
Nature-inclusive agricultureNature-inclusive agriculture
Nature-inclusive agriculture is an approach Nature-inclusive agriculture is an approach 
that treats agricultural land as part of that treats agricultural land as part of 
a larger ecosystem, ensuring that farming a larger ecosystem, ensuring that farming 
supports ecological health. It follows supports ecological health. It follows 
natural principles to produce sufficient, natural principles to produce sufficient, 
healthy food without polluting the healthy food without polluting the 
environment, while closing nutrient loops. environment, while closing nutrient loops. 
At the same time, it creates conditions for At the same time, it creates conditions for 
native species to thrive — providing space native species to thrive — providing space 
and shelter for local plants, insects, and and shelter for local plants, insects, and 
birds, and preventing the spread of invasive birds, and preventing the spread of invasive 
species. species. 

How does it transform dominant ways of How does it transform dominant ways of 
knowing, doing, and organizing?knowing, doing, and organizing?
Nature-inclusive agriculture challenges the status Nature-inclusive agriculture challenges the status 
quo of agriculture. It transforms quo of agriculture. It transforms thinkingthinking by  by 
recognizing that nature is everywhere and human recognizing that nature is everywhere and human 
activity is embedded within it. It changes activity is embedded within it. It changes doingdoing by  by 
observing ecological cycles when farming, removing observing ecological cycles when farming, removing 
or reducing chemical inputs such as poison and or reducing chemical inputs such as poison and 
fertilizer and to diversify crops, whilst it asks fertilizer and to diversify crops, whilst it asks 
for changes in what food is eaten when. It reshapes for changes in what food is eaten when. It reshapes 
organizingorganizing by combining decision-making around  by combining decision-making around 
growing food and caring for ecological health, growing food and caring for ecological health, 
holding farmers accountable as nature stewards.holding farmers accountable as nature stewards.

You need to constantly find the balance between nature, You need to constantly find the balance between nature, 
agriculture, human, visitor, and consumer.agriculture, human, visitor, and consumer.

 – Area cooperative – Area cooperative

Doing justice
in nature-inclusive agriculture

And so, because all of this is collapsing, we need And so, because all of this is collapsing, we need 
to — it’s mandatory — to change the way of farming. to — it’s mandatory — to change the way of farming. 

- Farmer- Farmer



Not all understandings of nature-inclusive 
agriculture are the same:

-	 A vegetable farm growing 19 different crops in mixed rows.
-	 A dairy farm with hedgerows that provide nesting sites for birds.
-	 A food forest where multiple species grow together in layers.
-	 An intensive farm reducing poison use.	  
-	 A nature reserve now also producing food for a local restaurant.
-	 A farm in which all ecological loops are closed locally.

Relevant background of The Netherlands
The Netherlands is a small, densely populated country. Its 
geography and history have shaped a national mindset centred on 
spatial scarcity and a mindset of controlling nature through 
engineering. Decision-making traditionally relies on poldering: 
a consensus-based process in which governments and powerful 
stakeholders from industrial sectors and civil society negotiate 
policy, which tends to depoliticize societal discussions. 
Natural areas are limited and fragmented - sometimes called 
“postage stamp nature.” Meanwhile, about 60% of the land is used 
for intensive, export￼ oriented agriculture, mostly livestock. 
There is a large amount of imported animal feed, with meat and 
other agriculture being exported. This has pushed nitrogen 
pollution far beyond EU limits, resulting in a “nitrogen lock”, 
stalling projects from housing development to maintaining 
infrastructure. A similar “water lock” is expected once stricter 
EU water￼ quality rules take effect in 2027. The push to shrink 
intensive agriculture has resulted in major tensions, enlarged 
by agri-industry lobbying and funding. Violent protests with 
tractors blocking highways have become symbols for the conflict. 
The political landscape also shifted temporarily, with the 
agri-lobby political party becoming the largest party in 
provincial elections.

