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Introduction 
The Farming Experience Internship was brought into existence to bridge the gap between the 

academic and the ‘real’ world. Students have often no clue what goes on in everyday life on a farm 

and the experience should increase their sense of understanding and leave them to be better 

managers and/or policymakers and/or even farmers in the future. 

During the first week of the FEI internship we prepared ourselves in the best possible way to be able 

to analyze a range of farms in the Netherlands. We visited some companies and saw some pioneers 

in the organic sector. Some speakers claimed that the truth may not be as rosy as the picture often 

sketched. The quest in my internship therefore, was whether the romantic view on farming really is 

true or should be dismissed. 

  

Figure 1:Plum orchard in Elst in August. The tree is a young  ‘Jubileum’ plum. 



The farm: Mapelle 
 

It’s hard to call this company a farm, or a company even. To me it is more a spider in a web of 

opportunities.  Mapelle is run and owned by Joke van den Ban (62) and was set up in 2004. Joke has 

no people working for her and her main activities can be subdivided into three components:  

 

 

 

 1) Running courses and advising people on the establishment of 

a fruit garden or individual trees;  

2) the pruning of (fruit)trees; 

3) the sale of fruits and processed fruit (mostly juice) from the 2 

orchards (SKAL-certified) she is in charge of.  

 

 

 

 

Since about 1,5 years she rents a plum orchard (0,6ha) in Est of Staatsbosbeheer, of which she sells 

the yield to the fruit vendor for organic shops. For this orchard, she shares the work and profits with 

Dirk van Ziel, who also has a lot of experience in growing fruit. Another she is in charge of is the 

orchard from conference center “Samaya” in Werkhoven. Here she takes care of the trees and the 

apples and pears she uses for her juice. When needed she joins her produce with Dirk van Ziel and/or 

Hans Akkermans. Mr Akkersmans also provides her with cooling, sorting and storing space, as she 

doesn’t have that herself. For example, momentarily red currents are frozen, in order to wait for the 

pears to be ready for harvest, to send them off together to the juicing company.  

 

 

 

  

Figure 2: Logo of Mappelle 



- Passion(!) 

- No employees 

- Work diversity 

- Balanced work 

-Freedom 

-SKAL- certified 

-No imput needed 

-No bankloan 

-Teaching background 
 

- Physical work/age 

- No own property 

- Alone 

- No advertisement 
-Website could be 

more attractive and 
clear. 

-Trend of 'grow it 
yourself' is rising. 

-Reputation  

-More usage of network 
of clients 

-Processing of clients 
fruits 

- PhD eager 

- Reputation 

- Physical limits /age 

Analyses 
To analyze the farm I did a SWOT analyses, looking at the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threats and will discuss them in 4 sections: People, Planet, Profit and Future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: SWOT analysis. Identifying strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Differences between the upper 

and lower part lies mostly, whether it is already there, and the amount of influence one has over it. 

 

1 People 

1.1 Employees 

Not being bothered by having to deal with employees, Joke makes up her own time schedule and 

appointments. She absolutely loves it to be so free, deciding what she does, where she does it and if 

she is tired and wants a day off, she’ll take a day off. When any personnel would be involved you’d 

always have to plan more, have work ready, let alone the hassle and bureaucracy that comes with it. 

She does not want to get involved in that, if she needs help she’ll hire one of her –often also alone 

working - colleagues.  If Joke would be harsh on anyone, it would be herself. Asking her how much 

she worked in a week, was one of the hardest questions to answer as working hours are not as clear 

cut as when having a desk job. Next to the picking, sorting, pruning and going to clients there are 

often a lot of hidden hours. These include emailing with others fruit sellers on the price to the buyer, 

putting stickers on bottles of juice, delivering juice on the way to ‘pruning clients’ etc. All are small 

tasks, needed to be done in order to make it all work, but add up significantly.  For me it was a good 

sign that at first Joke did not fully recognize these task to be also work, indicating that it comes 

naturally to her; she enjoys it and therefore not really sees it as a job. Turning the question around 

and asking about how much time she spent doing something else, still resulted in an workload higher 

than average (i.e 40h/w). This however, it seemed to me, is not a problem for Joke as doing the 

things she loves and the freedom involved, is worth so much more to her. 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Opportunities Threats 



On the other hand however, there is a potential weakness in being alone. If you don’t feel like 

working (for whichever reason), there is no income. Insurance only covers so much and the work to 

be done is pretty physical. Including dragging traditional wooden fruit ladders around, and being up 

in fruit trees up to 10 meters height. During the harvest period working days from 7:00-22:00 are not 

unusual, during which thousands of kilos of fruits pass through her hands. Even though she loves this 

job, being 62 there is no denying the work will get harder when the years will pass.  

