instances where conflict seems to disappear or where fringe positions become
mainstream without a clear reason (Lukes, 2005). An example of this could be why intensive livestock
farming in the Netherlands was not challenged earlier, even though its negative effect on nature could
be considered relatively common knowledge.
Research into the first two faces of power is relatively straightforward since power is exercised overtly.
However, the third view on power seems a bit radical and unmanageable. How can power be identified
accurately when the ones exercising it do not know they are exercising it? Lukes (2005) argues that it
can be done “we need to justify our expectation that B would have thought or acted differently; and
we also need to specify the means or mechanism by which A has prevented, or else acted (or abstained
from acting) in a manner sufficient to prevent, B from doing so” (p. 44). This is by far the weakest point
of Lukes’ framework and the power cube. Academically it is quite problematic to presume to know
what an individual actor’s ‘true’ desires or interests in life are. Or as Lukes (2005) puts it “How can one
study, let alone explain, what does not happen?” (p. 40). According to Lukes, studying things which do
not happen starts with looking at relevant counterfactuals, things actors would logically do or not do
if power is not being exercised (Lukes, 2005). Sometimes these counterfactuals are clear, when a and
B are in open conflict with each other for example. When there is no observable conflict, things
become a bit more difficult. Again to refer to Lukes (2005): a mechanism needs to be exposed to
confirm that power indeed has been exercised.
Lukes does not see any reasons why a mechanism cannot be identified when there is no open conflict.
He leans heavily on the work of Crenson (1971). In his book, Crenson compares different steel towns
in the USA to explain why some of them have adopted environmental regulations while other towns
have not. He argues that a clean environment is a collective good which all reasonable people must
be in favour of. In this case the clean environment is the relevant counterfactual. What is interesting
in this case is that neither the steel plant nor to people of the steel town are actively advocating either
for, or against any environmental regulations. Instead, the steel mill is using its influence over local
politics to prevent the issue from coming up in the first place. This is possible because the mill, and
the pollution, are so central in the town no other way of life is imagined by the people. With his
analysis Crenson (1971) manages to prove the third dimension of power by providing a mechanism
through which power is exercised and with it manages to identify a relevant counterfactual. In general
evidence for the relevant counterfactual(s) can be adduced, though never conclusively proven. This is
an inherent weakness of the framework.
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5.2.2 Spaces of power
Gaventa (2006) sees spaces as “opportunities, moments and channels where citizens can act to
potentially affect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and interests”
(Gaventa, 2006 P. 26). Spaces are thus inherently political; they are shaped by the power relations as
well as by (re-)creating power relations. They are not neutral grounds on which debates occur, rather
it is through these spaces that power is created, sustained, or increased (Cornwall, 2002; Lefebvre and
Nicholson-Smith, 1991). This is because spaces function as boundaries, you often are either in a certain
space participating in the decision making or you are not (Gaventa, 2006). Participating in a space is
not the same as creating or reshaping a certain space, therefore we must not only look at who
participates in a space but also who has the power to reshape spaces (Hayward, 2006). Gaventa (2006)
identifies a continuum with three distinct spaces: closed spaces, invited spaces and claimed spaces.
Because all these spaces are conceived of a being on a continuum, it is entirely possible for
organizations or projects to move between the three described spaces over time (Gaventa, 2006). In
addition to this, other spaces than the ones identified in this thesis can be incorporated if deemed
relevant, showing the flexibility of the concept of spaces (Pearce and Vela, 2005).

5.2.2.1 Closed spaces
Simply put, closed spaces are those spaces which are between literal or figuratively closed doors
(Gaventa, 2006). This is for example a group of experts writing a report or a government official making
a decision without consultation. It can also simply be a farmer near a residential area who decides to
increase the number of animals he is keeping. Another facet of the closed spaces are provided spaces,
in these spaces government officials make decisions for the public at large without direct input from
the people that put them there (Gaventa, 2006). An example of this could be management plans to
improve nature based on measurements and models but not on input of civil society.

5.2.2.2 Invited spaces
The next space is the invited space. Within this space there is room for broader civil participation into
for example a law or a project (Gaventa, 2006). An example of this could be a co-production or cocreation project in which people affected by a certain plan or project are more directly involved in the
design phase of set project. In these spaces the participants do only rarely have the freedom to shape
the space itself. Furthermore, since the “invitations” to participate in the space are sent out by those
who constructed the space, certain actors, individuals or preferences might not be represented and
the creators of the space might take certain positions of the table beforehand by controlling the scope
of the participatory approach (van Buuren et al, 2019).

5.2.2.3 Claimed/Created spaces
Lastly there are the claimed or created spaces. These are the spaces outside the traditional
(democratic) spaces in which actors can debate or advocate for positions which are not represented
in those “other” official spaces (Gaventa, 2006; Soja, 1996). It is a space where power can originate
outside the existing power structures in a system, ultimately with the possibility of changing the
system (Gaventa, 2006; Soja, 1996). Examples of these include for the Farmers Defence Force, an
organization of mainly farmers who feel unheard and not respected by the existing spaces and thus
formed their own to advance their own positions. It is mainly through these created or claimed spaces
that the existing power structures are changed (Gaventa, 2006). By creating a new space, actors
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organize themselves as a political force which can challenge existing political structures, be adopted
by them, or replace them altogether.
Governments occupy an interesting space. In theory they allow for broad civil participation through
elections, making them an invited space. However, on smaller or more mundane issues, governments
do not necessarily involve the broader public (with the public often only being aware when laws are
already passed). In this way governments can act more like closed spaces. Governments can also be a
place where those without representation can claim a space of their own and enter the political arena.
In this sense governments also allow for claimed spaces. A good example of this is the BBB in the
Netherlands, a party representing predominantly people from an agricultural or rural background
which derived much of its success from the fallout of the nitrogen crisis.

5.2.3 Levels of power
Since different actors operate on diverse levels (local, national, etc), focussing on just one of these
levels, such as the local will no longer do in most cases. Through globalisation the different levels of
power are increasingly interlinked (Gaventa, 2006). This is especially true for the Dutch agricultural
sector which is both heavily dependent on agricultural imports as well as a major exporter of for
example animal products. As is the case with the two other dimensions of the power cube the different
levels should also be seen as a continuum, an actor might for example mainly be active on a local level
but also have some connections in the European union. In general, it is acknowledged that if an actor,
in for example a created space, wants to successfully change power structures, this actor must be
present and active on all relevant levels (Gaventa, 2006). This is seen as a major barrier to change the
existing power structures. In this thesis the most relevant levels will be the individual farm level,
municipal level, the ‘nature-based level’ of the Peel nature reserves and the areas surrounding it, the
provincial level, the national level, and the European level. All of these levels play various roles in
mandating or designing rural, agricultural and natural development in the region.
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6 Hydrogeological description of the case study area
The characteristic elevated peat system started to form at the end of the last ice-age in the
Netherlands (around 8000BC). The Peel is located on an intricate system of fault lines which over time
have resulted in horsts (the higher parts of the landscape) and graben (the lower parts of the
landscape). The Groote Peel is located in a graben while the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel are located
on a horst. The two parts of the Peel will be discussed separately here because their hydrological
conditions are a bit different (figure 7).

6.1 The Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel
The Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel are quite unique systems because the peat is located a few meters
higher than the surrounding areas. This means the only source of water is nutrient-poor rainwater, it
is because of this influx of nutrient-poor rainwater and the continued leaching of nutrients from the
system that the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel developed such a nutrient (nitrogen) poor environment
and why even a little additional nitrogen can have big consequences on biodiversity in the Peel
(Blankers et al., 2021).
The formation of a nutrient-poor elevated peat system on a relatively high part in the landscape was
possible because of several reasons. Firstly, the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel are located on a water
divide, this means water is retained relatively long in the area and no water flows into the area
(Blankers et al., 2021). Secondly, because the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel are located on the horst, a
specific near impermeable layer of sediment called the Breda formation is located close to the surface
at only several meters depth. It is because of this impermeable layer that water from the Deurnsche
Peel & Mariapeel cannot drain into the deeper groundwater (Blankers et al., 2021). Lastly the fault
lines that separate the horsts and the graben are also mostly impermeable, so all the drainage in the
system must occur near or on the surface at the edges of the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel (Blankers
et al., 2021). The system can in some ways be seen as a tub, with a waterproof floor (Breda formation)
and waterproof sides (fault lines). This has created the perfect recipe for the development of an
elevated peat system.

6.2 The Groote Peel
Although the Groote Peel is located in the graben and therefore located in a lower part of the
landscape the Groote Peel can still be considered an elevated peat system because (as is the case with
the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel) the Groote Peel is located on a water divide which means the only
source of water is the nutrient-poor rainwater. The difference between the Deurnsche Peel &
Mariapeel and the Groote Peel is that the impermeable Breda formation is located a lot deeper in the
landscape and is therefore not very relevant (Blankers et al., 2021). Instead, the layers of sediment
near the surface are mostly sandy which means water from the Groote Peel can easily drain into the
groundwater, hampering peat formation. This drainage is somewhat mitigated by the presence of
small, intermitted layers of loam which locally reduce drainage. It is on these patches of loam where
the thickest and oldest layers of peat are (were) located (Blankers et al., 2021).
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Figure 7: Soil profile from the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel (A) to the Groote Peel (A’) showing the stark difference between the two
systems. Water in the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel (horst) cannot drain to the groundwater because of the impermeable Breda
formation (BR) which is very close to the surface. In the Groote Peel (graben) drainage is possible because the Breda formation is much
deeper in the soil. (dinoloket.nl)
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7 Understanding the Dutch Nitrogen crisis in relation to the Peel
In this section it will be explained how the Dutch nitrogen crisis came to be, why it is so controversial
and how the national crisis is related to the Peel.

7.1 The background of the Dutch nitrogen crisis
It was in the 1980s that the first pieces of legislation on to the protection of nature in relation to
nitrogen pollution were introduced in both Europe and the Netherlands. In 1984 it was decided that
the number of poultry, pigs, and milk produced could not increase any more, limiting further
expansion of the livestock farming sector in the Netherlands (Frauws et al., 2004). In the late 1990s
the European union pressured the Netherlands into adopting its nitrogen regulations into Dutch law,
this led to the first nitrogen accounting scheme in the Netherlands (Frauws et al., 2004). However, the
Dutch government implemented the European guidelines in such a way that more pollution was
allowed than the European directive permitted. After a ruling by the European commission the
Netherlands had to change its system to meet the criteria set out in the European directive (Frauws
et al., 2004). This meant farmers had to further reduce their nitrogen output. The similarities between
this case and the nitrogen crisis seventeen years later are striking, in both cases there was a conflict
between the Dutch farmers and the European government, with the Dutch government trapped in
the middle trying to keep everybody happy and on board. The notable difference between the cases
is that large scale protests by farmers were absent. Still, this case can be seen as a precursor of things
to come.
In 2015 a new law governing nitrogen pollution Programma Aanpak Stikstof (PAS) (in English: Program
handling nitrogen) came into effect in the Netherlands. It was designed to incorporate European
regulations regarding the protection of nature into Dutch law (NOS, 2015). In the law it was stipulated
that nitrogen pollution around nitrogen sensitive nature (the Natura2000 reserves) can continue on
the condition that nitrogen pollution in the future will be curbed and other measures would be taken
to improve the quality of the nature reserves. Nature conservationists argued in court that the
provisions to curb nitrogen pollution and actually realize the required improvements to nature in the
future were not set out well in the PAS and that therefore increasing nitrogen pollution in the present
was not possible. Again, the Dutch government is in an awkward position between the EU and the
Dutch farmers.
A ruling from the Dutch Council of State (Raad van State) sided with the nature conservationists which
meant that ecological limits around nature reserves suddenly could not be exceeded any more as they
had under the PAS framework (Raad van State, n.d.). This meant construction projects such as housing
or infrastructure came to an abrupt halt. In order for these “vital” projects to continue it was vital that
nitrogen emissions from other sources would be reduced immediately (NOS , 2019a). It was with this
ruling that the nitrogen crisis was born. Measures instated to reduce nitrogen included a reduction in
the maximum speed on highways, limits on the nitrogen content of animal feed, an emergency law so
construction projects concerning safety can continue, more money to buy out pig farmers and a
revaluation of all nature reserves in the Netherlands to see if their protected status can be taken away
and in doing so reducing the need for a reduction in nitrogen pollution in those areas (NOS, 2019a).
This thesis will only deal with effects of the nitrogen crisis regarding the agricultural sector.
In July 2021, a new law governing nitrogen pollution was finally put into effect by the national
government (Aanpakstikstof, n.d.). This law differs from the PAS in two significant ways: firstly, the
law exempts construction work from requiring a permit, secondly the law puts in result obligations for
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the government to improve
nitrogen pollution in nature
reserves with 40% in 2025, 50% in
2035 and 75% in 2035 (Janssen
and Mohuddy, 2021). The law also
legalizes so called PAS reporters,
these are mostly farmers who did
not pollute so much that they
needed an environmental permit,
under the new law however this
kind of pollution does need a
permit (Janssen and Mohuddy,
2021). This last item specifically
was a sore spot for farmers and
environmentalists alike, not only
was the future of many farms
suddenly unsure because of the
lack of permit, but by “legalizing”
these farms the total amount of
animals kept in the Netherlands
was not necessarily reduced,
something
environmental
organisations were furious about
(interview: BBP).
In 2022 the national government
created a post for the minster of
nitrogen and nature. Previously
these
topics
were
the
Figure 8: The map included with the Startnotitie Nationaal Programma
responsibility of the minister of Landelijk Gebied showing nitrogen emission reduction goals for the whole of
agriculture. Some months after the Netherlands (with the Peel circled in red) in order to meet water quality
the new minister of nitrogen and and nature conservation goals. (Rijksoverheid, 2022)
nature
was
installed,
she
presented the Startnotitie Nationaal Programma Landelijk Gebied (in English: starting note national
program for rural areas), in which challenges around nature conservation, water quality and climate
change are to be tackled together (Rijksoverheid, 2022). Especially for the goals pertaining to nature
conservation and water quality nitrogen emissions need to be curbed drastically. The stated goal is
that in 2030 in 74% of the Natura2000 areas in the Netherlands the level of nitrogen deposition is
lower than then critical deposition value set out for that specific type of nature (Rijksoverheid, 2022).
To accomplish this massive reduction the number of livestock needed to be reduced drastically. A map
was provided to indicate the required reduction in nitrogen emissions to achieve this goal, showing
50% or even 70% reductions were needed in much of the Netherlands (figure 8). This sparked outrage
among farmers who feared that they could not continue to farm, and large protests ensued. But the
map also drove a wedge between the constituencies of the coalition parties of the VVD and CDA and
between the national government and the provinces. The provinces are responsible for the execution
of the plans and the ideas and goals presented in the Startnotitie Nationaal Programma Landelijk
Gebied clashed with their own approach to curb nitrogen emissions (Terlingen, 2022).
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7.2 Origins of nitrogen emissions in the Netherlands
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Reactive nitrogen in the air can mostly be
found in two forms: various nitrous oxides
(NOx) and ammonia (NH3). In general, the
agricultural sector is responsible for the
production of ammonia (mainly from the
livestock sector) while the industrial,
transportation and energy sectors are
responsible for the production of nitrous
oxides. In 2018, the average nitrogen
deposition in the Netherlands was 1730
mol/ha, 467 mol/ha from nitrous oxides and
1263 mol/ha from ammonia (figure 9) (CLO,
2019).