Taking the perspective of small farmers  
In the Netherlands, almost all interviewed stakeholders 
talked about justice through the lens of an idealised small 
farmer. Their stories often followed the same pattern: the 
agri-industry is blocking small farmers from helping others, 
whether those “others” are local communities, nature, or 
the people who eat their food. This framing appeared even 
among stakeholders who formally represented those “others”. 
For example, an environmental NGO was arguing for stronger 
ecological cycles, mainly because it would benefit small 
farmers. This strong focus on the small farmer likely 
reflects the political sensitivity around agriculture, which 
results in many actors positioning themselves as “pro￼
farmer” in order to be taken seriously. Many interviewees 
argued that farmers are valued predominantly for their 
economic output, while their roles as food producers and 
stewards of the landscape receive little recognition. 
They also point out that small farmers face policies from 
an unreliable government combined with the influence of a 
powerful agri-industry lobby, which tends to shape rules in 

Role of poldering in shaping the transition
Many interviewees understood justice as poldering: justice 
meant getting the “right” stakeholders around the table 
and reaching agreement together. They did not question the 
poldering model itself — its assumptions, its limits, or its 
tendency to smooth out conflict. Instead, their critique 
focused on who was included. Some argued that current 
decision‑makers have financial ties to agricultural land or 
close relationships with the agri‑industry, while others felt 
that important voices were simply missing. 

Because poldering is taken for granted as the fair way to 
decide things, justice becomes about perfecting the 
stakeholder mix, not about challenging underlying power 
dynamics. This reinforces a national tendency to frame 
justice as something that should serve all parties equally. 
In practice, this can have a depoliticizing effect: structural 
inequalities and hard trade‑offs are treated as consensus 
problems rather than political ones.

Justice dynamic I

60% of the area in the Netherlands is agricultural land, 60% of the area in the Netherlands is agricultural land, 
and farmers are crucial.and farmers are crucial.

– Area cooperative– Area cooperative

Justice dynamic II

The way policies are currently distributed is not just. The way policies are currently distributed is not just. 
They don’t benefit small-scale farmers; they benefit the They don’t benefit small-scale farmers; they benefit the 

farmers that are already established.farmers that are already established.
 – Farmer – Farmer



Spatial scarcity frames the transition 
more than justice 
Stakeholders often talk about justice through the lens 
of spatial scarcity. Because space in the Netherlands 
feels limited, nature‑inclusive agriculture is usually 
framed as a pragmatic fix that can tackle several 
problems at once — climate change, biodiversity loss, 
food security — within one integrated, local approach. 
What stood out is that this scarcity mindset shapes 
what people see as “just.” Justice becomes about finding 
solutions that fit within tight spatial constraints, not 
about addressing deeper inequalities or imagining a 
fairer society.

Policy around nature‑inclusive agriculture is dominated 
by the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which frames 
justice almost entirely as making sure farmers can earn 
a living. Other dimensions of justice, like the power 
of agri‑industry lobbying, or the health of ecosystems 
and nearby communities, fall outside the policy’s 
line of sight. In the Dutch context, many policies 
focus on innovation for its own sake, not on fair nor 
sustainable outcomes. The result is a system that 
mostly benefits large, capital‑intensive farms. Policies 
for smaller farms technically exist, but are barely 
applied nationally. Farmers are treated primarily as 
food producers, not as stewards of nature. Because of 
this, they’re neither rewarded for ecological care nor 
held accountable for it. Overall, the policies slightly 
reduce environmental harm, but they do not drive real 
transformation. Instead, Dutch policy continues to rely 
on poldering — bringing stakeholders together to create 
acceptance for technocratic changes.  

Differences in what is considered just 
Justice is understood in very different ways by 
actors involved in nature-inclusive agriculture. 
For some, justice is the primary reason for 
change — a guiding principle for transforming 
practices. Others see it not as an end goal but 
as a consideration that should always accompany 
decisions. Some avoid the term altogether yet act 
from a strong sense of moral obligation about 
how to treat others and who to include, without 
labeling it as “justice.” Meanwhile, justice 
appears as a bureaucratic requirement, a condition 
for implementing change that can sometimes conflict 
with efforts to achieve practical results.

If we center [cultural-historical] identity [of the rural If we center [cultural-historical] identity [of the rural 
areas], farmers and nature managers will quickly agree […] areas], farmers and nature managers will quickly agree […] 

and then you can form a united front.and then you can form a united front.
– Ecologist– EcologistJustice dynamic III

Still, it [the current policy] is the outcome of a democratic Still, it [the current policy] is the outcome of a democratic 
process, and that also has a layer of justice.process, and that also has a layer of justice.

 – Policy worker – Policy worker
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The fact that our current food system puts such pressure The fact that our current food system puts such pressure 
on biodiversity ultimately affects us all .on biodiversity ultimately affects us all .

– NGO worker – NGO worker 

Less nature also means less biodiversity and, in the end, Less nature also means less biodiversity and, in the end, 
less food security and less beautiful living environments.less food security and less beautiful living environments.

– Policy worker– Policy worker


