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Creating space for change:
farmers’ learning groups in the Netherlands

Jet Proost and Willem van Weperen

Farmers’ learning groups are proving to be very
successful in many regions all over the world,
including Europe. Known under names like study
clubs (Denmark), farmer networks (France), study
circles (Sweden) and farmer field schools
(Indonesia), the concept is simple and effective.
What happens in these groups that makes them
so effective? This article presents some answers
to this question, illustrated by two examples of
study groups of Dutch dairy farmers.

There is a long tradition of farmer ences on their farm. For example, this niques, such as the use of fertilisers,
study groups in the Netherlands. In the was the way that maize growing was improved ploughs and animal breeds.
late nineteenth century, it was popular  introduced in the Netherlands. Some In the 1970s and 1980s, the Dutch
for farmers to meet in the pub after farmers experimented with the new horticulture sector developed prosper-
the church service on Sundays, where crop and then told their fellow farmers  ously thanks to the free flow of infor-
they would sit together and exchange about the advantages. Farmers formed mation between growers. Farmers’
news, season related-affairs and experi-  local groups often around new tech- study groups generated knowledge and

Box 1 PMOV platform of experimenting dairy farmers

In the Netherlands intensive fertilisation practices for pastures combined with the high-protein and low-fibre feed used for dairy cattle
pose a pressing problem for Dutch intensive dairy farms. The high-input system not only creates health problems in the cattle and
increased veterinary costs, there are also serious consequences for the environment: the quality of drinking water is affected, and the
high emission of ammonia affects the natural environment.

In the 1980s the Ministry of Agriculture introduced a series of restrictive measures to ensure that dairy farmers would meet the envi-
ronmental targets set by the European Union. It became compulsory, for example, to inject the manure as slurry into the soil, and a
mineral bookkeeping system for dairy farmers was introduced. This bookkeeping revealed that the efficiency of nitrogen use in intensive
dairy production had become very low.

During this period, groups of farmers in the north of the country began to experiment with reducing the amount of protein and
increasing the amount of roughage in the diet of their dairy cattle, with the aim of optimising the interactions between soil, plants and
animals on their farm. An essential notion in this holistic
approach is that a change in one part of the farming system
has consequences for other parts. Over the years, other farm-
ers have taken up this approach and, together with
researchers, they founded the PMOV platform to promote
‘eco-technical’ dairy farming.

Around 40 experimenting farmers in the province of
Drenthe initiated study groups. Their aim was to improve the
feeding of their cattle in a way that would also have a posi-
tive effect on both the farmers’ income and the environment.
Two years later, the initiative had grown to 100 farmers in 11
groups. The provincial authorities financed this project as
part of their sustainability policy. After five years, the results
are clearly visible. The system has resulted in lower ammonia
emissions and improved efficiency in nitrogen use. It has also
resulted in better soil quality, water quality, improved animal
health and reduced veterinary costs. The farmers have been
able to maintain the milk yield with lower costs. Both humans ! g e
and animals experience less stress, and it is possible to com- Jurjen de Jong from Oostermeer, member of the environmental cooperative

ply with the environmental norms imposed by EU regulations. Friese Wouden, feeding his cows more fibre and less protein, to reduce
ammonia volatilisation and improve soil life.
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information faster than formal research
institutions. Nowadays farmers’ learning
groups are still popular as spontaneous
self-organised gatherings, while agricul-
tural advisors and researchers use them
as an efficient way to reach farmers.

Potential for innovation

In many conventional projects, the
researchers and advisors take the initia-
tive for establishing farmers’ groups.
The underlying assumption is that
research institutes generate knowledge,
which provides ‘solid evidence’ from
the technical sciences as the basis for
innovations. Advisors are needed to
lead the discussions, as a means to get
the message about the innovation
across to the farmers.

However, over time it has become
clear that different approaches to
learning may be required. A group of
international scholars (LEARNgroup,
2005) has shown, for example, that for
processes of innovation in the manage-
ment of complex ecosystems, social
issues often play a far more dominant
role than technical knowledge.
Moreover, if more players come into the
picture, different kinds of knowledge
have to be taken into account.

