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Introduction 

This brief case study is a result of Farm Experience Internship organized in August 2013 

by a group of students from Wageningen University supported by Boerengroep, 

Otherwise and the university itself. The aim of the internship was to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice in agriculture education. Thanks to lectures, workshops 

and especially stay on a farm and participation on everyday tasks, the students were 

able to get an insight to the situation of organic farmers in the Netherlands in the 

current era.  

Being complementary to official university education, the Farm Experience Internship 

offered many learning opportunities, presenting at the same time methodological 

concepts that are often lacking in the current educational system. Bottom-up 

participative approach with a fair ration of spontaneity and improvisation were present 

both in the organisation process and during the internship itself. Based on students’ 

initiative, the course empowered usually rather passive recipients of education to take 

action and participate on the design of their own learning. During the internship, many 

experts were invited to give a lecture, which however took place in informal and open 

settings. The traditional hierarchy was erased, creating space for direct interaction and 

opening the possibilities for horizontal, mutual learning. The program was opened to 

participants from different backgrounds and the resultant group was very diverse in 

terms of expertises and nationalities. This aspect was indeed an important strength in 

the learning process. As the layout of the internship implies, big emphasis was put on 

practice and personal experience, favouring thus kinaesthetic learning style and 

embracing the emotional and subjective aspect of the education process. The course was 

therefore innovative not only in terms of goals and content but also in the applied 

methods. 

All the selected farms were either organic or biodynamic and all except one were located 

in the Netherlands. Some farms were situated in more remote rural areas while other 

lied closer to a city. Nevertheless, the present case was the only farm in purely urban 

settings. This brought along some differences that will be pointed out in the next 

chapter. 

Description 

De Moestuin farm is located in the south-east of Utrecht, in the vicinity of business 

centre, football stadium, highway and a construction site of future railway. The river 

Kromme Rijn and a small natural area are located at the other side of the farm. The 

property covers 3 ha and it is well accessible from the city centre. Farming is a 

traditional form of land use in this area. The first farm was established in the same place 

already in the beginnings of the 19th century. By 1950, local government funded a 

garden to supply food for the city, which is also where the name De Moestuin (kitchen 

garden) comes from. Farming activities stopped in the 1990s with a tree breeding farm 
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as the last one. After a short break, De Moestuin was founded in 2002. It was established 

as a public benefit organisation on request of local government. Various foundations 

provided the initial capital and the farm started with a grape greenhouse. Today it 

features much more: garden with fruits and vegetables, organic shop, lunch café, wood 

workshop, herb garden, petting zoo and playground. 

De Moestuin is pursuing three kinds of activities. On the first place it is a social 

enterprise dedicated to reintegration of people with mental disorders to the job market. 

As a protected work place, it provides the wholesome daily routine without unnecessary 

pressure on performance efficiency. The clients are guided by experienced supervisors 

and during the gardening season, they are engaged in manual tasks outdoors. The 

reintegration program is an important function that the farm provides for society. At the 

same time, it is also an asset to De Moestuin from the financial and institutional point of 

view, as will be explained further.  

The organic garden provides about 50 kinds of fruits and vegetables in many different 

varieties. Apart from supplying their own shop and lunch café, De Moestuin sells their 

products to 8 shops in Utrecht and also offers direct sales for consumers. According to 

the farmer’s estimate, De Moestuin covers the needs of 2000 to 3000 city inhabitants, 

out of the total 350 000. The farm has no difficulties in finding market for its produce. As 

the farmer puts it, “if we had more, we could sell it”. 

All the products of the farm are organic, which is an important value for the farmer. Crop 

rotation is used for the soil management, with 6 years cycle on the fields and 3 years 

rotation in the greenhouse. Compost from De Moestuin and manure from a nearby 

biodynamic farm are used as fertilizers. Covering the soil helps to fight weeds and pests. 

Some biodynamic preparations are used for the soil and the compost, although obtaining 

full biodynamic certification would be too complicated according to the farmer. Water 

from the nearby river is used for irrigation. Sixty solar panels located at the roof of the 

main building are covering 10-15 % of energy needs, but electricity is still one of the 

most costly external inputs.  