NOx

NHx

Although the focus in this thesis is on farmers Figure 9: Nitrogen emissions in the Netherlands over time split up
as producers of nitrogen, they are definitely in NH4 (mostly agriculture) and NOx (most other sectors). (CLO,
not the only ones. The others dominant 2019)
sources are the industrial, transportation
and energy sectors. Still, roughly 60% of the total amount of nitrogen produced in the Netherlands
comes from the agricultural sector (RIVM, n.d.). Other emission sources are consumers themselves
and the construction sector (total <10%). Special attention should be paid to emission from air travel,
although nitrogen emission from air travel are relatively low (between 0.7% and 1% of total nitrogen
emissions), it has increased rapidly over the last 30 years (Omgevingsweb, 2020). That this sector has
been allowed to increase its nitrogen pollution while other sectors had to reduce their emission levels
has been a sore spot for many farmers. In models focussing on nitrogen deposition, NOx and NH3 are
often combined in the unit mol/ha/y, this conversion (claiming that the two forms are directly
comparable) is controversial, especially within the farming community who claim that “green
nitrogen” (NH3) is more environmentally friendly than (NOx) (interview: BBB).

7.3 Nitrogen deposition in the Peel
Excess nitrogen deposition is an issue in almost all Natura2000 areas in the Netherlands, but the
origins of the nitrogen crisis can be found in the Peel specifically (interview: WBdP) (TNO, n.d). It is
over fears of excess nitrogen deposition in the Peel that WBdP sued the province of North-Brabant
over the PAS. It is the responsibility the province of Brabant to make an assessment of the current
state of nature and to set out how the specific Natura2000 goals for the Peel are to be achieved
(Noord-Brabant, 2017). The province was heavily dependent on the AERIUS Monitor 2016L which is
designed and maintained by the RIVM (Noord-Brabant, 2017; AERIUS, n.d.). During the construction
of the management plan there was constant feedback from an advisory committee containing
relevant stakeholders according to the province (Noord-Brabant, 2017).
Regarding the actual critical deposition values (given in mol/ha/y) the province relies on literature
(specifically a report from Alterra (part of the WUR) by van Dobben et al., 2012), which gives a value
of 500 mol/ha/y for both functioning peat systems and recovering peat systems. Actual deposition
values are around 1635 mol/ha/y in the Deurnsche Peel/Mariapeel (Noord-Brabant, 2017). Although
the validity of the AERIUS (and other) models is certainly up for debate (interview BBB, VEEN). The
models themselves will not be discussed because it falls outside the scope of the research. Using this
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information and the AERIUS monitor the province published a map showing how much the critical
deposition value is exceeded in the Peel (figures 11 and 12) (Noord-Brabant, 2017). The deeper the
shade of purple the more the critical deposition values are exceeded. The nitrogen deposition in the
Peel is so much higher than the critical deposition value for recovering peat systems that even with
the measures outlined in the Startnotitie Nationaal Programma Landelijk Gebied the critical
deposition value is still exceeded by more than 250 mol/ha/y (figure 10) (Rijksoverheid, 2022).

Figure 12: Nitrogen deposition in the Deurnsche Peel and
Mariapeel is generally over three times the critical
deposition value for recovering peat systems. (NoordBrabant, 2017)

Figure 11: Nitrogen deposition in the Groote Peel is
generally over three times the critical deposition value for
recovering peat systems. (Noord-Brabant, 2017

Figure 10: The amount of excess nitrogen deposition (in mol/ha/y) in
Dutch natura2000 nature reserves in 2030 if the reduction goals
outlined in the Nationaal Programma Landelijk Gebied (figure 8) are
achieved. In the Peel (circled in red) the critical deposition values are
still exceeded by a lot. (Rijksoverheid, 2022)
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8 Nature protection in the Peel
Both the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel and the Groote Peel are classified as Natura2000 nature
reserves which make it some of the best protected reserves in the Netherlands. The history of this
protection is quite different in both areas. The Groote Peel has enjoyed protected status from 1937
and was acquired by the state in 1950 (LNV, n.d. (a)) which transferred it to the state-forestry service
for maintenance. The Deurnsche Peel on the other hand was actively mined for peat up to 1979 after
which conservation efforts were first made by WBdP (mainly by increasing the water level by blocking
of drainage systems) and later also by the state-forestry service (LNV, n.d. (b)). Both areas were in
2003 added to the list of Dutch Natura2000 areas. Especially the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel is a
collection of smaller, individual, and geographically separated reserves consisting of the Bult, the
Grauwveen, the Heitrakse Peel and the Zinkske. This separation of the different areas has made nature
conservation harder in the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel because all “islands” of Natura2000 have the
same protection, no matter the size.
Ever since the Groote Peel and the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel became part of the Natura2000
project most conservation of the effort has focussed on the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel. This is
because these areas have the best chances to be restored towards fully functioning elevated peat
systems since the impermeable hydrogeological base is much closer to the surface than it is in the
Groote Peel. This prevents drainage and allows for a more stable groundwater level which is essential
for the development of peat systems (interview; WBdP) (Blankers et al., 2021).

8.1 Nature development in the Peel (the Leegveld Project)
The project Leegveld was initiated as a
PAS project for nature conservation (de
Rooij et al., 2018) (interview:
Waterboard). The goal of the project is to
improve the quality of the Natura2000
nature reserve of the Deurnsche Peel &
Mariapeel by raising and stabilizing the
groundwater level in the areas around
especially the Deurnsche Peel (de Rooij et
al., 2018). 940 ha of existing nature will
be improved, and 180 ha of new nature
will be created on areas formerly
designated for agricultural purposes
(figure 13) (de Rooij et al., 2018). In
addition to this most ditches in the area
will be removed to reduce drainage from
the Peel (Willems, 2018).
But still drainage from the Deurnsche
Peel & Mariapeel remains a problem. As Figure 13: The boundaries of the Leegveld project surrounding the
Deurnsche Peel. (de Rooij et al., 2018)
mentioned in the previous section (see
chapter 6.1), the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel are situated on a water divide and are thus the highest
part of the landscape, this makes it hard to retain water since it is naturally drained by gravity. In
addition to this there is a complex system of various hydrogeological layers, some of which are highly
permeable and increase natural drainage of the system (interview: Waterboard) (farmer: 2)
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(dinoloket, n.d.). To combat this, various compartments are constructed which can buffer water and
provide counterpressure to stabilize the water level in the Natura2000 area itself (Willems, 2018). At
the time of writing (2022) the project it is being executed by the contractor.
These types of nature conservation programmes were a core concept of the PAS. They would allow
for nature to be improved while permits for polluting activities such as agriculture and industry could
still be issued (Folkert et al., 2014). The size and scope of the Leegveld project was determined by the
province of Brabant in a way to maximize the benefits for nature (interview: Waterboard) (de Rooij et
al., 2018). This is an important detail because the only way farmers can involuntarily be expropriated
is when the province can prove that those specific pieces of land are essential in realizing the goals for
nature conservation (interview: Waterboard). The execution of the Leegveld project is overseen by
the waterboard Aa and Maas.
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9 Results
The results section is organized around seven different stories through which the central hypothesis
of a powershift in the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands is explained. These stories are not
selected to give a comprehensive overview of all arenas in which power is contested, but instead focus
on the most interesting or the most important ones. The stories have been organized based on which
form of power (visible, hidden, and invisible) is most dominant in that story specifically with stories
one and two focussing mainly on visible power, stories three, four and five mainly on hidden power
and stories six and seven on invisible power. In reality, multiple forms of power are almost always
involved and will be discussed when relevant. In addition to this the different forms of power
explained in the stories will be combined with the different the different spaces and levels of the
power cube.
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9.1 Story one: different views on the nature-agriculture nexus
One of the most striking differences between actors was how differently they perceive natureagriculture nexus in the Netherlands and in the Peel. By speaking out, in any form, about the natureagriculture nexus in the Peel power is exercised since a space is claimed or an existing space is joined.
Although this power is seldom productive in and of itself, it does indicate how different actors relate
to different organizations or ideas on different levels and in different spaces. Speech can, in this sense,
be seen as a stepping stone to concrete actions. Categorizing speech as visible power is an expansion
of the relatively narrow view on visible power Lukes (2005) holds. Lukes (2005) sees visible power only
as power when it results in concrete actions. Expanding this view to also include speech or actions
which do not directly result in concrete actions is valuable because it captures the minds of actors and
with it the potential to use power. It also makes it possible to put different actors or groups of actors
“on the power cube”, visualizing the power struggle in and around the Peel.
This story will put different actors or sets of actors on the power cube. First a change in the national
political discourse is discussed, after that the arguments of the opponents and proponents of current
nature conservation effort are covered. At the end it will be discussed how different actors represent
nature and what they seek to gain from a specific representation.

9.1.1 A change in the national discourse
The amount of discourse regarding the broad nature-agriculture nexus has increased in the last
decade. Take these two quotes regarding the agricultural sector in the Netherlands. One taken from
the coalition agreement of the national government of 2012 and one from 2021. From 2012 “The
agricultural sector is an important economic engine. The Netherlands is the second exporter of
agricultural products in the world. Farmers and horticulturalists deserve the space to do business and
deserve a decent reward for their contributions to the landscape and to nature” (regeerakkoord, 2012
P. 101). And then the one form 2021: “Within a localized approach [(gebiedsgerichte aanpak) Dutch
program to address nature conservation in a local context] extensification, conversion, innovation,
legalisation, and relocation can contribute to make the agricultural sector more sustainable. […]. In
areas where the challenges to reduce [nitrogen] emissions and improve nature are so big that
voluntary buyouts will not always suffice [with this statement the coalition means buying out farmers],
we are going to talk with individual farmers to find suitable solutions” (coalitieakkoord, 2021 P. 112).
It is remarkable how in nine years the agricultural sector in the Netherlands went from an “important
economic engine” to a sector which at enormous expense needs to be reoriented in order to fit to
goals of nature conservation. And this under nearly the same centre right coalition, helmed by the
same conservative-liberal prime minister Mark Rutte. It is this switch, very much in the visible realm
of power, which first drew my interest for the case of the Dutch nitrogen crisis.

1

“De agrarische sector is een belangrijke economische motor. Nederland is de tweede exporteur van agrarische
producten ter wereld. Boeren en tuinders verdienen dus de ruimte om te ondernemen en een fatsoenlijke
beloning voor hun bijdragen aan het cultuurlandschap en de natuur.” (regeerakkord, 2012 P. 10)
2
“In de gebiedsgerichte aanpak kunnen extensivering, omschakeling, innovatie, legalisering en verplaatsing
helpen bij versnelling van verduurzaming in de landbouw. Daarbij wordt rekening gehouden met natuurlijk
verloop in de sector. In gebieden waar de opgave tot emissiereductie en natuurherstel dermate groot is dat
vrijwilligheid niet langer vrijblijvendheid betekent, gaan we op het boerenerf het gesprek aan om samen te
zoeken naar de mogelijkheden.” (coalitieakkoord, 2021 P. 11)
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9.1.2 The opponents of the current conservation effort around the Peel
All actors acknowledge that nature is important to protect, but this is all that can be agreed upon.
Disagreements are mainly about the type of nature which is desired in the Peel, many farmers express
doubt if it is possible to bring back a functioning elevated peat system in the Peel. They see the effort
made with for example project Leegveld as a waste of money and good agricultural land. They make
the case that the Peel was formed in a time when the climate was colder, there were hardly any people
at all in the Netherlands, and that pretending that we can recreate these conditions in a country so
densely populated would be foolish. Instead, they propose to let nature run its course and if this
results in a different type of vegetation than the current one, so be it.
By making these claims farmers link the Dutch government’s recent push for nature conservation to
deeper feelings of distrust and dissatisfaction about provincial and national politics (farmers: 1, 2, 3,
4, 5, 6). They often equate the rise of the importance of nature with the demise of the agricultural
sector. This negative view on nature conservation among farmers can be better understood once it is
understood that the “new”, wetter nature conservation and peat restoration projects can have severe
negative effects on farmers in the area around the Peel. These impacts include bans on irrigation,
limited possibilities for expansion and the constant fear to lose existing permits or to be bought out
completely (farmers: 1, 2, 3, 5, 6) (Roebroek and Schel, 2022; WBdP, n.d.).
Over the course of roughly fifty years the Peel has gone from an asset to farmers to being a burden.
Up to the 1960s and 1970s the Peel and the areas around it were regarded as a “worthless” piece of
land where farmers could do whatever they wanted, far away from towns and people that might be
affected by large numbers of animals (interview: State-forestry service) (farmers: 3, 5). During that
time, large portions of the Peel were mined for the peat and turned into farmland. Currently many
farmers do not see a bright future for the current system of intensive agriculture around the Peel in
the near to distant future (farmers: 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). They see the system shifting towards extensive
farming systems where irrigation and fertilization is reduced, the number of livestock per hectare
decreases and there is more biodiversity on the farm (farmers: 3, 4, 5, 6).
In general farmers feel like power has been shifting away from the agricultural sector and towards
nature conservation efforts. To some extent this is correct, as the national discourse is no longer on
aiding farmers to prevent food shortages as it was after the second world war. Yet power has always
been exercised by the national government to shape the agricultural sector, especially in the years
since the war (Bielenmans, 2008) (see also story 7 chapter 9.7). Farmers simply cannot (or will not)
keep up with the pace of change that is required of them form society, this has created friction
between the agricultural sector and society.
In some sense farmers have become victims of a change in invisible power in the Netherlands. Because
the national discourse on agriculture and nature is slowly shifting farmers feel like they might be left
behind. This perceived change in power has prompted initiatives to retain power, often using newly
created public spaces to influence public opinion. These spaces include protest movements such as
Farmers Defence Force, the formation of a farmer’s party in the national parliament (the BBB) and the
promotion of a Farmer Friendly logo on certain products. In doing so farmers try to connect with other
farmers throughout Europe who are facing the same challenges, linking different local levels into a
European movement, and becoming an actual powerful force.
Many inhabitants of villages around the Deurnsche Peel are also sceptical of nature conservation
projects. They fear a loss of cultural industrial peat mining heritage, a loss of desired forests in
exchange of water and increased numbers of mosquitos because of this water (Ruber, 2022; van der
Weerden, 2018). Both farmers and villagers make the interesting case that they do not wat to lose
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their cultural heritage. Farmers do not want to lose the land their ancestors claimed from the Peel and
the villagers do not want to lose the remnants of the peat mining business which led to the formation
of their villages.

