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Abstract

Agroecology (AE) has increasingly taken hold in the Netherlands as a sustainable alternative to
conventional agriculture, yet agroecological farmers are constrained by limited access to land. The
prevailing land tenure arrangements often exclude agroecological farmers and provide insufficient
prospective land security, which is essential to make long-term investments in the soil and social-
ecological relations. Using an instrumental case study design, this thesis investigates how
agroecological principles for land tenure, developed by AE farmer collective ‘Toekomstboeren’, align
or misalign with sustainable tenure models employed by public lessors in the province of Noord-
Brabant. Then, the Policy Arrangement Approach (PAA) is used as an analytical-explanatory
framework to examine how the interplay of actors, rules, resources, and discourses shape this
(mis)alignment. The research draws on observations and semi-structured interviews with public lessors
in the province of Noord-Brabant, and is supplemented by documents and webpages from main
governmental land and tenure institutions such as the ‘National Entreprise Agency’ (RVO), the ‘Central
Real Estate Agency’ (RVB), the ‘Land Registry’ (Kadaster), and the ‘State Forestry Service’
(Staatsbosbeheer). The results indicate that the way sustainable tenure is currently implemented by
public lessors mainly misaligns with agroecological tenure principles. Firstly, though public lessors
share specific sustainability ambitions with agroecological farmers such as improved soil health, water
quality, and biodiversity, agroecological farmers are structurally disadvantaged in the allocation of land.
Agroecological farmers seem to lack legitimacy in the eyes of public lessors, as they are not considered
‘agricultural businesses’. Secondly, the reliance on standardized certificate-focussed bidding processes
neglects the diverse nature of agroecological farming. Third, the prevalence of the short-term liberalized
tenure contract prevents long-term land security and inhibits what agroecological farmers can do on
their rented lands. While these results are context-specific to the province of Brabant, and thus limited
in generalizability, the PAA analysis revealed broader dynamics in Dutch land governance, which could
be transferable to future studies. The PAA part of the results indicated that the misalignments are rooted
in a ‘productivist path dependency’, characterized by the discourse that land is a financial asset. This
path dependency is further reinforced by asymmetric distributions of agricultural knowledge and
legitimacy, which favor conventional farmers and sideline agroecological farmers. The thesis concludes
with three key take-aways. First, the agroecological movement should prioritize public recognition and
legitimacy before seeking institutionalisation into public tenure policy. Second, the limits of tenure
reform as a policy instrument within a capitalist agrarian structure should be recognized. Third,
overcoming path dependency in the context of (agricultural) land governance requires that
transformational actors (agroecology advocates) mobilize their agency to either alter or introduce new
discourses, and possibly form new coalitions.

Keywords: 1and governance; land access; sustainable tenure; agroecology; policy arrangement
approach (PAA)



Preface

This Master’s thesis marks the end of my six-year career as a student. After my Bachelors in
International Relations and Philosophy, which laid the groundwork for my academic skills and
knowledge, I realized I wanted to apply my knowledge to a more concrete topic I felt passionate about.
After a six month internship at Unicef, where I researched how climate change is affecting children in
the Netherlands and the Dutch Caribbean islands, I increasingly became interested in the question why
we have not been able to mitigate climate change. Somehow I stumbled upon Jason Hickel’s Less is
More and before [ knew it, I was a full-on ‘degrowther’, inspiring me to pursue the Master Environment
and Society Studies in Nijmegen.

During the course Rethinking Sustainable Economies 1 became especially interested in the topic of land
access and its key role in sustainability transitions. From a philosophical point of view I intuitively felt
that it does not make sense to talk about land as something separate from ourselves, something to
control, and something to exploit. After all, land is the basis for every human activity. It therefore seems
logical that we ought to take care of land, as that in turn would mean taking care of ourselves. | was
thus glad to discover Karl Polanyi, who argued that some elements of society such as land, labor, and
money were never meant to be dictated by the demands of the market. During the programme I also
discovered agroecology, a holistic and sustainable form of agriculture, which possibly provides an
alternative to the conventional mode of farming which is causing a number of environmental hazards.
Having never been particularly interested in agriculture, agroecology quickly captured my curiosity
because it was in line with my intuitive belief that we should take care of land, rather than exploit it.
Agroecological farmers share this intuition as they aim to farm in a way that collaborates with nature,
thus creating a reciprocal relationship with land. Combining my conviction regarding land, and my
growing interest in agroecology, I decided to dedicate my thesis to land access for agroecological
farmers. Or rather, the lack of land access that agroecological farmers are currently faced with.

Almost one year later, as this research has come to an end, I have learned so much about a topic which
I had never even thought about before starting this Master’s programme, and dare | say, | have become
a bit of an expert. Of that I am proud. However, the writing of this thesis has not been without struggle.
In the first place, doing qualititave empirical research was new to me. Conducting interviews,
transcribing, and coding text were things I had to learn and I often felt bewildered and incompetent at
first. Then, being the perfectionist that I am, the number of times I have revisited and rewritten different
parts of this thesis is something I prefer not to think about. In light of these challenges, I am especially
grateful to the people who have supported me in writing this thesis. In the first place I want to thank my
thesis supervisor, Maria Kaufmann, for her critical feedback and reminding me that I was on the right
track when I doubted myself. Our feedback sessions were always lighthearted and every time I felt
reassured and motivated afterwards. Secondly, I would like to thank my internship supervisor, Eliane
Bakker, for introducing me to the world of Dutch agroecology and involving me with Toekomstboeren’s
practical activities. I really enjoyed sparring together, and your passion for agroecology, as well as that
of other members of the land working group, was truly infectious. I am also grateful to all the
interviewees who made time for me and shared key insights for my research. Without all of you, this
thesis would not have been possible. Lastly, I am grateful to my dearest friends and thesis buddies:
Floryn, Luka, Vera, Heske, and Thijs. Whether it was writing together in the study library, listening to
each other’s struggles, or giving each other feedback, each one of you made writing this thesis more
enjoyable. I would also like to thank my girlfriend Myrthe for all her emotional support during this
process, but also for giving me the necessary kick in the butt from time to time.

To you, the reader, I hope this thesis sparks an interest in the importance of land, and how its governance
plays a key role in the sustainability transitions to come. Thank you for reading, and enjoy!

Viktor Bruyn, Nijmegen, 12" of January 2026



Table of Contents

1. Introduction 7
O O T (o] 15 0) (0] o) [ oo TSRS 7
1.2 Research aim and reSearch qUESTION(S) ...c.eeuieruieieriieieie ettt ettt ettt et e st eesaeeneeseeenaeeneas 9
1.3 Scientific and SOCIETAl TEIEVAINCE .......c..iruieiiriieiieiet ettt sttt e et s et eaeenbeeneas 9

2. Literature review 10
2.1 Perspectives on governing the agroecological transition .............cceeeecvieieriieienieeeseeee e eeeseenesee e eenens 10
2.2 Land governance: private property versus the COMMONS..........ceccveieeriieieriieienreeeesreeeeseeeeseeeneseesaeesnens 11
2.3 Land access in the Netherlands ............oooiiriiiorieeee et 12

3. Theoretical Framework 13
3.1 Agroecological principles for 1and teNUIE ...........cccveriirieiiieieri ettt esee e 13
3.2 Policy Arrangement APPIOACK ........ccoviiieriiiieriieiesieeteetteteeteesseesse st estesteessesseessesssessesssessesssesseessesseessensennes 14
3.3 OPEratioNAlISALION .....veeuveiieieitieie ettt teete st et e st ebe st esbeesae st essesseessesseessesseensesssensesssensesssensenssensenssensennes 16
3.4 Conceptual MOAECL........ccuiiieieieieie ettt ettt e st e e et e esae s st ensessaesessseseessenseensenseensenseenes 20

4. Methodology 20
4.1 ResCarch PhilOSOPRY.......eiuieiiiieiieiiet ettt sttt ettt ettt e st e e e st e eeeneesaeeneesneensesneensesneensennnens 20
4.2 RESCATCH SITALEZY ... eeveeuiestieieetieteeite et eet et et e steetesteete st ee st eseesseentenseensesseenseeseenseensenseensesseensesseensesneensesnnens 21
4.3 Case STUAY SCLECTION ....e.ueitieiiitieieetie ettt te ettt et e e e st e et e et ee bt es e e st ens e et e en s e ese e seeneesaeenseaneensesseensesneesesneens 21
4.4 Data collection and ANALYSIS ........c.eeieririerieierte ettt ettt ettt ettt et et e e st e see et e ste e tesneete et enaeeneen 22
4.5 Validity and r@lIabilifY ........ceouiruieiieieii ettt ettt ettt bttt eneen 25
4.6 Ethics and positionality of the 1€Sarcher...........coocoiiiiiiiiiie e 25

5. Results 25
5.1 Sustainable tenure by public lessors and (mis)alignment with AE principles .......c.ccooevevieninvieniencncne 26

5. 1.1 MAPPING THE ACIOTS ..ottt et e te et este et e s beesaeessbe e sseanbesaseesssaenseesasaeseessseessennseenses 26
5.1.2 Eligibility: the importance of being an ‘agricultural BUSINESS  .............ccevvevveveecveseeireneecreeeeseeeeenns 27
5.1.3 Allocation: bidding sysStems With CEFtIfICALES ............ccuuvueriirveeriecieseesieseesieseesieesesse e sseesesseesesseenns 27
5.1.4 Duration: short-term [iDeralized [ERUTe .................cccoveceeeieceeeieieeeecieseese st sieste st sse e esse e essenseenns 28
5.1.5 Rights: Limited transferability & possibilities for activities on leased land...................c.ccoveveeveannne. 29
5.1.5 Sustainable land use: prohibitions & the ‘definitional issue’ of sustainable tenure ........................... 30
5.2 How Policy Arrangements affect (mis)alignment ..........cc.eoueieiriririneninineneneeeeeeet ettt 31
5.2.1 POWEF QIA FESOUFCES .....o.eveueeeeeeeseeeieeesieeeetee e st te st a e s ata st ente s st ensesseensesseensesseenseensesseensenseensenseenes 31
5.2.2 Actor coalitions — protectors Of the STAUS QUO ...........c.ccuecueeeeeeueeeeeeeeeeeeee et eee s ese e 33
5.2.3 Natural-Spatial CONAITIONS ...............cccoeoueiieieiieeeeece ettt ettt ettt ne et ene s 34
5.2.4 Rules ANd [EQISIALION .............ccooceeeiiiiieiieeee ettt ettt ettt sttt be et ae e 34
5.2.5 DISCOUFSES .ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt st e bt e sat e e bt e e ab e e b et sab e e bt e sat e e bt e sat e e baesaneenee 35
5.3 Dynamics of POliCY QITAN@EIMIENL ........c.ueiuiiuiiiiieieetieieet et ee ettt et ettt saeeaese e e besae e beeseebeeseeebeeneeeeeenes 36
5.3.1 The productivist path dePendency ..................cccouiieieieiieiene ettt 36
5.3.2 Emerging cracks Of OPPOFIUNILY ........cceiueiueiienieieieeeetet ettt sttt sttt et ee s eaeeaeas 38

6. Conclusion & Discussion 38
6.1 Answering the reSEarch QUESTIONS .........c.evviiieiiieiiisiieieeitere et ert et e sttt e steeee e esaesreesbeesseseesseseessesseessenseenns 38
6.2 Situating the results in the HEETAUIE ...........eccviiieiiiiieieeieieee ettt e s b e ss e seesseeseenns 40

6.2.1 Legitimizing agroecology as the path fOrward ................cceceeveeceeseeeeiieeieeiesieseesseeeessessesseesesseenees 40



6.2.2 The limits of tenure reform in a capitalist ‘agrarian SIUCIUFE .............cccoueeeeeoeeseeeieseeeeseeee e 41

6.2.3 Reflections on the PAA: overcoming path dependency in land governance................cccoccovcveeenucnne.. 42

6.3 Practical 1eCOMMENAALIONS.......c.ceiruiriririiierenteet ettt st ebe e 43
6.3.1 For agroecological [0DDY GrOUDS ............ccueecuieeeeecieeiiieiieeieecieeste st ste et saeesaeestaesseesseesnseenseesnseas 43

0.3.2 FOF PUDLIC LESSOTS .ottt ettt te et e s e e et e s abe e aeesabeesseesaseesaeesseesaesnseeseesnseeseennsean 43

0.4 FULUTE TESEATCH ...ttt bbbttt sttt ettt b et sneaes 44
0.5 LIMITALIONS. c.c.vevtteiieteeetetetetete sttt ettt ettt ettt a et ea ettt ettt a et b et eu s sttt nse st snenes 44
Bibliography 45
Appendix 1: Interview guide 54
Appendix 2: Coding scheme 57
Appendix 3: Statement on the use of generative Al 58



1. Introduction

1.1 Research problem

The agricultural industry is widely regarded as one of the main drivers pushing the earth’s planetary
boundaries (Rockstrom et al. 2016; Campbell et al. 2017). Agricultural production contributes to climate
change by being responsible for 31% of global greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2007) and roughly
70% of global fresh water is for agricultural use, thus contributing to water scarcity (UN-Water, 2015).
Moreover, the use of pesticides and chemicals are detrimental for ecosystems and human health
(Conway and Pretty 2013). More specifically, there is consensus that ‘conventional’ agriculture is
responsible for these issues (Talukder et al. 2020; Altieri and Nicholls 2020; Campbell et al. 2017).
‘Conventional agriculture’ has been defined as ‘““capital-intensive, large-scale, highly mechanized, with
monocultures of crops and extensive use of artificial fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides, with intensive
animal husbandry” (Beus and Dunlap 1990, p. 594). Of course, what counts as ‘conventional’ is not
black-or-white as there may be farming systems with different varieties of these general characteristics
(Sumberg and Giller 2022). Nevertheless, it is safe to say that the dominant mode of farming (in the
‘Global North”), regardless of the specific adjective in front of it, has been responsible for the
sustainability challenges that the agricultural industry is now facing.

As a response, agroecology (AE) has increasingly taken prominence in Europe and the
Netherlands (Wezel et al., 2024.; Verkuil et al. 2024). In simple terms, agroecological farmers apply
farming practices that “contribute to a more environmentally friendly, ecological, organic or alternative
agriculture” (Wezel et al. 2009, p. 511). Additionally, agroecology takes a holistic approach to
sustainability, meaning it takes into account the ecological, economic, and social aspects of the food
system (Gliessman, 2018). According to AE scholars (Bezner Kerr et al. 2023; Gliessman 2016; Altieri
and Nicholls 2012; Giraldo and Rosset 2018), agroecology thus has the potential to transform the
dominant food system. Other ‘established’ organizations such as the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO) recognize that AE can play a ‘critical role’ in the transition towards a more
sustainable agriculture, without transforming it completely (FAO, 2018).

Exact data on the number of agroecological farmers in the Netherlands is lacking because an
internationally recognized certification for agroecology currently does not exist (Verkuil et al., 2024).
Agroecology should therefore be seen as an umbrella term and its growth in the Netherlands is thus
scattered and encompasses different ‘schools’ of farming (Oppedijk van Veen et al., 2019). Especially
‘community supported agriculture’ (CSA) and ‘food forests’ have gained popularity in recent years
(Oosterbaan and Kuiters, 2009; RVO 2024). Food forestry is a polycultural method where different
layers of fruits and plant species are mixed, contributing to biodiversity and food security (Netwerk
Voedselbosbouw, n.d.; Gauly et al. 2025). CSA’s, while it can take many forms, consist of a mutual
commitment between a producer and a community of consumers, where the consumers pay a
subscription in exchange for local and seasonal produce (Sulistyowati et al. 2023). CSA’s thus
emphasize the social and economic pillars of agroecology, although they also align with ecological
goals such as improving soil quality and biodiversity (Egli et al., 2023). The Dutch CSA Network
currently has more than 50 formal members, though the Network estimates that there are roughly 300
CSA initiatives in the Netherlands'. Besides food forests and CSA’s, organic farms have increased by
14,6% between 2013 and 2017 (Oppedijk van Veen et al., 2019) and 6% of Dutch farmers identified as
‘fully nature-inclusive’ in 2019 (Verkuil et al., 2024, p. 2), indicating a shift to agroecological values.
Lastly, in 2022, a total of 66 organisations and 6 educational institutions were identified as being part
of the Dutch agroecology movement (Wezel et al., 2024). These developments indicate that the
agroecological movement is taking hold in the Netherlands, and is slowly presenting itself as a possible
alternative to conventional farming.

Despite its increasing presence, agroecology’s wider adoption in agricultural practice seems far
on the horizon as major changes in policies, institutions, and research are still needed (Altieri and
Nicholls 2020; de Molina 2013). One of the key obstacles for agroecology to take off is that aspiring
agroecological farmers have difficulties gaining access to land (Goris et al. 2024; Wittman & James
2022). The average price of agricultural land in the Netherlands in 2024 was €85.300 per hectare

! This information was provided by the Dutch CSA Network via email. CSA is not a formally recognized term so it is
currently not possible to establish a number of registered CSA’s.



(Kadaster 2025), making Dutch arable land one of the most expensive in Europe (figure 1.1). Farmer
interest groups advocating for better land access for small-scale agroecological farmers argue that this
makes it impossible for first generation farmers to buy land (Goris et al. 2024; Bakker et al. 2023).