The third function of the farm is educational, although this aspect has recently been less 

accentuated. The garden is open to public at certain hours and there are information 

boards around the farm. Occasionally, summer schools or other special activities are 

organized. Kids’ playground and petting zoo as well as large green area next to the lunch 

café are used by families with children for leisure. The farm is also cooperating with 

neighbouring school for kids with mental health problems that can have their nature 

science classes in the garden.  

The whole complex is managed by Pieter Jagtman, who stood at the beginning of the 

project. His post differs from the common farmer’s position. First of all, he is not the 

owner of the farm and he does not live there either (although his house is just next to 

the main farm building). Pieter is an employee of the foundation that established the 

farm and owns it. He answers to the foundation board in quarterly meetings. 
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Nevertheless, he still enjoys a lot of freedom in his decision making and does not feel 

limited by the lack of ownership. Unlike many traditional farms, De Moestuin is not a 

family business. In fact, the rest of Pieter’s family is not engaged in farming at all. This 

makes the family less dependent on the farm’s activities and also takes the burden of 

responsibility of the farmer’s shoulders. For instance, he was able to go on holidays 

during summer season, which would be probably inconceivable for ordinary farmers. 

Apart from Pieter, the farm has 8 permanent employees – 2 persons educated in social 

work, 2 persons managing the wood workshop and other staff in the restaurant’s 

kitchen and in administration. The work in the farm is mostly carried out by volunteers 

and clients. De Moestuin currently has around 25 permanent volunteers that come to 

the farm in the morning to help with harvesting. In total, there are approximately 100 

people working on the farm, but their fluctuation is quite high as both clients and 

volunteers decide for themselves about their workload. During ten days of my stay at 

the farm, there were on average 5 persons in the morning shift and fewer in the 

afternoon. In total, more than 20 different workers joined some of the observed shifts.  

Scheme of activities and actors involved 

 

Analysis 

The aim of this chapter is to analyse the ecological, social and economic performance of 

the business and asses its sustainability in these three aspects as well as potential 

challenges and threats.  
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From the environmental point of view, the farm is aiming to sustainability in terms of 

soil management and inputs used directly for growing food (fertilization, pest control). 

The vegetable garden benefits from the previous land use – during the time of tree 

breeding, part of the original clay soil was replaced by sand, which after years resulted 

in unique soil composition. Nowadays both clay and sandy soil are represented on the 

farm grounds, which facilitates growing of the whole spectrum of vegetables. Most of the 

work is done manually without use of machinery. Bees from the farms’ hives help the 

pollination of crops. The seeds and seedlings are in most cases purchased from external 

suppliers, as there is not enough work power to produce their own in the farm. Timber 

for the wood workshop is provided by the company Utrecht Lanschap and often 

originates from the region. Goods with local origin are also preferred in the shop’s 

assortment. During summer season, up to 80 % of sold products originate from the farm 

itself – apart from seasonal fruits and vegetables, there are also processed goods as jams, 

honey or dried herbs. For the rest of the year, Dutch products are preferred and 

Southern Europe is the limit distance for those unavailable in the country, although 

there are some exceptions to this rule as well. In general, these imported goods account 

for the highest transport costs, as the majority of regular inputs comes from the region 

and export is only realized inside the city. The short production and supply chain is also 

an advantage in terms of financial costs. 

Biodegradable waste from the garden as well as leftover fruits and vegetables from the 

shop are composted. We can see that there is a tendency to close nutrient cycles, 

however, there are major gaps that could be improved. For example, there is still a 

significant amount of biodegradable waste produced by the lunch café that is disposed 

through the municipal collection system. Also municipal water lines are employed in all 

buildings, including flushing systems in the bathrooms, which could also run with rain 

water. There is space for greater use of renewable sources of energy – apart from solar 

panels, there could be for instance a small biogas plant. Many more examples of 

sustainable practices could be implemented, however, they are not the main priority of 

the business and some of them would also require wider reorganization and investment.  

The area of De Moestuin is part of Utrecht urban greenery. It provides habitat for a 

significant diversity of small animals, serving as a stepping stone between Beatrixpark 

and natural area near Rhijnauwen. The garden can also be seen as a buffer for noise and 

dust coming from the highway and the construction site. It is open to the public, 

providing calm refuge and opportunities for leisure time.  