9.1.3 The proponents of the current conservation effort around the Peel
Here a distinction can be made between the local NGO’s who are lobbying for more nature
conservation and less intensive farming and the government actors who have mandated or are
executing project Leegveld. The main local NGO’s are Werkgroep Behoud de Peel (WBdP), Stichting
Verwerving Extra Eigendommen voor Natuurontwikkeling (VEEN), het Brabants Burgerplatform (BBP)
and vereniging Stop de Stank Deurne (SDS Deurne). In general, all agree on the fact that more and
better nature conservation is required in the Peel, yet their focus is slightly different. WBdP actively
sues farmers (and others) when they perceive nature conservation laws are being broken. In addition
to this WBdP seeks to create and positively influence nature conservation plans in the Peel. Usually,
the work of this organisation is in the background yet sometimes particular rulings can cause quite a
stir in the official, political spaces of power at provincial and national levels. Because WBdP main focus
is on action through the judicial system it serves as a check on the provided spaces of power, fighting
the decisions governments make with the (other) laws the government provides. In essence WBdP
seeks to close loopholes in the law through which pollution can continue, it uses its visible power to
challenge and expose the hidden power exercised by governments.
The VEEN foundation on the other hand is acquiring land around the Peel which is then leased to
farmers under the condition that it is managed in accordance with nature. Thereby the VEEN
foundation is improving nature within the Peel itself by changing the surroundings of the Peel. It is a
non-confrontational organisation which wants to keep everybody on board because the VEEN
foundation believes everybody every sector is needed to fix the environmental problems around the
Peel (interview VEEN). The VEEN foundation is not focused on exposing the exercise of hidden power
as WBdP does. Instead, by buying up land around the Peel, the VEEN foundation seeks to replace the
official spaces of power around the Peel altogether. As the VEEN foundation admits itself it is a bit of
an ambitious goal, but with 50 ha already acquired by the foundation it is definitely making an impact.
BBP and the SDS Deurne are both fighting the intensive livestock farming sector, the BBP in the whole
of Brabant and the SDS Deurne specifically in the municipality of Deurne. Especially the BBP is often
in the media to protest new manure factories or new stables. The SDS Deurne is a bit more muted,
exercising power through organizing local debates and by connecting affected people to lawyers. Both
organisations seek to challenge both visible power (such as the construction of a new manure factory)
as well as invisible power (such as what type of agriculture is “normal” in the Netherlands) through
their own claimed spaces. It is through social media, national/local media appearances and social
organizing that they want to change the Dutch agricultural system.
In government actors represented in this thesis are waterboard, provincial government and the stateforestry service. The province of Brabant is responsible for the nature conservation and curbing
nitrogen emissions in the province. They have also mandated the Leegveld project. The waterboard is
responsible for its execution of this project. It is a middle-organisation between the
European/national/provincial level of power and the local level of power in that it designs the nature
conservation measures and is responsible for their correct implementation. The waterboard is the
most visible player, exercising the most visible power through their design choices. It handles for
example communication with affected people and the general public, it is through the waterboard
that the closed spaces of government should open up a bit to allow input from the local community
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(see also story 3, chapter 9.3). The state-forestry service meanwhile mostly focusses on the existing
nature areas and not so much on the new ones, it wants to keep everybody onboard and therefore
generally maintains soft positions.
All of these organisations are change averse, change causes chaos and chaos is often bad for elected
politicians. This means a limited degree of hidden power is exercised to maintain the status quo. The
province provided a collective irrigation permit for farmers around the Peel so they could continue to
irrigate without facing challenges in court (see also story 5, chapter 9.5.2). The waterboard has long
favoured agricultural interests over the interests of nature, the Leegveld project being one of the first
exemptions (van Keken and Kuijpers, 2021). The state-forestry service is responsible for the
management of the Natura2000 conservations but is reluctant to challenge sources of pollution (such
as nitrogen emissions from agriculture) outside the land it manages directly (interviews: WBdP, Stateforestry service).

9.1.4 Representing nature
Aside from the proponents and opponents of the conservation effort there is also nature in the Peel.
Currently the Peel is protected under stringent nature conservation laws, but these laws have not
always been exercised to their full extent (see also story 5, chapter 9.5). Interesting original
approaches in nature conservation such as Rights of Nature initiatives might increase the legal
standing of the Peel (e.g.: Pecharroman, 2018). Currently it is mainly the WBdP who is arguing in court
on behalf of the nature. Creating a legal body to represent the Peel would strengthen the legal position
of the Peel and might safeguard it better. Yet, such an approach would open a whole other pandoras
box of new issues. What would be the mandate of those representing nature? who would get to define
what nature is? Can any disturbance or negative influence no matter how small or how far away from
the Peel be banned abruptly or would certain emission sources be of limit? This dependency on a
specific mandate which can (or needs to) change over time is a known weakness of the rights to nature
approach (Pecharroman, 2018). Yet the concept is still in its infancy and the concept is only slowly
becoming gaining momentum in the Netherlands and in the EU (van Norren, 2022; van Oorschot,
2022).
Representing the true interests of nature has also long been an issue in environmental research. Soper
(1998) identifies two main modes of understanding nature. One which focusses on “the intrinsic value
of nature” while the other focusses on “the role of culture in the creation of what we term ‘nature’,
and seeks to expose dubious romantic, or anthropomorphizing, or ideologically distorting, cultural
constructions and representation of nature” (Soper, 1998 P. 61, 62). Interestingly enough, different
actors in the Peel can exercise power by conceptualizing nature in the Peel differently. For example,
farmers would benefit from the second conceptualization where it is acknowledged that there is no
“true” nature. Nature conservation organisations on the other hand would benefit from the first, since
it would make extensive restoration projects not only desirable, but they would be the only way to
restore the original nature.
In this sense both actors exercise invisible power to shape what nature, and by extension the rest of
the Netherlands, could look like. This power is mostly invisible because neither actor is actively
working towards what, in their opinion, would be the best world view. Instead, their position can be
derived from other actions these actors take. Important to note is that both positions do not maintain
absolute positions on this topic. The VEEN foundation notes that perfect nature restoration is never
possible but that we nevertheless should try to bring back some of what was destroyed by humanity
while farmers agree that there should be some balance between nature and agriculture in the
35

MSc. Thesis Geert Dekker: From intensive agriculture to nature conservation
Netherlands (interview: VEEN). At some point the different views on nature will also come to
expression through in the different invited and closed spaces of governments. It would be interesting
to see in how far this view on nature has already shifted in Dutch and European nature conservation
law. To study the subtle ways in which the different views on nature are (partially) expressed in legal
text is beyond the scope of this thesis, however.

9.1.5 Conclusion story one
The Dutch government has made nature conservation more of a priority in recent years. This often
results in large-scale conservation efforts around Natura2000 areas such as the Peel, often at the
expense of agriculture. This conservation work is something many local NGO’s have fought a long time
to achieve using mostly visible power. The agricultural sector is obviously angry at the Dutch
government for prioritizing nature conservation over agriculture around the Peel, the sector voices its
opinion by exerting visible power. At the same time there is an invisible power struggle on how to
define nature. Nature conservation organisations advocate a romantic view on nature based on its
intrinsic value, and argue to maintain it in its original state while farmers propose the view that all
nature is in the Netherlands is man-made and different forms of nature are equally valuable.
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9.2 Story two: exercises of power to claim physical spaces
One of the most direct and visible ways to exercise power is to physically claim a certain space. in this
story this space is an actual physical space rather than a political one. Here it will be discussed how
different actors (farmers, nature conservation organisations and governments) have tried to claim
certain pieces of land to advance their own agenda.

9.2.1 Claiming The Hague
Soon after the nitrogen crisis it became
clear that the agricultural sector would be
forced to reduce its nitrogen output
(resulting in less animals and less farms).
This sparked massive protests among
farmers who drove their tractors to The
Hague to protest these plans, causing
chaos in the political capital of the
Netherlands. Because of the sheer size and
power of the farming equipment the
regular barriers (such as fences) used to
guide protest were utterly useless. Figure 14: Farmers are "claiming" a Dutch highway. This large-scale
Furthermore, the police was hesitant to disruption is a clear exercise of visible power. (bnnvara.nl)
intervene when farmers blocked highways
and other important roads for fear of further escalation (figure 14) (NOS, 2019b). In subsequent
protests the army was employed to guide the protest (mainly just deploying trucks to block roads),
creating the feeling of a warzone in the political capital of the Netherlands (NOS, 2019c). Farmers felt
this large-scale disruption was justified since they feel as if their entire profession is being threatened
with extinction due to the irresponsible and maleficent policies of the Dutch government (Hakkenes,
2020).
In the end the national protest failed to accomplish any significant goals other than to remind the
Dutch politicians of the “power” of Dutch agricultural sector by claiming a physical place right there in
the national capital (van der Ploeg, 2020). It should be noted though that local protests in several
provinces did yield results, but since this was not the case in Brabant or Limburg it is only somewhat
relevant here. Yet this exercise of visible power was not completely useless. Because the sentiment
expressed through the protest was so widespread within the broader agricultural community, the
demonstrations led to better organisation of the different agricultural interest groups, connecting
different created spaces across different levels. This ultimately resulted in The Agricultural Collective
(in Dutch: Het Landbouwcollectief) (LTO, 2019). The Agricultural Collective is the closest the
agricultural sector has come to change the conversation on the relation between the nitrogen crisis
and agriculture (van Rooijen, 2021). This example shows how claimed spaces in which visible power is
exercised can lead to the exercise of hidden and even invisible power and connect the claimed spaces
with closed and invited spaces across different levels.

9.2.2 Claiming the Peel
In a vastly different way, the Dutch government and nature conservation organisations such as WBdP
are claiming the Peel nature reserve. According to some, the Peel is becoming increasingly closed off
to visitors and indeed roads and footpaths are disappearing in order to make more room for nature
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(farmer: 5) (de Rooij et al., 2018; Vink, 2018; Vink, 2021). They wonder what all the investments in
nature are for when the people who paid for it cannot even visit it. Especially WBdP has exercised
visible power by shaping the Peel directly through their own conservation efforts in the 1970s and
1980s. WBdP constructed dams inside the Peel to raise the water level and turn the Peel from an
industrial mining area into a nature reserve (interview: WBdP). Later the conservation efforts of WBdP
mainly focussed on limiting pollution and groundwater extraction around the Peel by challenging
permits (or lack their off) in court (interview: WBdP). WBdP is an organisation focussed on exercising
visible power to shape the Peel in a way the organisation deems desirable. Firstly, this was done
through actual physical restoration work in the Peel and later through court cases in order to prevent
nitrogen pollution and groundwater extraction around the Peel. Currently most conservation work is
being conducted by the State-forestry service and the waterboard (mainly the Leegveld project). This
conservation work is quite disruptive for the existing nature and many wonder if the nature
conservation work is conducted correctly and if the “new” nature is more desirable than the old one
(figure 15) (interview: WBdP) (Boudewijns, 2021).
Aside from WBdP the VEEN foundation has also contributed to nature conservation by buying up
pieces of agricultural land around the Deurnsche Peel & Mariapeel and managing those lands as
sustainably as possible, effectively increasing the size of Peel. Buying the land to actively shape what
the Peel region should look like as perhaps the most visible exercise of power in this thesis. But the
VEEN foundation also exercises invisible power because it tries to reconceptualize peoples view on
what agriculture and nature should look like. The foundation argues for food forests and paludiculture
and actively collaborates with farmers to produce more sustainably. The VEEN foundation is also
responsible for the influential book Heel de Peel (in English: The Entire Peel) which seeks to educate
people on the importance of nature conservation in the Peel.
BBP and SDS Deurne both advocate for less animals and less manure factories in order to improve the
standard of living of the people in Deurne and the whole of Brabant. They do this by exercising visible
power through the courts (either directly or by connecting affect people with lawyers), by seeking the
national media and by educating the general public. Both organisations also use hidden power in their
lobby work to try and influence politicians.
It has to be noted that nature conservation organisations have been more effective in their use of
visible power. By not focussing so much on large scale demonstrations but by focusing on the court
systems instead to advance their case these groups have made meaningful improvements to the Peel
nature reserve by limiting groundwater extraction and nitrogen emissions around the Peel. But both
groups only operate from their own claimed spaces and are therefore not able to change laws directly
or put forward a large sum of money for a restoration project. The ones who do have that power are
in the closed and invited spaces of power, namely the Dutch national and Brabant provincial
governments.

38

MSc. Thesis Geert Dekker: From intensive agriculture to nature conservation

Figure 15: An example of the desired open and wet landscape suitable for the formation of Peat in the Groote Peel. (picture
taken by the author)

9.2.3 The role of the government
When discussing how different actors try to claim a physical place the different governmental bodies
should also be discussed. This is because it is the provincial government is actually the instigator,
designer, and executioner of both the Leegveld project as well as the ones who have to manage the
broader fallout from the nitrogen crisis. Here the expropriation of the farmers will be discussed as
being a green grab, with the Dutch government and the provincial government being the grabbers.
This is a controversial opinion because landgrabs have a bad connotation, often being associated with
(neo)colonialism and the extradition of the poor in favour of the wealthy (Borras et al., 2011). Despite
of this the framework will be used because it directly highlights the power difference between the
“grabber” and the other.
Land grabbing often simply means a transfer of land from one group of persons to a different person
or group of persons, often with a stark power difference between the factions (e.g.: Borras et al., 2011;
Franco et al., 2013). A special form of land grabbing is green grabbing, “the appropriation of land and
resources for environmental ends” (Fairhead et al., 2012. P. 238). It implies a “transfer of ownership,
use rights and control over resources that were once publicly or privately owned […] from the poor (…)
into the hands of the powerful” (Fairhead et al., 2012. P. 238). Often this is accompanied by excluding
any local population which was using that land (West et al., 2006). Green grabs have traditionally
focussed mostly on the developing world whilst little attention has been paid to such practices in the
EU. A notable exception is the case of “green” power production such as solar/wind farms and
reservoirs (van der Ploeg et al., 2015).
It would be an interesting exercise to conceive of, for example the Leegveld project, as a green grab.
Of course, there are many differences between traditional green grabbing cases and this case in the
Netherlands. Farmers are well compensated and there is a strong legal system where decisions can
be appealed. Yet from the perspective of the farmer the feelings are the same, albeit not as extreme
as can be observed in the developing world. Farmers feel as if they are being forced out by some
higher purpose for a reason they do not understand or simply do not agree with.
If this situation is analysed using the power cube it is clear that farmers are only active in their own
space and mostly on the local level, using activism and the court system try and oppose the changing
situation. Because the government is active on all different levels of power (all the way from the
European to the local level) and can to some extent coordinate which farmers will have to be bought
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out it is extremely hard for induvial farmers not to directly succumb to this overwhelming level of
power. Often farmers will accept an offered buyout rather than try and resits through years of court
cases (farmer: 5). This indicates that challenging any expropriation is such a time and energy-intensive
effort for the individual farmer that the decision is made not to challenge the government at all. So,
although on paper farmers’ claimed spaces can challenge the invited and closed spaces of power
through the court system in reality this is too hard for many farmers. The Dutch government exercises
hidden power to keep resistance to a minimum, ensuring that nature conservation protects (in this
case) can be executed as smoothly as possible.

