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A threefold impasse
Normative
Governance
Politics Techno-economic

model (seemingly
neutral)

Normative frame (future; 
competiveness; ‘feeding the 
world’, identities) 

Translation into regulatory
schemes, laws, market 
interventions (+ allocation and
authorisation

Political positions
and responses



N-supply through
concentrates: 
434 million kg 
pure N per year

N supply through chemical
fertilizer: 238 million kg pure 
N per year

1st consequence: neglecting the 
core of the problem
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2nd  
consequence: 
neglecting
heterogeneity



3rd consequence: neglecting
farmers’ initiatives
(creation of VEL, later part of 
NFW)





A radical change in the late ’90s

V
from 346 to 236 kg. stikstof/ha ( -31%)





25 years later



Comparing with the national average



Assuming an overall reduction
of 30% in N-emissions/ha in 
Dutch agriculture: remaining
nature areas under threat
(Frank Verhoeven, Wouter de Jong)  



Instead: a standstill of 
the economy, social
upheaval and political
impasse



Toxic cocktail:
1) Violence
2) Anti-parlementarism + blaming the other
3) Considerable electoral wing
4) Tough support of agro-capital



What are the lessons to be learned (1)?

A layered policy approach 
Use the market to tackle the core of the problem

Introduce clear limits (to be translated in non-
negotiatable generic regulation)

Open spaces for legally conditioned self-regulation



What lessons can be learned (2)?
1) Accept and build on diversity; stop “seeing like a state”
2) Create space for experiments (strategic niches)
3) Build and use alliances and coalitions; stop with
technocratic mega-projects; mobilize ‘problem-
owners’; build as much as possible on civil society.