 

1.2 Entrepreneurs  

In order to be successful, you need to understand where your strengths but also your limits are and 

therefore when to call for help. Sometimes Joke calls in for other colleague/entrepreneurs with other 

skills (like working a chainsaw, needed to prune gigantic trees), who she pays for their services. For 

me it was really interesting to see how this interaction works out as they are often also friends. 

When do you do something as a friend, when as work? They usually keep track of it and once in a 

while send bills to each other for the worked hours. It also depends on the job, if the same 

entrepreneur works on a job for a client while on another day picking fruit in the field, the wages will 

differ. As the fruit selling is not as profitable (per hour) as pruning trees for clients. Good agreements 

are key in this process. In the case of the shared plum orchard with Dirk van Ziel, they do the big 

maintenance work together, so they know that both of them put more or less the same effort into it. 

This apparently works well for them. Not only do they share the workload and tools, but also 

knowledge and networks, extending their chances for clients and business opportunities. As 

everyone knows everyone in this fruit growing business, it is really important to have a good 

reputation and integrity. I really believe your social ties can either make or break you, so therefore a 

reputation could both be an opportunity as it is a threat. 

 

 

Figure 3: Working with other entrepreneur to gigantic prune cherry tree. Left: before; Right: after, clients look at result 
after a good hours’ work. 

 

  



1.3 Clients 

Something that really struck me as important in Mappelle, was the passion Joke has for her work. 

Basically every time we were on the road, Joke would point out places where she had been and more 

than once we just stopped and paid former clients a visit, just to see how they, but mostly the trees 

were doing. Probably coming from the pure interest to check-up on her own work, I think it pays off 

in another way as well. Doing these small -unplanned-half an hour (when some small pruning is 

involved) visits, she shows dedication to her work while at the same time she makes sure the client 

cannot forget about her for next year’s pruning. I think this is a good way to sustain good bonds with 

them, which are very important, as new jobs are often generated via existing clients.  

Even though she is quite stable in in het pruning 

clients I see it as an opportunity always have some 

advertisement going on. One day she told me:  “In 

order to give courses you need to do PR, and remain 

doing it….. I’m not really into that”. As Joke indicates 

she is not so much the talkative, persuading everyone 

type, I’m thinking more of passive advertisement. 

Something that requires input only once, like having 

an attractive website, a nice sign in the front yard or 

carefully designed stickers on the bottles of juice 

(meaning people can always trace its origin). Also one 

could think of answering questions about fruit and 

growing in magazines, with name and logo there  or 

giving away bags of seeds to clients with the date of the new gardening course on it. As mouth-to-

mouth is the most trusted advertisement it would be even better if the existing clients would 

recommend Mappelle to their friends. This could maybe be done by offering them some discount, or 

something more physical like a booklet, when they generate a new client to Joke.  

 

There is a trend going on of people wanting to grow their own food 

again. Mappelle also provides in courses to set up your own 

vegetable garden, and I see therefore a potential success. However, 

the place where Mappelle is located now may not be the right target 

group as people there have already fully settled and either already 

have their own gardens or have decided they don’t want them. Like 

most trends, it comes from the cities and suburbs. If Mappelle would 

like to have more courses on gardening and reach young people I 

would recommend her to look more at Utrecht or young suburbs 

like Terwijde (next to Utrecht) which has a lot of young couples (25-

35y), who might be interested in setting up these trendy community 

gardens with edibles.  

 

  

Figuur 4: Promoting Mappelle's gardening  courses and 
juice at a special course market in Kaatsheuvel. 

Figure 5: Sowing techniques in her 
vegetable garden in Varik. 



2.Planet 

2.1 Ecology 

Mappelle is organic by nature. While even some forms of spraying are allowed in the organic sector, 

Joke doesn’t like that at all. She is intrigued by nature and how it all works and killing organisms 

doesn’t seem to fit with that. Promoting biodiversity, soil life and with that the resilience of the 

ecosystem and productivity of her orchards, to me, is a beautiful goal. She sees it as a challenge to 

get good produce without spraying any bothersome organism off, but rather by choosing strong 

species, wide planting and pruning at the right time. 