9.2.4 Conclusion story two
All actors use their claimed spaces of power to claim actual physical spaces, exercising visible power.
Farmers have held massive, disruptive demonstrations. Nature conservation organisations have
physically improved or expanded the Peel and limited the expansion of agriculture around it. For both
sets of actors exercising visible power to claim spaces was a steppingstone to better organisation to
challenge the closed and invited spaces of power effectively. It is further argued that the Dutch
government assumes the position of a green grabber, highlighting the power difference between
farmers and the government. Because resisting expropriation is such a time intensive and emotional
process many farmers choose not to challenge the government, indicating an exercise of hidden
power by the government.
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9.3 Story three: invited participation in decision making
Often in large land development projects such as the Leegveld project, commissions or focus groups
are instituted to guide a development agency and to bridge the gap between the government and the
people living in that area (e.g.: Halleux et al., 2012). Often these commissions are seen as the most
important direct link between the project developer and the local community affected (interview:
waterboard). Yet their use is controversial for their tendency not to be truly representative and to
incorporate biases (Scott, 2011). In academic circles there is quite some division about the role of such
participation projects, they can either be seen as a way to depoliticize potentially divisive issues or as
legitimate public spaces where expert knowledge can be questioned by citizens (Buletti, 2021;
Swyngedouw, 2015; Whatmore, 2009). Whatever the case, these commissions hold a large amount of
power regarding the design and implementation of projects. How this power is used in the case of the
Leegveld project in the Peel will be explored using two examples. It by comparing these examples that
it is understood how power is exercised through the design of participatory commissions around the
Peel.
This story will focus on the two commissions which have had the biggest influence on nature
conservation around the Peel. The first of these is the Commission land development Peelvenen (in
Dutch: landinrichtingscommissie de Peelvenen) and the Peelland foundation (in Dutch: stichting
Peelland) which formed alongside the commission. The land development commission Peelvenen was
responsible for the influential report called “The Ununitable United” (in Dutch: het onverenigbare
verenigd (DLG, 2005)). The second commission is the commission Leegveld (in Dutch: werkgroep
Leegveld) which was responsible for the vision report which would be the basis for the Leegveld
project. For both of these groups it is generally agreed that all sides were included and that all sides
had to give up things they cared about (interview: Waterboard, WBdP) (Blankers et al., 2021).

9.3.1 Commission land development Peelvenen, NUBL and the Peelland Foundation
In 1990 the ministry of LNV (responsible for agriculture, nature, and food safety) decided the apparent
environmental problems around the Peel needed to be addressed. It combined the Peel development
act (in Dutch: landinrichtingswet de Peel) with a spatial planning and environmental project law (in
Dutch: wet ruimtelijke ordening en milieu) (which sought to tackle area specific environmental
problems) to create the project Further Elaboration Brabant-Limburg (in Dutch: Nadere Uitwerking
Brabant-Limburg (NUBL)) which was formalized in 1992 (Padt, 2007). It consisted of the ministries
VROM, LNV and VWS and the provinces of Brabant and Limburg (van Ark, 2005) and its operation was
through the Commission land development Peelvenen. This commission consisted of seventeen
members representing the various actors active around the Peel region (van Ark, 2005; DLG, 2005).
The stated goals of the NUBL were to resolve (or improve) among others the ammonia (nitrogen)
problems, desertification of the Peel, the stagnating agricultural developments and the high pressure
on land (van Ark, 2005). Alongside the NUBL in 1993 the Peel Environmental Cooperative (in Dutch:
Milieucoöperatie de Peel) formed and included both farmers as well as WBdP. Later this cooperative
turned into the Peelland foundation (interview: VEEN). The cooperative and later the foundation
proposed many projects to the NUBL most of which were included in the final land development plan
published by the land development commission Peelvenen which came to be called The Ununitable
United to celebrate the bridges which had been made between the farmers and the environmental
organisations (interview: VEEN, WBdP) (DLG, 2005)).
The Peelland foundation with a base coalition of both farmers and environmentalists was able to
achieve much within the framework of the NUBL and the land development commission. Its crowning
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achievement was the voluntary buyout of all the seven agricultural enterprises (mainly greenhouse
horticulture) wedged between the nature reserves of the Deurnsche Peel & the Maria Peel (see figure
5) and the subsequent development of the land for nature by for example raising the groundwater
level (DLG, 2005) (interview: VEEN, WBdP). The farmers were in favour of the buyout because they
realized intensive agriculture between these two Natura2000 nature reserves would become less and
less sustainable because of more stringent regulation and the inability to expand (interview: WBdP).
At first there was only budget to buy out 3 of the 7 farms, which would have severely limited the
effectiveness of the intervention because the groundwater level still had to be lowered continuously
for the remaining 4 farms. The Peelland foundation made it to The Hague to speak to the secretary of
state for Agriculture, Nature, and Food quality to lobby for additional funds. These funds were
eventually issued, not in small parts because the coalition of agricultural organisations as well as
nature conservation organisations was so strong and unique in Dutch agricultural history (interview:
VEEN, WBdP).
In this case an example of hidden power can be observed. The Peelland foundation, and by extension
the Land development commission Peelvenen, gained their legitimacy and with it their political capital
from the strong coalition between farmers and nature conservationists. This unity allowed them to
push the national government for more money to successfully complete the project, something either
group of actors alone might not have achieved (conservationists lacking the ownership of the land and
the farmers lacking the knowledge about nature). The space of this power is partly invited (through
the NUBL) but mostly created (through the initiative of the Peelland foundation) and later formalized
through the execution of most of the plans. It is a good example of how power in created spaces can
be productive rather than repressive and can morph into the more official spaces of power.
Unfortunately, the Peelland foundation disbanded after the NUBL ran out of funds and a similar
coalition of farmers and nature conservationists coming together voluntarily in search of mutual gain
has not been seen again since then in the Peel (interview: VEEN, WBdP). It is also questionable if such
a broad cooperation would be possible within the heated debate around nature conservation projects
in the Peel. The much more recent project Leegveld certainly did not happen as smoothly, but more
on that in the next chapter.

9.3.2 Commission Leegveld
For the commission Leegveld (in Dutch: werkgroep Leegveld) the story is a bit different. In this
commission farmers and nature conservation organisations were again both present as were
representatives of the municipality, the waterboard, local entrepreneurs and others (interview:
waterboard). The commission was founded in 2016, well before any concrete plans for the Leegveld
project were drawn up and was used to create the eventual definitive plan for the execution of the
Leegveld project (interview: waterboard). It should be noted here that although specific plans were
not drawn up yet, the project was already mandated by the province (Kaan, 2022).
There were some differences between this commission the commission land development plan
Peelvenen. Firstly, the commission was created by the waterboard, making it a purely invited space.
Secondly because the commission was created by the waterboard the members were selected by the
waterboard, there was no room to include other actors or different ideas as was the case with the
NUBL and the Peelland foundation. Thirdly, the goal of the commission was not to resolve a broad
array of problems as was the case with the NUBL but rather to implement a specific project
successfully (interview: Waterboard). This greatly reduced the scope of the project as many options
were already put off the table before the negotiations even started.
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One farmer and local ZLTO official who was part of the commission Leegveld expressed the feeling
that he felt listened to by the other members of the commission and the waterboard and that he got
something out of the meetings (farmer: 5). WBdP who was also present and is obviously a proponent
of the project such as Leegveld mainly notes that the project does not go far enough in their view, but
they are willing to compromise since in general the project is moving in the right direction (interview
WBdP). Another farmer, who is very opposed to the Leegveld project and lives and works on the edge
of the project was not included in the commission. He fears that the project will cause severe damage
to his business which will not adequately be compensated by the waterboard (farmer: 2). The
limitations of this participation project made it impossible for farmer 2 to actually get on board with
the project. Even farmer 5, who was more constructive laments the loss of his five neighbours whose
farms have been bought for the realization of the projects Leegveld.

9.3.3 Comparison of the two cases
When the cases of the commission land development Peelvenen and the commission Leegveld are
compared a few things become clear. Firstly it should be acknowledged that both commissions are
invited spaces created by either the national government or the waterboard, though the goal of these
invited spaces differs greatly. Where the commission land development Peelvenen was set up to
actually come up with a design for a project, the goal commission Leegveld was merely to successfully
execute the mandated Leegveld project. Because of the more open structure of the commission land
development Peelvenen the powerful space claimed by the Peelland foundation could be
incorporated, improving the quality and scope of the whole project.
Secondly, the difference between the invited spaces is a clear example of how the national
government and the provincial government are taking more direct control over nature conservation
projects at the expense of the influence of those living in the area. Power is taken away from the local
level in favour of the provincial and national levels. This direct control by these higher levels is required
because under the current nitrogen law and under the PAS before it (the Leegveld project started as
a PAS project), nature needed to improve before new permits could be issued. Because the issuing of
permits and nature conservation projects are now closely linked there is much less flexibility on where
specific measures are taken, making a localized approach harder. Both hidden and visible power is
exercised to aid the transfer of power from the local to the national and provincial level. Visible power
is used by the invited spaces of government to put in place laws which grant it the right to conduct
nature conservation projects. Hidden power is used to limit the extent to which citizen participation
can affect the overall project design and outcomes. In doing so, spaces claimed by local organisation
such as Peelland foundation in the past become less effective.
This is not to say that the Leegveld commission was not successful or that the waterboard did not take
the opinion of the commission into account. Indeed Kaan (2022) found that the commission Leegveld
was quite successful and an example of stakeholder engagement for other large-scale nature
conservation projects. At the same time Kaan acknowledges that a “shared vision of success [for the
Leegveld project] was not fully achieved” (P. 52). Something which was achieved by the Peelland
foundation (interview: WBdP, VEEN).

9.3.4 Conclusion story three
In this story two different examples of citizen participation with regard to nature conservation around
the Peel are compared (the Commission land development Peelvenen and the commission Leegveld).
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From this comparison it becomes clear that the Dutch national and provincial government have
assumed power regarding the design of nature conservation projects from the local level. This shift
indicates how much more of a priority nature conservation has become for the Dutch governmental
institutions.
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9.4 Story four: the power of lobbying
The lobbying sphere is both a visible as well as a hidden form of power in which power is exercised to
influence those in the official spaces. Visible because a lot of lobbying is done in the visible sphere,
often through simple talks with those in official spaces. Hidden because a key aspect of lobbying is to
make sure certain options are on or off the table when for example a new law is proposed. Lobbying
can also contribute to shape the ideas in the broader public and can help to make fringe ideas
mainstream. In this sense lobbying, especially through public means, can also have elements of
invisible power but this will be elaborated upon in story seven (see also story 7 chapter 9.7)
Traditionally the Netherlands has always had a strong national agricultural lobby which since 1995 has
become concentrated in the form of the LTO (Broersma, 2015). The LTO consists of three regional
branches, of which the ZLTO in the province of Brabant and the LLTO in the province of Limburg are
relevant for the Peel case. Additionally, there are many local factions roughly organized per
municipality (LTO, n.d.). The LTO has historically had a lot of influence in both government circles as
well as in the agro-industrial sector. 53% of farmers in the Netherlands is an LTO member and the LTO
represents 63% of the agricultural production value in the Netherlands (Smit, 2018). The farmers the
LTO represents are thus slightly larger than average. These numbers are not absolute as the LTO does
not publish these numbers but are instead derived from a survey. There is some partial evidence that
the LTO is has been losing members rapidly (Bosch, 2018). Certainly, some of the farmers interviewed
has become disillusioned with the LTO (farmers: 3 and 6). In addition to the LTO many companies are
also part of the agricultural lobby, especially on the European level (NPO, 2022). It are these
organisations which prefer exercise hidden power behind the closed doors of government.
Currently the dominant position of the agricultural lobby is challenged by the broad green lobby,
consisting of mainly environmental organisations who are not in favour of intensive farming practices
and want to see better protection for nature and the climate (interview: ZLTO) (Versvak, 2015). Real
data on effectivity or reach of these groups is absent because many (e.g.: WBdP) only operate within
a specific domain or within specific region. Yet the ZLTO agrees that the green lobby has become a lot
stronger in recent years (interview: ZLTO). It cannot be denied that organisations such as the WBdP,
BBP and SDS Deurne have made a real impact. This is especially noteworthy because BBP and SSD
were only founded less than ten years ago.
This is interesting because it shows how organisations focussed on the protection of nature have
claimed and created their own space to exercise power in the debate in the nature-agriculture nexus.
Often these organisations start out as protest movements focussing mostly on expressing visible
power through speech. As (and if) these organisations mature they start to exercise hidden power to
shape the outcome, design, scale and scope of new projects or laws. It is from these claimed spaces
they are able to influence the official, established spaces of power. Something both the broad green
lobby as well as the agricultural lobby have done at all the different levels, including municipal,
provincial, national, and European. The emergence of a strong green lobby can be seen as a clear
example of how nature conservation has gained a stronger foothold in the nature-agriculture nexus
in the Netherlands.
Yet an interesting new development has occurred since the nitrogen crisis in 2019. Many farmer driven
organisations have sprung up claiming to protect the agricultural sector, these include the
aforementioned Farmers Defence Force and Agractie (an organisation with similar goals). It are those
organisations were responsible for the large scale protests in The Hague and the blocking of the Dutch
highways (van der Ploeg, 2020). Just months after the initial wave of protests these grassroots
organisations seem to have shifted focus from protests to behind the scenes work to, culminating in
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the influential report: escape from the created nitrogen crisis (in Dutch: uit de gecreëerde
stikstofimpasse) which was a joint effort of the LTO, Farmers Defence Force, Agractie and many other
smaller organisations and chaired by Aalt Dijkhuizen (former president of the executive board at the
WUR (see also story 7 chapter 9.7.2) (het Landbouw Collectief, 2019; Boerenbusiness, 2020). A few
years later Agractie even goes as far as to discourage large scale protests and instead seeks achieve
its goals through court cases and by finding a broad coalition with the corporate sector (Zwienen,
2022). Farmers Defence Force also tries to establish connections with similar organisations in other
countries with the aim of creating a European or global coalition of farmers. The first demonstration
with members of many EU countries has already occurred in Brussels (Rosman, 2021)

9.4.1 Conclusion story four
This story shows how grassroots organisations transition quite quickly from exercising visible power
through protests towards a state where visible power is secondary to hidden power. Influencing
politicians and businesses is apparently seen as more effective than just plain demonstrations. This
transition from exercising visible power towards exercising hidden power also comes with an
expansion of the network of these organisations. Connections are made across different levels and
across different spaces, increasing the reach and possibly the effectiveness of the movement.
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9.5 Story five: broken promises and mass confusion
As established before farmers around the Peel face a wide variety of rules and these rules have been
shifting quite frequently in recent years (take for example the PAS). Often these changes are
accompanied by a large number of uncertainties regarding present day management and future
investments. To some extent this is due to unforeseen circumstances and accidental
miscommunications between farmers and the various governmental institutions. Here it will be
argued that there is not accidental just miscommunications which are to blame for the current
uncertainty but that the government has somewhat intentionally allowed the current situation. They
have sown the seeds of chaos.
It does so by putting in place laws and regulations of which it is known that there is a good chance
that they will be struck down in court. It might seek to do so because the government wants to protect
the agricultural industry or simply to avoid the hassle and the expense of having to focus on a new
conceptualization of the countryside. In other words, both the national and provincial (Brabant)
governments are actively trying to make the apparent conflict between agricultural interests and the
interests of nature in the Netherlands and the Peel disappear. They do so by introducing legislation
which claims to address the problem while in fact it does not. Politicians and the legislators know it
does not, or most likely will not, yet it is still passed. This can be considered a clear example of the
exercise of hidden power. In this section two examples of this will be covered, firstly the PAS and
secondly permits for groundwater extraction wells around the Peel. After which the power will be
discussed. After that, the examples are discussed in relation to the power cube.

