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Foreword
The Dutch arable farming sector leads the world in the sustainable cultivation 
of food products. Over the past few decades, there has been a huge increase 
in production per hectare in our fertile delta. The high yield per hectare and 
high-quality products are achieved in this sector thanks to the expertise of 
growers combined with good technical assistance and careful use of crop 
protection agents and fertilisers. The Dutch arable farming chain has excellent 
market prospects and is closely connected to international markets. Much of 
our production disappears across the border, where potatoes, seed potatoes, 
sugar beets, and cereals - often in processed form - make a significant 
contribution to global food security.

T he ambition of the arable farming 
sector in the coming years is to 
take the next step towards sus-

tainability. We want to develop a resilient 
cultivation system with healthy and 
robust plants and a healthy soil, using 
state-of-the-art information technology. 
Our main focus will be to minimise 
environmental impact, develop climate 
objectives, and strengthen biodiversity, 
whilst engaging in profitable operations. 
Last year, we discussed our intentions at 
length with many different parties, such 
as growers, chain partners, scientists, 
environmental and nature organisations, 
and government authorities.

Represented by the Interbranch Organi-
sation Arable Crops, the entire arable 
farming chain - from breeding and culti-
vation to trade and processing - is joining 
forces to implement this Plant Health 
Action Plan. In addition, we want to work 
with the retail sector to look for smarter 
ways to create value for sustainably 
grown products. From the government we 
are seeking an enabling policy. Together 
with the knowledge institutes, we will be 
looking for new practical solutions for the 
challenges we will be facing. We consider 
it important to listen carefully to the pre-

valent issues in society. We would also 
like to explain and demonstrate what is 
involved in growing healthy crops for our 
daily food. We therefore aim to make our 
sustainability performance completely 
transparent and wish not only to intensify 
discussions with social organisations 
but also develop concrete cooperation 
with them in order to achieve our goals. 
In this way, we want to create greater 
mutual understanding and, above all, 
work together to find solutions. 

The transition to a resilient cultivation 
system in arable farming is a process for 
which no blueprint exists. Over time, new 
insights may arise which may force us to 
make adjustments. Interim evaluations 
will also provide valuable information 
which may possibly necessitate a change 
in speed or direction. This flexibility is 
needed in order to achieve a successful 
transition. We look forward to taking on 
this challenge together with all parties 
involved. It is only by working together 
and respecting one another’s vision that 
we will be able to realise our ambitions.

Dirk de Lugt
Chair of Interbranch Organisation 
Arable Crops
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The Netherlands is a small country and our land is being used intensively. The 
arable farming sector succeeds in pairing a high rate of productivity with an 
increasingly lower environmental impact. According to the PBL Netherlands 
Environmental Assessment Agency, the environmental impact of surface water 
due to the use of crop protection agents in arable farming decreased by 95% 
in the period from 1997 to 2010 and there was a significant improvement in the 
quality of the surface water for the intake of drinking water.

Furthermore, hardly any residues of crop protection agents are still found on food products 
of Dutch origin, although continuous attention will be required to maintain this level. 
Although the viewpoint emerging from public debate is that efficient production must not 
have a negative impact on the environment, nature, and biodiversity, citizens particularly 
appreciate the hard-working Dutch agricultural entrepreneurs. As a matter of fact, the 
Dutch arable farming sector delivers a top performance every day. Nevertheless, we are 
still faced with a number of key challenges.

Emissions from crop protection agents are still being released into surface water. This is 
something that the arable farming sector also aims to further reduce.

The use of chemical crop protection agents is facing growing incomprehension from 
society. This leads to stricter legislation and an increasingly limited range of agents. As 
a result, arable farmers have at their disposal an increasingly smaller arsenal of available 
solutions for tackling unwanted resistances and new diseases and pests or to make 
adjustments if organic control agents are insufficiently effective, which could cause major 
risks to yields.

Climate change, together with its increasingly varied weather conditions, calls for a more 
resilient cultivation system. The current cultivation system is still inadequate for this pur-
pose. That is why more attention must be paid to creating a vital soil, sufficient variation 
in building plans, and resilient crops. Climate change is also resulting in new diseases and 
pests coming our way. Combating them is a significant challenge. At the same time, arable 
farming is expected to make a contribution to the objectives of the climate agreement.