We have now learned that farmers’
groups have an enormous potential for
innovation. Learning, and more specifi-
cally group-based learning, is recog-
nised as a means to realise change at
farmer level for more sustainable pro-
duction, in the environmental and eco-
nomic, as well as social perspectives.
Learning is more than the result of
reflection on accumulated data. One
example of this in the Dutch dairy
farming sector is the PMOV farmer
study groups, which have been able to
seek their own solutions to environmen-
tal problems (Box 1).

Co-constructors of knowledge
But what activities in a group trigger
learning? What ingredients make the
group members say ‘aha’ and enable
them to reconsider ideas and beliefs
they have taken for granted so far? It is
widely recognised that changes for sus-
tainable agriculture require shared
commitment and collective action. In
groups, farmers build new relationships
over time, and create a vocabulary to
discuss the issues that are of impor-
tance to them. Operational issues may
be popular at the start, but gradually
they find words and expressions that
make their implicit or tacit knowledge
explicit. This is where innovations start
to pop up.

It is the friendship among group
members that allows an atmosphere to
develop where both failures and suc-

Box 2 Bioveem farmers’ groups

Farmers in the Bioveem project and their colleagues welcomed information from researchers,

but did so on their own terms. They used the information to test the validity of their own
findings and to support their ideas. In the group they shared information, which they had
acquired from various sources, and this gave them a fairly good insight into what was avail-
able and useful. It was not the advisor who set the agenda for the meetings, but the group
members. Following the line of their conversation, the advisor produced the information the

farmers asked for. Themes discussed were particularly important to the farmers, such as 100%

organic feed for the animals.

Instead of preparing a presentation with slides, the advisor would bring his laptop com-

puter to the meetings on which he had data from the project. However, he replaced some of

the figures and tables from the project with pictures of the farmers in the group, providing

points of recognition and also setting the context clearly. The group also introduced ‘the talk
of the day’: at each meeting one of the participants would tell about one aspect at his or her
farm where the results were better than the group’s average. The advisor would prepare this

talk beforehand together with the farmer. This resulted in very lively discussions, an atmos-

phere of opening up to one another, and co-constructing knowledge that was adapted to their

farming. Bioveem, also because of the good fit between advisors and farmers involved,
became an example of farmers successfully creating innovations for organic dairy farming.

cesses can be communicated, and cut-
ting-edge ideas can be experimented
with. If this social part of the process is
neglected, the group’s conversation sel-
dom goes beyond short-term, everyday
technological issues. In order to create
connectivity between farmers,
researchers and advisors, it is necessary
that the participants see each other as
co-constructors of knowledge. This
includes reflexive self-understanding of
the (institutional) culture and of the
identity of all involved.

We would like to illustrate this with
another Dutch example from a long-
term project in organic dairy farming,
called Bioveem. Here the so-called nov-
elty-approach is used, a methodology
which includes farmer study groups, on-
farm research on themes identified in
conversations between farmers,
researchers and advisors, and communi-
cation to the farming community at
large (Box 2).

Set of basics

Supporting group learning requires the
creation of an environment that is con-
ducive to learning, and is based on two
crucial concepts: constructive learning
and contextual learning. The underlying
notion of constructive learning is that a
farmer is regarded as an active con-
structor of knowledge. People’s experi-
ences are point of departure, rather
than theories or models. New knowl-
edge is combined with what a person
already knows. Contextual learning is
about the circumstances in which we
pick up new information: the more that
happens in a group session, the more
context is created, which enhances
learning.

For groups to be effective there are
also other ‘basics’ to need to be taken
into account, like group size (maximum
12-15 members), composition (some

heterogeneity), locality (keep it practi-
cal), meeting place (at farms), frequen-
cy of gatherings (balance between pur-
pose and continuity), coordination
(farmers themselves) and facilitation
(by preference). Activities can vary and
might include trips to experimental
farms, visiting each other’s farm, invit-
ing advisors or other experts, informa-
tion evenings, and comparing farm
results and on-farm experiments.

Participants report that they like
the groups for various reasons, for
instance the way topics are discussed,
the moral support from colleagues, and
testing of ideas and opinions. Moreover,
the group meetings provide an excuse
to visit other people’s farms and see
unexpected examples of innovation.
These experiences show that there is
potential in farmers’ groups: farmers
are quite capable of analysing and
resolving their own problems.
Strengthened with appropriate support,
they can find innovative solutions that
are adapted to the local conditions and
opportunities.
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