Average prices of arable land in the EU, 2022
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Figure 1.1: Average prices of arable land in the EU in 2022. Source: (Eurostat 2024)

The alternative for farmers who are unable to buy land is to lease land, also known as tenure. According
to the FAO, “land tenure systems determine who can use what resources for how long, and under what
conditions” (FAO, 2002). Simply put, land tenure provides the opportunity for farmers to use land
without having to buy it, but in exchange certain conditions can be demanded by the landowner.
However, land tenure agreements in the Netherlands currently do not cater to the needs of
agroecological farmers. Liberalized short-term tenure contracts made up roughly 90% of all new land
tenure contracts in 2024 (RVO, 2025). These contracts prevent agroecological farmers from having a
secure future (Goris et al. 2024). This is problematic because land tenure security is essential to motivate
farmers to invest in sustainable land practices (Akram et al. 2019; Kréilkova & Janovska 2016;
Sklenicka et al. 2015). This is especially the case for agroecological farmers because their practices are
heavily embedded in the local landscape, and thus often need time to experiment with investments in
soil or crops (Rotz et al. 2019; Goris et al. 2024). This insecurity has been exacerbated even further in
recent years due to pressures from other land planning objectives such as housing and infrastructure,
especially in combination with land speculation (Buitelaar 2021; Goris et al. 2024).

In response to land insecurity for agroecological farmers, grassroots farmer collectives such as
Toekomstboeren have been calling for transformation of agricultural land and tenure arrangements to
better accommodate the unique characteristics pertaining to agroecology (Toekomstboeren, 2019).
These efforts culminated in the 2022 report “Vision on tenure and agroecology’ together with the
University of Wageningen and the Federation for Agroecological Farmers. In this report several
principles were developed to incorporate agroecology in land tenure contracts (Toekomstboeren, 2022).
The question that arises is #ow to integrate agroecological principles in Dutch land tenure and thus
make tenure lands more accessible to agroecological farmers.



1.2 Research aim and research question(s)

Recognizing the need to make Dutch agricultural land use more sustainable, and agroecology as a
possible alternative to do so, improving land access for agroecological farmers is essential. This thsis
thus addresses the problems faced by agroecological farmers in gaining access to land, specifically in
the domain of land tenure. This thesis thus does not explore the possibility of improving land access
through ‘ownership’. Even more fundamentally, it should be recognized that land access goes beyond
the comparison between ‘ownership’ and ‘tenure’, as they both take for granted a private property model
of ownership (Rotz et al. 2019). This inherently neglects discussions of collective ownership
alternatives (Ostrom 2015). This is discussed and reflected upon throughout this thesis. For the purposes
of this research however, it is clear that improving tenure is where Dutch agroecological farmers
currently stand to gain the most in terms of land access (Goris et al. 2024). Additionally, this study
focusses on public lessors and is geographically bound to the province of Noord-Brabant. This mainly
has to do with practical choices explained in the methodological section, however an additional reason
is that the state remains the ‘main’ actor within land politics (Pierri et al. 2025), as governments
ultimately set the rules in which market and civil society actors operate, and can also have an exemplary
function (Gerber and Gerber 2017). This exemplary function is present in the province of Noord-
Brabant as public lessors in this region widely follow the province in its ambitions to create a
‘sustainable tenure’ model. This model gives equal, or sometimes even preferred consideration to
sustainable farming practices in relation to tenure prices (Noord-Brabant, 2025). The aim of this thesis
is twofold. The first is to explore how these sustainable tenure arrangements by the province, and
smaller public lessors within the province, align or misalign with agroecological principles for tenure.
To account for ‘agroecological principles for tenure’ this study uses the 2022 report ‘ Vision on tenure
and agroecology’ by farmer’s collective ‘Toekomstboeren’. The second aim is to understand where this
(mis)alignment stems from. The Policy Arrangement Approach (PAA) is used as a theoretical lense
which helps put into perspective how the interplay between actors, rules, resources, and discourses
result in the established level of (mis)alignment. In doing so, the research also explores opportunities
to bridge misalignment. These aims are embodied by the following questions:

Central research question:

“How do agroecological principles for land tenure (by farmer’s collective ‘Toekomstboeren’) align or
misalign with sustainable tenure models in the province of Noord-Brabant and what explains this
(mis)alignment?”’

Subquestions:

1. How can sustainable tenure models by public lessors in Noord-Brabant be characterized in
terms of allocation procedures and sustainable land use?

2. How do sustainable tenure models by public lessors in Noord-Brabant (mis)align with the
agroecological principles for tenure by farmer’s collective Toekomstboeren?

3. How do policy arrangements explain the established level of (mis)alignment?

1.3 Scientific and societal relevance

As the agroecological movement is growing, the question of whether agroecological principles can be
institutionalized into government policies is gaining prominence (IPES 2016; Giraldo & McCune
2019). In the domain of land access, several articles on agroecological grassroots initiatives have called
for more research on how these initiatives interact with established policies and perspectives on access
to land (Perrin and Baysse-Lainé 2020; Beckett and Galt 2014; Buizer et al., 2016). In particular, Buizer
et al. (2016) note that ‘‘researchers should not approach forms of landscape-based initiatives as
panaceas, but that they should look critically into the (often implicit!) tensions arising when these
initiatives meet with established policies’’ (Buizer, et al., 2016, p. 460). This research thus aims to
explore the possible tensions that arise between local agroecological needs for land access and existing
land tenure institutions. Where previous studies, such as the one by Goris et al. (2024), have mapped



key needs of Dutch agroecological farmers, the main contribution of this research is to uncover possible
barriers on the side of tenure institutions. Conceptually, this research also explores how these barriers
relate to broader institutional path dependencies in Dutch (farm)land governance, as well as what this
means for the literature on agroecological transition in policy.

In terms of societal relevance, the outcomes of this research are primarily in the interest of
agroecological farmers and organisations, and government actors in the policy domain of land tenure.
On the one hand, exploring how government actors engage with the needs of agroecological farmers
reveals how public land institutions perceive agroecology. This may in turn shape lobby strategies for
Dutch agroecological networks and coalitions such as the Dutch Federation of Agroecological Farmers
and Agroecology Network Netherlands. On the other hand, government actors are increasingly aware
of the pressing need for more sustainable land tenure arrangements, in light of aims for a more ‘nature-
inclusive’ agriculture (Ministerie van Landbouw, 2023) (Doorn, Geertsema, et al., 2025). As such, this
research may provide insights for governmental actors at different levels on how to incorporate
agroecological knowledge in their sustainable tenure models. Lastly, the research was accompanied by
my work at my internship ‘Toekomstboeren’ (‘Future farmers’). Toekomstboeren is a farmer’s
collective which unites agroecological farmers, and aims to make the agroecological movement more
visible in the Netherlands (Toekomstboeren, n.d.). During this time, Toekomstboeren was in the
incipient stages of developing a lobby strategy to strengthen the position of agroecological farmers in
Dutch tenure arrangements. At the end of the internship, I presented practical recommendations as a
result of this research to both farmers and policy-makers during a policy dialogue on the topic of land
access. The outcomes of these discussions will be used in the development of Toekomstboeren’s lobby
strategy.

2. Literature review

In order to understand the relation between agroecology and land tenure in the Netherlands, a few key
debates need to be introduced. The first section reviews the notion of agroecological transition, and
different views on how to achieve this. The second section discusses the parallel existence of two
different conceptualizations of land governance by the main ‘protagonists’ of this thesis: the
agroecological farmer and the public lessor. The third section provides contextual information about
land access and governance in the Netherlands.

2.1 Perspectives on governing the agroecological transition

Agroecology is gaining prominence in the worlds of farming, ecology, and politics, and is therefore an
awkward phenomenon to categorize as belonging to a particular domain (Giraldo and Rosset 2018).
According to Wezel (2009), agroecology can be considered a science, a social movement, and a practice
(Wezel et al. 2009). This notion is now widely accepted in the agroecological literature (Bezner Kerr et
al. 2023; Altieri and Nicholls 2020; Palomo-Campesino et al. 2021; Gliessman 2018; Sachet et al., n.d.)
and by the FAO (FAO, n.d.). However, opinions on how to govern the transition from industrial
agriculture towards agroecology differ. Some warn that agroecological social movements should remain
vigilant towards public-private partnerships, fearing that ‘institutionalized agroecology’ would incur
bureaucracy and profit-seeking (Giraldo and Rosset 2018). These scholars often emphasize the ‘social
movement’ aspect of agroecology, arguing that it should hold on to its position of a grassroots movement
countering the capitalist, productivist status quo (Rosset and Martinez-Torres 2012; Giraldo and Rosset
2018). Others contend that in order to achieve food system transformation, interaction with the
government and market is unavoidable and necessary (Borras et al., 2015). A third strand of
agroecological scholars argue that besides scaling up as a movement, or further embedding agroecology
in government policies, agroecology must first gain legitimacy among a broad array of audiences
(Montenegro de Wit & Iles 2016). Much like industrial agriculture has woven deeply into market and
government institutions, it should be investigated how agroecology can be legitimized, accepted, and
internalized into broader assumptions about what agriculture is, and what it could be (Montenegro de
Wit & Iles 2016).
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Regardless of the position one takes, it is clear that agroecology is increasingly taking on a
political dimension and is slowly becoming more visible to policy-makers (de Molina 2013; Charrieras
et al., 2024; Giraldo & McCune 2019; Wezel et al., 2020). The best European example is France, where
the ‘Agroecological Project for France’ was launched in 2012 (Charrieras et al., 2024). Since then, the
term ‘agroecology’ has taken hold in French politics and media. Despite this recognition, agroecology
practitioners have concluded that the French agroecological undertaking lacks meaning because it is
still framed in conventional agricultural narratives (Charrieras et al., 2024; Gonzalez et al., 2018). This
reflects a key issue at the intersection of agroecology and policy. Namely that ‘‘along its translation
into some public policies, agroecology is suffering from path dependency effects’’ (Gonzalez et al.
2018, p. 15). Often, agroecological principles are taken and translated according to already existing
rationalities and concepts of public institutions (Gonzalez et al. 2018). These failures to incorporate
agroecology into public policy are so common that it has been coined as ‘the problem of the state’
(Jonas 2024). At the heart of this problem lies the dichotomy between ‘transformative agroecology’,
the way agroecology is envisioned by practitioners in the field, and ‘conformist agroecology’, an
adaptation of agroecology suited to the institutional status quo (Sachet et al. 2021; Giraldo and Rosset
2018). The following table gives an overview of the main differences between the two:

Transformative agroecology Conformist agroecology

Vision Agroecology is the alternative to industrial agriculture and is part of the Agroecology offers tools to fine-tune industrial agriculture and
struggle to challenge and transform monoculture, input dependency, and conform to monoculture, input dependency, and power structures.
existing power structures. Facing the problem and vulnerability of It looks for adaptation to the problem created by conventional
conventional agriculture, it looks to transform the food system. agriculture.

Approach to food Food sovereignty and security Food security

Agroecology as... An interconnection of science, a set of practices, and social movements A portfolio of sustainable practices

Disciplinary Interdisciplinary/transdisciplinary of social, anthropological, and natural Multidisciplinary of natural sciences (based on agronomic
sciences sciences)

Social sciences scope Promotes the use of critical and interdisciplinary methodologies and Promotes the use of a rapid rural appraisal (RRA) and participatory
participatory action research (PAR) rural appraisal (PRA) for contextualization

Main actors Social movements, civil society organizations, and scientific councils such  Institutions such as the FAO, World Bank, CGIAR, and
as via Campesina, SOCLA, and Landless Workers' Movement (MST) government bodies

Figure 2.1: Dichotomy between ‘transformative’ and ‘conformist’ agroecological views. Source: (Sachet et al.,
2021, p. 3)

Importantly, this thesis does not necessarily intend to make the case for one or the other. However, it
should be acknowledged that this research is focussed on how governmental lessors can adapt
agroecology into their sustainable tenure policy. This focus on policy adaptation runs the risk of
conformist agroecology. Therefore, practical recommendations that follow from the results should be
carefully considered in light of this dichotomy, in order to prevent a repetition of the agroecological
project in France.

2.2 Land governance: private property versus the commons

Whereas ‘governance’ is sometimes understood as an abstract process of complex relations and
communication, a defining feature of ‘land governance’ is that it is always in relation to something
material (Buizer et al., 2016). As Hall (2013) notes, ““land is indispensable to almost all human activity™
(Hall 2013, p. 9). Therefore, because land is neither replaceable nor importable, its governance
immediately raises questions of power, and causes increasing competition between stakeholders over
access to it (Azadi 2020; Wittman and James 2022; Fernandes and Reydon 2024; Hull 2024).

Many definitions of land governance exist, but in simple terms it can be defined as ““the politics
of who gets what rights and access to which land, for how long and what purposes, and of who gets to
decide” (Borras et al., 2015, p. 603). Importantly, land governance regimes are not only comprised of
actors and rules, but also of discourses about what land means in relation to a given society, and what
to use it for (Wittman & James 2022; Buizer et al., 2016). The most important discourse underlying
land governance is the ontological debate between land as property and land as ‘relational’ (Wittman &
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James 2022). Land as property follows from the Lockean Western-liberal understanding that the relation
between land and people is contractual (Wittman & James 2022). Here, the distinction between
‘possession’ and ‘property’ should be observed. ‘Possession’ is simply the physical control of resources,
whereas ‘property’ is a title granted to an individual or a collective by the state (Gerber & Gerber, 2017).
Private property is typically governed by formal institutions, including legislative frameworks and land
markets, accompanied by virtual and physical boundaries (Wittman & James 2022). Property titles thus
open up the possibility to commodify land through sale and tenure for example (Gerber & Gerber,
2017). As a result, the value of land is not determined by its natural qualities, but by its exchange value
on the market (Goris et al. 2024).

By contrast, agroecological discourses on land are rooted in a ‘relational’ ontology (Wittman
and James 2022). The relational ontology of land governs many indigenous land systems (Robin 2019;
Morrison 2011; Whyte 2018; Wittman and James 2022) and is characterized by ““the belief that humans
do not manage land, but instead can only manage our behaviours in relation to it, informed by values
of interdependency, respect, reciprocity and responsibility” (Morrison, 2011, p. 99). In this paradigm,
westernized frames of land governance are critiqued as being insufficient to enable meaningful land
reform and land access (Borras et al., 2015). Concepts like ‘tenure security’ are considered to be stuck
in a paradigm of property-driven ownership, which enables commodification of land, and ignores social
relationships and harmony between human and nature (Borras et al., 2015). Agroecological discourses
on land therefore increasingly focus on ‘land sovereignty’, as opposed to ‘land governance’. ‘Land
sovereignty’ proposes to democratize land control, “where access to, control over and use of land is
categorically biased in favor of non-corporate and non-elite social classes and groups” (Borras et al.,
2015, p. 610). This relational ontology results in a land governance model known as ‘the commons’.
The commons views land as a shared resource, and can be managed by communal groups, a voluntary
association, but also by local, regional, or national governments (Ostrom and Hess, 2007). Here, the
value of land does not lie in exchange value, but rather in intrinsic or community-defined needs (Ostrom
2015).

2.3 Land access in the Netherlands

As stated in the introduction, the Netherlands has one of the highest land prices in Europe. An obvious
reason for this is the high population density, combined with the fact that the Dutch agri-food system is
strongly embedded in the broader economy (Aarts and Leeuwis 2023). The Netherlands has
approximately 1,85 million hectares of arable land, constituting more than half of the total land surface
(Vijn et al., 2023). Yet, aside from the spatial and demographic conditions, the Netherlands is distinct
from other European countries in terms of the approach to governing farmland. Since the 1960s, the
land market has been characterized by neo-liberal policies with little to no regulation (Silvis and
Voskuilen, 2018; Aarts and Leeuwis 2023). As a result, the Dutch land market currently suffers from a
high degree of land concentration, meaning that increasingly more land is owned by a few large
corporations (Van der Ploeg et al., 2015). Between 1990 and 2015, the number of small farms (under
10 hectares) has decreased by 56%, while the number of large farms (over 100 hectares) has increased
roughly 3.5 times (Eurostat, 2022). This process, also referred to as ‘farm scale polarization’ (Akram-
Lodhi 2008) has resulted in the erosion of small scale farmers with less capital. Subsequently, large
landowners who often rent out their land have a powerful position in the land market (Swinnen et al.
2016) because land is strongly heterogeneous (Jellema et al., 2023). Soil type, as well as its quality,
varies across regions and must be carefully evaluated in light of the intended land usage. This
heterogeneity causes the seller to have numerous options to sell, whereas the buyer usually has specific
land requirements and is thus forced to conform to the going market price of the most relevant parcel
(Jellema et al., 2023). Essentially, this results in a comfortable position for the landowner, and a
precarious position for those seeking land. Another major factor complicating agricultural land prices
is that it is not only determined by the estimated agricultural value, but also by other (future)
development plans, such as housing and industrial sites (Buitelaar 2021). This speculatory component
causes farmland to become even more expensive. As a result of high land prices, tenure prices have also
shot up. In 2023 the Dutch average tenure price has been estimated at €914 per hectare, making it the
highest in Europe (see figure 2.2).
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Average rental prices of arable land and or permanent grassland in the EU, 2023
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Figure 2.2: Average rental prices of arable land in the EU in 2023. Source: (Eurostat, 2025)

As a result of privatization, rising land prices, and land concentration, grassroots land cooperatives like
‘Land van Ons’ and ‘Aardpeer’ have started emerging. These type of cooperatives are reinventing land
tenure models by focussing on long term biodiversity and soil health, with a financial model largely
based on citizen’s contributions and shared ownership, thereby improving land access for small-scale
sustainable farmers (Land van Ons, n.d.). However, a more interesting development for the purposes of
this thesis is that Dutch governments are reconsidering land relations as well. For example, the province
of Zeeland has inquired into the transferability of the Safer model from France (Spijkerboer, 2024).
Safer is a regulatory agency mandated by the French government to buy, sell, and lease farmland,
thereby ensuring that agricultural land remains destined for farming practices and safeguards fair
agricultural land prices (Safer, n.d.). Moreover, in 2023, upon request by multiple stakeholders such as
the LTO, the NAJK, the FPG, and the BLBH?, the Dutch minister of agriculture agreed to reform land
tenure legislation (Ministerie van Landbouw 2023; LTO 2023). A proposal for a revised land tenure
law was expected to be submitted by the end of 2025 (Ministerie van Landbouw, 2024), however due
to political shifts at the time of writing, this proposal is unlikely to be presented soon.