The health of the soil found in Dutch fields is under pressure. Soils are becoming more 
compacted and concentrations of organic matter are falling. Due, in part, to the growing 
division between ownership and exploitation of agricultural land, the emphasis sometimes 
lies on maximising returns in a short period of time instead of on a system that produces 
the best performance in the long run. Investing in healthy soil means investing in plant 
health as well as a healthy arable farming sector - in both the short term and long term.

There has been a decrease in biodiversity in Dutch fields in recent decades. Many land-
scape elements have also disappeared over time. This is a trend that must be reversed.

Many Dutch arable products are exported, often as processed products with significant 
added value. This sometimes creates a difficult dilemma. Fulfilling strict cost-increasing 
requirements in the Netherlands on the one hand, whilst competing internationally on 
price on the other, puts pressure on the revenue model for the arable farming sector. 
A sustainable and profitable arable sector therefore requires a specific market implemen-
tation in which sustainability performance can be appreciated.
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‘The Action Plan gives the Dutch arable sector a clear and ambitious goal to aim 
towards. The entire chain is involved in the process. It is only possible for the 
Dutch arable farming cluster of breeding, cultivation, trade, and processing to hold 
onto its leading international position with a strong and sustainable arable farming 
sector in the Netherlands. We need one another. As far as I am concerned, the 
government is also a crucial partner in helping to create optimum preconditions 
so that the companies in the arable farming cluster can continue to play a leading 
international role in a sustainable manner.’

Dick Hylkema
Director of the Dutch Organisation of Potato Merchants
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The ambition
Our ambition is to be the leader in proven methods of sustainable cultivation 
which are recognised by our buyers and appreciated by society. We limit 
emissions of crop protection agents into the environment to an absolute 
minimum and we keep our arable farming products virtually residue-free. 
Profitability continues to be the main consideration both in the short term 
and medium term.

of the Dutch
arable farming chain

In order to achieve these ambitions in practice, the Dutch 
arable farming chain is committed to four spearheads:

To switch to a resilient cultivation system in which the basis is formed 
by healthy and robust crops and a vital soil, which will reduce the 
amount of crop protection agents needed.

To reduce impact on the environment with the tailored administration 
of crop protection agents through the use of precision farming 
methods and a greener range of agents.

To contribute to increasing biodiversity and helping to actively shape 
an attractive landscape.

To make environmental performance more transparent for the market.

In addition, we will dedicate our efforts to further increasing mutual under-
standing between social parties and arable farmers. We believe that this 
is an important prerequisite for taking the next sustainable step together 
in arable farming.

This Action Plan will run from 2017 to 2030. Achieving the ambitions and 
spearheads mentioned above is the responsibility of the whole chain and 
requires close collaboration with the government, knowledge institutes, 
and social organisations.

This Action Plan is a good step to achieving the ‘Plant Health Ambition 
2030’ of the Dutch Federation of Agriculture and Horticulture (LTO). Many 
of the insights in this plan are based on - or derived from - the principles 
of integrated crop protection and nature-inclusive agriculture.
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Examples

To achieve our ambitions in the area of plant health, 
the arable farming sector wishes to collaborate with 
the Dutch government. An enabling government policy 
is vital for speeding up innovations.

of an enabling 
government policy

Accelerating
the admission of green crop protection agents.

Adequate labelling
of agents of natural origin, which indicates the 
expected effects of these agents.

Clear legislation and regulations
for the careful application of biostimulants (to promote 
growth and provide protection against diseases and 
pests). 

Greater scope and greater customisation
in fertiliser legislation to compensate the growing 
shortage of effective organic matter with products 
such as organic soil improvers.

Sufficient availability
of public funds for research into resilient cultivation 
systems.

Additional incentive
for arable farmers to promote biodiversity through 
adequate compensation within the context of making 
the EU agricultural policy greener.

Suitable legal framework
for new breeding techniques (such as CRISPR-Cas 
and gene editing) and the products made using 
these techniques so that breeding processes can be 
speeded up for the development of resilient varieties.
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‘The Dutch food system has reached its limits. This is creating major problems 
in the area of climate, environment, and biodiversity. We support the ambition 
of the Dutch arable farming sector. Integrated crop protection, much more 
attention for maintaining biodiversity, and improvements in soil quality are part 
and parcel of arable farming in the future. We encourage the sector to look for 
revenue models in which ecological values are restored within the environmental 
zone. Let’s get to work!’