Mappelle runs an extensive business, thereby using hardly any input to the system. Once every few 

years they apply some manure (cow or horse) to the orchards, and naturally the biomass from 

pruning remains on site for decomposition. Apart from some blood, sweat and tears, that there is no 

‘input’ to the system. 

 

2.2 Waste treatment 

Very handy in working in nature that there is no waste. There might only be leftover biomass from 

the plants and trees. This however is often put for composting either on site or by bringing it to the 

orchards. As about all the pruning addresses are in about a radius of 20km from the orchard in Elst, 

there is not really a risk of spreading any invasive species which could not already have colonized the 

area. Other  products which could be seen as waste, generated by Mappelle, would be the pollution 

by driving the car around. This however, is a necessity for getting to her clients and transporting her 

tools and the harvest. The environmental impact is relatively small as Joke drives a small and efficient 

car, perfect to serve her needs and which she can extend with a small trailer.  

 

2.3 Production chain 

The production chain is, in my opinion, short.  In case of fruit production it starts with Mappelle 

picking, sorting and packaging fruits, which are picked up by the seller, distributing it in eco-shops for 

the costumer to buy.  

In the case of juice it also start with Mappelle picking and sorting the fruits and sending them off to 

either Schulp (located in Breukelen) of Mobipers (located in Zoelen). She gets it back in bottles and 

5L juice containers, which she again sells 1)directly to clients, 2)restaurants where they serve and sell 

her juice to their customers, and 3) via her brother selling locally. Both chains cannot be shortened as 

it is not the aim of Mappelle to start processing the fruits herself (which would then need a lot of 

controlled processes, and other hygiene requirements). 

 

  



3. Profit 
Looking at profit, it may not be the best job one can have. However, generating the most profit is not 

on the wishing list of Mappelle. A business of things she loves to do, and being able to live out of it, 

is. The past 6,5 years Mappelle has been growing steadily, both in clients as in confidence and last 

year Joke managed to get past the threshold where you have to pay taxes over your income. 

Indicating that even the Dutch government thinks it is enough to live off. It is fortunate that Mappelle 

is her own, and that there are no other parties claiming a part of the profit. Something else she is 

really proud of, is the ownership of her house. She has no loan at a bank (only friends and family, 

which she figures to pay back in the next 5 years), which gives her a lot of less stress. Next to that she 

doesn’t need much. Joke lives a relatively simple life and only needs to provide for oneself. With her 

organic vegetable garden, she only buys some supplementary ingredients for meals, which in 

summertime is hardly any.  

Overall, it is a big plus that not a lot of monetary input is needed in Mappelle. With that I mean that 

there are no cows to feed, no seeds to buy, no expensive machinery of thousands of euro’s. Once 

you have all the tools (fruit ladders, cutting shears, hand saws, pole saw) you can work for a long 

time. For the more expensive part of the story, like storage, working space, cooling space etc, she has 

had a little luck of the universe and can use some space at her neighbors organic fruit company ‘Fruit 

Mot’ from Hans Akkermans. 

 

3.1 Courses 

In terms of money the most efficient hours are the ones giving 

courses. Today, she runs about 20 courses a year which take mostly 

place between 1st of January and end of April, which is the time to 

prune most species. Giving more courses is not feasible as the 

pruning season is only so long, and Joke find it important to do this 

in real life, not just only give theory. So basically, the season doesn’t 

allow for more courses. The only time left in the year is around 

November and December, which could potentially hold some 

courses requiring more theory. These months however, she also 

uses for delayed paperwork and some relaxing time, which are well 

deserved looking at the long hours especially during harvesting 

season. 

 

3.2 Pruning 

In terms of the pruning clients, Mappelle prunes at about a fairly 

stable amount of 25-30 addresses between Tiel and Driebergen.  

However, new long staying clients are always welcome. Sometimes new clients come in through 

courses she runs, through her website or colleagues, but most of them come via existing clients. As 

said before, no active advertisement is going on, therefore keeping the social ties good is of crucial 

importance for Mappelle. 

 

Figure 6: Joke at work. Getting the plum 
tree ready for next year’s harvest. By 
getting rid of branches that are either 
too low,  high or sideward to be able to 
pick properly. 