9.5.1 PAS
The PAS (Programmatische Aanpak Stikstof) was signed into law in 2015. It was meant to expand and
improve nitrogen poor ecosystems in the Natura2000 areas as well as provide room for nitrogen
emitting economic activity around those areas (Folkert et al., 2014). This already sounds like a clear
and obvious contradiction, and already before the PAS was implemented various people and
organisations tried to ring the alarm bells about the flaws in the law (Folkert et al., 2014; Julen, 2019a,
2019b). In addition to these concerns the Dutch Council of State requested advice from the European
court of justice on the legal sustainability of the PAS (A&S, 2018; InfoCuria, 2018). The court gave a
negative advice, citing the weak guarantees for actual nature recovery while new emission sources
could still be added (A&S, 2018).
But still, (almost) all the politicians appeared shocked and surprised when the PAS was struck down in
May of 2019 and the Netherlands entered the aptly named nitrogen crisis. Here it is argued that the
Dutch government tried to sweep the issue surrounding the nature-agriculture nexus in the
Netherlands under the rug for a long time, culminating in the creation of the PAS. By wrongly
addressing the nitrogen problem it became a crisis, and in a crisis, solutions which were previously
deemed impossible suddenly became possible (Hilhorst, 2013). For the liberal conservative party
(VVD) this meant a reduction in the maximum speed on highways, something they had just managed
to increase a few years before (NOS, 2019d). And the for the social liberal party (D66) a proposition to
reduce the Dutch livestock sector with 50% was suddenly taken a lot more serious (Winterman, 2019).
In the time since the PAS verdict by the Council of State a new law governing nitrogen has come into
effect (simply called the new nitrogen law) which should address the problems with the PAS
(Winterman, 2019). It requires nitrogen emissions to be reduced far more drastically than the PAS did
which it accomplishes mainly by buying out farmers (or others) which are close to the Natura2000
nature reserves. In the meantime, however, farmers around nitrogen sensitive nature reserves are
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not sure what the future will bring. There is the constant fear of receiving the phone call that you will
be bought out, forced to leave behind a business which often has been in family possession for
generations (farmers: 3, 5, 6). This uncertainty also makes it hard invest in the farm. Expansion or
intensification is often not possible because environmental permits cannot be obtained and
investments in for example new stables or other farm infrastructure are harder to make since taking
on more debt is not desirable in these uncertain times (farmers: 3, 5, 6). Unsurprisingly this leads to
anger among farmers. Farmers, as well as the whole agro-industrial sector, have gone from an
important economic engine to a burden in just a few years and that stings (see also story 1, chapter
9.1.1). The Dutch government has decided that the current livestock densities in the Netherlands are
no longer tenable and is now actively seeking to reduce it.
The Dutch government has, in an effort to protect the agricultural sector as well as broader economy,
deliberately adapted EU guidelines poorly into national law. In this sense the Dutch government has
created a crisis in order to force changes unthinkable in normal times. The Dutch government is using
mostly hidden power to construct the nitrogen crisis. In addition to this, visible power was used to
appease both the agricultural sector as well as the nature conservation sector (with limited success).
When the PAS was created politicians wanted to give the agricultural sector a long-term framework
and the assurance that no radical change was required while at the same time improving the quality
of Dutch nature reserves. After the nitrogen crisis visible power was again used to limit the number of
livestock in the Netherlands.
This case is an example of how hidden power can be used to legitimize the use of visible power.
Invisible power was used to construct a crisis, while visible power was used to remedy the crisis and
enact the changes which for so long were resisted by the Dutch government. At different levels
different forms of power are exercised in the official spaces of power. At the European level visible
power is used to try and force the Netherlands to adopt its guidelines and on the local level farmers
are also using visible power to resist the new nitrogen law by claiming their own space of power
through protests and demonstrations (see also story 2, chapter 9.2.2).

9.5.2 Permits for groundwater extraction
For many years WBdP has challenged hundreds of new and existing irrigation wells in the protected
hydrological buffers around the Peel which farmers use in dry summers to irrigate crops (WBdP, n.d.)
(interview: WBdP). And WBdP was tremendously successful, winning many cases (interview: WBdP).
It was already in 1993 that the Council of State ruled that farmers who wanted to drill a well around
the Peel would need an environmental permit, something most farmers did not have at the time
(interview: WBdP) (WBdP, n.d.). In 2004 WBdP again went to court to mandate the wells be closed
since environmental permits were extended without testing if these wells would negatively affect
groundwater levels in the Peel (RVS, 2004; WBdP, n.d.). WBdP won that case as well, threatening the
future of groundwater extraction around the Peel.
Still, the provinces of Limburg and Brabant resisted. They provided a collective environmental permit
for farmers to legalize their wells and to drill new ones by including an exception for groundwater
extraction by farmers in the Natura2000 management plan (PvdD, 2019; ZLTO, 2021). In 2018 WBdP
challenged this exemption, arguing that that such an exemption could not be provided because it was
not ruled out that there were no negative effects of the groundwater extraction (Rechtspraak, 2018).
The court ordered the provinces to do more research into the effects of groundwater extraction in
these areas. Research was conducted by Artesia and Witteveen+Bos and a second opinion was
provided by Deltares. The conclusions of these reports were that there was indeed a significant
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negative effect of groundwater extraction on the Peel in dry years (WBdP, 2021). This again put the
possibility for irrigation around the Peel on thin ice.
Farmers were dismayed by this plan. Especially because back in 2010 a new water management
program came into effect in Limburg called the NLP (New Limburg Water Level) in which irrigation
around the Peel areas in Limburg was explicitly allowed as long as no new wells would be drilled. In
addition to this, subsidies were put forward for farmers to adopt level-controlled drainage systems
which can retain water better (Roebroek and Schel, 2022; WPM, 2010). Now it appears that
agreements reached in the NLP might not stand and that all forms of groundwater extraction might
be outlawed in the hydrological buffer zones around the Peel.
This would make (intensive) agriculture around the Peel even harder. Without access to irrigation crop
production would likely decrease, resulting directly in less income for the farmers themselves (farmer:
6). Furthermore, livestock farmers often depend on arable farmers in the area for manure
management, when irrigation is no longer possible, they fear that arable farming will also disappear
from the region (farmer: 6). In addition to this land prices will drop since agricultural land which cannot
be irrigated has far less value (farmer: 6). This is especially important when being bought out or when
land is pledged for a mortgage for example.
As could be observed in the case of the PAS, the government (the provinces in this case) is trying to
maintain a system which is inherently unlawful under its own laws. In doing so they not only fail to
adequately (according to their own standards) protect nature but also misguide farmers by giving
them a false sense of security while later having to take away those insurances leaving the agricultural
sector in chaos. According to the green leftist party in the Brabant provincial government this chaos is
created because parties are actively trying to adopt as little of the environmental regulations as
possible, ostensibly to protect the agricultural sector, yet it seems to have only caused confusion
(interview: GroenLinks).
Both farmers, nature conservation organisations, and politicians agreed that farmers were at most
partly to blame for their current predicament. Instead, the blame is put mostly on the government,
the financial sector and agro-industrial sector, supermarkets, neoliberalism, capitalism, and the
consumers themselves (interviews SDS Deurne, WBdP, BBP, VEEN, GroenLinks) (farmers: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
and 6) (see also story 7 chapter 9.7). If the perspective is taken that the blame for the current tensions
in the nature-agriculture nexus is indeed not with the farmers themselves but are part of the system,
it is understandable that farmers have started to protest. They feel lied to. Many farmers have made
massive investments in their farms which are now on shaky ground, resulting is stress, worry, and
finally anger. All farmers interviewed experience stress themselves or knew someone close to them
did (farmers: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). Additionally, according to the Dutch suicide prevention centre suicides in
the agricultural sector increased from 12.5 to 17.4 cases per 100.000 farmers between 2013 and 2016,
making the agricultural sector one with the highest rates of suicide in the country (ZP, n.d).
Through the case of groundwater extraction around the Peel it is shown that the provincial
governments of Brabant and Limburg have used hidden power because the use of visible power would
have resulted in a huge political backlash amongst farmers. Even though in this case there is no
national crisis such as with nitrogen, a ban on groundwater extraction in a kilometres wide zone
around the Peel would definitely constitute a local one. Visible power was again used to try and
appease both sides and try to sweep the issue of groundwater extraction under the rug (by
constructing the NLP and by providing collective permits). In both cases it is the WBdP, which is using
the space it claimed as an NGO to challenge in court how EU guidelines are adopted in Dutch
legislatures. There is also invisible power at work here. At the core of the cases on the PAS and on
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groundwater extraction is a fundamental difference on how the Netherlands should develop, what it
should look like and how nature and agriculture fit into that picture. This broader conservation in
relation to invisible power is further discussed in stories six and seven.

9.5.3 Conclusion story five
In this story it is argued that the governmental institutions in the Netherlands have exercised hidden
power in order to make the apparent conflict between nature and agriculture in the Netherlands
disappear. Two specific cases are examined, the PAS and groundwater extraction permits around the
Peel. From these cases it is concluded that the changes which are required in the nature-agriculture
nexus are politically inexpedient to make under normal circumstances can be made when the
atmosphere of a crisis is constructed.
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9.6 Story six: payment for environmental services and multifunctional agriculture
Farmers in the Netherlands are able to receive a wide range of subsidies if they are willing to comply
with certain environmental regulations. In essence these are Payment for Environmental Services
(PES) or sometimes called Agro-Environmental Services (AES). In this chapter it will be shown how the
various governmental bodies are using these subsidies to exert power over the agricultural sector in
order to make the sector more environmentally friendly and how in fact this is an exercise in invisible
power.

9.6.1 The rise of PES schemes
PES schemes are commonly defined as: “a voluntary transaction where a well-defined service (or a
land use likely to secure that service) is being ‘bought’ by a (minimum one) ES buyer from a (minimum
one) ES provider if and only if the ES provider secures ES provisions (conditionality)” (Wunder, 2005 P.
2 (apostrophes and brackets in original text)). PES schemes are in general a market-based solution to
compensate for the failure of the market to protect nature (Englel et al., 2008; Fletcher and Büscher,
2017; Pagiola et al., 2002). Recently however the market-based nature of PES schemes has come
under pressure from scholars claiming that PES schemes are often a combination of imperfect markets
and regulatory approaches such as subsidies (Fletcher and Büscher, 2017). McElwee et al., (2014)
elaborates: “seemingly neoliberal policies like PES are actually a mix of both market economic
incentives and regulatory approaches, and thus should not be labelled solely ‘neoliberal’”(P. 423) (cited
in: Fletcher and Büscher, 2017). Indeed, in this research it has been found that there are various ways
in which farmers are financially incentivised to adopt greener practices or fulfil green services,
therefore a broad definition of PES schemes is adopted which also includes various subsidies or deals
farmers might be offered.
Different governmental bodies in the Netherlands have created different subsidies based on their
different authorities. On the national level the subsidies of the common agricultural policy (CAP) are
implemented and distributed, on the provincial level, through the waterboards and often through
municipal agreements with individual farmers to provide specific services (interview: GoenLinks)
(farmer: 4) (de Groot et al., 2009; Rijksoverheid, n.d.). In addition to subsidies from the government,
private companies can also pay farmers higher prices in exchange for different practices such as
organic or GMO free (farmers: 3, 4, 5 and 6) (van der Meulen, 2021).

9.6.2 Opinions of PES schemes and secondary activities
Only one farmer was cautiously optimistic about the PES schemes (farmer: 4). Subsidies on specific
management or for certain services rendered (such as maintaining a field by grazing it with sheep)
have increased in the last decade to a point where this farmer is now able to earn a good income
(farmer: 4). Other farmers were less enthusiastic about PES schemes, lamenting the fact that the
subsidies are not high enough to make it worth their while and the uncertainty if the subsidies will still
exist in a few years (farmers: 5, 6). Something the ZLTO also sees among its members (interview: ZLTO).
Meanwhile those more in favour of nature conservation see PES schemes as a primary way to make
Dutch agriculture more nature inclusive (interview: GroenLinks, VEEN, waterboard, BBP). The specifics
on how this would work differ from organisation to organisation, the BBP for example wants to see
farmers adopt a broad business strategy in such as construction of houses to solve the current housing
crisis. Indeed, there is a trend of farmers diversifying in such a way. Currently about 25% of farmers
adopts a broader business strategy with another 10% expecting to follow in the next 5 years (van der
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Meulen et al., 2019). The VEEN foundation on the other hand is more excited about different farming
methods such as paludiculture (wet agriculture mostly on peatlands) to keep farming whilst restoring
the peat (e.g.: Wichtmann and Joosten, 2007) .
In this sense farmers and nature conservationist are in opposition to each other. It seems that with
the shift from state subsidized farming of staple crops towards the less well-defined PES schemes
many Dutch farmers are getting left behind. They are getting left behind because the subsidies are too
low and not enough insurances are giving that the subsidies will last long enough and that the terms
will stay the same. It seems to be expected of farmers that they take a leap into the unknown,
something which is not easy to do with millions of debt and a family to sustain.

