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different strategies applied by farm
households in respect of the markets,
policies and technologies relevant to them.
Figure 1 shows the different farming styles
in Friesian dairy farming, they are
arranged here according to scale and
intensity of the farm enterprise.

Farming economically
Farming economically is the farming style
that emerged as one of the most important
alternatives and unexpected responses of
Friesian dairy farmers to modernisation.
Farming economically is basically a
strategy to contain monetary costs as far as
investments, loans and expenditure on
external inputs are concerned. Farming
economically, therefore, can be equated
with ‘low-external-input agriculture’.
Central to this farming style is also the
mobilisation, use, development and
reproduction of internal resources.

In the heydays of modernisation 
(1960-1990), the strategy of farming
economically enabled many farms to
remain viable without entering into the
logic of modernisation. Today, farming
economically seems to have become the
dominant style. It provides farming
families with a way of countering the
increasingly threatening situation of
limited milk production quotas, decreasing
prices, the high cost of land and milk
quotas, and the obligation to farm in a
more environmentally sound way. 

An example: Hoeksma’s farm
Together with his two sons, Taeke Hoeksma
runs a farm that is a perfect example of
farming economically. Compared to a
reference group of some 80 dairy farms,
this farm shows a wide range of
differences. Taken in isolation each
difference is small and may seem almost
irrelevant. However, taken together the
difference is significant. It should be noted
that these individual differences are
interconnected. 

Veterinarian costs are low on Hoeksma’s
farm - Euro 38 compared to Euro 67 per
cow per year. This is related to a lower milk
yield - 6,449 kg compared to 7,526 kg per
cow - and higher labour input, which means
that more care is given to the animals. In
turn, a lower milk yield reflects the fact that
less industrial feed is used. One remarkable
feature is the combination of high grassland
production - 8,453 compared to 7,224
kVEM - and the relatively restricted use of
fertiliser - 217 kg nitrogen per hectare
compared to 300 kg indicating high levels
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Many of the attempts to revitalise
agriculture in Europe and to create
sustainable rural livelihoods involve a shift
away from agriculture’s traditional ‘core’
activities - production of food and fibre.
By means of diversification ‘new’ on-farm
activities such as farm tourism, care and
on-farm processing are introduced. These
new rural development practices are often
perceived as a ‘rupture’ with conventional
farming practices (e.g. conversion to
organic farming). However, a considerable
proportion of the alternatives in rural
development is emerging gradually from
conventional agriculture. This will be
illustrated by the example of dairy farming
in the province of Fryslân in the
Netherlands. Similar examples are found
also in other agricultural categories,
elsewhere in the country.

Farming styles
In the past four decades, farm development
in Europe has been dominated by the
modernisation paradigm. Continued scale
increase and intensification was seen as the
only viable type of farm development.

Several studies have pointed out that the
homogenisation of agriculture - envisaged
by modernisation policies – through the
disappearance of ‘non-viable’ farms has
not, in fact, occurred. Heterogeneity in
farm type and structure is a persistent
feature of European farming and the
indications are that this diversity increased
during the modernisation period. The
patterns of heterogeneity in agriculture
correspond to different farming styles (Van
der Ploeg 1994), which are essentially the

of technical efficiency. The costs associated
with hired labour are also low clearly
reflecting the high labour input of Hoeksma
and his sons.

As much as on the cost side, there are
also remarkable differences on the benefit
side. Because of the lower milk yield and
the composition of feed and fodder, the fat
and protein content of the milk produced on
the Hoeksma farm is higher. Combined
with a particular distribution of production
over the year - winter milk gets a better
price - this translates into a higher milk
price. When additional revenues from the
sale of heifers and cows are also included,
the total revenue on Hoeksma’s farm comes
to Euro 39.41 per 100 kg milk compared to
Euro 34.42 for the reference group. The
surplus, after deducting all costs except
those associated with labour, is Euro 11.12
compared to Euro 5.23. While the labour
input on Hoeksma’s farm is much higher,
the ‘nett margin’ is the same implying that
higher labour input is remunerated
according to normal standards.

This concrete example enables us to
better understand the concepts of the
strategy of farming economically.
Agricultural production is built on two
resource flows (Van der Ploeg et al. 2000).
The first flow refers to the mobilisation of
resources through markets in the form of
commodities, the second to the production
and reproduction of resources within the
farm. 

Farming economically (low-external-
input agriculture) could be specified as the
search for the domination of the second,
non-commoditised flow over the first,
commoditised one. It also involves a search
for a high level of technical efficiency - the
ratio between the total output and the
resources used - without entering too
deeply into new chains of dependence, i.e.
without enlarging the first flow of
commoditised resources. In this way three
elements emerge as decisive in the strategy
of farming economically. 
1. The overall degree of commoditisation
is low. 
2. The technical efficiency is high due to
the centrality of both the quantity and
quality of labour. 
3. The socio-technical networks through
which resources are mobilised contrast
with markets as they are primarily based on
non-commoditised relations. 
All these elements can be found on
Hoeksma’s farm. Labour and craftsmanship
play a central role. The use of external
inputs including veterinarian services, hired
labour, cattle feed, bought fodder, fertiliser,
and animal purchases have been
significantly minimised and contrast
sharply with practices on farms in the
reference group. At the same time the use
of internal resources such as grassland and

Farming economically to 
revitalise agriculture

Figure 1. Farming styles in Friesian dairy farming
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strategy. Ecological sustainability and
economic efficiency do not necessarily run
counter to each other. The two can coincide
and strengthen each other within the ‘low-
external-input’ strategy of farming
economically. 