3. Theoretical Framework

3.1 Agroecological principles for land tenure

La Via Campesina (LVC), the largest international peasant movement, has long called for state-led land
reforms in order to make land more accessible for small-scale agroecological farmers (EuroVia, 2021;
LVC, 2000). In the Netherlands, the interests expressed in land tenure reforms by both civil society and
governmental actors suggest that here too, more government intervention is required than has previously
been thought. As the Dutch voice of LVC, Toekomstboeren, together with the Federation for
Agroecological Farmers and Wageningen University have jointly made a number of principles for
integrating agroecology in public land tenure (Toekomstboeren, 2022; Goris et al., 2024). These

2 LTO = Land- en Tuinbouworganisatie Nederland (‘Dutch Farmers Association’), NAJK = Nederlands Agrarisch Jongeren
Kontakt (‘Dutch Agricultural Youth Contact’), FPG = Federatie Particulier Grondbezit (‘Federation of Private Land
Ownership’), BLHB = Bond voor Landpachters en eigen-grondgebruikers (‘Association for Land Leaseholders and Users’).

13



principles were developed and tested with a farmer-led action research group, including twenty
members of agroecological associations (Goris et al. 2024). This has led to the formulation of the
following ‘agroecological principles’ for land tenure.

1 There are criteria in lease contracts for ensuring soil quality.

2 Long-term contracts are the norm to improve the soil quality (and thus the ecological, social, and monetary value of the land).
That is why our proposal that career lease becomes standard with first right to new career contract/purchase by successor(s)
farm. Cultivation lease lapses to prevent farmers failing to invest in soil quality.

Lease for sustainable agriculture is not only guaranteed through existing certification labels.
All costs of sustainable land management are included in the lease price assessment.

Smaller plots than 1 hectare are also eligible for career lease and lease price review.

(=) TR L B N Y]

Investments in woody plants (trees and shrubs), soil improvement, biodiversity, and water management can be earned back
within the lease term or are transferable.

7 A lease is transferable to farm, rural workers, and/or citizens’ initiative, regardless of whether they have family ties to the
previous tenant.

8  Barter leases among farmers are possible.

9  Lease to an organized group of farmers and citizens, now often in foundations or associations, is easily possible.
10 Public landowners have an example function and provide standard career leases with sustainability clauses.

11 New leased land of all types of landowners must be publicly announced.

12 The tenant has the right to sustainable living-workspace to be realized on leased land for agricultural activities.

13 The owner can only make rules in all reasonableness regarding use, view, and installation, as these rules can get in the way of
contemporary, sustainable agricultural techniques, and way of life. Unwritten rules are not legally valid.

Figure 3.1: 13 agroecological principles for revising Dutch land tenure regulations. Source: (Goris et al., 2024,
p-7)

These principles reflect key aspects of agroecology, covering not only ecological recommendations (e.g.
principlels 1 & 6) but also social (e.g. principles 7 & 9) and economic (e.g. principles 4 & 5) relations.
A few important caveats should be made with regards to these principles. First, a key feature of
agroecological principles is that though they are formulated generically, in practice they are applied
locally, which means that there is always diversity in how, or how many principles are applied (Wezel
et al. 2020). Therefore, these agroecological tenure principles may be more or less relevant depending
on the local and national context. Second, because many of these principles were formulated in
conjunction with farmers (Goris et al. 2024), many of them reflect practical difficulties from their
experiences, without calling for more fundamental land reform of the private property model of
ownership. Third, although agroecology takes a holistic approach to sustainable farming, not al// aspects
at the intersection of land access and sustainable land use are currently reflected by these principles.
For instance, guidelines with regards to animal rights, but also principles on how to improve land access
for marginalized groups such as young farmers, women, or migrants are currently absent from these
principles. However, considering the limited scope of this thesis, and the absence of other
agroecological principles specifically for tenure, this set of principles forms the basis for the analysis
of (mis)alignment with sustainable land tenure by public lessors.

3.2 Policy Arrangement Approach

This research draws on the Policy Arrangement Approach (PAA) in order to analyze the institutional
dynamics in the Netherlands in the policy domain of sustainable land tenure, and how these dynamics
interact with agroecological needs for land tenure. The PAA was developed in order to understand
stability and change in environmental policy arrangements, in the context of evolving governance
structures of modern society (van Tatenhove et al., 2000; Liefferink, 2006). Its particular strength is the
ability to understand how policy processes are shaped by broader socio-political and institutional
structures, and in turn, how these policy processes can affect these broader structures (Wiering et al.
2018; Liefferink, 2006.; Driessen et al. 2012). In the context of this research, the PAA is thus useful
because it helps explain how there might be structural barriers preventing agroecology from being
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embedded with land tenure policy, but simultaneously offers a strategic perspective into how this can
change.

A ‘policy arrangement’ can be defined as ‘“‘the temporary stabilization of the content and
organization of a particular policy domain” (van Tatenhove et al., 2000, p. 54). The content and
organization of a policy arrangement is structured into four dimensions, represented by figure 2.3.

Policy
discourses
o
- coalitions
Policy
arrangement }
P Power and
resources
Rules of
the game
Concept Aspects Dimensions

Figure 3.2: Scheme of a ‘policy arrangement’. Source: (van Tatenhove et al., 2000, p. 56)

An important assumption of the PAA is that these dimensions do not operate in a vacuum, but are deeply
interrelated where change in one dimension often causes change in others (Liefferink, 2006). The PAA
thus subscribes to the notion of the ‘duality of structure’ (Giddens, 1984), meaning that actors have the
ability to influence the structure (i.e. actors have agency), but the structure in turn influences how actors
behave (Wiering et al., 2018).

resources/po wer

actors

rules of
the game

discourses

Figure 3.1: The interrelatedness of the PAA's captured by a tetrahedron. Source: (Liefferink, 2006, p. 48)

The figure above shows how the actors are situated at the heart of the model as it is only through day-
to-day practices by policy actors that the other dimensions find expression (Liefferink, 2006). At the
same time, the dimensions at the outer angles are also interacting with each other. The PAA thereby
distinguishes itself from other popular policy analysis theories such as the Multiple Streams Framework
(Kingdon, 1984), which assumes complete independence of each policy ‘stream’ (Zahariadis et al.,
2024). The reason for choosing the PAA over other theories is that it combines concepts from other
policy analysis theories, thus offering a more holistic analysis of a particular policy domain (Liefferink,
2006). Other considered theories were Institutional Theory (Scott 1987; DiMaggio & Powell 1983), the
Multiple Streams Framework (Kingdon, 1984), Policy Network Theory (Marsh & Rhodes, 1992), and
Multilevel Governance Theory (Marks, 1993). Despite these theories having their own strenghts, I opted
for a more ‘open-ended’ theoretical framework in the PAA, keeping in line with the more exploratory
aim of this thesis. Before collecting the data, I did not know how sustainable tenure by public lessors
would align with the agroecological principles. Only after establishing the level of (mis)alignment could
the PAA then be used as an analytical-explanatory framework to help explain why that level of
(mis)alignment exists. Lastly, the PAA accounts for more hybrid forms of governance, as opposed to
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more ‘rigid’ assumptions of Institutional Theory and Multiple Streams Theory, thus making it more apt
at analyzing contemporary environmental governance issues (Driessen et al. 2012; van Tatenhove et al.,
2000).

3.3 Operationalisation

The goal of the operationalisation is to “translate the theory into measurable variables™ (Thiel, 2014a,
p. 45). As such, for each subquestion a definition of the relevant concepts is provided. Then, where
relevant, a translation of the concept to specific ‘real world’ indicators is given. Finally, the
operationalisation is summarized in a simplified conceptual model.

Operationalizing RQ1: How can sustainable tenure by public lessors in Noord-Brabant be
characterized in terms of allocation procedures and sustainable land use?

To answer the first RQ, the term ‘sustainable tenure’ needs to be deconstructed. To do so, this thesis
uses the definition of ‘land governance’ provided in the literature review: “the politics of who gets what
rights and access to which land, for how long and what purposes, and of who gets to decide” (Borras et
al., 2015, p. 603). This definition is operationalized into five main themes: ‘eligibility’ (who);
‘allocation’ (how), ‘rights’ (which rights); ‘duration’ (for how long); and ‘sustainable land use’ (what

purpose).

Eligibility
‘Eligibility’ refers to who is considered eligible to participate in the allocation process. For example,
individuals, cooperations, businesses, or other legal entities.

Allocation

‘Allocation’ is the process of ow to determine who is the most suitable tenant for a specific plot of
land. Through this process the lessor can steer how this land will be used because the allocation process
essentially filters ‘unwanted’ tenants in light of the intended land use. How this allocation takes place
depends on the national context. In the Netherlands, certain legislation stipulates fundamental principles
on how public land should be governed, such as the ‘general principles of good governance’(Central
Government, n.d.). However, within the boundaries of these general principles, the design of the
allocation process specifically for farmland tenure is largely up to the lessors themselves.

Rights

‘Rights’ in the context of land tenure refers to what the tenant can do with that land for the duration of
the contract. For example whether the tenant can ‘transfer’ the parcel to a family member or temporarily
exchange that land with another farmer. These rights are usually dictated by the type of tenure contract
that the public lessor decides to issue.

Sustainable land use

Once a tenant is allocated land, the landlord may impose rules and requirements in light of the intended
land use. In the case of sustainable tenure, the goal is to farm in a sustainable manner, so the landlord
may for example prohibit the use of chemical inputs, or the cultivation of intensive crops. Importantly,
what constitutes ‘sustainable farming’ is up to the lessors themselves.

Duration

An important aspect for sustainable land use on rented lands is the duration of tenure, because
investments in for example biodiversity and soil health are only noticeable after a significant number
of years (Carolan 2005).

Operationalizing RQ2: How do sustainable tenure practices by public lessors in Noord-Brabant
(mis)align with the agroecological principles for tenure by farmer’s collective Toekomstboeren?
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In order to answer the second RQ, the agroecological principles put forward by Toekomstboeren need
to be categorized into the sustainable tenure themes. Secondly, (mis)alignment needs to be
operationalized. This was achieved by assigning each agroecological principle one of three ‘codes’: A
(alignment); M (misalignment); or P (potential). Assigning these codes to the agroecological principles
was done after the empirical data was collected, rather than asking each interviewee whether or not they
implemented each agroecological principle. Finally, these codes are qualitatively substantiated. 7able 1
gives an overview of how RQ2 was operationalized.

e A= Alignment. The proposed agroecological principle is currently implemented in sustainable
tenure models.

e M = Misalignment. The proposed agroecological principle is currently absent in sustainable
tenure models.

e P =Potential for alignment. The proposed agroecological principle is currently absent, but there
is potential for more alignment. For example, because interviewees express a willingness or
desire to make the move to the principle in question.

Table 1. Measurement guide (mis)alignment. Source: Author.

AE principles for tenure Sustainable Alignment | Qualitative
tenure theme (A M P) explanation

1. There are criteria in lease contracts for ensuring soil quality Sustainable land
use

2. Long-term contracts are the norm to improve the soil quality (and | Duration

thus the ecological. social, and monetary value of the land)

3. Lease for sustainable agriculture is not only guaranteed through | Allocation

existing certification schemes

4. All costs of sustainable land management are included in the lease | Allocation

price assessment

5. Smaller plots than | hectare are also eligible for career lease and | Eligibility

lease price review

6. Investments in woody plants (trees and shrubs), soil improvement, | Rights

biodiversity, and water management, can be earned back within the

lease or are transferable

7. A lease is transferable to farm, rural workers, and/or citizens' | Rights

mnitiative, regardless of whether they have family ties to the previous

tenant

&. Barter leases among farmers are possible Rights

9. Lease to an organized group of farmers and citizens, now often | Eligibility

found in foundations or associations, is easily possible

10. Public landowners have an example function and provide standard | Sustainable land

career leases with sustammability clauses use

11. Mew leased land of all types of landowners must be publicly | Allocation

announced

12. The tenant has the right to sustainable living-workspace to be | Rights

realized on leased land for agricultural activities

13. The owner can only make rules in all reasonableness regarding use, | Sustainable land

view, and installation, as these rules can pet in the way of | use

contemporary, sustainable agricultural technigues, and way of life.

Unwritten rules are not legally valid.

Operationalizing RQ3: How do policy arrangements explain the established levels of (mis)alignment?

The following sections define the PAA dimensions as well as other important concepts in relation to
land tenure, and then translates them to ‘indicators’ and real world examples. However, the term
‘indicator’ is not used in the strict methodological sense here, as they do not capture empirical assets
that can be given a value. Rather, these indicators serve as analytical categories on which to ‘hang’
codes that emerge from the empirical data.
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Actors

The actor dimension refers to all actors participating in the policy arrangement, and how they interact
with one another (Liefferink, 2006). These actors can be classified in different ways. A typical
classification in environmental governance is between state, market, and civil society (Steurer 2013),
but policy actors often also act in coalitions based on shared policy discourses or resources (van
Tatenhove et al., 2000). The first important actor type in this research are state actors, namely public
lessors such as provinces, municipalities, and waterboards. However, it is important to note that the land
tenure domain in the Netherlands is diffused, extending to market and civil society lessors as well. The
second important actor type in this research is the other side of the tenure equation, namely the farmers
who seek tenure land. Third, an important actor type are those actors who are not necessarily directly
involved in tenure, but do have an important role in shaping agricultural land policies, such as national
land governance institutions and farmer interest groups (for both agroecological farmers and
conventional farmers).

Rules of the game

The rules of the game ‘““delineate a policy domain, i.e. they define the possibilities and constraints for
policy agents to act within that domain” (van Tatenhove et al., 2000, p. 61). These rules can be
classified as being ‘formal’ or ‘informal’, where the former are clearly fixed and stated in legal
documents and the latter are more ambiguously part of the ‘predominant political culture’ (van
Tatenhove et al., 2000). Although subject to change, this political culture is often quite rigid (Liefferink,
2006). Examples of formal rules in the policy domain of land tenure may be tenure laws, certification
schemes, and bidding processes. An example of an informal rule could be the eligibility criteria that
public lessors maintain.

Power and resources

Power, in the context of the PAA, can be defined as ‘“‘the asymmetrical distribution of resources
(structural phenomenon), revealing itself in relations of autonomy and dependency between actors
(relational phenomenon)” (Tatenhove et al., 2000, p. 60). Power in this sense thus not only refers to
who ‘has the most’ of a particular resource, but also how these actors use their position in relation to
other actors in order to leverage their relative position of power. What constitutes the most relevant
resource depends on the policy domain, and can take on different forms such as money, legitimacy,
land, or expertise (Liefferink, 2006). In this research, the first important resource is ‘knowledge’. More
specifically, it refers to the extent to which actors are knowledgeable about agroecology and sustainable
agriculture more broadly. For example, how this affects the type of sustainability criteria in tenure
contracts. The second important resource is ‘political legitimacy’, which in this context refers to which
actor has the highest status in the domain of sustainable land use. Those with the highest legitimacy
have the power to weaponize and alter both ‘rules of the game’, such as legal documents, as well as the
relevant discourses (Liefferink, 2006).

Natural-spatial conditions

The above-mentioned resources omits one obvious resource in the context of this research, namely
farmland itself. This research particularly draws on the notion of ‘natural-spatial conditions’ (Buizer et
al., 2016). That is, there are certain natural-spatial conditions of land that ““draws attention to perceived
physical problems in specific geographical areas” (Buizer et al., 2016, p. 451). For instance, the
presence of forests in the landscape, the soil type, or the proximity of land to a nature reserve may all
be factors that influence “who is involved in its governance, the type of issues or conflicts arising, or
the type of resources and know-how required to manage the landscape™ (Buizer et al., 2016, p. 452).
Physical conditions of land may thus be said to ‘foreground’ other resources.

Policy discourses

A policy discourse can be defined as “‘a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categorisations that
are produced, reproduced and transformed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning
is given to physical and social realities” (Hajer, 1997, p. 44). Liefferink (2006) adds that discourses
may influence the policy arrangement at two levels. The first is the way that actors make assumptions
about ‘general’ modes of governance in society, often referring to the roles of government, market, and
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civil society (Liefferink, 2006). At this level, discourses may be considered to ‘underly’ the prevailing
rules of the game (Liefferink, 2006). The second level is more substantive in nature, and refers to
dominant ideas about the specific policy arrangement at stake (Liefferink, 2006). These discourses may
revolve around “‘the character of the problem, its causes and possible solutions” (Liefferink, 2006, p.
58). Examples of these discourses may be paradigms with regards to how land should be goverened,
what constitutes sustainable agriculture, perceptions of how the sustainability issues in Dutch
agriculture came about, and its possible solutions.

Path dependency

Another important concept related to the PAA is that of path dependency, which refers to policies where
“preceding steps in a particular direction induce further movement in the same direction” (Pierson,
2000, p. 252). In other words, path depencies help explain why self-reinforcing mechanisms exist in a
particular policy domain, and why it is so difficult to change a certain path once it has been ‘chosen’
(M. Wiering et al. 2018).