Karen Eilers
Programme leader for Improving the sustainability of food production, 
Natuur & Milieu environmental organisation
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Resilient
cultivation system

A resilient cultivation system is largely able to suppress diseases and pests 
itself, reducing the need for chemical and non-chemical crop protection 
agents. Investing in resilient crops, clean propagation materials that are free 
from diseases and pests, a vital soil, and good crop care are necessary to 
facilitate a resilient cultivation system. Students following programmes in 
green education are the growers and suppliers of the future. A fundamental 
shift towards a resilient cultivation system also requires changes to be made 
to the curriculum at the various levels of education.

The arable farming chain will make the switch to a resilient 
cultivation system by undertaking the following actions:
Top priority should be given to bree-
ding varieties that are less susceptible 
to diseases and pests in general 
and which can more easily adapt to 
climate change. Individual breeding 
companies are already working hard 
on this. We will investigate whether 
we can provide an extra boost to 
the development of these resilient 
varieties with a joint breeding agenda 
(public and private funding).

To make crops more resilient, better 
insight is needed into the effects of 
the microbiome (micro-organisms 
that live in and around the roots 
and leaves of plants) and the use of 
biostimulants to strengthen it. We 
will therefore organise practical and 
demonstration projects and set up 
knowledge networks regarding the 
effective use of biostimulants.

There is still a great deal that we do 
not know about soil. Via the public-
private research project ‘Better Soil 
Management’ (Beter Bodembeheer), 
we want to gain a better understan-
ding of what good soil management 

entails. We will then translate these 
insights into practice.

To make it easier for arable farmers to 
improve their soil, we are developing 
a benchmark for soil health. This 
benchmark must be suitable for use 
by growers in practice.

We will invite social organisations and 
government authorities to join us in 
developing revenue models for arable 
farmers that make it attractive for 
them to invest in improving soil health.

We will provide our cultivation con-
sultants with extensive training in 
line with the latest insights into how 
arable farmers can better manage 
their soil so that the consultants can 
then apply that knowledge in their 
daily jobs advising growers.

We want to make agreements with 
green educational institutes on bring-
ing the curriculum into line with the 
latest scientific and practical insights 
regarding the development of resilient 
cultivation systems.
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cultivation system
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2020

2022

2025

2030

»  Practical and demonstration projects started into the  
 effect of biostimulants.
»  Active knowledge networks concerned with the effective  
 use of biostimulants for a resilient cultivation.
»  It has been determined whether an extra boost can be  
 given to the development of resilient varieties with a 
 joint breeding agenda (pre-competitive and with 
 public-private funding).
»  A practical benchmark for monitoring and improving soil  
 health is available for arable farmers.

»  Arable farmers will put biostimulants to specific use as  
 part of a resilient cultivation system.
»  Changes have been made to the curriculum of relevant 
 intermediate and higher vocational study programmes  
 in green education, with the main focus on developing  
 and applying knowledge geared towards a resilient  
 plant-based cultivation system.

»  All arable farmers keep up the levels of organic matter  
 content on their land.
»  Soil health is actively monitored on 25% of the agricul- 
 tural land area.
»  Arable farmers invest in the structural improvement of 
 soil vitality on at least 20% of the land area.
»  Revenue models have been developed in close consulta-
 tion with government authorities and social organisations
 that make it attractive for arable farmers to invest in 
 improving the health of their soil.

»  Soil health is actively monitored on 50% of the agri-
 cultural land area.
»  Arable farmers invest in the structural improvement of 
 soil vitality on at least 40% of the land area.

»  Soil health is actively monitored on 75% of the agri-
 cultural land area.
»  Arable farmers invest in the structural improvement of 
 soil vitality on at least 60% of the land area.
»  Arable farmers have access to and, where possible, use  
 resilient varieties that are less susceptible to diseases 
 and pests and changing climatic conditions. These 
 varieties may have been developed with the help of new  
 breeding techniques.
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‘In order to respond to demand for more sustainable consumer products, our 
intention as arable farmers is to reduce the influence of crop protection agents 
on the environment. We want to use fewer agents; amongst other things, by 
employing precision farming techniques. By making use of decision support 
systems, the use of crop protection agents can be better justified. The Action 
Plan also includes a role for green education, which must devote more attention 
to the latest insights in order to speed up the transition to a resilient cultivation 
system. After all, the youth hold the key to the future!’