9.6.3 Power, the gig-economy and the ‘fissuring’ of work in the farming sector
Then there is the question of power. There is definitely a shift in the mindset of both the farmers,
environmentalists, and policy makers, which indicates a larger societal shift in thinking which is
accompanied by a powershift. In short, this shift might be summarized as a farming system where
income is exclusively derived from farm products (often subsidized by CAP policies based on
production or on land area) towards a system where income is much more diversified between income
directly derived from farming and from other activities such as ecosystem services, the tourism
industry, or a farm shop. This constitutes a powershift because the agriculture becomes less important
relative to other sectors.
The long answer is a bit more complicated. Some parallels can be drawn between the current modus
of production in farming and trends which have taken place in the global economy, mainly the gigeconomy and the ‘fissuring’ of work (e.g.: Kaine and Josserand, 2019). According to Weil (2014) the
fissuring of the workplace has resulted in lower wages, an increasing wage gap and fewer general
benefits for the worker. Something farmers are definitely recognizing (farmers: 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). In addition
to the production of food farmers are increasingly incentivised to adopt a broad business model of
secondary activities. Not much has been written about this shift in the agricultural sector, but since
the agricultural sector follows other trends such as globalisation it is not a stretch to think this
economic trend might also occur within the agricultural sector (Bielenmans, 2008).
The shift in power observable in the case of agriculture, much like it is in the gig-economy, is one
where power is increasingly located at the executive level (supermarkets, agro-industry, governments)
and increasingly less at the workers (farmer) level. Of course, farmers have always been dependent
on buyers such as supermarkets, but under the new system farmers are also becoming increasingly
depended on various governments through the subsidies provided by those actors (Burch et al., 2013).
This is not to say that the new system where farmers are much more directly affected by the
government is necessarily worse, it can be a valuable way to differentiate income, it just requires a
hugely different way of thinking and operating. Something many Dutch farmers currently do not feel
equipped to do.
Farmers do not seem to be aware of this powershift that is happening under their eyes which is why
this is such a good example of invisible power. Although farmers definitely criticised the level and
duration of the subsidies and on the restructuring of the CAP to focus more its second pillar, the
system of various smaller subsidies itself is hardly critiqued. An exception is made by the ZLTO which
does recognize this powershift for what it is. The ZLTO fears that a system based on relatively shortterm subsidies makes farmers too vulnerable to budgets cuts (interview ZLTO).
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9.6.4 Conclusion story six
This chapter has shown that through the mechanism of subsidies the various governmental bodies in
the Netherlands and the EU are trying to increase their power over the agricultural sector in order
make that sector more environmentally friendly. Farmers in general are not aware that this shift in
power is occurring, opting to focus on increasing the subsidies rather than confronting the changing
system. This is not to say the powershift might necessarily be bad for farmers, it might allow them to
diversify in beneficial ways and make their income less depended on volatile world prices.
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9.7 Story seven: innovation and the question of modernity
This section will focus on how the quest to become modern or to resist modernity is in fact shaped by
an exercise of power. By shaping modernity and by making what is modern desirable power can be
exercised to form one’s conception of what is right and good, making it a prime example of invisible
power. Here it will be discussed how what is considered to be modern is slowly changing, indicating a
shift in power and how this shift is influencing the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands. First it
is argued that the broader agro-industry and the European and Dutch governments have exercised
invisible power to shape people’s views on “good” or “modern” agriculture. Currently this view is
somewhat challenged by environmentalists, nature conservation organisations, and, in recent times
and to a lesser extent the European and Dutch government. In this section it is not argued that one
mode of agriculture would be superior to another for whatever reason, the focus is merely on how
modernity in agriculture is changing.
This chapter focuses predominantly on invisible power. Invisible power, as opposed to hidden and
visible power is often found in the general discourse or in the absence of the direct exercise of power.
To prove the exercise of invisible power empirically two things are needed according to Lukes (2005)
(see chapter 5.2.1): a relevant counterfactual to prove that actors would have acted differently in the
absence of power and a mechanism through which power is exercised. In the case of Lukes’s (2005)
example of Crenson’s (1971) study of air pollution in American steel towns the counterfactual is
people’s desire for clean air. The mechanism through which this counterfactual is suppressed is the
influence the mill has over local politics.

9.7.1 The counterfactual
In this section it will be argued that scale enlargement is actually not necessarily in the farmers’ best
“real” interest. Increasing farm sizes through expansion or intensification means more work for the
and taking on more debt, something which is seen as undesirable by many farmers. This constitutes a
counterfactual according to Lukes (2005). The mechanism by which this counterfactual is proven is
found at the Wageningen University, the broader agro-industry and the financial system which has
continued to propose innovation as the key solution to solve the current nitrogen crisis. It is through
these sectors that a particular mode of agricultural development is continually advanced because this
mode of development is particularly profitable for these companies. In the process they often actively,
sometimes unconsciously prevent other modes of agriculture from developing. This section will also
explain why organisations focused on the protection of nature are so opposed to any technological
innovation in the sector. But first it is useful to understand how this type of agriculture developed in
the first place.

Figure 17: Protestors rallying against the
Mansholt plan carry a coffin with the name
Mansholt on it through the streets of Brussels in
1971. (CAG, n.d.)

Figure 16: Farmers are blockading the distribution centre of a
supermarket chain in the Netherlands resulting in empty shelves in
supermarkets. The goal of the action was to remind the Dutch public of
the importance of farmers. (foodagribusiness.nl)

54

MSc. Thesis Geert Dekker: From intensive agriculture to nature conservation
9.7.1.1 Short history of scale enlargement in the Netherlands
To understand how the current Dutch agriculture developed it is good to start with the second world
war, when food shortages were common. This created a national trauma which resulted in a post war
mentality in which increasing domestic food production became a high priority (Bielenman, 2008). In
the early 1960 domestic food production in the Netherlands is again on, or above pre World War two
levels and early excess food production is beginning to become apparent (Bieleman, 2008). Because
of this overproduction, market prices of foodstuffs begin to drop, and the position of the farmer
becomes increasingly insecure as his income declines (Bielenman, 2008).
It is in the 1950s, when the prospect of agricultural surpluses becomes apparent, an old rural
development problem called ‘the question of the little farmers’ (het Kleine boeren vraagstuk) again
becomes relevant (Maris and Scheer, 1951). The essence of this question is how to realize “modern”
agriculture on the Dutch sandy soils (such as those around the Peel) which were often plagued by
small farms and high population densities, resulting in a low labour productivity (Bielenman, 2008).
The proposed solution consisted of creating larger agricultural enterprises with high levels of
mechanisation to reduce labour inputs (Bielenman, 2008).
Some years later, in 1968, the Dutch politician Sicco Mansholt introduced the Mansholt plan in the
European Economic Community which sought to address overproduction within the EEC and raise the
income of farmers (CAG, n.d.; Westerman, 2018). This was to be achieved by taking agricultural land
out of production, increasing the size of farms, and expanding mechanisation in agriculture. In essence
Mansholt envisioned a kind of shock therapy in which the number of European farmers would be
reduced from roughly 10 million to roughly 5 million in 10 years and healthy agricultural enterprises
would emerge (Westerman, 2018). Understandably this sparked massive protest by farmers who
feared they had to give up their farm, and approximately 100.000 European farmers gathered in 1968
in Brussels to oppose the plans (Bielenman, 2008; Veeteeltvlees, 2022). So, farmers’ protests against
government intervention in their sector is nothing new and even “radical” actions have been of all
times (figures 16 and 17)
Although the Mansholt plan was never adopted into law directly, a watered-down version became the
basis for the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in the EU (Bielenman, 2008; Westerman, 2018). It is
through the ‘question of the little farmer’ and the common agricultural policy that the intensive mode
of agriculture around the Peel was formed (Bielenman, 2008). Especially the dairy, pig, and chicken
sectors boomed as a result of the aforementioned policies, as they do not necessarily depend on size
of the land to increase production since animal fodder can be shipped in from overseas. Clearly the
Dutch and European governments are using both visible and invisible power. Visible power through
the laws they put in place and invisible power through the change in mindset among farmers and the
general public they achieved. A successful effort was made by the closed and invited spaces of power
among various levels to “modernize” Dutch agriculture. This point will be expanded in the section
referring to the mechanism of using invisible power.

9.7.1.2 What is modern is changing
Now compare the ideas of Mansholt to the current situation. As advocated by Mansholt, the
percentage of the Dutch population working in agriculture has decreased dramatically since the 1960s,
yet food production has remained stable (CBS statline, n.d.). This was achieved largely through scale
enlargement, through specialization and through mechanisation (Bielenman, 2008). Currently,
however, the Dutch agricultural sector has met increased resistance on this mode of development.
Although specific critiques vary, the essence often revolves around the creation of more “natural”
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systems in which less animals are kept and where there is more room for nature (WBdP, SDS Deurne,
VEEN, BBP).
This shift can be an indication that what is deemed modern is slowly shifting, no longer increasingly
bigger stables, more powerful equipment and higher levels of production are seen as the future. This
is nicely represented in an award ceremony for the most innovative farming business organized each
year by a variety of mainstream agricultural publications in the Netherlands (Boerderij, n.d.). The
winner of the competition is almost always a farmer who has broken with traditional systems, such as
wholesale to supermarkets or conventional farming practices. The competition has instead rewarded
sustainable alternatives such as organic, direct to consumer, and farmers trying to work in a closed
circle (Boerderij, n.d.). For example, in 2022, a vegan, biodynamic arable farmer earned the price (van
Rooijen, 2022). Although this is just a single data point it is an example of the trend which can be
observed more broadly in Dutch society.
Many farmers however consider “new modern” eco-centric way of thinking about agriculture to be
quite foolish (interview: ZLTO). They seek to solve the problems of the agricultural sector through
innovation and by increasing the efficiency of the resources used (Rosenthal et al., 2016). They see
that all big “wicked” problems in the world are being dealt with by innovating towards a solution, yet
with regard to their own “wicked” problem of nitrogen pollution innovation suddenly becomes
something of a dirty word (interview: ZLTO) (farmer: 1). Take for example the case of CO2 emissions
from cars: most politicians agree that these emissions need to be reduced, but none dares to argue
that the number of cars in the Netherlands should be halved, instead they seem to focus on more
efficient engines and electric cars. Then why should such an important sector as the food producing
sector be reduced so significantly while others get financial compensation to innovate their problems
away?

9.7.1.3 Ever increasing farms are in no one’s interest (the counterfactual)
It seems that most farmers are still actively and successfully perusing scale enlargement as proposed
by Mansholt. In reality, however, farmers are struggling to maintain their income: in 2019 36% of
farmers earned less than the legal minimum wage. Especially dairy farmers are failing to make a profit
or have seen profits supressed (van Galen et al., 2020; Smit, 2019). Something which was also
reiterated by interviewees (farmers: 3, 5, 6). Farmers especially lamented having to make investments
in sustainability such as emission poor stable floors while not receiving a higher price for the milk
produced (farmers: 5, 6) (RTL, 2021). They fear the need to adopt more technology on their farms to
curb nitrogen emissions such as air washers and emission poor stable floors, which are expensive
measures and there is doubt if it will help a lot to actually reduce emissions (farmer: 6). Farmers are
also sceptical about producing more environmentally friendly, such as organic production systems.
Reasons for the scepticism were long waiting lists to sell organic milk, insufficient rewards for more
sustainably sourced milk which would not offset the higher production costs and the inability to adopt
more sustainable production methods because they would require more land which is not available
(farmers: 3, 5, 6). Furthermore, farmers mentioned that every few decades (one farmer indicated
every ten years) you need to increase the number of animals kept in order to keep maintain income
and to keep to keep the farm viable (farmers: 1, 5, 6). None of the dairy farmers seemed really excited
about further expansion and intensification, instead they saw it as something they had to do just to
maintain a decent level of income. The main reason against expansion seemed to be additional labour
costs and additional debt (farmers: 5, 6).
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Nature conservation organisations are generally opposed to any “innovative” solutions to reduce the
amount of nitrogen deposition in the Peel. They claim that only a reduction in the amount livestock
kept will make a real difference (interviews: WBdP, BBP, SDS Deurne, VEEN). The claim is that the
effectivity of technology aimed at reducing emissions is far lower than advocated, and furthermore
they claim that these technologies are not actually solving the problem but rather relocating it. Since
“Whatever goes into the front of the cow must come out of the rear” (interview: BBP).
At some point it must be decided that a certain farm size is the “right” size. It also has to be asked
what the endgame would be if farms were allowed to continually expand in order to increase or
maintain profit margins. Would the Netherlands end up with just a few mega-corporations managing
all agriculture? This definitely is not in the interest of farmers as they would lose their farm just as
happened under Mansholt. Farmers have in the past vehemently opposed scale enlargement (such as
against Mansholt’s plans), and they are not benefitting from the benefits of globalisation and scale
enlargement. Both farmers and nature conservation organisations conclude that continuing to
increase farm size is not the answer. A valid counterfactual is identified.
Although most farmers do not benefit from the current system farmers continue to ask for possibilities
to expand simply to maintain income. The BBB is a good expression of this desire: the party argues for
a world with less or no income support and subsidies for farmers and generally less rules to for the
agricultural sector (interview: BBB). The question what the endgame would be if farmers were allowed
to continually expand was posed to a BBB party member who could not provide an answer to such a
hypothetical question, arguing that “we [BBB] are entirely liberal” and that “we [BBB] believe in the
strength and autonomy of the individual [agricultural] entrepreneur and we have to create the
conditions that this entrepreneur can continue to do business” (interview: BBB). The BBB is not
opposed to further scale enlargement and intensification of the Dutch agricultural sector.
At least one farmer explicitly expressed that this is definitely not what he wants to see (farmer: 6). Yet
this mode of agriculture where expansion and intensification is seen as natural and logical is still
advocated by many. This is clear evidence that invisible power is exercised to construct a system which
is not questioned by the mainstream, even though that system does not provide its advocated
benefits. The system is challenged by through spaces claimed by nature conservation organizations,
but even they often express they objections only by addressing the symptoms rather than the deeper
realities (e.g.: fighting the expansion of a single farm but not the mode of agriculture in general). In
the invited spaces of government, the only party which is overtly critical of the current mode of
agriculture is the Party for the Animals. All other parties mainly want to see a reduction in the number
of animals kept but are not actively advocating for a system change. This is a further indication that
hidden power is exercised to keep the current mode of agriculture dominant.