Dimension Indicators Examples / explanation

Actors Public lessors, farmer interest groups, land
‘Individual® actors institutions
Coalitions Based on shared resources / policy discourses

e.g. around ‘productivist agriculture”

Interaction patterns Are actors/coalitions cooperating or
conflicting?
Rules of the game Legislation
Formal rules Policy procedures

Certification schemes

Bidding/allocation processes

Informal rules Routines of action

Political culture

Power and resources ‘Finances’ E.g. lease prices
‘Legitimacy” Level of political influence/recognition
‘Knowledge” Level/characterization of knowledge on

sustainable land use

‘Matural-spatial conditions” Type of soil

Proximity to nature areas, e.g. Natura2000

Discourses Discourse level 1: Which actors'mechanisms are perceived to be
Governance assumptions imvolved in problems and solutions of land
access and agricultural sustainability crises?
E.g. *market mechanisms’ or *government

intervention’
Discourse level 2: Policy- Paradigms on land govemance e.g. ‘land as
specific paradigms private property/financial asset’

Paradigms on sustainable agnculture e.g.
‘productivist agriculture” or *agriculture vs
nature”

Paradigms on agriculture in general in terms of
what constitutes being a farmer e.g. *farming as
family business”, “tidy landscapes’

Table 2. Operationalisation of PAA dimensions for land tenure, adapted from (Wiering and Arts 2006;
Liefferink, 2006)
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3.4 Conceptual model

Dependent variable Independent variable

! |

Sustainable tenure by

(Mis)alignment with AE laining
public lessors (RQ1) principles by - E,m?s)alignment

Toekomstboeren (RQ2) through PAA (RQ3)

» Actors (public « Eligibility principles « Actor coalitions
lessor 'landscape") (A,M, P?) «Rules and
» Allocation principles legislation
- Eligibility (A, M, P?) » Power and
« Allocation »Rights principles resources
+Rights (A, M, P?) »Natural-spatial
«Duration + Duration principles cqndmons
«Sustainable land (A, M, P?) « Discourses
use » Sustainable land use
principles (A, M, P?)

- J o J - J
Conceptual model. Source: author

This conceptual model summarizes what is being researched as each block reflects one of the research
questions. The first block gives a descriptive account of what sustainable tenure looks like in terms of
the sustainable tenure themes. The actors are also briefly discussed here to give an account of the public
lessor landscape in the province of Noord-Brabant. The second block analyses how sustainable tenure
arrangements by public lessors align or misalign with the agroecological principles by Toekomstboeren,
given the measurement tool developed by the researcher. The third block then explains why the
established level of misalignment exists through the PAA as an analytical-explanatory framework. As
such, the first two blocks form the dependent variable, as this is the ‘outcome’ being researched (Thiel
2014b), while the third block is considered the independent variable as the PAA dimensions ‘influence’
this outcome. Importantly, this is a simplified version of reality. In practice, aspects of the PAA
dimensions are embedded in the first block as well. However, for the purpose of clarity, these concepts
have been demarcated as indicated in the model. Lastly, the PAA is not a ‘complete’ explanatory theory,
especially given its highly complex and interrelated nature. It should thus be acknowledged there are
probably more ‘independent variables’ than the ones included in this research.

4. Methodology

4.1 Research philosophy

This research is aligned with the ontological position of bounded relativism, which holds that several
realities exist, but within certain cultural, moral, or cognitive boundaries (Moon and Blackman 2014).
As introduced in 2.2, questions of land governance vary across time and space, and depend on
“historically determined structural and institutional conditions and the alignment of social forces within
the state and in society” (Borras et al. 2015, p. 614). For instance, what land is and what it should be
used for depends on whether you ask John Locke in the 17" century, or the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples of Australia. Flowing from these different conceptualizations, there are many different
views on how to govern land sustainably as well. Epistemologically, this research is thus most aligned
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with constructionism, which states that meaning is “created from interplay between the subject and the
object” (Moon and Blackman, 2014, p. 1169). That is, the researcher recognizes that knowledge about
the world is not something that can be objectively and consistently ascertained, but is rather in constant
engagement with the interpreter. This allows for multiple ‘truths’ about the same real world
phenomenon. In line with the ontological and epistemological assumptions, the philosophical
underpinning of this research is interpretivism, which holds that there are multiple realities and
meanings in the world, which are co-created by, and dependent on the researcher (Guba and Lincoln,
1994). Implications hereof are discussed in 4.6.

4.2 Research strategy

Given the exploratory nature of the research question, as well as the philosophical underpinnings, a
qualitative research strategy is most appropriate (Thiel 2014). This research adopts an instrumental case
study research strategy to facilitate analysis of the level of alignment between agroecology and
sustainable land tenure. Often exploratory or explanatory in nature, case study research has proven to
be an effective method to investigate complex issues (Harrison et al. 2016), allowing for in-depth
analysis of non-numerical variables (Flyvbjerg 2006; Thiel 2014a). Considering agroecology still faces
institutionalized misrecognition (Altieri and Nicholls 2012), in-depth case studies are useful to
investigate why this is the case, and how this reveals itself in the policy domain of land tenure (Perrin
and Baysse-Lainé 2020). As recommended for qualitative research designs, the research employs
multiple data collection procedures in order to achieve research triangulation (Creswell and Poth, 2018).
The predominant data collection method were semi-structured interviews, supplemented by document
analysis and observations.

4.3 Case study selection

This research focuses on the province of Noord-Brabant as an instrumental case study. Setting the
boundaries of the case was particularly difficult in the case of this research, considering the highly
diverse and multi-layered nature of Dutch land governance. The choice to bound the case geographically
to the province of Noord-Brabant was based on three reasons. First, Noord-Brabant is a front runner
when it comes to sustainable land tenure policy (Pont, 2024). The province has been implementing
increasingly more sustainability requirements in tenure contracts since 2017, and introduced a special
‘sustainable tenure’ model since 2025 (Noord-Noord-Brabant, n.d.-b). Considering agroecology has
only just scratched the surface of the policy domain in the Netherlands, an interest in sustainable land
tenure practice was thus a useful selection criterion for the purposes of this research. Second, Noord-
Brabant is one of the provinces where a large number of farmland hectares is publicly owned (28.000
ha), only outnumbered by the province of Flevoland (33.500 ha) (Kadaster, 2024). Based on these first
two reasons, the choice for Noord-Brabant can be said to be based on a critical case selection as Noord-
Brabant has a “strategic importance in relation to the general problem” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 229). The
fact that Noord-Brabant has a lot of publicly owned land, as well as the fact that much of this land is
increasingly used for sustainability purposes, gives the province a strategic edge in light of the research
aim. Although case selection is ideally guided by theoretical arguments, a pragmatic approach is almost
always needed (Thiel 2014), which also applied in this research. Thus, the third reason for this case was
that the internship organisation of the researcher had established loose relations with policy
entrepreneurs in the region, which facilitated the setting up of interviews. Although I hereby make the
case for the relevance of Noord-Brabant, it should be acknowledged that similar research would
presumably be equally interesting for other provinces. Though a comparative approach between
different regions may have been interesting, I chose to analyse only one province to have a clearly
delineated focus of study, facilitating more in-depth analysis.
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4.4 Data collection and analysis

Data collection

Data collection consisted of document analysis, semi-structured interviews and observations. In the
literature review stage, several key documents and websites were identified. For the theoretical part of
the literature review, main search engines that I used were Web of Science, the Radboud University
database, and Google Scholar. Key documents included tenure laws, government letters, reports by the
‘Central Real Estate Agency’ (RVB) and the ‘Land Registry’ (Kadaster), and websites of main
governmental tenure bodies such as the State Forestry Service (Staatsbosbeheer) and the ‘National
Entreprise Agency’ (RVO). Analysis of these documents and webpages allowed me to understand the
basic tenure arrangements in the Netherlands, and map the relevant actors.

In order to get in-depth insights, the main form of data collection were semi-structured interviews.
Semi-structured interviews are suitable for investigating complex issues through studying individuals’
perceptions and opinions, without limiting interviewees in their responses (Knott et al. 2022; Kallio et
al. 2016; Thiel 2014a). Previous research investigating the process of translating agroecology into
policy also indicates that interviews with policy actors have proven to be valuable (Ajates Gonzalez et
al., 2018). In light of the case study of Noord-Brabant, which has only recently made the shift to
sustainable tenure, semi-structured interviews were extra relevant because public information was
sometimes limited or not available yet. Interviewees were contacted based on a combination of
purposeful and snowball sampling approaches (Creswell & Poth 2018; Knott et al. 2022). The main
criterion for selecting the purposeful interviewees was some indication of engagement in sustainable
land tenure. This was usually found on the websites of lessors. Additionally, the document “Aan de
slag met duurzame gronduitgifte” by the ‘Green Development Fund’ (Groen Ontwikkelfonds Noord-
Brabant)® provided ‘good practice’ lessors when it comes to sustainable tenure. These mainly included
regional and local level lessors such as waterboards and municipalities. Snowballing of interviewees
took place in later stages of data collection, either through previous interviews or through the network
of the internship organisation. Importantly, I did not conduct interviews with agroecological farmers
because for the aim of this research (focussing on the ‘side’ of public lessors), their interests were
deemed accurately reflected by the agroecological principles, as well as previous research (Goris et al.
2024).

The interview questions were divided into two main topics: ‘concrete tenure practices’ and
‘institutional dynamics’. The first topic aimed at capturing the most important features of sustainable
tenure practices, and how they align/misalign with the agroecological principles. These questions thus
served the first two RQ’s. Importantly, not every agroecological principle was discussed one by one
explicitly. Rather, questions were asked openly in relation to the key themes of tenure. The second
topic explored broader tenure dynamics, reflecting on institutional barriers such as laws, resources, and
competing interests. This topic thus served the third RQ. Each topic started with one open-ended
question, and supplemented with probing questions to stay on track (Knott et al. 2022) (see appendix [
for full interview guide). Finally, four observations formed the last pieces of data. These observations
were discovered through my internship organisation and interviews.

3 https://www.duurzamegronduitgifte.nl/handreiking-aan-de-slag
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Table 3: Overview of interviewees

commission for allocation

Name Short description Number of | Job title Name in
hectares interviewee research
for lease

National tenure actors

Staatsbosbeheer Manages forestland and 40.000 ha Coordinating ST

(State Forestry conservation areas nation-wide. advisor nature-

Service) Leases land for ‘nature- inclusive

inclusive’ farming. agriculture

Regional tenure actors

Province of Offers different forms of tenure | 3000 ha Coordinator real BRI

Brabant (1) including ‘nature tenure’ and estate

‘sustainable tenure’ management
Province of Idem ~ 3000 ha Project lead BR2
Brabant (2) biological &
nature-inclusive
agriculture

Grondkamer Zuid | Oversees tenure in the interests | n.a. Secretary Land GR

(Land Registry of agriculture. Each Land Registry Southern

Southern Region) | Registry is an independent Region

administrative body

De Dommel Regional waterboard offering 2000 ha Senior advisor DD

(Waterboard) 'sustainable tenure' land affairs

Local tenure actors

Municipality of Maintains a similar ‘sustainable | 185 ha anonymous CR

Cranendonck tenure’ model to the province

Municipality of Idem ™ 335ha Advisor land LvC

Land van Cuijk affairs

Municipality of Idem ™ 620 ha Account manager | HE

Heusden agricultural

business

Municipality of Offers tenure with obligatory 1000 ha Land steward BE

Bergeijk sustainability criteria

Municipality of Offers tenure with sustainability | 300 ha Councilor spatial | VU

Vught criteria, has an internal development
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Table 4: Overview of observations

Event name, Short description Organisations & My role Name in
location & date participants research
‘Rooting Deeper AE festival and farmer’s AE farmers; Observer Obsl
Festival’ market, including several Toekomstboeren;
workshops related to AE, Dutch AE Network;
Ede including one on access to | Federation of
land. Agroecological
31-05-2025 Farmers;
Extinction Rebellion;
Reclaim the Seeds;
A SEED Europe;
International
members from La Via
Campesina
‘Online bijeenkomst Online conference on Policymakers Observer Obs2
duurzame sustainable tenure by the (municipalities,
gronduitgifte’ learning network waterboards, &
‘Sustainable Land province of Brabant);
Online Allocation’ (Duurzame LBPSight
Gronduitgifte). Different (consultancy firm);
19-06-2025 presentations were given BPD
on how to integrate (project developer);
sustainability in land GOB
allocation. (advisory board for
‘green development”)
‘Regeneratieve Academic workshop on Lawyers; Observer Obs3
landbouw & regenerative agriculture Municipal advisors;
(erf)pacht’ and tenure. Though not Land stewards
specifically focusseed on
University of AE, this observation
Wageningen provided deeper insights
on tenure law, as well as
26-06-2025 valuable comments and
opinions from
professionals in the field of
land tenure.
‘Herfstconferentie Conference where farmers | AE farmers; Participant — I Obs4
Toekomstboeren: Van | and policymakers Policymakers & gave a workshop
Wortel tot Wet’ discussed possibilities on advisors where I presented
how to incorporate (municipalities & results of my
Randwijk agroecology into policy. province of thesis & discussed
Themes included: land Gelderland); recommendations
14-11-2025 access, seeds, and human NGO advocates with other
(farmer’s) rights. participants
during a group
discussion

Data analysis

In order to manage and organise the data, the interview recordings were first transcribed using either
Microsoft Teams or Word, and edited manually. Transcribing usually took place on the day of the
interview in order to note emergent ideas and establish initial codes. Interviews were also already
analysed in the course of data collection, as data analysis of interviews is often an iterative process
(Knott et al. 2022). Coding and analysis took place in Atlas.ti. To answer the question of (mis)alignment,
codes were categorized into the themes of land tenure: “eligibility’; ‘allocation’; ‘rights’; ‘duration; and
‘sustainable land use’. Data concerning the explanatory part of the research question were openly coded,
looking for the major categories that emerged from the research (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The
indicators of the PAA operationalisation were initially used as general guides to structure the codes, but
were expanded with other dominant codes as the research progressed Once an exhaustive list of codes
was achieved, the axial coding phase began, in which general patterns among the codes were identified
(Thiel 2014a). Finally, some other categories were added to the coding scheme which did not necessarily
answer the RQ’s, but were used for non-theoretical parts of the thesis, such as practical
recommendations (see appendix 2 for final coding scheme).
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4.5 Validity and reliability

Internal validity concerns whether the researcher has achieved to measure what was intended to be
measured (Thiel 2014). The operationalisation of each research question, accompanied by schematic
tables and the conceptual model were carefully constructed to give a comprehensive overview of the
entire research, thereby contributing to internal validity. Additionally, the multitude of data collection
methods aimed to gather a diverse range of empirical data, resulting in research triangulation. Lastly,
feedback from peers, the thesis supervisor, and the internship organisation aided in sharpening the aim
of questions and the clarity of writing.

External validity concerns the degree to which particular research can be generalised (Thiel
2014). Given the highly context-dependent nature of land governance, especially in relation to varying
institutional and natural-spatial conditions, external validity is limited. As regions differ in terms of soil
type, the concentration of different farmer types, and different tenure arrangements, similar studies
could produce different results. Additionally, considering Noord-Brabant is a frontrunner in sustainable
tenure practice, the perspectives from this research may not be representative for other provinces.
Nevertheless, within the Netherlands this research may still be generalizable to a degree as the broader
contributions of this thesis, especially with regards to path dependencies in Dutch farmland governance,
can still be of interest for future studies on tenure in the Netherlands as a whole. A limitation herein was
the choice to limit the research to one instrumental case study. Typically, qualitative research may ensure
validity by seeking out differences and similarities from several perspectives (Noble & Smith 2015),
however due to methodological choices and time constraints this research refrained from a comparative
case study approach.

Reliability concerns whether the research is consistent, and thus the extent to which it is
repeatable (Thiel 2014a). Reliability has been strengthened by justifying the major theoretical and
methodological choices, most notably in choosing the PAA as a theoretical framework and in choosing
Noord-Brabant as a case study. As Liefferink (2006) notes, the PAA is merely a tool and should be
adapted, and possibly supplemented by other relevant concepts, depending on the research question
(Liefferink, 2006). Because the operationalisation adapted the PAA to the context of land governance
more generally, this approach could be repeated for other regions in the Netherlands.

4.6 Ethics and positionality of the researcher

The interpretivist philosophy underlying this research produced a challenge for me as a researcher,
because the research question itself pre-supposes a bias towards agroecology as part of the solution to
the sustainability issues faced in agriculture. This was challenging because the study is not centered on
the perspective of the agroecological farmer, but rather the perspectives of the public lessor and the
policymaker. These perspectives do not always share the same language, and may produce
inconsistencies or contradictions, which meant there was the risk of confirmation bias (Thiel 2014a).
Nevertheless, subjectivity was minimized by asking mainly open questions during interviews, and
focussing specifically on the experiences of the lessors. Furthermore, full disclosure was granted to my
interviewees in terms of what my research entails, and their wishes in terms of referencing and
anonimity (where applicable) were respected. Finally, I critically evaluated the collected data in light
of the broader debates in the literature. By returning to these debates, my findings did not reflect my
own opinions.

5. Results

The results are structured into three sections. 5.1 first gives an overview of public lessors in the province
of Noord-Brabant and then describes each tenure theme one by one. Each section first describes the
practices by public lessors and then discusses how they (mis)align with agroecological principles. As
such, 5.1 answers the first two research questions. Sections 5.2 and 5.3 explain why this (mis)alignment
exists through the PAA dimensions, thus answering the third research question.
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5.1 Sustainable tenure by public lessors and (mis)alignment with AE principles

5.1.1 Mapping the actors

The main public tenure actors can be categorized along three levels: the national, the regional, and the
local. On the national level, the largest provider of public land tenure, with 53.000 hectares, is the State
Forestry Service (Staatsbosbeheer) (SFS), the main nature-protection agency in the Netherlands
(Staatsbosbeheer, n.d.). Upon request from the Dutch ministry of agriculture, the SFS has additionally
been tasked with leasing ‘nature-designated’ land for agriculture in light of the ambitions to make Dutch
agriculture more ‘nature-inclusive’ (Staatsbosbeheer, n.d.). The second national actor is the Central
Government Real Estate Agency (‘Rijksvastgoedbedrijf”) (RVB). The RVB manages different kinds of
real estate, among which 41.000 hectares of farmland (Rijksvastgoedbedrijf, 2024), but unfortunately
was not able to provide an interview. On the regional level, the province of Noord-Brabant is the main
actor, with roughly 3000 hectares of farm and forest land (Noord-Noord-Brabant, n.d.). Another
important actor, despite not being a lessor, is the Land Registry (Grondkamer). The Land Registry is
divided into five regions, each of which is in charge of reviewing tenure contracts that are submitted in
that particular region (RVO, 2025). The Land Registry is made up of both tenant representatives
(farmers) and lessor representatives in order to facilitate a fair balance when reviewing the contracts
(GR). On the local level, municipalities are collectively the second largest actor, with 46.000 hectares
nation-wide (Kadaster, 2024). In Noord-Brabant, the municipalities make up 41% of publicly owned
farmland (Kadaster, 2024), thus playing a significant role. Additionally, waterboards are increasingly
playing a large role in tenure in order to reach their water goals. Water boards that have become active
in tenure include ‘Noord-Brabantse Delta’, ‘De Dommel’, ‘Noord-BrabantWater’, and ‘AA en Maas’.