From the economic point of view, De Moestuin has been self-subsistent for the past 

three years. Funding from non-governmental sector was used to start the farm and 

European subsidies helped to establish the lunch café. The list of donors is long and it 

includes private companies as well as civic organisations. Nowadays, there are 

significant differences between the parts of the enterprise. The vegetable farm itself 

would not be financially viable without being subsidised by the shop and the lunch café. 

This is linked to the fact that production is not the only purpose of the farm. Providing 
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work opportunities for people with greater distance to the labour market, De Moestuin 

focuses more on its social function. Work productivity is often lower than in mainstream 

businesses due to voluntary attendance, frequent breaks and generally slower working 

pace. The social aspect is highly valued by the farmer, although he admits that the clients 

are often unreliable, which is why the farm is dependent on voluntary labour. The 

farmer estimates that without the help of volunteers he would have to hire 6 – 7 more 

workers in the summer season. This might be a potential danger to the viability of the 

vegetable garden. As one of the employees recalls, during this summer and the time of 

high harvest, many volunteers were on holiday and on some days he was forced to do all 

work on his own. This did not stop the short time performance of the farm, since the 

harvest was always accomplished and all the orders fulfilled. However, lack of labour 

force hindered the long term development of crops – as all the weeding is done 

manually, many weeds spread out of control. High labour intensity combined with 

extremely low number of fixed employees can be thus considered as a threat to the 

economic sustainability of the business. 

Another economic issue is the farm’s dependence on subsidies. Payments from the 

government designed to support the social reintegration program are used to cover a 

significant deal of the supervisors’ salaries. Subsidies are granted depending on 

individual clients attending the farm. However, the financing scheme is currently being 

changed. In future, the money should be limited and redirected to people with more 

severe mental conditions, meaning that some of the current clients will probably lose 

their financing. This will mean increase workload for the supervising employees. Firstly, 

there might be even less (or less efficient) labour force to carry out the necessary daily 

tasks. On top of that, the clients will likely require more attention of the supervisors. The 

farm is nowadays trying to prepare for these financial cuts by reducing costs and 

members of staff. However it is questionable whether other sources of funding (lunch 

café and shop profit, donations) will be sufficient to preserve the combination of social 

and productive functions of De Moestuin.  

The percentage of different sources of income is as follows: 

Subsidies for social reintegration program  60 % 

Commercial profit 40 % 

- Lunch café 52 % 

- Shop 35 % 

- Garden 14 % 

 

 

The social function of the farm is emphasized by both employees and clients. The farm 

is opened to everyone who complies with the government financing criteria and there 

are as few rules as possible. Unlike other enterprises, De Moestuin is not particularly 

presenting its social program to the public, although it is not hiding it either. The reason 

is, as explained by the farmer, that excessive publicity might alter the environment in 

terms of costumers’ approach etc., whereas the aim is to create neutral and unbiased 
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working conditions. The opportunity to work in De Moestuin was appreciated by the 

interviewed clients, as they do not have many options of similar working places, yet they 

need to prove that they are looking for a job in order to receive social benefits from the 

state. As one of the clients explained, normal employments require high work efficiency 

as the businesses are driven by profit. Contrarily, she does not feel pressured this way at 

De Moestuin. The number of shifts depends entirely of the clients’ wishes – they can 

choose from 5 morning shifts (Monday till Friday) and 4 afternoon shifts (Monday till 

Thursday). The current workers are frequenting between 2 and 9 shifts per week. Also 

the length of they stay is flexible and it varies from 3 months to several years. Dismissals 

are not common - according to the farmer, there is on average only one or two 

problematic clients per year. More frequently, people have to leave the farm because 

they do not pass through the bureaucratic procedure to obtain government financing. 

From the farmers’ point of view, bureaucracy is also one of the things that are in fact 

complicating the program, although it is making it possible at the same time.  