3.3 Processing 

Naturally, the production of juice depends on the harvest, which fluctuates. There is, apart from that, 

no wish in extending this segment of her company as she also depends on the cooling capacity of 

Hans Akkermans. Next to that, it can be a bit stressful to sell off all the juice in a year’s time. Ideally 

she sells between 5000 and 6500 1liter bottles a year. Next to that 300 to 400 containers of 5liters 

each. Joke: “I don’t want to have to worry about the juice, it should remain fun”. This year she will 

probably experiment with the small bottles of 20cl, selling them to Kraaybeekerhof restaurant.  

Another new project Joke is thinking of, is to collect the produce of the fruit trees of her pruning 

clients. Which she is often asked to also take away for free. These fruits however, cannot just be 

added to the other processing fruit; even though the fruit may not have been sprayed, it is not 

certified by SKAL either. As the SKAL  procedure takes 3 years (to get something certified), its too 

much hassle to bother. Two different stashes of juice of syrup (which did great, the year before), one 

certified one not, could be the answer. As it seems the perfect solution, it also requires a lot of 

planning and storage of the fruits as it is required to deliver at least 7000kg to the processing 

company at the same time. Another drawback Joke saw of having two types of  is that people will 

only buy once, so who is going buy the organic one? Personally I think the first argument weighs 

heavier than the second. If they really like the syrup (as sales numbers of last year proved) she will be 

able to sell them all. If the sale doesn’t take off as expected it would not be a problem, as syrup can 

be kept well for a long time and can be sold next year as well. I think it could therefore be nice to try 

it in a good fruiting year.  

Another opportunity I see concerning the sales of the processed goods (especially when syrup is 

added), is working with more sellers locally, for example on the weekly market in Geldermalsen. 

People like to know where products come from, and the trend of locally produced goods is growing 

more strong every day. There is a special vibe at public markets in which the social factor and quality 

of the product, I feel, is often more important than the price. I think Mappelle could take more 

advantage of that by either 1) selling the products herself; 2) via the health- and eco-products stall, 

which already has the right target group. Benefits of first option is that there is a direct connection 

between producer and costumer, which is why people go to markets in the first place. Next to that, 

Mappelle could also advertise her other businesses like pruning practices and upcoming courses. A 

drawback could be the invested time and the requirement to have an outgoing attitude and 

persuade people of your products, which is not really a hobby of Joke. Of course it is not needed to 

be present every week, maybe 3 or 4 times a year is already enough to attract new clients in the 

area, which otherwise would not have been reached.  The second option gives Mappelle the freedom 

to do something else, while someone else sells her product. Also here a possible new group of clients 

(who are not coming from her ‘normal network’) could be addressed, getting introduced to Mappelle 

through the healthy juice or delicious syrups. A drawback could be that it is no longer in her own 

hands and of course the owner of the fruit stall should be willing to sells Mappelle’s products against 

a good price. 

 

 

  



4. The Future 
The future is bright if you ask Joke. She kind of runs at full capacity and has found a balance in the 3 

components of her company. As the work is quite physical she thinks she will be able to do it for 

another 7 years (so until she is 69). Then with a paid off house, she’ll be able to work less and live of 

her small pension. What will she do when something happens to her? Joke: “When I really  cannot 

climb that ladder anymore or cannot close my pruning shears, I might go back to University and get 

my doctors degree, at least if I still understand computers by then”.  Then she added: “..but for now I 

enjoy being outdoors too much”. With that sentence she proved to me that she is exactly at the right 

place in her life, doing the things she loves, in her own pace. Mappelle is here to stay. 

Conclusion 
It is really inspiring to see that when you are doing the things you love, there is not such an urge to 

retire at some given age, something 99% of the people working, look forward to. Why should you 

work your whole life to some day ‘be free’ to start living again? I learned that doing the things you 

love, is ultimate freedom. Mappelle is a perfect example of that. I have a lot of respect for Joke as a 

person, as the road she chose was not always easy and a lot of uncertainties where tackled. As a 

woman alone in the fruit growing business,  where males dominate, it must have been difficult at 

times. But she managed, and now has a company which she owes entirely to herself (with some help 

of course, but still) which gives her a suitable income. To my opinion it is an environmental friendly 

business, trying to profit from the goods nature gives us, without harming it in return. She operates 

locally, keeping her footprint low. She is an inspiring example, showing it is never too late to make a 

business out things you love to do.  

The farmer in our preparation days told us the romantic picture does not hold in real life, its hard 

work. Yes, indeed it is hard work, but who says that is not included in the picture? 

 

 

Figure 7: Plum orchard in Est, picking the last ‘Opal’ plums of the year. 