Importantly, public tenure actors are only few amongst the totality of tenure actors in the
Netherlands. Among market lessors are private landowners and real estate agencies for example.
Additionally, civil society lessors are increasingly taking hold in the Netherlands as well, mostly in the
form of ‘sustainable land funds’, often taking on the legal entity of a cooperative (De Koe 2025) (Obs
2). Land cooperatives such as Land van Ons, Aardpeer, and Lenteland buy land with citizen’s
contributions, and subsequently lease that land exclusively to small-scale farmers whose farming
practices have positive ecological effects (Poll 2025).

o Waterboards T
Public Civil society
tenure ‘Natuurmonumen ‘ , eare
providers Central ten ‘Aardpeer’ providers
Real Estate (and fands)
Agency n
Municipalities Lenteland
‘BD
i State ¢ ‘Grond van Grondbeheer’
Provinces Forestry Iagg S\_/an pivedir
Service
Landowners ‘Conventional’
crop farmers
€a farmers -
Estate Agroecological
(investment farmers
agency)
Private
(market) Interested
tenure parties
providers
v

Figure 5.1: General overview of actors in Dutch land tenure *. The shaded actors are the focus of this research.

Source: Author

4 This overview is not exhaustive, it only gives a general indication of some of the most important actors. These actors were
compiled mainly through analysis of policy documents and online searches.
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5.1.2 Eligibility: the importance of being an ‘agricultural business’

A critical rule to be eligible for tenure which was frequently cited, is that the tenant has an agricultural
business (‘bedrijfsmatig agrarisch bedrijf’) (GR, CR, LvC, BE). As the interviewee from Bergeijk said:
“Also if you look at the legislation of tenure, it has to be an agricultural business, and often there is
already a discrepancy that, well, smaller private persons and such... how businesslike is that?” (BE).
Whether this is a formal or informal rule balances on a blurred line. On the one hand, tenure law indeed
states that being an agricultural business is a pre-requisite for being eligible for land tenure (Art 7:311
BW). This is subsequently defined as “a complex of economic activities, aimed at profit, through
agricultural practices” (Nysingh 2021). On the other hand, although being an agricultural business is a
prerequisite by law, the definition provided often results in a low threshold for when a famer can be
considered an ‘agricultural business’ (DeHaan 2016; SWDV 2017; Nysingh 2021). Nevertheless, public
lessors often automatically consider a cooperative, or a foundation, or farmers who have additional jobs
not to be an agricultural business. Instead, they are sometimes referred to as ‘hobby farmers’ or ‘porch
farmers’ (VU, LvC, BE). For example, when discussing a small farmer foundation, the interviewee from
the municipality of Land van Cuijk said: “We deliberately don t put them in tenure because they are a
foundation. So then they don 't meet the requirements of a full-fledged agricultural businesss, so we try
to circumvent that in that way”’ (LvC). This makes it difficult for agroecological initiatives to be eligible
for tenure because they often do not have a purely commercial incentive (Obs1). This stands in stark
contrast with the ‘family farms’ that lessors typically associate with being agricultural businesses (BE).
As aresult, many agroecological initiatives do not fit the ‘standard’ farming picture in the eyes of lessors
(BR2), thereby excluding them from being able to participate in the allocation process in the first place.

Relevant agroecological {(Mis)alignment | Qualititative explanation

principle(s) for theme

‘eligibility”

9. Lease to an organized group of | M Public lessors often automatically question the
farmers and citizens, now often “businesslike’ nature of an agroecological foundation
found in foundations or or association. Therefore, these groups are currently
associations, 15 easily possible often not elipible for tenure.

5.1.3 Allocation: bidding systems with certificates

Once tenants fulfill the eligibility requirements, they enter into the allocation procedure. This is done
openly and publically, in accordance with the principle of equality under law, as the interviewee from
the province eplained: ““ With governments the equality principle must be applied, so you cannot arrange
things informally [...] so everyone can apply for our tenure lands’ (BR1). This principle applies to all
public lessors. In terms of the allocation process itself, most lessors use a bidding system where
sustainability certificates play a key role (ST, BR2, CR, VU, LvC). A bid usually consists of a monetary
value, and a sustainable farming certificate which can ‘amplify’ the monetary value. For example, the
most common and ‘valuable’ certificate is Skal, issued by an independent organization which monitors
biological agricultural activities (Skal Biocontrole, n.d.). The Skal certificate is worth 1,62 so a bid of
€1000 becomes €1620. The candidate with the highest bid ‘wins’ the parcel. There are a variety of other
certificates such as ‘On the Way to Planetproof” and ‘Beter Leven’, each with their own ‘amplification
value’. Many of these certificates are recommended and certified by Wageningen university and
Stichting Milieukeur (ST, HE). These certificates are a key component of the allocation process, as the
interviewee from the province revealed: “From next year onwards it will even be the case that farmers
who do not possess a certificate, then you don t participate at all anymore. Unless there is absolutely
nobody who makes a bid with a certificate, then you still have a chance. But if you don't have anything
at all, you’ll simply be eliminated in the first round” (BR2). Such a reliance on the use of certificates
prevents agroecological farmers from winning the allocation procedure because a certificate for
agroecology does not exist (Verkuil et al. 2024). In theory, agroecological farmers could apply for a
Skal certificate but many do not because it can be expensive and time-consuming (Obs4)
(Toekomstboeren 2022).

On top of the certificates, some lessors such as the State Forestry Service and the municipality
of Vught also focus on the motivation and dedication of the farmer (ST, VU). This might sound
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beneficial for agroecological farmers, as it gives them an opportunity to make their case outside of the
official bidding system. However, these interviewees explained that motivation letters are often
evaluated based on ‘expected change’. For example the SFS interviewee said: “We mainly want to see
that the entrepreneur shows ambition, but we also have businesses who are already very biodynamic.
Well, those businesses are going to show very little ambition because they already have the bar so high.
We really want to challenge the entrepreneur: put on paper what you are going to do the coming 12
years” (ST). This quote reveals that the SFS is focused more on giving a platform to conventional
farmers who want to transition to more sustainable farming, rather than giving a platform to the already
‘exemplary’ agroecological farmer. This denies agroecological farmers a chance to be allocated land
because there is no way for them to ‘prove’ their value outside of the bidding system.

Relevant agroecological {Mis)alignment | Qualititative explanation

principle(s) for theme

‘allocation’

3. Lease for sustainable M Lease for sustainable agriculture is almost exclusively
agriculture is not only guaranteed determined through certification schemes. Where
through existing certification individual assessment does play a role, preference is
schemes often piven to conventional farmers.

11. New leased land of all types A This principle is guaranteed by law.

of landowners must be publicly

announced

5.1.4 Duration: short-term liberalized tenure

Almost all lessors lease their land for a short period (BR1, DD, VU, LvC, BE, HE, CR). How this is
arranged per lessor varies, however most lessors split their tenure contracts in shorter terms or use
contracts shorter than six years (ST, BR2, LvC, HE, VU). For example in the municipality of Vught:
“With us it is three plus three years, so that the farmers do have some future perspective. Because if you
lease year to year, then they are just going to exhaust the soil, they will not take care of it” (VU). This
has mixed implications for agroecological farmers. On the one hand, the fact that lessors almost
exclusively use short-term contracts directly opposes the agroecological need for standardized long-
term contracts. Agroecological practices need long-term land security for the same plot of land because
without it, the farmer cannot develop a sustainable business model (Obs1)(Obs4). On the other hand,
lessors are aware that short-term contracts are futile if they genuinely want to make land use on their
tenure parcels more sustainable. This was further underscored by the municipality of Bergeijk: “Now
we have three times one year, but I expect that that will maybe just become four or five or six years [...]
because you just notice right? A farmer who has that land for one year? He puts some mais on it, does
not take care of it, no lime, just inject a lot of fertilizer, and a year later they are gone” (BE). For this
reason, municipalities such as Vught and Cranendonck would be open to longer tenure durations (VU,
CR).

Relevant agroecological {Mis)alignment | Qualititative explanation

principle(s) for theme

‘duration’

2. Long-term contracts are the P Currently, short-term contracts are the norm.

norm to improve the soil quality However, some public lessors are aware that this is

{and thus the ecological, social, not conducive to sustainable land use and are

and monetary value of the land) therefore open to the possibility of longer tenure
durations.
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5.1.5 Rights: Limited transferability & possibilities for activities on leased land

In order to understand this tenure theme, a basic understanding of tenure contracts needs to be
introduced. There are currently two types of tenure contracts that are most common in the Netherlands:
‘regular tenure’ and ‘liberalized tenure’. Regular tenure is characterized by relatively long tenure
periods, automatic extension, and maximum prices, thus making these arrangements rather favorable
for tenants, but unfavorable for lessors (Silvis and Voskuilen, 2018). By contrast, liberalized tenure
offers the tenant limited rights. Figure 5.2 shows the main differences between them.

Liberalized tenure

Rights

Regular tenure

Duration

Fixed
Either =6 years or =12 years

Typically long-term

Fixed
Either <6 years or =6 years

Majority are <6 years, contracts for

| year are not WNCOMITION

‘Continuation  right”  (awtomatic | Yes Mo

contract renewal)

Price regulation Yes Mo
Maximum lease price determined | Parties involved are free 1w
vearly per region by the | determine lease price
government

‘Substiition right’ (the tenant can | Yes Mo

choose a family member as a

substitute tenant)

‘Co-tenancy right” (the tenant can | Yes Mo

share the tenancy with a family

member)

‘Preferential right” (in case the land | Generally  yes, exceptions may [ No

i5 opted to be sold, the tenant has
first right of purchase)

apply

Figure 5.2: Differences between regular and liberalized tenure 3, Adapted from source: (RVO, 2024)

In absolute numbers, regular tenure is still the most common contract because these contracts extend
automatically until a farmer resigns, but 90% of new tenure contracts are liberalized contracts (RVO,
2025). The preference for liberalized tenure was also present among the interviewed public lessors. For
example the interviewee from Vught said: “Our council has determined in the past that all regular
tenure that becomes free will be made liberalized tenure [ ...]. We won t go to court or anything to force
it, but in good consultation, this is what we aim for”” (VU). The preference for liberalized tenure can be
explained by the fact that tenure is often seen as a ‘temporary’ tool, in light of other governance purposes
(BR1, CR, VU). When discussing regular tenure, the interviewee continued that: “Iz is more in favor of
the tenant, with different sorts of rights and duties, and for a government that is often... yeah, less handy
because land management is partly strategic management. So if that land is stuck in regular tenure,
then you cannot do a lot with it” (VU). The importance of other governance purposes will be elaborated
upon in 5.2.

Additionally, interviewees from the province and the municipality Heusden also mentioned that
small scale farmers often do not acquire the necessary permits to create an adequate working
environment. For example, the interviewee from Heusden, who herself had to reject requests by
initiative ‘Heerenboeren’ said: ““ They ended up with us, but then I ran into a lot of things. Firstly, getting
the land is difficult enough, and then they also wanted to build things for example to store machinery.
Then it often goes wrong, or at least you ‘crash’ on the spatial... because that does not fit within our

5 It should be noted that other tenure contracts exist but are less significant. Generally, other contracts have different mixes of
these rights.
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spatial possibilities” (HE). In sum, the prevalence of the liberalized tenure model, together with the
limited permits available for rented land limit what farmers can do with the land that they lease.

Relevant agroecological principle(s) for | (Mis)alignment | Qualititative explanation
theme ‘rights’
6. Investments in woody plants (trees and | M Mot possible within liberalized tenure
shrubs), soil improvement, biodiversity,
and water management, can be earned
back within the lease or are transferable
7. Alease is transferable to farm, rural M Mot possible within liberalized tenure
workers, and/or citizens" initiative,
regardless of whether they have family ties
to the previous tenant

&. Barter leases among farmers are M Mot possible within liberalized tenure

possible

12. The tenant has the right to sustainable | M On leased land, public lessors often do not or

living-workspace to be realized on leased can not provide the necessary permits for

land for agricultural activities tenants to create the necessary living-
workspace.

5.1.5 Sustainable land use: prohibitions & the ‘definitional issue’ of sustainable tenure

All the interviewed public lessors work with a sustainable tenure model which prohibits the use of
certain chemical inputs (BR1, DD, CR, LvC, HE, BE, VU). The most common obligation is the
prohibition of the use of glyphosate, a chemical which kills weeds but in the process also degrades the
soil. Many lessors also include other prohibitions, like the municipality of Heusden: “We also rule out
crops that demand a lot from the soil. So for example, planting trees is not allowed on our parcels, as
well as potatoes and bulbs” (HE). Other common prohibitions include artificial fertilizers and other
chemical pesticides (VU, DD, CR).

Despite the consensus on the prohibition on chemical inputs, opinions differ on what actually
constitutes ‘sustainable’ tenure. In the first place, the question of what is considered sustainable is
always on a relative scale, as the interviewee from the Land Registry pointed out: “7That ‘Beter Leven’
certificate, the requirements and obligations that that certificate brings to the table? That is possibly
already a level of sustainability which a SKAL-farmer frowns upon. The SKAL-farmer will say, ‘you are
only a sustainable farmer when you are a SKAL-farmer’ ” (GR). In the second place, there are concerns
that some sustainability measures are at odds with each other. For example, one of the most common
measures is to mow grass later in the summer. This allows for meadow birds’ nests to flourish longer,
which is a major goal of the Meadow bird Covenant in the region. However, if done so consistently,
mowing later in the summer might give room for one type of grass to become dominant, which is
disadvantageous for the biodiversity (BR1). This evokes a sentiment that ‘it can never be perfect’, and
that any measure always involves trade-offs. Thirdly, the interviewee from Cranendonck mentioned that
different tenants complain that some sustainability measures are more favorable to a specific category
of farming: “You also see for example that some farmers say we only have sustainability requirements
that are applicable to arable farmers, but then the arable farmers say we only have requirements that
apply to dairy farmers, and so on” (CR). This all points to a fundamental tension underlying sustainable
tenure, which is that it is difficult to determine what actually determines ‘sustainable’ land use. Some
public lessors (HE, BE, VU) consider the carbon footprint of the distance a farmer has to drive to the
parcel an important aspect: “And then we also have the distance, because we had farmers travelling
thirty kilometers. I mean, why? So we also want to decrease travel movements, keep the chain as short
as possible” (VU). Logically, waterboard the Dommel mainly focusses on water quality (DD). Only
the province of Noord-Brabant seemed to have a diverse range of sustainability ‘targets’ within their
tenure policy: “Well, you could actually say the aspects of sustainability we consider important? Well,
soil, water, nitrogen, and biodiversity” (BR2). This is one of the few tenure themes where agroecology,
and sustainable tenure by public lessors align.
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Relevant agroecological {Mis)alignment | Qualititative explanation
principle(s) for theme
‘sustainable land nse’

1. There are criteria in lease A All public lessors have criteria in their tenure

contracts for ensuring soil quality contracts which ensure soil quality, and other
sustainability targets.

10. Public landowners have an A All public lessors have criteria in their tenure

example function and provide contracts which ensure soil quality, and other

standard career leases with sustainability targets.

sustainability clauses

13. The owner can only make M Sustainability requirements that public lessors impose

rules in all reasonableness are legally determined within the contracts. This

regarding use, view, and offers little flexibility for deviating from these norms.

installation, as these rules can get
in the way of contemporary,
sustainable agricultural
techniques, and way of life.
Unwritten rules are not legally
valid.

5.2 How Policy Arrangements affect (mis)alignment

5.2.1 Power and resources

Lack of agroecological legitimacy and competition with other farmers

One of the most significant findings of this research is that agroecology lacks recognition and legitimacy
in the eyes of lessors. In the first place, the term ‘agroecology’ seemed to bring some issues. Most
lessors had a limited perception of agroecology or were only vaguely familiar with the term (BR1, DD,
BE, ST, HE, VU). For example, the interviewee from De Dommel said “I was familiar with the
initiatives, but I did not know you could hang all of them onto that name” (DD). In fact, most
interviewees had heard of initiatives which could be classified as agroecology such as Heerenboeren,
and other CSA’s and food forests, but had not made the link to those initiatives being agroecological.
This could be seen as a natural result of the lack of internal agricultural knowledge mentioned in the
previous section, but also reflects a more common tendency in the field of ‘sustainable agriculture’.
During the third observation, a workshop on regenerative agriculture and tenure law, one of the speakers
pointed out that confusion may arise due to the numerous terms that are used in this field. Terms such
as ‘biological agriculture’, ‘agro-forestry’, ‘circular agriculture’, ‘nature-inclusive agriculture’, and
‘agroecology’ are sometimes used interchangeably (Obs3). The confusion that may arise as a result is
not arbitrary. Governments desire clear definitions in order to develop a policy on it, and sometimes,
the use of a certain term may even be of importance for securing subsidies (VU, Obs3).