Apart from the financial support, which was described above, the social function 

bolsters the farm’s status. In urban agriculture, land pressure is a common issue. De 

Moestuin is located in land owned by local government which is rented on a 30 years 

contract. Although the city is expanding and a construction site has been growing right 

next to the farm, the farmer does not fear about the future of the land. He sees the farm 

as a valuable asset to the society, as it is aiming to bring currently disadvantaged people 

back to the labour market and turn them from receivers of social benefits to future 

taxpayers. Thanks to this role, the farm is protected by the government against potential 

land competitors. When the current contract expires, new rent will be granted or the 

land will be sold to the foundation running the farm, the farmer assumes.  

De Moestuin’s social function is however not limited to the reintegration program. 

During 10 years of its existence, the farm has become a popular meeting point with 

many returning costumers. Since the majority of visitors come from the south-eastern 

Utrecht, De Moestuin can be seen as a community building space for the neighbourhood. 

The diversity of costumers ranges from young families and businessmen from nearby 

offices to elderly people, fostering thus social cohesion and intergenerational bonding. 

Conclusion 

De Moestuin features some of the typical characteristics of an urban farm: small area of 

available land, short supply chain with low transport costs or contribution to 

improvement of urban environment. Also the type of produced crops is influenced by 

the urban settings. The majority of the fruits and vegetables is space undemanding and 

perishable, profiting from the short distance between producer and consumer. Also less 

common varieties are grown in order to attract urban consumers interested in trendy 

and unusual food. As was described earlier, the diversity of activities is important, 

especially taking into account the differences in their respective profitability. Also the 
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supplied markets are diverse, comprising De Moestuin shop and restaurant, other stores 

in the city and direct sales.  

Multifunctionality is another common feature in urban agriculture. As was already 

emphasized, the social function is seen as crucial in De Moestuin, constituting a good 

example of social integration of a disadvantaged group. One of the benefits that was not 

yet mentioned is healthy environment and food offered to the clients of the farm – soup 

from the lunch café is occasionally provided free of charge and vegetables that do not 

comply with the shop criteria (weird shaped, not big enough, too rape...) are also given 

away. This way the clients, often coming from low income groups, can improve their 

diet. 

Land ownership is a widespread issue in urban agriculture. However, it is not perceived 

as a problem in the case of De Moestuin. The social role of the farm seems to be so 

important that it protects the business from potential threat of land pressure. 

Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind that the access to land depends entirely on 

the local government’s will. Currently the farmer feels very confident about his position 

and the future of the farm. However, government priorities may change by the time the 

existing land contract should be renewed. Also the very ability of the farm to perform its 

social function might be jeopardized by the financial distress outlined above.  

Several opportunities for improvement were observed at De Moestuin. As was already 

pointed out, there could be more environmentally friendly practices leading to better 

sustainability not only of the farm itself but also of the city as a whole – for instance, use 

of urban waste water. Furthermore, the educational function has been stagnant recently 

and the number of events for public is very low. These are opportunities for further 

promotion, reinforcement of the connection to local community and even fundraising. 

We have seen that the future financial viability of the business is dubious. In terms of 

efficiency and market demand, the farm could produce more goods, generating thus 

more profit and at the same time more employment opportunities. Nevertheless, this 

would require a turn in the focus of the business towards more materialistic values, 

which would eventually endanger the current social enterprise model. This kind of 

expansion would be also limited by lack of additional land. Therefore, other sources of 

income rise are more recommendable. As one of them, the farmer is planning to build an 

orangery which would be used for group events during wintertime (currently there is 

only a summer terrace for these purposes). He would also like to further diversify the 

farm’s activities by providing education for the clients. Another option to consider could 

be animal breeding. Currently there is a small petting zoo with pigs, chickens and other 

domestic animals. Apart from that, two pigs are kept for slaughtering. It is obvious that a 

small scale farm can never compete with larger businesses specialized on meat 

production. However, the current conditions would allow moderate upscaling of animal 

breeding as another side activity. 
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De Moestuin is a good example of multifunctional urban farm that does not limit its goals 

to food production. Contrarily, we can see that in some aspects, its social function is 

taking over the economic one. There is a fragile balance and at the same time a strong 

tension between both aspects. On one hand, it appears that the social reintegration 

program fosters the farm’s position in the eyes of local government. However, this 

linkage is at the same time making the business very fragile and dependent on 

institutional decisions. In conclusion, stable and diverse financial sources appear to be 

essential for similar kinds of enterprises. 

 


