Urban Agriculture in the
Netherlands: multifunctionality as
an organisational strategy

Multifunctional land use and the Netherlands have become synonymous as the
population of this small country on the rim of the North Sea has increased over the
decades to a current density matched only by a small number of places on this
earth (1). The experiences of two organisations involved in urban agriculture and

multifunctional land use in the Netherlands show how both utilise their
multifunctional character as an organisational strategy.

he two organisations described in

this article are the Bond van

Volktuinders (BVV) or Association of
Gardeners in Amsterdam and the
Overlegplatform Duinboeren or Dialogue
Platform Dune Farmers, in the South of
the Netherlands.

MULTIFUNCTIONALITY AS

A POLICY-INFLUENCING STRATEGY
Established in 1917, the BVV was
originally meant to join the forces of the
working class people who had been
producing food on small plots to
complement their daily meals during the
economically harsh years of the First
World War. After the war, the Amsterdam
municipality looked for new locations to
accommodate urban expansion and set its
sights on the working class” urban
gardens. To this very day, the BVV’s main
activities concern negotiations with the
municipality in an ongoing attempt to
withstand the omni-present urban
pressure.

Unified in parks, the 6,000 urban gardens
of today’s Amsterdam are spread out over
the city in clusters, most of them located
near the fringes. Of the total ground
surface of the city (21,907 ha), the garden
parks constitute 300 ha, which is
considerable in a city whose population
density reaches over 20,000 inhabitants
per square kilometre in some districts.
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Since 1994, Dutch urban planners have
had to adhere to the "Compact City
Policy”, initiated by the Ministry of Spatial
Planning and Environment and intended
to ensure that rural areas stay rural, while
urban areas are "compacted” to be able to
absorb and house the growing number of
people, industries and businesses (2). This
policy also poses a threat to the BVV’s
urban gardens.

In its constant struggle for continuity of
the existence of the urban gardens, the
BVV applies the concept of
multifunctionality as an argument in
negotiations with local government,
stating that the urban gardens are not only
of use to their proprietors (3), but also to
the remaining part of the Amsterdam
population. While in the early 1900s the
gardens were mostly used to produce
food, they now serve a highly diverse set
of functions for an equally diverse group
of beneficiaries (4).

Firstly, the urban gardens provide the
urban population with a leisure space
where they can be outdoors, where they
can recreate in an active manner at low
costs and where they can be in contact
with nature, a scarcity in an urban
environment. Secondly, the urban gardens
provide a space where children (through
integration of nature classes into the
primary school education curriculum) as
well as adults can be educated about
nature and the environment. The third
function concerns nature and ecology: the
gardens provide an opportunity to
practice environment-friendly gardening
and contribute to the maintenance and
stimulation of urban biodiversity, adding
to its variety of animals, insects and plants.
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Fourthly, the garden parks are used as a
cultural location for the organisation of art
exhibitions, which provide local artists
with an opportunity to exhibit their
artwork. They also allow the central city
districts to retain the middle-income
groups, that is, people who can afford to
leave the inner-city and move to the
suburbs in search of a higher-quality living
environment, which usually involves more
green facilities. Maintaining “the green” in
the central city districts in the form of
urban gardens will prevent the economic
impoverishment of these districts.

Additionally, urban garden parks
contribute to an improved social climate
in the city, as they stimulate the social
contact between their users and hereby
prevent often-witnessed urban problems
such as loneliness, violence and
intolerance. Moreover, urban gardens
provide the urban population with an
opportunity to live in a green
environment, which has proven to be
beneficial for a person’s physical and
mental health. Moreover, the parks fulfil a
societal function, as contacts between
them and societal institutes (mostly health
care) have been increasing in number as
well as in intensity as the gardens for
example provide leisure opportunities for
the elderly, mentally and physically
handicapped people and psychiatric
patients. In addition, the urban gardens
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provide a space where different cultural
groups in an ever-more diversely
composed urban society can meet and
learn from, as well as about, each other.
Finally, it is envisaged by the BVV that, as
urban gardens are located in and around
residential areas, this will decrease the
need to construct houses with gardens.
This will permit residential areas to be
built in a more compact manner and
demonstrates the gardens’ urbanisation
function.