Aside from the terminology, lessors who were familiar with agroecology deemed it to be
especially valuable in terms of ‘social cohesion’. For example the province stated that “In terms of
community, it is also a huge pre. And that is also often important for a municipality, at least if they are
smart” (BR2). Some municipalities reiterated this notion of agroecological initiatives having
specifically a social contribution to the community (VU, HE), however AE’s agricultural potential as
an alternative way of farming was widely absent. Agroecological initiatives are often not considered to
be professional farmers, but rather people who are ‘involved’ in farming. A frequently mentioned reason
for this is the claim that agroecological initiatives lack a profitable business model. Across all levels of
lessors, interviewees mentioned that their tenants should be able to make a decent living of their land,
often implying that agroecological practices are incapable of doing so (BR1, BR2, VU, ST). When
discussing an agroecological initiative in the region, the interviewee from Vught said: “Ir is
commendable, but it is mainly hobbyism from a couple of city people. They lived in the city between the
concrete, and they wanted a food forest, but they have no clue what that means or entails, etcetera.”
(VU). In addition to economic viability, a lack of agro-scientific proof with regards to the environmental
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benefits of agroecology was also cited. During the third observation, there was some skepticism about
whether the effects of regenerative farming can really be measured, with one attendee even claiming
that intermediary soil checks did not indicate improved soil health (Obs3). The fact that the intended
outcomes of agroecological practices are not easy to measure presents a serious challenge for lessors,
who prefer easy and objective measurable indicators (BR2, LvC, BE, DD), the general idea being “the
more concrete, the better” (Obs3).

This already meager recognition of AE is worsened by the fact that agroecological farmers are
also in competition with established conventional farmers. The interviewee from Cranendonck revealed
that other farmers expressed dissatisfaction with biological farmers being allocated land, sometimes
claiming “those [biological farmers] are not even real farmers” (CR). This places especially local
lessors in a difficult position. On the one hand, they see the value of agricultural transition, but on the
other hand, they still want to cater to their own local farmers, who have often been there for decades.
For example the interviewee from Heusden said: “We also work with that distance criteria [...]. And
we put that under the denominator of ‘sustainability’, but actually it was also a way to help our farmers
in Heusden” (HE). The interviewee continued that “we should not ask too much from our farmers,
because actually all farmers in our region are conventional and it is unrealistic to think they will all
transition to biological” (HE). As a result, especially the smaller municipalities seem to prioritize their
local farmers when allocating land.

Consequently, the notion of transitioning conventional farmers to de-intensified practices seems
more important to lessors than providing land to an agroecological farmer. This sentiment was prevalent
among all levels of lessors, best captured by the following quote by the interviewee from De Dommel:
“It is immediately such a big label: ‘biological farmer’. I feel that it goes all-in. But a relatively
conventional farmer who does want to transition or who wants to ‘have a taste’, I believe we should
offer them room. And that does not make you a biological farmer, but if we dont help them forward they
will never get there of course” (DD). The interviewee from the province of Noord-Brabant maintained
a similar logic: “If you want to keep 15.000 farmers in this region, those 200 sustainable businesses
that want to go very far? Fine, we all know those, the textbook examples. But the other 14.800...” (BR).
In short, these quotes show that conventional farmers seem to be in the priority seat when it comes to
the allocation of governmental land. Partly because conventional farmers still constitute the
overwhelming majority of farmers who apply for tenure. But also because lessors seem to think it is
more important to help conventional farmers ‘de-intensify’ their farming, rather than platforming
agroecological farmers who already embrace a low-inpout approach to farming.

Another obstacle for integrating agroecology in public tenure is that governments usually do not possess
internal agricultural knowledge. The first way this finding reveals itself is the fact that all governments
essentially ‘outsource’ the monitoring of sustainable land use through the heavy reliance on
sustainability certificates. The use of certificates is a very deliberate choice for many lessors because
that way another institution is responsible for monitoring whether the land is actually used sustainably
or not (BR, DD). As the interviewee from De Dommel put is: “Right now we deliberately outsource it
[allocation], just to get a very black-or-white screening. Like you either meet the requirements or you
dont, because you get a lot of discussion, and it is very difficult to be objective, especially with these
business plans [ ...] and those certificates just make it very tangible and verifiable” (DD). In doing so,
a lot of trust is placed in the institutions which underly these certificates, most notably the University
of Wageningen, and Stichting Milieukeur. The downside is that the use of these certificates excludes
ways of sustainable farming for which certificates do not yet exist and for which these institutions still
need to collect more scientific evidence. Secondly, at the local level especially, when asked how they
comprised their sustainability criteria, municipalities claimed they consulted other parties such as the
ZLTO (Southern Farmer’s Association), the ANV (Agrarian Nature Association), smaller
environmental agencies, and advisory agencies such as LBPSight (CR, LvC), further underscoring the
absence of internal knowledge. Some municipalities such as Vught do have an internal ‘board’ that
decides which tenant gets allocated the land, but these boards are very small and are comprised of retired
farmers rather than experts on sustainable agriculture (VU). Lastly, the ways that the sustainability
criteria are comprised can be characterized as reactionary. When asked where municipailities based
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their sustainability criteria on, interviewees almost unanimously claimed to follow the province of
Noord-Brabant in their allocation procedure (DD, LvC, HE, BE).

The first clear difficulty in public land tenure is the fact that agriculture is just one of many topics within
the domain of land governance. Municipalities and provinces have a wide array of other ‘spatial claims’
such as housing, infrastructure, or nature conservation. This became especially clear in the case of the
province. The land that the province leases is always bought with a specific target in mind. Once that
target is in sight, the land gets ‘rebounded’ (BR1). As such, agricultural land tenure is often an
intermediary tool, in order to reach a larger goal in spatial development (BR1, BR2, LvC, BE, CR). As
the interviewee from Cranendonck put it: “ There is a huge surgence of spatial claims right now, so it
is the question how tenure lands are going to fit into that picture [...] Maybe in ten years time we might
not even have tenure at all anymore” (CR). In their own way, other governance purposes also applies
to other public lessors. For example, waterboard ‘De Dommel’ buys and exchanges land with the sole
purpose of achieving their water goals (DD), and the SFS only leases land adjacent to its nature reserve
areas in order to progress their nature conservation goals (ST).

This also points to another phenomenon described by some interviewees, namely the
‘integrality’ of planning objectives. This is best exemplified by the following quote from the second
interviewee from the province: “And the complex thing is, you know? Clean water is not something you
create with just water, but especially with the land surrounding it [...] So the target of 15% biological
agriculture we have formulated for the province of Noord-Brabant? You could call that a target [...]
but actually it’s a tool to accomplish the underlying goals of water quality, but especially those of
nitrogen reduction” (BR2). Additionally, during the first observation, a policymaker from the
municipality of Arnhem stated that one of the most significant obstacles she encountered in making
land policy more sustainable was a lack of consideration for policy integrality. She explained that
policymakers from certain policy areas are more flexible in sustainable transition thinking than others,
which makes it difficult to implement sustainable measures across the board (Obs1). In short, public
lessors buy, own, and lease land with various goals in mind, which clouds a vision of a clear path to
take care of the land in the long run (VU, CR).

The final factor limiting public land tenure, especially at the local level, is the fact that work
capacity of public lessors is limited. In the municipality of Bergeijk for example, the interviewee was
the only person who processed all the applicants’ requests, as well as the only one who monitored the
tenant’s land use practices. Moreover, when answering the question of whether more customization was
possible in terms of allocation to agroecological farmers, many interviewees responded that they already
have their hands full with the current sustainable tenure allocation systems (BR1, BR2, DD, CR). The
general consensus is that implementing the certificate-based allocation procedure already asks a lot
from public servants: “If you simply lease to the highest bidder, they get it, and that’s it. That is much
easier than the process that we have now set up. Certificates have to be checked, calculations need to
be made, and land must be registered with Skal, well you name it. All of that requires more capacity”
(BR2). Some lessors therefore indicated that they would be in favor of longer tenure contracts as it
would make the allocation process less frequent and therefore less time consuming (CR, VU).

5.2.2 Actor coalitions — protectors of the status quo

A discussion of land tenure would not be complete without mentioning the role of influential actors in
the domain of land tenure, and the agro-industry more broadly. Firstly, many lessors mentioned the
Land Registry as a significant obstacle in facilitating more sustainable land tenure arrangements. To
reiterate, the Land Registry is responsible for reviewing and approving tenure contracts. Lessors
claimed that the Land Registry favor the interests of the tenant and are reluctant to approve sustainability
requirements (BR1, DD, LvC, CR, Obs3). As the interviewee from De Dommel put it: ““ Parties involved
should be able to make voluntary agreements that contribute to sustainability, and the Land Registry
too often plays an obstructive role in that” (DD). A frequently mentioned example was the prohibition
on glyphosate. In 2022, the province of Noord-Brabant submitted a request for the prohibition on the
use of glyphosate, which the Southern Land Registry initially rejected, as it was deemed to be
‘excessive’. Because the province insisted on this prohibition, they took it up with the Central Land
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Registry, who ultimately approved the request, after which the Southern Land Registry conceded. In
my interview with the Land Registry, the interviewee was aware of this criticism but refuted that in
practice, the Land Registry approves most tenure contracts including those with far-reaching
sustainability requirements (GR). The interviewee further expanded on the notion of ‘excessiveness’ as
one of the main criteria for reviewing tenure contracts: “7The Land Registry is not necessarily for the
most sustainable application of something. So we just ask the question: is the measure for the tenant
adequately clear and is it not too excessive in terms of meddling with their business operations (GR).
In this regard, there seemed to be disagreement between the experiences of lessors and the Land
Chamber. However, if the Land Chamber indeed is reluctant to approve sustainability criteria, this could
prove to be an issue for agroecological farmers, whose sustainability measures are often more far-
reaching than the ones currently present in sustainable tenure models.

Moreover, the lobby from livestock feed companies, retailers and suppliers, and other actors
from the agro-industry such as the LTO were also mentioned as actors with a lot of lobbying power
(VU, LvC, ST). How this lobbying power was exercised in practice was a topic that often remained
only at surface level, for example: “It is also due to the LTO, who of course have a huge lobby. A lot of
power, so they are able to stop many things, even though we urgently need a new vision” (VU).
Additionally, when discussing the role of the Land Chamber, the interviewee from the SFS said: “ We
see that the agro-lobby is very strong and good at that, to force their hand. They do that very well, [
cannot deny. But the question is wether that serves us as a society.” Whether or not there are actual
linkages between the Land Registry and the LTO is not clear, though it was vaguely implied.

5.2.3 Natural-spatial conditions

As Buizer et al (2016) note, physical conditions of land may ‘foreground’ other factors of land
governance (Buizer et al. 2016). This also applies to land tenure arrangements, as indicated by almost
all lessors during the interviews. The type of landscape affects what type of farming can be practiced
on a particular plot of land, and therefore also affects key aspects of tenure such as which sustainability
measures are most appropriate or the lease price. As the first interviewee from the province stated “In
North-Holland they have dunes of course, but also surrounding land. Yes, they have very different
demands and wishes than we do. We don 't have plots of land in groundwater protection areas” (BR1).
Additionally, differences in the type of soil has implications for what type of farming can take place on
that soil, which requires more specialized treatment in terms of how that land is allocated in tenure
(BR2). The municipality of Vught added that they are sometimes limited in what they can offer their
tenants because much of their land is located in or close to nature conservation areas, such as the
Natura2000 areas: “we facilitate it [agroecological initiatives] but we don t encourage it [...], also has
to do with the fact that 90% of our tenure lands are in the Gement. That is very fertile agricultural land,
but there is also a water catchment area, and it is a meadow bird area, so there are no trees allowed.
So therefore we also don t allow agro-forestry for example” (VU). On the other hand, tenants with the
State Forestry Service can only lease plots of land that are right next to a forest or nature area protected
by the SFS (ST). Thus, to a certain extent, lessors are always limited in what they can offer farmers due
to the physical conditions of certain plots of land.

5.2.4 Rules and legislation

A key piece of legislature for publicly owned land is the Didam ruling. This ruling, enforced by the
Dutch Supreme Court in 2021, holds that newly available governmental real estate must enter a public
selection procedure (Dutch Government, 2024). In theory, this procedure strengthens fairness and
transparency because it announces when a new piece of land becomes available, which should give all
potential interested parties an equal chance (Dutch Government, 2024). In practice however, this means
that tenants with short-term contracts have no prospective land security, because when the contract ends
there is no guarantee that the tenant will get a new contract for the same plot of land (Bakker, 2024).
Additionally, the Didam-ruling has also made matters more difficult for lessors, because one-on-one
leasing used to build a relationship with the tenant, whereas now this continued relation is not

34



guaranteed. As the interviewee from De Dommel explained: “If used fo be the case that you built a
relationship with your tenant, it was used as a kind of glue. By leasing more publicly you are actually
losing that relationship with your tenant. And in a way, it is more fair and transparent, but it also makes
it more difficult to get a grip on who your tenants are” (DD). In other words, prior to the Didam ruling,
public lessors could extend a tenure contract ‘informally’ to the same tenant, which enabled mutual trust
between lessor and tenant. Now, even short-term plots of land are legally required to be open to any
new interested tenants. This has decreased trust between lessors and tenants, which is essential for
sustainable land use on rented lands (Carolan 2005). Due to the absence of trust, lessors are forced to
come up with complicated systems such as the heavily certificate-focussed bidding procedure.
Ultimately, this is more work for the lessor (BR2). For the agroecological farmer, it is the combination
of increasingly more liberalized short-term contracts by governmental tenure actors and the implications
of the Didam ruling, that prevents prospective land security.

Another major limitation of public land tenure is that there is no one-size-fits-all legislature, which
enables different regional and local governments to adopt widely different sustainability measurements
in their tenure contracts, if any at all (BR1). This has a few important implications. First, the absence
of overarching binding legislature may work disheartening for municipalities who make a lot of effort
to include sustainability requirements. As the interviewee from Vught said “if my neighboring
municipality does not do it, and they still go the old-fashioned way with chemicals, artificial fertilizer,
you name it, then we still dont make a lot of progress” (VU). In turn, these inconsistencies are
problematic for farmers because it is almost impossible to keep track of all the different tenure policies
that are maintained by all the different types of lessors (DD). Second, this lack of continuity and
consistency in tenure policy is reflective of an overall lack of vision for the future of agricultural lands
(VU, CR). As the interview from Cranendonck stated: ““Part is also political, that that vision on the
landscape is not landing. What do we want exactly with our agricultural lands? It is simply not there.”
(CR). As a result of the short-term and fluctuating agricultural policies from the cabinet in recent years,
both lessors as well as tenants do not know what can be expected (BR2, VU, DD, CR).

Moreover, the role of the national government was mentioned as an obstacle. The interviewee
from the province explained that the ‘real’ incentive to take sustainability steps in agriculture comes
from the EU, mainly in the form of mandatory water and biodiversity targets (BR2): “And those targets,
like the KRW, it always comes from the EU, and then there is always the question, well the Hague is in
between. And of course, we just had a cabinet who just went to the EU to say, well can we maybe not
comply with a few things?” (BR2). As such, the national government was described as being an obstacle
in between the European and the regional levels of government, even with the cabinet making demands
in Brussels to not have to comply with some requirements (BR2).

Finally, as a result of lacking top-down policy, municipalities are also free to design their land
tenure policy. This also causes the politics on the local level to influence to what degree sustainability
measures are taken up in tenure arrangements. Like the interviewee from Bergeijk said: “If the board
wants it, it is possible, is what I always say” (BE). Other lessors also mentioned ‘the political color of
the board’, the ‘political climate’, or ‘support from the council’ as obstacles to make tenure more open
to agroecology, or sustainable agriculture more broadly (DD, VU, LvC, BE, CR).

5.2.5 Discourses

During the interviews, there seemed to be consensus that the reason for the sustainability crises in
agriculture today is the result of decades of agricultural intensification, steered by productivist science
and policy (ST, VU. BR2). As the interviewee from Vught pointed out: “We have simply learned [...]
after the Second World War ‘never hunger again’ and we need to make sure that there is always enough
food and simply production, production, production. Try reversing that, that takes two generations”
(VU). The interviewee from the SFS added that “for almost three generations the government policy,
the science has all been focused on intensification. And there is no light switch to turn it off. There were
all kinds of programmes to help farmers intensify. Likewise, we will also need all kinds of programs to
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make sure it can go differently” (ST). These quotes show how public lessors are aware of the necessity
for change in the agricultural sector, and indeed explain why they implement a ‘sustainable tenure’
model at all. More importantly, this discourse of productivist agriculture as the main problem is shared
by the agroecological narrative (Obs1). This recognition for change in agriculture seems promising, but
at the same time these statements indicate that programmes to de-intensify agriculture are currently
lacking or insufficient.

When asked how agroecology could be further integrated into tenure, an overall belief in market
mechanisms was present amongst lessors. As previously mentioned, one of the reasons why lessors are
hesitant to allocate land to agroecological farmers is skepticism towards the profitability of their
business models. In line with this belief, many interviewees stated that once it is obvious that
agroecology can be profitable, then it will naturally become more popular for both farmers and lessors
(BR1, BR2, VU, ST, LvC, Obs3). As the first interviewee from the province explained: ““You can do
that in two ways right? Either the economic route, so say Skal-products become so popular that
everybody wants Skal-products? Well, scarcity on the market, price goes up, fantastic. Then one can
start to make money of it. It is the laws of the economy really” (BR1). During the second observation,
the importance of the market was reiterated once more. When a participant asked about the future
outlook of sustainable land funds, the speaker responded that attracting capital is one of the main
challenges, despite strong interest from farmers (Obs2). He also noted that in this area ‘the costs precede
the benefits’, and that sustainably managed agricultural land first needs to be recognized as a financial
asset (Obs2). In that sense, the market was still revered as the way to manage land more sustainably.
Civil society lessors such as Land van Ons and Aardpeer are commended for their efforts to prioritize
sustainable land use, but are not considered to be capable of scaling up due to limited investment
potential, informal governance, and market pressures (Obs2) (Jellema et al., 2023). These perceived
limitations reveal the fundamental belief that land governance is dominated by the land market, and
that the government and civil society have to act ‘in accordance with’, or ‘react to’ market mechanisms.