Starting point for rural development 
Farming economically developed
historically as a multi-purpose use of
resources. Economical farmers worked to
secure small benefits wherever possible
and together these contributed in
generating a viable farm income. In the
changing context of rural development,
continuous adaptation through small steps
for risk avoidance appears to be one of the
greatest potentials of the style of farming
economically. National surveys indicate
that the rate at which economical farmers
enter new rural development activities
such as nature and landscape management
is relatively high, 34% compared to 15%
for large farmers. Similar differences
emerge when other activities such as
organic farming, direct sales, multiple
activity or mixed farming are discussed.
Farming economically appears to offer a
viable starting point and reservoir for
diversification into other fields of rural
development. Several features of this
particular farming style, such as its high
labour input, the incidence of surplus
labour, independence from external inputs
and relatively low stocking densities,
result in more flexibility when it comes to
the opportunity of taking up new rural
development activities. Other farming
styles – especially those of large and
intensive farmers – are much less flexible. 

‘Protected spaces’ needed
Despite the potential for rural development,
the prospects for farming economically are
somewhat contradictory. As a farming style
it runs counter to the dominant

manure is geared to high levels of technical
efficiency. In this respect, it is significant
that several of the resources available have
been developed and specified so they fit
within the overall strategy. Hoeksma, for
example, uses traditional Friesian cattle
rather than the widely used Holsteins. It is
also significant that he and his sons
participate in several nature conservation
and landscape management schemes.

Relevance of farming economically
Modernised farming with scale increases
and farming economically at farm level can
both lead to a reduction in cost price. Their
effects on rural development in the wider
sense, however, are very different (see
Table 1).

Farming economically generates more
income and employment through decreased
dependence on external resources that have
to be mobilised through the market, and
higher levels of technical efficiency. In
addition it is a strong response to
deteriorating market conditions and may
provide an adequate line of defence to
further squeezes that result from the forces
of liberalisation and globalisation.
Therefore, farming economically is an
effective way of reproducing farming over
time and one that has shown itself to be
highly competitive. Because of the strategy
of farming economically, more farms - and
therefore employment and income
opportunities - have been retained in the
countryside and this has contributed to its
liveability and social cohesion.

The impact of farming economically on
rural development, however, goes beyond
strict economic parameters. In
environmental terms, it tends to be more
sustainable than other farming styles.
Several studies have pointed out that
economical farming results in relatively
low levels of nitrogen loss and that further
reduction is in line with their farming

‘technological regime’. The interrelated
whole of (new) technologies, prescriptions,
laws and regulations (especially generic
legislation to reduce pollution) and
knowledge stocks, for example is evolving
in such a way that any room for manoeuvre
that may have been available for the
economical farmers is being progressively
reduced. The Dutch agro-expert system
that, for a variety of reasons, focuses
strongly on economies of scale plays a
crucial role in this process.

The critical factor in the success of
economical farmers and their institutional
allies will be their ability to develop and
consolidate what Iacoponi, Brunori and
Rovai (1995) have called ‘rural districts’.
The rural district is a political, institutional
or territorial space that provides the
conditions necessary to stimulate strategic
innovation and the development of
appropriate farming systems. Only when
such ‘protected spaces’are created within
the dominant ‘technological regime’can the
style of farming economically prosper and
unfold further along the lines of rural
development. The central question for rural
development policies at supranational,
national and regional level is whether or not
they will contribute to the construction of
such ‘protected spaces’. Such an approach, 
I think, would be far more cost effective
than a multitude of rural development
subsidies.
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Farming economically
1. Sustain and/or improve income levels by developing and recombining

self-controlled resources
2. Flexible and multiple use of resources
3. Step-by-step development of proportionate nature (built upon available

resources)
4. High level of surplus per unit end-product
5. Tendency towards multipurpose enterprise
6. Local innovativeness is central
7. Step-by step changes, learning by doing
8. Centrality of family labour and community networks
9. Can influence off-farm prices and be active in 

building markets
10 Low level of external inputs, low financial costs
11 Sustainability (to be) grounded on 6,8,10
12 Farming is (re)-connected to local ecosystems
13 Relatively small resource base needed to generate acceptable income level

Modernised farming
1. To sustain and/or improve income levels new resources are mobilised

through markets
2. Resource use and allocation is highly rigid
3. Continuous scale-increase of disproportionate nature (dependent 

upon external resources)
4. Low level of surplus per unit end-product
5. High degree of specialisation
6. Dependent on availability of new technologies
7. Pattern of ‘turn-key’ projects
8. Pursues technological solutions and formal institutions
9. Off farm prices and markets are ‘fixed’ and are to be passively 

followed
10. Labour is replaced by inputs and new technologies 
11. Sustainability (to be) grounded in 7 and 8
12. Farming disconnected from local ecosystem
13. Relatively large resource base needed to generate acceptable income

Table 1: Comparison of the key features of farming economically and modernised farming 
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