MULTIFUNCTIONALITY AS AN
ECONOMIC STRATEGY

The Loonse en Drunense Duinen is an area
designated as a National Park with a total
area of 3,500 ha. The area is called “dunes”
as it consists of sand plains that shift and
are altered by the wind. Farmers located
around these dunes feared they would
lose their livelihoods when the region was
nominated as a national park. Therefore,
in 1995 around 170 farmers established
the Overlegplatform Duinboeren (Dialogue
Platform Dune Farmers). Traditionally,
farmers have created and maintained the
landscape of the dunes. To continue this
existence, the producers had to be
provided with positive long-term
economic prospects. However, at the same
time, if the National Park’s highly valued
nature was to be preserved, the
agricultural companies would have to
make changes in the way they used the
land. To resolve these issues, the periurban
community set up a constructive dialogue
with local government and environmental
organisations, leading to the adoption of
more sustainable and environment-
friendly practices. In this way, the area
became a source of inspiration and
renewal for local farmers, instead of a
threat. This change of heart also captured
the attention of the local community,
where residents have become far more
active in developing their own region. As
such, the farmers involved have become
initiators in landscape management,
periurban education and agrotourism.

Although the dunes are located in (what
we call in the Netherlands) a mainly rural
area, they are surrounded by three large
cities: Waalwijk, s-Hertogenbosch and
Tilburg. In total the area accommodates
around half a million people. Inhabitants
from the surrounding cities visit the dunes
for leisure and an increasing number of
people are moving into the area, thereby
influencing its development. Farmers, the
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original inhabitants of the area, have to
deal with this in a positive way by offering
services oriented toward the people living
in the cities, like open space and peace.

At the moment, the area is undergoing
changes initiated by the provincial
authorities in response to the continued
pressure on land and changing public
opinion about the often animal-unfriendly
form of intensive livestock keeping
practiced there. This situation has led to a
new context for the dune farmers:
increasingly they cannot only concentrate
on farming for economic sustainability but
need to conduct other activities as well.

The Overlegplatform Duinboeren is a good
example of a group of farmers who are
oriented toward the surrounding cities
and organised as “urban actors”. In doing
so, they not only defend their own
interests but also respond to the needs of
other (mostly) urban actors. The National
Park and the farms bordering it cater to
the needs of urban people to recreate in a
green, open and healthy environment.
Some farmers offer health care services at
their farms, whereby elderly or mentally
handicapped people come to the farms to
rest or help and thereby improve their
health. Moreover, the farmers offer several
leisure activities, like excursions on the
farm or a nature walk on the farm’s
premises. The farms provide a space
where children and adults can learn about
farming, nature and the environment.
Many farmers engage in agricultural
nature conservation on and around their
farms. They are important for the
maintenance of the (typical) landscape in
the area. Moreover, many farmers engage
in several environmental projects of
companies in the area.

A number of farmers grow and sell local
products. These local products have been
grown here for a long time and are
therefore part of the cultural history of the
area.

All of these diversification strategies lead
to a continuity of farming and
consequently provide the farmers with
income, while at the same time
maintaining the landscape. Without
farmers, landscape maintenance would
have to be performed and paid for by the
government. Moreover, the farmers are
strengthening the local economy through
the selling of local produce.
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Lastly, contacts between the periurban
and urban people have improved since a
debate between these two groups was
initiated by the Duinboeren organisation.
Miscommunication between the two
groups is common; they therefore need to
be in contact in order to understand each
other’s positions, as well as to realise that
they need each other. Urban people need
the periurban farming area for leisure and
food, while the rural people need the cities
as a market for their products and
services.

CONCLUSION

In the authors’ view, the fact that the
urban and/or periurban green areas fulfil
many different functions for many
different groups in society justifies the
existence of this form of land use in the
scarce urban space. Demonstrating and
transmitting this added value with all its
different aspects, in an effective manner,
both towards political bodies as well as
towards the groups targeted, should be an
important sustainability strategy of the
organisations representing urban
producers and recreationists and is thus
an important challenge for Dutch urban
spatial development.
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