Furthermore, plots of land were often discussed in economic terms, such as ‘land being scarce’
(HE). The second interviewee from the province explained that for people actually working in the land
allocation department, the most important factor is still whether the farmer will be profitable or not: ““if
a biological farmer makes a bid of €1000 and wins from a conventional farmer who bids €1500, then
you have €500 in loss. In the program of *** they call that loss right? From the perspective of our
department [agriculture & nature] we don't call that loss, we say that is a farmer who contributes to
our water quality goals. It is an investment. But that is a different way of thinking and that takes time
before you get everybody on board with that.”” (BR2). This quote is revealing because it shows a dual
mindset. On the one hand, the interviewee from the department of agriculture and nature (in cooperation
with the GOB) are trying to make sustainability more of a priority in the allocation of land. This is
already evident in the fact that Skal-farmers are given (or will soon be given) priority with some lessors
(DD, LvC, BR1). On the other hand, the land management department is stuck in the belief that land
must be profitable, causing them to be hesitant to take a financial loss in order to get an ‘environmental
win’.

5.3 Dynamics of policy arrangement

Where the previous sections looked at the policy dimensions separately, this section aims at synthesizing
the dynamics between them. This is where the main bottlenecks for agroecological alignment in tenure
policy are identified, as well as the emerging cracks of opportunity.

5.3.1 The productivist path dependency

In line with broader land governance literature (Salman and Mori 2023), the dominance of particular
stakeholders have led to institutionalized path dependency in Dutch tenure arrangements, in favor of
‘conventional’ or ‘productivist’ agriculture. Interviewees indicated that the strong voices of the LTO
lobby and the Grondkamer share a discourse of a productivist agriculture, making sure that tenure policy
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remains in the interest of the status quo. As several interviewees expressed, this path dependency started
in the second half of the 20" century, a time when modernization, scale enlargement, and intensification
were deemed to be in the collective interest and were thus heavily promoted and subsidized (Aarts and
Leeuwis 2023; Runhaar 2017). This productivist agricultural discourse also spilled over into land
governance, making profit the most important factor of land use (BR2). This also explains why the short
term liberalized tenure contract became the dominant model since it came into existence in 2007. This
model is compelling for lessors because it provides a lot of control, while simaltaneously still enabling
short-term profitable land use for the farmer. Here, the interviews also highlighted a problem for public
lessors with regards to resources. Namely, the fact that governments do not possess the necessary
internal knowledge of local sustainable agriculture, such as local pest control, or alternative fertility
management (LvC) (Carolan 2005). Consequently, especially municipalities consult ‘conventional’
agricultural organisations such as the ZLTO when making their sustainable tenure rules. Together, the
institutionalized discourse of ‘land as financial asset’, and the lack of knowledge by public lessors
creates a feedback loop which reinforces institutional dependence on conventional notions of
sustainable agriculture. Agroecological farmers, who have a much more holistic view of sustainable
agriculture, are therefore marginalized as they do not have the necessary certificates for example.
Additionally, current rules of the game such as the Didam-ruling and the fixed duration of six years for
liberalized contracts further impose difficulties for both the lessor and the tenant.

The productivist path dependency also naturally produces skepticism towards agroecology’s viability
as an alternative way of farming because of widely different farming norms. The norm in ‘conventional’
farming is to produce a certain number of a product (often monocultures), within a certain amount of
time, for as little as costs as possible, often using mechanization and various chemical inputs to achieve
this (van der Ploeg et al. 2019). The practice of increasing production has become a key, almost defining
feature of what constitutes a ‘good farmer’ in productivist farming culture (Burton 2004). Agroecology
radically challenges these norms. For example the centrality of natural processes, the importance of
farmer autonomy, the ongoing learning of structuring labor processes, and diversified production (van
der Ploeg et al. 2019). These norms require more time, and ultimately challenge broader supply chains
(Obs3). In other words, within a productivist agricultural system, it is very difficult for agroecology to
be considered economically viable, which reinforces the idea that it is ‘risky’ or not even considered
agriculture at all.

Productivist
agriculture, land

as financial

Undermines
legitimacy of

Agro-lobby
maintains status

agro-ecology quo (power)

(resource)

Rules of the game
impose difficulties:
short-term
liberalized tenure,
Didam ruling, lack
of over-arching
tenure legislation

Reliance on
conventional
notions of
sustainable
agriculture (e.g.
ZLTO)

Lack of internal Marginalization

knowledge of agro-
lessors ecological

farmers

(resource) (outcome)

Figure 5.2 Visual representation of productivist path dependency within Dutch tenure. Source: Author
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5.3.2 Emerging cracks of opportunity

Although the barriers seem overwhelming, several developments point to the possibility for more
agroecological alignment in sustainable tenure. Firstly, several lessors recognized that genuine
sustainable land use cannot be accomplished with short-term tenure, as this does not stimulate
sustainable investments and soil use (VU, CR, ST). Therefore, especially municipalities seemed to be
open to the idea of longer tenure contracts (VU, CR, ST). This does however cause friction with the
multitude of land planning objectives of public lessors. Especially the province and waterboards favor
short-term tenure as they often need that land for other purposes in the future. As such, it should be
recognized that longer contracts would not be welcomed by all public lessors. Nevertheless, the
potential willingness for longer tenure duration could provide a powerful opportunity for agroecological
farmers and lobby groups because the desire for longer tenure contracts is something that is also shared
by conventional farming groups, such as the LTO (CR) (LTO 2023). Secondly, there is a gradual tension
between economic profitability and environmental goals in land allocation among lessors. This was
most evident in the case of the province where one interviewee from the land planning department
viewed tenure mainly as a source of temporary income (BR1), whereas the other interviewee (BR2)
emphasized that sustainable tenure can serve as an investment in the soil quality and biodiversity. This
notion of prioritizing ‘ecological returns’ is reinforced by the growing discourse on the need for moving
away from productivist agriculture, which was also shared by the interviewees of the SFS and the
municipality of Vught. This shifting discourse is in line with agroecological farming values, which
could result in more awareness of the relevance of agroecology among lessors. Thirdly, although
agroecology still lacks legitimacy as a serious alternative to conventional farming, it is gaining gradual
recognition, albeit framed in a narrative of advancing ‘social cohesion’ in local communities. If
agroecological proponents would focus on the ‘social’ component of agroecology, this could give
lessors the much needed clarification on what distinghuises agroecology from biological farming for
example. As the interviewee from Vught put it: “call a spade a spade” (VU). Especially some
municipalities were open to the idea of granting land to agroecological farmers via other avenues than
tenure (BE, VU, CR). This could potentially circumvent the whole allocation process of tenure all
together.

6. Conclusion & Discussion

6.1 Answering the research questions

The aim of this thesis was two-fold. The first aim was to gauge the level of agroecological alignment
with public tenure in the province of Noord-Brabant, reflected by the first two RQ’s:

1. How can sustainable tenure models by public lessors in Noord-Brabant be characterized in
terms of allocation procedures and sustainable land use?

2. How do sustainable tenure models by public lessors in Noord-Brabant (mis)align with the
agroecological principles for tenure by farmer’s collective Toekomstboeren?

Section 5.1 of the results indicated that most agroecological principles currently misalign with the
sustainable tenure models by public lessors in Noord-Brabant. In terms of eligibility, agroecological
farmers are currently not considered agricultural businesses in the eyes of lessors, which often excludes
them from the allocation process. Second, with regards to allocation, agroecology’s need for alternative
and individual evaluation methods is opposed by the dominance of a standardized bidding system
favoring established sustainability certificates, where agroecological farmers often fall short. Third,
when agroecological farmers are able to secure land despite the allocation challenges, their possibilies
in terms of rights are very limited, and short term liberalized contracts prevent prospective land security.
However, because some lessors indicated that they would be open to longer tenure duration, the
agroecological principle of longer tenure contracts seems to have potential. Finally, with regards to
sustainability criteria, agroecology’s holistic focus on social cohesion and economic solidarity is often
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too abstract for lessors, who only consider land use to be the way that sustainability is supposed to be
enacted in agriculture. This often causes agroecological farmers to not be taken seriously as a real
contender for agricultural land in the first place (the elibility factor again). However, obligatory
sustainability criteria, for example the prohibition on chemical pesticides, is one of the few aspects
where sustainable tenure aligns with the agroecological principles.

The second aim was to identify how policy arrangements affect this (mis)alignment, reflected by the
third RQ:

3. How do policy arrangements explain the established level of (mis)alignment?

Sections 5.2 and 5.3 of the results indicated that the predominant misalignment is the outcome of a
relatively stable policy arrangement of land tenure, where the interplay between actors, resources, rules,
and discourses mutually reinforce a tenure system which is unreceptive of agroecological ideas and
practices. The basis of this policy arrangement is rooted in a discourse of productivism, where land is
seen as a financial asset which should produce profit. Public lessors thus automatically frame
‘sustainable tenure’ in a productivist and market-oriented lense. Agroecology is not rejected outright,
but is immediately translated into discursive categories suited to the logic of public lessors, such as
profitability (having a profitable business model) and measurability (easily measurable indicators of
sustainable land use). By default, agroecological farmers often cannot be ‘evaluated’ along these
categories, and thus automatically lack legitimacy in the eyes of public lessors. The distribution of
power and resources further exacerbates this lack of legitimacy. Public lessors often lack the knowledge
and capacity to operationalize sustainability in their tenure policy, which results in the heavy reliance
on sustainability certificates and outsider knowledge, often consulting conventional farmer interest
groups such as the (Z)LTO. This reinforces dependence on existing notions of sustainable agriculture,
and undermines the holistic and place-based practice of agroecology, for which a certificate does not
exist. Moreover, certain rules of the game within the tenure system prevent public lessors from making
tenure more sustainable. For example the liberalized tenure contract which only facilitates short-term
tenure, but also the obligation to allocate public land transparantly, which increases competition among
farmers and decreases trust between lessors and tenants. Finally, the lack of certain rules, in the form of
overarching tenure legislation, also does not incentivize all lessors to implement sustainability
requirements which would benefit agroecological farmers. Figure 6 summarizes all the results together.
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Figure 6: Summary of results. Source: Author

6.2 Situating the results in the literature

6.2.1 Legitimizing agroecology as the path forward

Discourses

‘Productivist” agriculture as
problem

Land as financial asset (belief
that land should be profitable)

Belief in market mechanisms
(sustainable agriculture can be
achieved once business models
reward sustainable land use)

Results section 5.2.1 revealed that public lessors do not recognize agroecology as ‘real farming’. As
such, this thesis aligns with previous research (Perrin and Baysse-Lainé 2020; Montenegro de Wit and
Iles 2016) in that different farming models not only compete in access to land, but in the first place
compete for legitimacy and public support. Interviewees talked about agroecological initiatives with a
sense of charity, and especially municipalities seemed to be enthusiastic about the social benefits
agroecology could have for the community. However, interviewees also expressed worries about
agroecology’s economic viability and often did not consider them ‘agricultural businesses’.

The ‘cracks of opportunity’ in 5.3.2 do suggest that there are possibilities for agroecological
adaptation into tenure policy at the present moment, however it should be acknowledged that some of
these possibilities would likely not result in transformative agroecology (see 2.1). Rather, premature
adoption into government policy without the necessary public legitimacy could result in conformist
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agroecology, as the French example has demonstrated. This thesis thus supports the notion that
enhancing legitimacy should be the priority of the agroecological movement, rather than seeking
institutionalisation into public policy, or hanging on too tightly to the role of a social movement avoiding
public and private partnerships all together. Being recognized as a genuinely viable alternative to
conventional farming is essential if agroecological farmers are to be granted land on a structural level.

Additionally, this thesis suggests that the different perspectives on agroecological transition are
arguably not mutually exclusive. In the Netherlands, where rural planning is highly deliberative, while
values regarding land use are diverse, governments have a crucial role to play in the allocation of land
(Boonstra & Brink, 2007). As Giraldo and McCune put it: “we cannot concentrate on the state, but
neither can we ignore it” (Giraldo and McCune 2019, p. 803). It could therefore be argued that if a
wider agricultural transition to more agroecology is to take place, integration of agroecological
principles in public land tenure is a necessary precondition. To this extent, besides acquiring legitimacy,
accelerating agroecological transition perhaps requires some concessions. For example, in Germany the
term ‘agroecology’ itself has been omitted by agroecological movements, opting instead for the term
‘communal agriculture’. This has allowed for wider support and acceptation, without infringing on the
actual practice of agroecology (Obs1). A similar approach could be adopted by Dutch agroecological
lobby groups if the term ‘agroecology’ causes persitent confusion among governments.

Finally, the worries expressed by interviewees should be acknowledged and point to the work
that still lays ahead for agroecological practitioners, scientists, and lobby groups. The local-knowledge
narrative of agroecology may be appealing for short-term mobilization but currently falls short when
addressing complex issues. For instance, it is unclear what the consequences would be for production
and supply chains if agroecology would indeed become more mainstream (Jansen 2015) (Obs 3).

6.2.2 The limits of tenure reform in a capitalist ‘agrarian structure’

Results section 5.2.5 demonstrated that lessors in the province of Noord-Brabant are stuck in a private
property-based land governance paradigm. Although governments are attempting to intervene in tenure
relations through the sustainable tenure model, market interests are still relied upon as the main means
to regulate land relations. The emphasis on a profitable business model for tenants, as well as the
continued belief that sustainable land use is best stimulated by market mechanisms shows how land is
currently seen more as an investment opportunity than as a site for producing food in a healthy and
sustainable manner. This echoes the idea that farmland governance has become inextricably linked with
“‘lands’s profitability as both a productive and a financial asset’’ (Fairbairn 2014, p. 785).

Importantly, this is to no fault of the lessors, but rather the broader tenure framework that is
currently in place. Lessors feel that current policies and tenure models do not facilitate sustainability
measures. The results indicated a lack of an overarching vision of agricultural lands, but also the
dominance of the liberalized tenure model, and the frequently repeated claim that the Land Registry
sometimes rejects tenure contracts with sustainability clauses, ostensibly without solid grounds. This
underscores the notion that tenure security is not something that can only be granted by the lessor, but
rather relies on broader institutional, economic, and political conditions (Holland et al., 2022).

It should therefore be recognized that reforming tenure would arguably not constitute a
transformational change for improving land relations for agroecological farmers. Tenure rights are
essentially rights of ‘access’, but in the private property model of land governance that does not equate
to ‘control’ of land (Pierri et al. 2025). Rather, the way tenure is designed, and the land distribution that
follows from this design underpin what Alain de Janvry has labelled the ‘agrarian structure’ (de Janvry
1981). This structure is not only comprised of a system of access (both ownership and tenure) but also
of a system of social relations — “the modes of production and their corresponding social class
composition” (de Janvry 1981, p. 385). Many critiques have been raised against state-led land reforms
within a capitalist agrarian structure (Boras et al., 2015) and historically, capitalist agrarian structures
have rarely been reformed from ‘within’, because the agrarian structure continues to favor the dominant
capitalist social order (de Janvry 1981). Therefore, it could be argued that even if agroecological farmers
are granted more land security through tenure reform, land itself would still be at risk of being exploited
and commodified. An ontological paradigm shift from land as financial asset, to land as ‘relational’
would arguably be necessary to realize more fundamental land reform (Wittman & James 2022; Borras
etal., 2015; Gerber & Gerber 2017).
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Nevertheless, recent agroecological literature has shown that land reforms within property
driven land governance models can still be leveraged towards promoting agroecology, for instance in
the case of Scotland’s Land Reform Bill (Calo et al., 2023). This bill reformed property law to facilitate
easier land access for local communities, and additionally places legal responsibilities on landowners
to disclose how they use the land and how that relates to public interests such as addressing climate
change and nature restoration (Scottish Government, 2024). This example shows that it is worthwhile
to pursue land reform within a private property model of land governance. As such, pushing for land
reform itself can still be useful as an important driver for social change, as reforming capitalist land
relations is a matter of politics, rather than one of policy (Wittman and James 2022; de Janvry 1981). If
anything, the current struggles in accessing land by not only agroecological farmers, but any small-
scale farmer that is currently marginalized by the capitalist agrarian structure, point out that land reform
should be back on the political agenda, even if it is ‘dead’ as a policy issue.