9.7.2 The mechanism
In order to “prove” any counterfactual and thereby proving that power was indeed exercised, Lukes
(1976) advises to pinpoint to the mechanism through which this counterfactual is sustained. In the
case of scale enlargement in agriculture this mechanism can be found in the broader agro-industry, in
research communities such as the WUR, in the financial sector and up to quite recently in the actions
of the Dutch and European governments. This is not to say that these are the only actors in the system
but at least they are the most dominant in the opinion of the researcher. In the Netherlands there is
and has been a strong agricultural knowledge infrastructure in which a complex web of public-private
parties produce, manage, maintain, distribute and protect agricultural knowledge (Smith, 1997;
Klerkx, 2008). It is through this knowledge system that farmers wants and desires are shaped.
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9.7.2.1 The WUR
The first mechanism which will be considered here is the agricultural university of the Netherlands,
the WUR (see also chapter 2.2). The first thing that needs to be said is that the WUR is not a uniform
monolith. Inside the WUR are many different chair groups with different mentalities and even within
those chair groups there is obviously room for debate. Agricultural intensification in the WUR was
mainly driven by the livestock research groups and different plant science and agricultural groups.
These are among the oldest groups going back to when the university was still a national agricultural
college (WUR, n.d.). These chairgroups have historically had a lot of influence, especially in the years
after the second world war.
So, although the staff of the WUR is divided, the management is definitely a proponent of these
intensive agricultural practices. Most notably Aalt Dijkhuizen, who was president of the executive
board at WUR and is now a staunch ally of the Farmers Defence Force (FDF, 2021b). Until recently
Louise Fresco was the president of the executive board. She also serves on the board of Syngenta as
independent Non-Executive Director and has written extensively about the virtues of the “modern”
food systems (van der Boom, 2019; Fresco, 2015) (figure 18). Also, in the last decade, several large
multinationals such as Unilever, FrieslandCampina and Syngenta have appeared on the Wageningen
campus while Monsanto is active just outside the city of Wageningen. This is sparked outrage among
students who fear the loss of independent research and question the morality of these companies
(Boots, 2020; Vorsten, 2019). This definitely sets the tone of what the board of the university sees as
the future of the global food system.
Then there is the role the WUR plays in providing “independent” research, which can be commissioned
to the WUR by companies, political parties, and interest groups. Although the research might be
incredibly good, these actors can request an answer to a specific research question and get to
determine which factors are considered and which not. This means the “independent” research from
the WUR can be used to affirm a certain position. The “independence” of the WUR is used by these
actors to legitimize their claims using “independent” research from the WUR. Because the agroindustry generally has deeper pockets than the nature conservation organisations they can
commission more of this research which they then can use to shape policymakers and public opinion
Havermans, 2022). In this sense the WUR is just a pawn in the debate in the agricultural nexus in the
Netherlands. Here invisible power is exercised through the legitimacy of the “independent” research
community.
By accepting these narrow research questions which will favour one side of the debate the WUR
exercises invisible power because it accepts the current reality as is and does not seem that interested
in changing it. A case could also be made that on the level of the individual researcher hidden power
is exercised rather than invisible power since many researchers will undoubtably know the impact of
the research they produce and make value judgements as to accept a certain project or not. The WUR
is also a special space of power, perhaps most closely resembling a closed space, yet also somewhat
accessible. Much like the court the WUR seems to be a space where different sides can go in search
of their own vindication or to condemn the other side. Although this is certainly true for the WUR, it
is also true for other (agricultural) universities.
Recently there have been calls made by faculty members of the university for the university to
apologize for the continued focus on industrial agriculture and the negative externalities associated
with it (Bouma, 2019). When Resource (university paper) asked chief policy analist Krijn Poppe for a
response he immediately referenced the Peel: “In the Peel in the 1950s there was so much poverty.
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The intensive animal husbandry has brought welfare and innovation” (Kleis and Louwerens, 2019). He
later acknowledged that the sector has gone too far. In the same article Bram Bos (Process support
innovation projects at Wageningen livestock research) acknowledges that the role Wageningen
University has played in creating the environmental problems should be accepted just as the positive
outcomes are accepted. He also explains this choice of the university is partly due to the dependency
on money from the sector to finance research, which limits research in the non-dominant systems
(Kleis and Louwerens, 2019).

9.7.2.2 The broader agro-industry
The agro-industry or agribusiness has had a profound impact on global agriculture. It is often
associated with deforestation, monocultures, and general ecosystem degradation, especially in the
developing world (Sponsel, 2013). But also, in the Netherlands the agro-industry is well represented
(Bolsius and Frouws, 1996; Wissink, 2016). In general, the agro-industry can be considered a broad
coalition including food processing companies, companies producing machinery, the agrochemical
industry and farmers themselves, though here the focus will not be on farmers. It is this broad coalition
which fought in favour of agricultural intensification in the CAP since its inception and is successful to
this day (Oppewal, 2014; Westerman, 2018) (see also story 4, chapter 9.4). What is argued here in
short is that this industry is not only influencing the sector through their lobbying but also by shaping
modernity and thereby what is desirable through imagery directed at the sector.
Unfortunately, not a lot is written about this topic specifically in the present time. In the 50s, 60s, and
70s new, bigger farming equipment and pesticides were indeed advertised directly as modern, playing
into the trend of scale enlargement in the Netherlands (and in other places) at the time (Bielenmans,
2008; Kroma, 2002; Anderson, 2020). Interestingly a lot is written about how the companies creating
farm technology (such as tractors) is reinforcing images of rural masculinity (Brandth, 1995; Kroma,
2002). However, this imagery has shifted considerably over the last century. With ever increasing farm
sizes and continued mechanisation, the ideal farmer was considered a businessman without a suit
rather than a physically strong man. Currently this trend is waning though, as in advertisements the
physicality of the work is becoming increasingly relevant again (Anderson, 2020). Both these sterilized
projections of masculinity are attractive to different kinds of farmers, yet always to a large farmer with
a large farm and access to a lot of technology. It is through this type of imagery that the broader
agroindustry exercises its power invisibly.

9.7.2.3 The Rabobank
It is also interesting to look at the financial sector supporting Dutch farmers, especially the Rabobank
is relevant here since they served 85% of Dutch farmers in 2021 (BNNVARA, 2021). The Rabobank
encouraged scale enlargement and intensification (mechanisation) as a way to loan more money to
farmers and to benefit from the interests (Joosten, 2021). Representatives of the bank often approach
farmers to talk about possible future investments to increase productivity, which the Rabobank of
course could finance. In 2021 the Rabobank publicly acknowledged responsibility for the role they
played in the past and the associated loss of biodiversity (BNNVARA, 2021). Still, of the 30 billion euros
the Rabobank currently has out on loans only 900 million (3%) is invested in the more sustainable
organic agriculture and farmers are complaining about the difficulty of financing a switch to organic
farming (BNNVARA, 2021; Joosten, 2021). This contradiction is something the bank continues to face
criticism for (figure 19). The bank clearly prefers one mode of agriculture over any other and exercises
all forms of power to maintain the current system. Visible power is exercised to influence farmers
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directly with attractive loans for further intensification, hidden power is exercised through continued
lobbying and invisible power by preferring one food system over another and keeping “modern”
farming desirable.

Aside from this the Rabobank also continues to lobby against cuts in the livestock sector, indicating
that they are not ready or not willing to transition towards a more sustainable food system (Smit,
2021). Even if farmers are bought out en masse, the first thing they do with the money is to pay off
their debt to (most likely) the Rabobank. A large-scale buyout of the agricultural sector would thus be
an indirect transfer of public money towards the financial sector. The Rabobank, in pursuit of its own
profits, has pushed farmers towards more debt and more intensification and has degraded
biodiversity in the process. From this perspective the current “modern” mode of agriculture mainly
benefits the financial system and the broader agro-industry, this also indicates an exercise of hidden
power by those sectors to keep the current system in place. The agro-industry and the financial sectors
can be regarded as closed spaces because of their lack of transparency and undemocratic structure.

Figure 18: A sticker with a picture of Louise Fresco in clowns
face in front of one of the most prominent buildings of the
WUR. Louise Fresco was president of the board of the WUR but
also served as an independent board member at Syngenta. The
sticker seems to advocate for less ties between the WUR and
the corporate sector. (picture taken by the author).

Figure 19: A sticker with an altered logo of the Rabobank
with the text “Growing a poisoned world together.”. The
original logo of the Rabobank is a person walking rather
than dying and the original slogan is “Growing a better
world together”. The sticker seeks to highlight the
dichotomy between the banks branding and its actions.
(picture taken by the author)

9.7.2.4 Public opinion on modernity in the agricultural sector
It is also important to look at public opinion on intensive farming systems. It is in public opinion that a
change in the “normal” or desirable can be found, indicating that invisible power indeed has been
exercised. So how has public perception on Dutch agriculture changed? The short answer is that public
opinion has really shifted in the time since the process of mechanisation and intensification was
started after the second world war (Bielenman, 2008). A survey conducted in 2006 under the general
Dutch population found that 75% supported a switch from bioindustry towards more nature friendly
farming systems (unfortunately no newer polling has been conducted on the topic) (Trouw, 2006).
The longer answer, however, is a bit more complicated. While there is general support to stop the
bioindustry only 36% of the Dutch population wants to see the number of livestock in the Netherlands
reduced (with also 36% against a reduction and 28% is undecided) (Trouw, 2006) (interview BBP). In
essence the objections to the bioindustry come down to a ‘not in my backyard’ position many people
in the Netherlands have. Smell pollution coming from stables and especially manure factories in which
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liquid manure is disposed are a continuing problem for people living and around the small villages
around the Peel (Broers, 2022; van den Heuvel, 2017) (interview: SDS Deurne). Aside from the smell
people are also afraid of zoonoses (interview: BBP).
Some research has been conducted on the social acceptability of the modern Dutch dairy sector
specifically (Boogaard et al., 2011). They define modernity in Dutch agriculture as: “a process driven
by rational considerations and a firm belief in technological solutions” (Boogaard et al., 2011 P. 261
based on Scott, 2006). In agriculture this is expressed as “a process of specialization, concentration
and intensification”(Boogaard et al., 2011 P. 261 based on Tovey, 2000). In this framework modernity
in Dutch farming has two faces, a positive one and a negative one. Interestingly Boogaard et al. (2011)
perceive only one modernity for agriculture, while in this research it is argued that what is considered
modern continually shifts.
The positive face is about the perceived benefits of modernity such as cheap and safe food. It “is
characterized by a continuous search for optimal, efficient, and safe production of food based on the
firm belief in technological innovations – reflecting values of progression, efficiency and prosperity”
(Boogaard et al., 2011 P. 261). It is this positive view of modernity which has influenced much of the
literature and the research around agricultural development in the Netherlands.
The negative view of modernity is very much the critique on the modern agricultural sector which has
been expressed in this thesis. This includes degradation of nature, factory farming systems,
globalisation, pollution and the undermining of the traditional way of life in the countryside (Bell 2006;
Boogaard et al., 2011; Franklin, 1999; Short 1991). It can be summarized as “the threat to natural and
traditional values” (Boogaard et al., 2011 P. 262).
Boogaard et al. (2011) find in their research that the Dutch public is in fact very much in doubt about
the various aspects of modernity in Dutch agriculture. “on average people found modern animal
[dairy] farming practices to be unacceptable and wanted to preserve and protect nature and animals.
But condemnation of modern-day farming practices was moderate and was perhaps tempered by
people’s appreciation of certain modern achievements.” (Boogaard et al., 2011 P. 278). Boogaard et
al. (2011) aptly equate the public’s perception of Dutch dairy farming with an orange traffic light,
neither continue nor stop, but to proceed with care knowing the light might turn red or green at any
moment. It is worth noting that since 2011 when this paper was published the light might have turned
more red than green, at least in the political arena.
There is some evidence that the large-scale farmers protests in the Netherlands have indeed had some
effect on the general public. Between October 2021 and June 2022 less people were concerned about
nitrogen pollution and its impact on the environment. In 2021 67% indicated that they were worried
while in 2022 this figure had dropped to 58% (I&O Research, 2022)3. Support for the protests by
farmers also grew from 38% to 45% (with respectively 27% and 25% neutral and 32% and 26%
unsupportive of the protests) (I&O Research, 2022)4. The same poll found that 37% precent of
respondents agreed with the statement that the Netherlands should remain an export country for
agricultural produce (with 25% neutral, 30% opposed and 6% does not know) (I&O Research, 2022)5.

3

Original question: “In hoeverre maakt u zich zorgen over de uitstoot van stikstof en de impact daarvan op het
milieu?” (I&O Research, 2022 P. 5)
4
Original statement: “Ik sta volledig achter de boerenprotesten tegen de stikstofmaatregelen” (I&O Research,
2022 P. 6)
5
Original statement: “Nederland is, op de Verenigde Staten na, de grootste landbouwexporteur ter wereld. Dat
moet zo blijven.” (I&O Research, 2022 P. 19)
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It becomes clear that the Dutch public does not want to lose its agricultural sector but neither does it
want to see a loss in biodiversity.

9.7.3 Conclusion story seven
In this story the exercise of invisible power to shape Dutch agriculture is proven. Firstly, a
counterfactual is proposed based on the fact that bigger farms are neither in the farmers’ interest of
the farmer nor in the interests of nature conservation organisations. Secondly the mechanism through
which “modern” agriculture is advocated is exposed as being the WUR, the broader agro-industry, the
Rabobank and to some extent the Dutch government. All these actors benefit from the current Dutch
agricultural system and exercise hidden power to maintain it. Farmers seem to celebrate the current
system despite of it not delivering the advocated benefits to them. The general public is divided,
neither wanting to lose a significant part of the agricultural sector nor further degrade nature.
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10 Discussion
10.1 Reflection on methodology
Semi structured interviews with different stakeholders around the Peel in combination with a
literature review proved to be a good way to expose the power structures in the nature-agriculture
nexus in the Peel. The broad focus of the thesis has proven to be a strength rather than a weakness in
illustrating the powershift from agriculture towards nature. selecting a large case study area and
focussing on both water management and nitrogen emissions has allowed for examples from the most
relevant arenas in which the interests of nature and agriculture are currently colliding in the
Netherlands. This broad focus hopefully allows future research to delve deeper into specific areas of
contestation, currently this research seems to be missing.
Yet, because the nitrogen crisis is such a contentious debate it must be acknowledged that this thesis
is just one possible interpretation of some of the facts. Important topics such as the influence of the
nitrogen crisis on construction and transportation were left out completely to limit the scope of the
thesis. Similarly, the validity of the nitrogen deposition models (mainly the AERIUS monitor) were not
discussed at length, even though this is a major point of contention between farmers and nature
conservationists. To include these themes into a thesis like this would simply not doable for a MSc
thesis. Still, it is the opinion of the researcher that even without these debates the thesis is a valuable
contribution to the field of environmental research and helps to better understand the complexity of
the nitrogen crisis.
A case can be made that the agricultural sector is overanalysed but underdiscussed in this thesis.
Overanalysed because so much of the results focusses on the agricultural sector rather than on the
nature conservation sector. This is mostly because so much has happened to the agricultural sector
over the last few years since the nitrogen crisis. The agricultural sector is also underdiscussed to some
extent. This thesis mostly limits itself to what the researcher deems legitimate arguments and
grievances expressed by the sector. But part of this sector also seeks to misdirect and misinform the
general public through (partial) lies and blatant conspiracies (van der Ploeg, 2020). This is not really
discussed because debunking conspiracies was not deemed academically relevant. In addition to this
there seems to be quite some overlap between the large protests organised by farmers and those who
denied the COVID-19 pandemic (based on observations made by the researcher at a demonstration).