Dirk Jan Beuling
Arable farmer in the Veenkoloniën (peat districts) and board member of the 
Northern Netherlands Agricultural and Horticultural Organisation (LTO Noord)
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Precision agriculture 
and the greening 

The arable farming chain wants to achieve a breakthrough in the use of 
precision agricultural techniques. These should enable arable farmers to 
use plant protection products very effectively (precisely at the right place 
and at the right time) so that fewer resources are needed. A second track 
is the ‘greening’ of the plant protection product package. This means 
replacing resources with a relatively high potential environmental impact 
by products of natural or chemical origin with a potentially lower environ-
mental impact.

The arable farming chain intends to reduce the environ-
mental impact of using crop protection agents with the 
following actions:

Together with parties such as 
the government and Wageningen 
University & Research, we want to 
implement a National Experimental 
Ground for Precision Farming 
(Nationale Proeftuin Precisieland-
bouw) and a National Precision 
Farming Agenda (Nationale 
Agenda Precisielandbouw) geared 
towards the successful implemen-
tation of precision farming in 
the Netherlands.

Implementation of the public-private 
research projects ‘Precision farming’ 
and ‘Green’ for open field crops 
and implementation of the results 
in practice.

Set up demonstration projects and 
living labs on the use of precision 
farming applications.

Organise data management relating 
to the use of crop protection agents 
in a data cooperative or other orga-
nisation and set up an infrastructure 
and revenue models for the exchange 
of knowledge.

Make sector-wide agreements 
concerning measures for minimising 
emissions and applying low-drift 
spray techniques.

Draw up sector guidelines for the 
advice provided by suppliers 
regarding the careful use of crop 
protection agents and use of precision 
farming techniques.

01 04
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Precision farming and 
the greening of agents 

2018
2030
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2022

2025

2030

»  Demonstration projects/living labs on the use of decision 
 support systems are organised regularly each year.  
 Knowledge networks are in operation for sharing 
 practical experiences.
»  Sector guidelines for the advice provided by suppliers  
 regarding the careful use of crop protection agents and  
 use of precision farming techniques are ready.
»  Low-drift spray techniques are used throughout 
 the sector.

»  There are sufficient early warning and precision application 
 systems available and they have been tested in practice. 
 Growers have acquired the necessary knowledge for  
 applying these systems in practice and have certainty  
 about a positive business case and earn-back period.  
 The corresponding decision support systems have proven
 their added value in practice.
»  Compared to 2017, there has been a 90% decrease in 
 the leaching and washing away of agents from the land  
 when cleaning/filling the spraying equipment.

»  Management and protection of data are properly 
 organised in a data cooperative or other organisation  
 in the chain; growers have confidence in the system 
 and exchange data, with a view to learning and making  
 improvements.
»  At least 90% of arable farmers make use of a farm 
 emissions scan to minimise emissions.
»  Emissions of crop protection agents into the environment  
 through arable farming have been reduced by 50% 
 compared to 2016.

»  Arable farmers use decision support systems for the 
 application of crop protection agents on 25% of the  
 agricultural land area in the Netherlands.
»  Emissions of crop protection agents into the environment  
 through arable farming have been reduced by 75% 
 compared to 2016.

»  Arable farmers use decision support systems for the 
 application of crop protection agents on 50% of the  
 agricultural land area in the Netherlands.
»  Emissions of crop protection agents into the environment  
 through arable farming have been reduced by 95%  
 compared to 2016
»  Where possible, chemical crop protection agents with a
 high environmental impact have been replaced by biologi- 
 cal control and agents with a lower environmental impact.
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 ‘The Action Plan provides a concrete and practical way to make arable 
farming even greener. In a hundred years’ time it should still be possible 
to grow crops safely on our land. Personally, I try to apply integrated crop 
protection on my farm as much as possible but there are still benefits that 
can be gained in the area of soil quality and biodiversity. Implementation 
of the Action Plan will enable us to work more actively on this matter as 
a sector. It is important that our sustainability performance is appreciated 
by the public.’

Kees van Dijk
Arable farmer in West Brabant and crop protection portfolio holder 
on the national board of the Dutch Arable Farming Union (NAV)
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Strengthen
 biodiversity
Biodiversity is a requirement for healthy business operations. Our challenge 
is to integrate nature and biodiversity into business operations in a profitable 
manner and achieve optimum balance between ecological and economic 
preconditions. This applies at both farm level and area level. Nature-inclusive 
measures in arable farming, such as no-till farming, green fertilisers, buffer 
crops, soil covers in the winter, and flower-filled field edges contribute to the 
biodiversity for the benefit of agriculture (also called functional agricultural 
biodiversity) and to ecological values, such as an attractive landscape and 
specific target species (in and above the ground). A link between both forms 
of biodiversity is therefore highly desirable.