6.2.3 Reflections on the PAA: overcoming path dependency in land governance

This research makes two contributions to the PAA as a theoretical framework for land governance. First,
this thesis aligns with Salman and Mori (2023) in that overcoming path dependency in land governance
asks especially that actors make use of their agency in order to influence the more structural dimensions
(Salman and Mori 2023). As the results added up, it became increasingly clear that the misaligment
between agroecological principles and tenure policy cannot be attributed to separate dimensions, but
should rather be considered in the context of a broader set of productivist agricultural ideas and policies.
The question then, is whether and how this path dependency can be overcome. Socio-technical (STS)
and social-ecological (SES) perspectives often focus on the importance of external shock events (Geels
and Schot 2007; Ostrom 2009) which cause disruption in the system, leading to change (M. Wiering et
al. 2018). However, ‘shock events’ in the context of land governance are difficult to pin down, as land
is a ‘constant’ resource which is easily taken for granted (Wittman and James 2022). Changing land
tenure in favor of agroecology thus demands that transformational actors make use of their agency. In
light of this, an important dynamic during the interviews was that public lessors sometimes did not
grasp the intention and values of agroecology. This can be attributed to the ‘incommensurability’ (Tuck
and Yang 2012) between the relational discourse of land that agroecological farmers maintain, and the
private property discourse of land that public lessors maintain. As such, ‘demanding’ that agroecological
tenure principles be implemented, without first shaking deeply rooted discursive assumptions is likely
to result in a ‘dialogue of the deaf” (M. Wiering et al. 2018). One way agroecological policy
entrepreneurs can decrease the ‘incommensurability gap’ is to highlight the ‘sub-optimality’ (Torfing
2009) of current land governance, for example by highlighting to tenure actors how it currently does
not stimulate sustainable soil use, or how it excludes aspiring farmers from accessing land. Another
approach is to start a new discursive story line (M. Wiering et al. 2018), inviting other actors to join
alternative ideas and policy concepts more in favor of agroecology. Importantly, this discourse should
be relatively ambiguous in order to convince actors with different interests (Kaufmann et al. 2016). This
is important as land governance actors with mainly economic goals often tend to have more access to
resources and social networks than ‘transformative’ actors with social or sustainable aims
(Andriamihaja et al. 2021; Salman and Mori 2023). Secondly, this thesis has highlighted that the
sustainable tenure model by the province of Noord-Brabant is currently constrained by national legal
and discursive frameworks. For example, the finding that there is a lack of national vision for
agricultural land, or a lack of an overarching tenure framework. Dutch tenure governance thus finds
itself in a site of constrained experimentation, where subnational public lessors (most notably the
province of Noord-Brabant) are experimenting with sustainable tenure models, but remain limited by
the national government. As such, the dynamics between multiple levels of government deserve special
attention if the PAA is to be used in the future to analyze land governance.
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6.3 Practical recommendations

6.3.1 For agroecological lobby groups

The first recommendation for agroecological lobby groups in the Netherlands is to evaluate how to best
‘sell’ the agroecological project to governments. The findings of this research suggest that governments
are currently unable to incorporate agroecology into their policies because there is a lack of
understanding what it is exactly. Especially the social component that CSA’s emphasize causes
governments to question whether agroecological initiatives qualify as agriculture or something ‘in
between’ agriculture and community-building. One of the recommendations that came out of this
research was therefore to give ‘agroecology’ a separate planning title (VU, BE, CR). In addition to
‘infrastructure’, ‘housing’, ‘agriculture’, and so on, a separate title could be introduced to give
agroecology its own place, as being a mix between ‘nature’ and ‘agriculture’. Importantly, this term
should be clear and specific enough for governments, without losing the defining attributes that separate
agroecology from biological farming for example. This recommendation was briefly discussed during
the final observation (Obs4), which caused mixed opinions. Though there was general optimism about
giving agroecological farmers their own place within land planning, some policymakers on the
municipal level warned for administrative and legal obstacles of such a new title (Obs4). Additionally,
a policymaker from the province of Gelderland raised the concern that the effectiveness of such an AE
title should be carefully considered in light of the size and governance purpose of different lessors.
These concerns should be further investigated by agroecological lobby groups.

The second recommendation is to find out where agroecological principles for tenure may align
with conventional farmer interest groups (e.g. the LTO), as is the case on the matter of contract duration.
As the discussion pointed out, by finding points of alignment with resourceful actors, agroecological
lobby groups could leverage their relatively weak political standing to gain momentum. This was also
underscored during the final observation, where participants agreed that the agroecological movement
should seek common ground with conventional farmers and lobby groups, rather than seeing them as
‘enemies’ (Obs4).

6.3.2 For public lessors

First, public lessors could investigate which parcels of land are not desirable by conventional farmers,
and evaluate whether they would be suitable for an agroecological farmer. The interviewee from
Bergeijk mentioned that there are sometimes smaller parcels (less than one hectare), with weird shapes,
which conventional farmers deem to be unproductive (BE). These parcels of land might be of interest
to an agroecological farmer. Additionally, the province of Noord-Brabant and some municipalities have
chosen to allocate 15% of agricultural lands to biological agriculture, in line with the national target
(Rijksoverheid, 2023). Since agroecological farmers are by default biological, municipalities could also
consider following the 15% biological benchmark, and allocate these parcels to agroecological farmers.

Secondly, one interviewee highlighted the importance of not ‘forcing’ tenants too much with very
specific sustainability demands (BE). A reference was made to the tenure model by waterboard Noord-
Brabant Water, who offers tenants a wide range of sustainability measures from which tenants can pick
those measures that fit their business (Noord-Brabant Water, n.d.). Lessors could adopt this more
voluntary model as well, and incorporate agroecological principles so that agroecological farmers could
make their ‘hypotethical bid” worth more.

Thirdly, in order to align more with AE’s collective approach to land, collective tenure rights could
be explored. There are no ‘ideal types’ of tenure that fully embrace collective or private systems (Ostrom
and Hess, 2007.; Pierri et al. 2025). Rather, a mix of both is usually present. Experimenting with
different degrees of transferability or use rights may be conducive to sustainable land use, while still
maintaining ultimate allocative authority as public lessor. Examples of advantages of collective rights
include the sharing of risks (such a climate hazards), or that local problems are effectively dealt with
relatively low costs (Ostrom and Hess, 2007). These are advantages that both tenants and landowners
may benefit from.
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6.4 Future research

Future research can look into how agroecological actors can best capitalize on the ‘cracks of
opportunity’ presented here. Some suggestions are: 1) using the agents of change framework to analyse
the interactions between agents of change (agroecological actors) and the actor in which change is
desired (tenure actors) (Andriamihaja et al. 2021); 2) going beyond actors (who) and agency (how) and
explore triggers (‘when’) and leverage points (‘where’) of overcoming path dependency in Dutch land
governance more broadly (Salman and Mori 2023); and 3) exploring the best legitimation strategies for
agroecological actors to gain more legitimacy and public support in the Netherlands (Chowdhury et al.
2021; Van Oers et al. 2018). As an alternative pathway, which was not discussed in much detail in this
thesis, future research could also focus on scaling up the emerging land cooperatives in the civil society
sphere. These cooperatives generally share agroecological discourses and visions, so scaling up these
initiatives could also improve land access for agroecological farmers. A final line of future research
could look into how lobby power by conventional agricultural organisations is exercised to influence
sustainable tenure models, as this research only observed it at surface level.

6.5 Limitations

The first limitation of this study was the choice for a single instrumental case study. The choice to solely
focus on the province of Noord-Brabant provided deep insights, but also resulted in highly context-
specific results. Therefore, the results may not be generalizable to other provinces and countries. A
comparative case study approach between provinces may have been interesting to see where differences
emerge. The second limitation was the fact that this thesis focussed exclusively on public tenure, thus
omitting tenure by private land owners and civil society land cooperatives. This turned out to be
especially limiting due to how complicated public tenure is, whereas private tenure actors are not
constrained as much, for example because they do not have other governanc purposes to consider. In
practice, agroecological farmers currently have more success in finding tenure with private land owners
and in the civil society sphere. This proved to be difficult during some interviews because some public
lessors simply did not have any agroecological farmers as tenants. This caused some interview questions
to be underrepresented or discussed as a hypothetical. The final limitation was the somewhat rushed
nature of the interviews. The theoretical framework was changed multiple times after most interviews
were completed, which caused some missed opportunities for interview questions.
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Appendix 1: Interview guide

Typical duration interview: 60 min

Translation is included (in between brackets in green)

Explanation interview questions: The interview questions were divided into two main themes: ‘concrete tenure
practices’ and ‘institutional dynamics’. The first theme aimed at capturing the most important features of
sustainable tenure practices in terms of allocation and sustainable land use, and how these might align/misalign
with agroecology. The second theme explored broader tenure dynamics, reflecting on institutional barriers. The
numbered questions are open questions and were the ‘pillars’ of the interview. The bullet point questions are
follow-up questions in order to help keep the interview on track with my research purposes. It should be
acknowledged that no interview was the same and that interview questions evolved over time. These final
questions were the ones that consistently performed the best.

Introduction

Ik ben Viktor Bruyn en ik ben master student Environment and Society Studies aan de Radboud Universiteit. Mijn
onderzoek gaat over de relatie tussen agro ecologie en duurzame pacht in de provincie Noord-Noord-Brabant. Het
doel van het onderzoek is het in kaart brengen van de mogelijkheden en obstakels voor het integreren van agro-
ecologische landbouwvormen in duurzaam pachtbeleid. Het doel van dit interview is om meer te weten te komen
over hoe u als [functie] van [organisatie] nadenkt over vraagstukken rondom verduurzaming van de pacht, en uw
ervaringen in deze transitie tot nu toe.

(My name is Viktor Bruyn and I am a Master's student in Environment and Society Studies at Radboud University.
My research is about the relation between agroecology and sustainable tenure in the province of Noord-Brabant.
The aim of this research is to identify the possibilities and barriers for integrating agroecological needs for land
access with sustainable land tenure policy in the province of Noord-Brabant. The goal of this interview is to learn
more about how you, as [position] of [organization], view issues around sustainable tenure, and specifically your
experiences in this transition so far.)

Definition agroecology

Agro-ecologie is een manier van landbouw die de natuur als uitgangspunt neemt. Het combineert ecologische
kennis met landbouwpraktijken om voedsel te produceren op een manier die goed is voor de bodem, de
biodiversiteit én de mensen die er werken. Agro-ecologische boeren onderscheiden zich daarmee van biologische
boeren bijvoorbeeld, omdat ze dus niet alleen rekening houden met hoe ze telen, maar ook met sociale cohesie en
verbindingen tussen mens, maatschappij, en natuur. Agro ecologie staat bijvoorbeeld ook voor het opbouwen van
gemeenschappen rondom grond en een economie gebaseerd op solidariteit.

(Agroecology is a way of farming that takes nature as its starting point. It combines ecological knowledge with
agricultural practices to produce food in a way that benefits the soil, biodiversity, and the people who work the
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land. Agroecological farmers thereby distinguish themselves from organic farmers for example, because they do
not only consider how they grow crops, but also focus on social cohesion and the connections between people,
society, and nature. Agroecology also stands for building communities around land and fostering an economy
based on solidarity for example.)

Opening remarks

o Het interview zal ongeveer een uur duren.
(The interview will take approximately one hour)

o Alle informatie die u deelt is vertrouwelijk en zal niet direct tot u terug te herleiden zijn.
(All information you share is confidential and will not be directly traceable to you)

o Vindt u het goed dat ik dit interview opneem?
(Do you consent to this interview being recorded?) (usually agreed upon beforehand)

o Totslot zou ik graag nog willen benadrukken dat u geen vragen hoeft te beantwoorden als u dat niet wilt,
en dat we het interview op elk moment kunnen stoppen.
(Lastly, I would like to emphasize that you are not required to answer any questions you do not want to,
and we can stop the interview at any time)

Introductory questions

1. Kunt u kort uw functie toelichten, en de rol die duurzame pacht daarin speelt?
(Could you briefly introduce your job function and the role that sustainable tenure plays in it?)

Theme 1: Concrete tenure practices (dimension ‘rules of the game”)

2. ‘Duurzaamheid’ is een breed begrip. Hoe wordt ‘duurzame pacht’ ingevuld door
[organisatie/gemeente]?
(“Sustainability’ is a broad term. Could you describe what sustainable tenure looks like at
[organization]?)

General follow-up questions

e Hoe is deze besluitvorming tot stand gekomen?
(How did this decision-making come about?)

e  Welke partijen zijn betrokken (geweest) bij het opstellen van duurzaamheidsvoorwaarden?
(Which parties are/were involved in the making of sustainability criteria?)

e  Wat voor type pachtcontracten hebben jullie, en waarom?
(What types of lease contracts do you issue, and why?)

e Iser wel eens sprake van een doorslaggevende factor in de gunning? Zo ja, wat is dit dan?
(Is there sometimes a decisive factor in the allocation process? If so, what is it?)

e Zijn er wel eens problemen geweest met pachters? Waar gingen deze problemen dan over?
(Have there ever been issues with tenants? What were those issues about?)

Follow-up questions related to AE

e Naast certificaten en keurmerken, is het ook mogelijk om op andere manieren te controleren en te
meten of een bedrijf duurzaam is (bv. teeltplannen, bedrijfsplannen, monitoringsplannen,
inkoopfacturen?). Waarom wel/niet?

(Besides certificates, is it also possible to determine whether a farming business is sustainable in
different ways? For example, by evaluating crop rotation plans, business plans, monitoring plans, and
purchase invoices? Why (not)?)
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Is het mogelijk om een aparte gunningsprocedure te hebben voor kleine percelen rondom
dorps/stadskernen voor kleinschalige initiatieven zoals voedselbossen en zelfoogsttuinen? Waarom
wel/niet?

(Is it possible to have a separate allocation process for smaller parcels around villages and cities for
small-scale initiatives such as food forests and CSA’s? Why (not)?

Agro ecologie is meer dan alleen duurzaam grondgebruik. Het staat ook voor het bevorderen van
sociale cohesie en een economisch model gebaseerd op solidariteit. Is het mogelijk voor [organisatie]
om ‘maatschappelijke’ selectiecriteria in te voeren? Denk aan ledenlijsten met adressen (korte keten)
bijvoorbeeld. Waarom wel/niet?

(Agroecology is more than sustainable land use. It also advocates social cohesion and economic
solidarity. Is it possible for [organization] to take into consideration ‘social’ selection criteria? For
example member lists with addresses (short supply chain)? Why (not)?)

Theme 2: Institutional dynamics (dimension ‘power and resources’) — 15 min

3.

4.

5.

Wat zijn de grootste uitdagingen voor het verduurzamen van de pacht voor [organisatie/gemeente]?
Heeft u voorbeelden/anekdotes?

(What are the biggest challenges in making land tenure more sustainable for [organization]? Do you
have examples/anecdotes?)

Wat gaat er goed in de verduurzaming van de pacht? Zowel in [organisatie], als in Nederland in het
algemeen? Heeft u voorbeelden/anekdotes?

(What is going well in sustainable land tenure, both in [organisation] and in the Netherlands? What are
examples of good practices?)

Als u vanuit uw rol bij [organisatie/gemeente] een advies mocht geven aan de Tweede Kamer, wat zou
u dan graag in een eventuele nieuwe pachtwet willen zien? (mag in het kader van verduurzaming, maar
ook in het algemeen).

(If you could give advice to the Second Chamber for a potential new tenure law, what would you
advise?)

Closing remarks

o

Heeft u nog opmerkingen die u wilt delen?

(Do you have any final remarks you would like to share?)

Heeft u aanbevelingen voor wie ik nog meer zou kunnen interviewen over dit onderwerp?

(Do you have recommendations for other organizations I could interview on this topic?)

Hoe wilt u graag op de hoogte willen worden gehouden na het onderzoek? Wilt u het transcript en/of
de volledige scriptie?

(How would you like to be kept informed after the interview? Would you like the transcript and/or the
full thesis?)

Mocht u meer willen weten over agro ecologie of in contact komen agro ecologische boeren, kunt u
contact opnemen via land@toekomstboeren.nl

(If you would like to learn more about agroecology or get in touch with agroecological farmers, you
can contact land@toekomstboeren.nl)

Bedankt voor uw tijd. U kunt me altijd bereiken voor nabranders.

(Thank you for your time. Feel free to contact me with any follow-up questions)
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Appendix 2: Coding scheme

Code group Subgroup Number Code Number of
(indicators) of quoatations
quotations
per
subgroup
Sustainable
tenure
characteristics
Eligibility 19 Eligibility agricultural business 19
Allocation 43 Allocation_public_listing 22
Allocation_certificates 17
Allocation_motivation 4
Rights 14 Rights_transferability 9
Rights_permits 5
Duration 10 Duration_short_term 10
Sustainable land | 53 Sustainability prohibitions chemicals 17
use
Sustainability prohibitions plant_specie | 4
s
Sustainability distance 8
Sustainability definitional issue 24
PAA dimensions
for misalignment
(barriers for
alignment)
Resources and Barrier 54 Barrier internal agricultural knowlegde | 21
power knowledge
Barrier knowledge definition sustainabl | 24
e tenure
Barrier reactionary province 9
Barrier 18 Barrier lack AE _legitimacy 18
legitimacy
Barrier natural 14 Barrier natural_spatial 14
spatial
Barrier limits 50 Barrier_governance_ purpose 15
public tenure
Barrier variance governments 5
Barrier political color 12
Barrier lack of vision 5
Barrier work capacity 8
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Barrier_subsidies 5
Actors Barrier status 18 Barrier grondkamer 12
quo coalitions
Barrier lobby agroindustry 4
Barrier _conventional banks 2
Rules Barrier formal 19 Barrier_didam_ruling 9
rules
Barrier lacking_legislative framework 10
Barrier informal | 8 Barrier agricultural business 8
rules
Discourses Barrier 19 Barrier market mechanisms 19
discourses
governance
Barrier 9 Barrier land as financial asset 9
discourses
policy specific
PAA dimensions
for alignment
(facilitators for
alignment)
Resources and Facilitator 12 Facilitator province as leader 12
power legitimacy
Actors Facilitator actor | 2 Facilitator cooperation governments 2
coalitions
Rules Facilitator 4 Facilitator Skal land status 4
informal rules
Discourses Facilitator 11 Facilitator recognition problem product | 11
discourses ivism
policy specific
Other
Recommendatio | 15 Recommendation_separate planning_titl | 8
ns e AE
Recommendation_choice sustainability | 5
measures
Recommendation_left over parcels 2

Appendix 3: Statement on the use of generative Al

During the writing of this research, generative Al (ChatGPT) was occasionally used as a supportive
tool. In the beginning of the research it was mainly used to help create a general outline of the thesis.
For exampe in terms of how many words each chapter should roughly have, as well as how to structure
the overall lay-out. Of course, the final version ended up being different from what ChatGPT suggested
but it was useful to get started. In later stages of the research ChatGPT was sometimes used as a sparring
partner, especially as the thesis exceeded the word limit. In paragraphs where I suspected I had excessive
words, I would ask ChatGPT whether it could make a shorter version. Importantly, I never copied these
texts, but always made sure to critically evaluate what was essential. As such, I mainly took inspiration
from shorter sentence structures and phrasing, rather than actually deleting ‘substantial’ text. Lastly, I
never uploaded the entire thesis or empirical results to ChatGPT, as to stay in accordance with ethical

and academic integrity. All of the writing in this thesis is fully my own.
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