10.2 Societal relevance
The fallout of the nitrogen crisis in the nature-agriculture nexus is only now (three years after the
initial crisis) becoming clear. A new program called the Startnotitie Nationaal Programma Landelijk
Gebied (in English: starting note national program for rural areas) has recently been announced: it
proposed a 70% cut in nitrogen emissions around almost all Natura2000 areas (figure 8) (see chapter
7.1) (Rijksoverheid, 2022). What is becoming obvious is that a decision will have to be made between
nature and agriculture, between adhering to Dutch and European nature conservation or the
economics of the agricultural sector. The decision seems to be made in favour of nature over
agriculture in the areas around the Natura2000 reserves. In the buffer zones around those Natura2000
regions the future of agriculture will continue to be unsure for the foreseeable future. The
contradictions between the different parties seem to be insurmountable on the national level, yet this
thesis shows how progress can be made on the local level.
Farmers who are currently located near a Natura2000 reserve do not necessarily have to lose as a
result of the powershift in the nature-agriculture nexus, some can also gain something. Farmers who
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do not have a successor can retire a few years early and live from the money of the buyout, while
farmers who want to continue to farm might be relocated to an area with more possibilities to expand,
and farmers who stay might receive subsidies on new technology such as air washers or level
controlled drainage (such as one farmer near the Leegveld project received). This is not to say there is
no personal tragedy, at least not for everybody, but much can be done to ease the pain.
On the policy side the researcher would recommend that the communication between the national
government and the provincial governments gets streamlined and a unified message is conveyed to
both farmers and nature conservationists. Currently the task of nature conservation falls to the
different provinces in the Netherlands while the national government is in charge of determining
maximum allowable nitrogen deposition and acceptable emission values. The result of this that when
the national government changes its emission standards (as just happened with the Startnotitie
Nationaal Programma Landelijk Gebied (Rijksoverheid, 2022)) the provinces have to scramble to adopt
their management plans, creating uncertainty for both nature conservationists as well as farmers. In
some cases, the provinces might flat-out refuse to carry out the guidance of the national government,
creating even more uncertainty for everyone (Ockhuijsen, 2022).

10.3 Scientific relevance
Much has been written about the agricultural and nature conservation in the Netherlands, focussing
on for example the development in the milk prices, income levels of farmers or the quality of a specific
nature reserve. In this work, little to no attention is paid to the fact that farming and nature
conservation are highly emotional topics: farmers are talked about as if they are purely the mythical
homo-economicus while nature conservationists are portrayed as a kind of homo-biologicus who only
cares about specific endangered species. Some exceptions to this are van der Ploeg (2020) and
Boogaard et al. (2010). Van der Ploeg (2020) seeks to explain the farmers protests in the Netherlands
but arrives at the conclusion that it “represents a regressive populism” (p. 589). Although his analysis
might be correct it ignores the deep-seated anger and mistrust prevalent in the agricultural sector. By
representing farmers in that way, it appears as if they cannot be reasoned with, something which is
evidently untrue on the local level. Boogaard et al. (2010) capture an interesting picture of Dutch
consumers’ opinion towards “modern” dairy farming practices. But by focussing on the consumer
rather than the farmer the end result has little implication for those seeking to better understand the
agricultural sector in the Netherlands.

10.4 Reflection on the research questions
The general research question posed in this thesis: How has the power dynamic between the different
actors in the nature-agriculture nexus changed as demonstrated by the nitrogen crisis in the
Netherlands? is on the surface a very easy question. Those seeking to conserve nature have gained
power at the expense of the agricultural sector. But the details often get murky and any interpretation
of how much power has shifted really depends your own position and your own view from on the
issue.
It might for example be argued that the powershift is quite small and mostly symbolic based on the
fact that currently, three years after the nitrogen crisis not much has actually changed. Some farmers
have voluntarily been bought out, but no deep cuts in the livestock sector have been made as of yet.
This suggests that the agricultural lobby is still quite effective and that there really is not the political
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capital to make significant changes. Interestingly this is the view many nature conservation
organisations hold, arguing that the tone has shifted a bit, but that there is no real action yet.
On the other side it can be argued that a fundamental shift has taken place, and that even if this has
not yet resulted in on the ground changes it will do so soon. When Tjeerd de Groot (member of the
Dutch parliament for the liberal party D66) argued in 2019 that the number of livestock in the
Netherlands should be halved, most other parties declared him insane. Currently, in 2022 the
conservative minister of nature and nitrogen (Christianne van der Wal, VVD) argued for a 70%
reduction in the amount of nitrogen emitted from farmers around nitrogen sensitive nature reserves
and somewhat lower percentages for much of the Netherlands. This view is held by many farmers,
many of whom feel as if they are under siege and in a state of war with the national government in
The Hague.
In the end the decision of how much nitrogen can be emitted, and what the maximum allowable levels
of nitrogen deposition for nature reserves are, are political issues which can only be settled within the
political realm. Nobody thinks that the Peel can be fully restored, and nobody wants to see the Peel
completely disappear, meaning some compromise must be found between agriculture, nature,
transportation, industry, housing and every other sector which emits nitrogen. A long-term plan
should be made, as nature will take a long time to improve, and when agricultural land is allowed to
become nature again it will take time to convert it back into agricultural land if required.

10.5 The future of the nature-agriculture nexus
Because the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands is essentially a political issue it would be wise
to acknowledge that fact instead of pretending the agricultural sector is a “free” sector based solely
on economic rationales. The Dutch government should acknowledge it has always shaped the idea of
what farms should look like and what types of agriculture are desirable. Should there not be a case
made that more farmers are needed rather than fewer, so that a smaller scale more ‘natural’ farming
systems can develop?
The question has to be raised what kind countryside should be desirable in the Netherlands. For all
the discussion on buying out farmers to reduce nitrogen pollution, few questions are looking ahead
past the current nitrogen crisis and ahead towards what the farming system might look like in 50 years
or so. Is the Netherlands going to opt for efficiency through scale enlargement and “technofix”
paradigm of food production, where all our food is made behind closed doors in a non-descript
building on some industrial area, where commodity crops are farmed vertically under artificial light
and meat is grown in vitro and the distance between food production and nature is increased even
more (e.g.: Isha and Mirko, 2010)? Or is the future found in (re)unifying nature and food production,
with paludiculture around the Peel surrounded by food forests (Wichtmann and Joosten, 2007; van
Eeden, 2020)? In other words, is a true separation between nature and food production what is
needed to protect nature (while safeguarding our own food production), or: does food production
needs to better incorporate nature?
Currently both trends are clearly visible, as small-scale nature inclusive farms are getting the spotlight
and are seen as the new modern while scale enlargement and technological development makes
increasingly large farming systems possible (see also story 7, chapter 9.7). It is entirely possible to have
both systems at once: factory produced stable foods next to niche eco-friendly fruits and vegetables.
Whatever the case, the guidance is needed from the government to bring the agricultural sector to a
place where it can remain an important economic sector, enough food is produced, and nature can
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be protected better. But where does this leave the conventional family farmer? This farmer would
either have to adopt an eco-friendly way of producing more niche products or become an industrial
food producer. A choice in which either option would sound unappealing to most, therefore it is
recommended that the relevant governments produce not just a plan to get out of the current
nitrogen crisis but also come up with a vision for the Dutch countryside. A transition is never easy, it
was not easy when Mansholt proposed a different kind of agriculture, and it will not be easy now, but
a vision for the future is needed if a transition is required.
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11 Conclusion
In this thesis it is proven that within the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands there is indeed a
powershift occurring. This hypothesis was affirmed by looking at seven different arenas related to the
Dutch nitrogen crisis where power is contested and by placing those contestations on the power cube
(Gaventa, 2006). By doing this not only can be proven that a powershift is occurring but also that this
powershift can be linked to a different level and be associated with a different space.
In general, the Dutch governmental institutions have increasingly exercised more power in the visible
realm to better protect nature after the nitrogen crisis. Through these new laws farmers can be
expropriated if they are not willing take a voluntary buyout. This exercise in visible power is required
because with the collapse of the PAS the issuing of permits became impossible if the quality of nature
did not improve, forcing the Dutch government to prioritize nature conservation efforts. This often
comes at the expense of farmers who will be forced to reduce their nitrogen emissions, either through
technological interventions or simply by reducing the number of livestock. Alternatively, they might
be expropriated altogether. This has sparked outrage among farmers who started large scale
demonstrations.
Hidden power is exercised by both the government and various lobby groups. The Dutch governmental
institutions have tried to have it both ways for a long time, seeking to maintain the agricultural sector
as well as improve nature. When the PAS collapsed and it became clear that cuts in the livestock sector
were unavoidable the agricultural sector felt betrayed by the Dutch government, who had protected
the sector for years, and now suddenly seems to want to get rid of it. Hidden power is also exercise
through the agricultural lobby, but also through the newer green lobby, indicating a powershift.
Invisible power can be observed in the ways farmers derive their income. Previously this was based
on production in combination with income support, but now farmers are increasingly dependent on
subsidies for sustainable management. This makes farmers increasingly dependent on governmental
institutions. The other place invisible power can be observed is how a new, more sustainable mode of
agriculture seems to become more dominant. This new mode of agriculture is often focussed on local
markets and sustainable production.
This perceived powershift has created a backlash in the agricultural sector. They feel that their
influence and importance is waning and act in an effort to protect the current system, resulting in
demonstrations and a hardening debate around the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands,
making a shared vision for the future of the Dutch countryside nearly impossible. The main
recommendation of this thesis to break deadlock is to look at the local level and negotiate with farmers
directly rather than to implement large projects directly. Additionally, it is argued that a long-term
vision for the countryside is needed rather than just a plan to get out of the current crisis. In reality
local solutions favourable to all might not always be achievable as severe cuts in the Dutch livestock
sector seem unavoidable at this point.
This thesis has sought to provide a more comprehensive overview of this powershift than has been
attempted so far in literature, and in doing so it serves as an entry point for future research on more
specific topics. It is important to note that this thesis (as is most of the social sciences) is a product of
the researcher’s own preferences, biases and specific knowledge base, a different researcher who
would have conducted the same interviews with the same research question might have written a
vastly different thesis. The role of this thesis is therefore to provoke debate and to illustrate and
highlight the changes which are currently occurring in the nature-agriculture nexus in the Netherlands.
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Annex 1: List and description of interviewees
Interviewee
(abbreviation) (date
and location)
BoerBurgerBeweging
(BBB) (18-03-2022,
personal residence)

Description

The BBB (Farmer Citizen Movement) describes itself as the voice from and
for the countryside. The party enjoys broad support amongst farmers and
obtained a single seat in the Dutch House of Representatives. The party
was founded in 2019 right after the nitrogen crisis and seeks to protect
the agricultural sector (although the initial plans for the party predate the
nitrogen crisis). The interview was held with someone who was electable
at the time but no longer has an official position within the party.
Brabants Burger
The main focus of the BBP (Brabant Citizen Platform) is reducing the risks
Platform (BBP) (17and the nuisance created by intensive agriculture in the province of
12-2021, Teams)
Brabant. The BBP is in favour of a huge reduction in the number of
livestock in the Netherlands. This fundamental disagreement with the
current mode of agriculture made the BBP a very relevant party to talk to
for this thesis.
GroenLinks Brabant
GroenLinks (Green Social party in the province of Brabant) is one of the
(GroenLinks) (15-10- political parties in the provincial government of Brabant. GroenLinks
2021, provincial
generally in favour of more stringent protections for nature and more
government office)
sustainable agriculture. The interviewee the chair of the GroenLinks party
in the provincial government.
Staatsbosbeheer
The state- forestry service is responsible for managing the Peel nature
(State-forestry
reserve. The person interviewed was (among other things) responsible for
service) (11-12-2021, communication with outside parties on behalf of the state-forestry
Teams)
service.
Vereniging Stop de
The SDS Deurne (Stop the Stench Deurne) is a foundation operating at the
Stank Deurne (SDS
municipal level to fight smell pollution and perceived health risks resulting
Deurne) (08-11from intensive livestock farming. The foundation connects those affected
2021, personal
by smell pollution with lawyers and other organisations to fight permits
residence)
and lobby the municipal government. The foundation only focusses on
politicians and never on farmers.
Stichting Verwerving Interview with a foundation which buys land in and around the Peel with
Extra Eigendommen the goal raise the water level in the Peel and protect the elevated peat
voor
system. Because the land they acquired is leased to farmers the VEEN
Natuurontwikkeling
foundation is the ideal bridge between nature and agriculture around the
(VEEN) (06-01-2022, Peel.
Teams)
Werkgroep Behoud
WBdP (Foundation Save the Peel) is an organisation seeking to protect the
De Peel (WBdP) (14- Peel nature reserve the best it can and has been doing so since 1978. It
10-2021, WBdP
sees intensive agriculture (causing nitrogen deposition and declining
office)
groundwater levels) as the biggest obstacle for nature recovery and
actively challenges new and existing permits in court.
Waterschap Aa en
Interview with the spatial manager for the Leegveld project.
Maas (Waterboard)
The waterboard is responsible for the realization of the Leegveld project,
(26-01-2022, Teams) making it an essential actor in the region. Other tasks of the waterboard
include sewage treatment, flood protection and increasingly drought
protection.
ZLTO (1) (25-01Interview with the regional representative of farmers in the Peel region.
2022, phone)
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ZLTO (2) (28-012022, Teams)
Farmer 1 (10-112022, company
conference room)

Farmer 2 (27-102021, at the farm)

Farmer 3 (19-012022, at the farm)

Farmer 4 (20-012022, personal
residence and a road
trip through the
region)
Farmer 5 (16-112021, at the farm)

Farmer 6 (19-012022, at the farm)

The ZLTO is an interest group representing farmers in the south of the
Netherlands. The ZLTO, LTO Noord and the LLTO form the LTO which
represents farmers’ issues at the national level
Interview with the ZLTO representative for issues around spatial and
environmental issues.
Business focussed on breeding piglets. Roughly 4000 pigs (young piglets
and mothers) on the location near the Groote Peel, with thousands more
on different locations in the Netherlands and Germany. This farmer sees
technology such as air washers as the option to keep meat both affordable
and sustainable.
Horse breeder and owner of tourist accommodations near the Deurnsche
Peel on the border of the Leegveld project. This farmer has experienced
water damage and fears for more damage when the Leegveld project is
completed and is an opponent of the project. The farmer is also extremely
critical of the national, provincial and local governments in the
Netherlands.
Dairy farmer near the Bult (most northern part of the Deurnsche Peel &
Mariapeel nature reserve). This farmer has experienced waterlogging of
his soils since the water level in the bult was raised resulting in lost income
which is only partly compensated by the waterboard. The farmer is also
continually expecting a call with an offer to sell his farm, creating
uncertainty.
Used to be a pig farmer but has made the switch to sheep farming. Income
sources are not only the sheep but also the ecological grazing services he
provides to the municipality and the VEEN foundation, among others.
Although this farmer works with respect for nature as much as possible,
he is still critical on the Dutch governments’ management of the nitrogen
crisis.
Dairy farmer near the Leegveld project and head of the local ZLTO faction.
He has received a level-controlled drainage system for his fields to counter
rising groundwater levels resulting from the Leegveld project. He is not
crazy about large scale nature conservation projects such as project
Leegveld and laments the loss of the farmers which had to be bought out
in the process. He also faces some uncertainty in that he too might be
bought out in the future.
Dairy farm on roughly 2 km from the Mariapeel. These farmers faced a lot
of uncertainty around irrigation permits and the general nitrogenmanagement policy of the Dutch government. They also lease a piece of
land from the VEEN foundation.
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