The arable farming chain strives to strengthen biodiversity 
with the following actions:

Initiate practical research into biological 
control using natural enemies in open 
field crops as well as research into the 
role of functional agricultural biodiver-
sity in collaboration with Artemis. 
Subsequently translate the know-
ledge acquired into decision support 
systems that help arable farmers 
make functional use of biodiversity 
for a resilient cultivation system.

Develop a biodiversity monitor 
for arable farming, together with 
nature organisations, based on 
experiences in other sectors such 
as dairy farming.

In collaboration with social organi-
sations and government authorities, 
develop revenue models for arable 
farmers to strengthen biodiversity 
(functional and ecological values).

In collaboration with provincial 
authorities, water boards, and social 
organisations, start regional initia-
tives to increase biodiversity and 
strengthen cultural-historical elements 
in the landscape.
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»  A practical biodiversity monitor has been developed  
 for arable farmers in collaboration with scientists, nature  
 and environmental organisations, and agricultural nature  
 management cooperatives.

»  Based on practical research, better insight has been  
 gained into the possibilities offered by functional 
 agricultural diversity for the control of diseases and  
 pests in arable crops.

»  Concrete revenue models have been developed for  
 arable farmers to strengthen biodiversity (functional and  
 ecological values) on and around their fields and farm.
»  The number of arable farmers investing in improving  
 biodiversity has been mapped out, alongside the 
 number of hectares of agricultural land where measures  
 are implemented.

»  Growers invest in improving biodiversity on at least 
 25% of agricultural land in the Netherlands and receive  
 adequate compensation for this.

»  Growers invest in improving biodiversity on at least 
 50% of agricultural land in the Netherlands and receive  
 adequate compensation for this.
»  Several systems have been developed with which arable  
 farmers can make targeted use of functional agricultural  
 biodiversity. Practical knowledge has been developed  
 and experiences are shared.
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‘All the products we place on the shelf should be of a good quality. It is also 
important for products such as potatoes and wheat to be cultivated using sus-
tainable methods. We are therefore working with social organisations and our 
suppliers on a future-proof food system in which there is less pressure on the 
environment from crop protection agents. It is important that the arable farming 
sector does not lag behind with the increasing demand for more sustainable 
consumer products. The Action Plan is a good step in the right direction.’

Leon Mol,
Director of Product Safety & Social Compliance, Ahold Delhaize
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There is an increase in market demand for sustainably cultivated crops 
and plant-based products derived from these crops and this provides 
opportunities. The important thing is to provide a better response by 
clearly demonstrating what our sustainability efforts are and their 
consequent impact.

The arable farming chain will make its sustainable 
performance transparent for the market by undertaking 
the following actions:
We will update our Sustainable Arable 
Farm Programme in close consultation 
with chain parties and in dialogue 
with social organisations. The themes 
mentioned in this Action Plan, such 
as strengthening soil vitality, careful 
use of crop protection agents, and 
strengthening biodiversity will become 
an integral part of the updated 
programme. Arable farmers will be 
able to become certified as a Duur-
zaam Akkerbouw Bedrijf (Sustainable 
Arable Farm).

We will respond to changing wishes 
with regular updates. The programme 
will meet national and international 
criteria, such as those of the Sustain-
able Agriculture Initiative Platform 
(SAI). This will help the Dutch arable 
farming sector strengthen its position 
in national and international markets.

01 02

To make environmental performance 
more transparent 

  for the market
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Objectives to make environmental 
performance transparent for the market 

2018
2030
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2018

2019

2020

2025

2030

»  Updated Sustainable Arable Farm Programme (DAB)  
 is ready. This forms part of the Food and Feed Safety in  
 Arable Farming (Voedsel- en Voederveiligheid Akkerbouw  
 (VVAK)) programme.

»  25% of arable farmers choose to become certified as a  
 Sustainable Arable Farm.

»  A growing percentage of buyers in the chain consciously  
 buy DAB-certified arable farming products.

»  50% of arable farmers choose to become certified as a  
 Sustainable Arable Farm.

»  85% of arable farmers choose to become certified as a  
 Sustainable Arable Farm.
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Interbranch Organisation Arable Crops
Louis Braillelaan 80
2719 EK Zoetermeer, The Netherlands
+31 (0)79 3030 330
www.bo-akkerbouw.nl 
info@bo-akkerbouw.nl
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