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1 Introduction 
 

Farm Experience Internship (FEI) has been set up by a group of students from Wageningen 

University and Research Centre (WUR) during the academic year 2012-2013. FEI aimed to 

increase the connection between the (agricultural) academic knowledge of students on one side 

and the practice of farming and working on the land on the other side. The 3 weeks course took 

place from 12 to 30 August 2013. Included were lectures from various experts, interactive 

discussions, excursions and a short farm internship, ending with a synthesis and reflection. A 

participatory approach is used, encouraging students and graduates from different disciplines to 

join. As it is the first time FEI has been given, it is still in the test phase and it can be seen as a 

pilot project with the potential to grow and to improve itself for future years. 

 

This report is a personal description of my experiences as a participant. I am a graduate student 

with a background in environmental sciences/studies and meteorology, which are linked to 

agriculture by for example energy use, soil & water quality and weather dependence. For my 

analysis I mainly focus on the environmental aspects, which can be divided in environmental 

sciences, the physical and biological studies of the environment, and environmental studies, the 

field which focuses on human interaction with the environment (Wikipedia, 2013). For the 

analysis, three criteria are briefly described: social cohesion, environmental impact, and product 

quality. In order to evaluate each criteria, several indicators have been chosen and graded using 

the available knowledge. 

 

After starting with a description of the farm where I did my internship (chapter 2), the farm is 

analysed in chapter 3 by using criteria with their indicators. A short SWOT analysis is also 

included. In chapter 4 I discuss my experience concerning FEI and the farm internship, followed 

by the conclusions and used literature. 

 

2 Farm description 
 

My farm internship took place at De Vrije Akker. This a small farm approximately 75 km south-

southeast of Wageningen, in a village called Lottum (see Figure 1). In 2010, after completing 

their studies at farmer school Warmonderhof, Maaike Kruijt and Moniek van Hirtum started 

their own farm. A business plan was written during their studies, which directly after was put 

into practice. The plan involved a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) project. CSA 

encompasses several types of farming, such as self-picking gardens, vegetable box schemes and 

farmer co-operatives. This case concerns a self-picking garden. People can become member of 

the garden and pay a yearly fee of 200 euro per person to harvest vegetables, fruits and herbs. 

 

To start the farm, a starting capital was needed of around 15 thousand euro. This was obtained 

through private loans from family, friends and acquaintances. The loans, usually small amounts 

of 200 to 2000 euro, would be paid back with or without rent, according to the lender’s choice. 

By having the main income from their husbands, Maaike and Moniek ensured financial security 

to be able to pay back the loans in case their farm would turn out not to be profitable enough. 

 



 
Figure 1. The location of Lottum relative to Wageningen is shown in the upper part of this figure 

(red circles). The closest large city is Venlo, south of Lottum. Rotterdam and Utrecht can be seen on 

the top left, Antwerp on the bottom left and the German border on the right. The lower part shows 

the direct surroundings of De Vrije Akker (the farm was not yet there at the time of the photo), 

including the river the Meuse on the right. Both images have been retrieved from Google Maps1. 

 

 

                                                             
1 Google Maps. Google, 2013. Web. 12 Sept. 2013 



At first around 1 hectare was rented from a nearby farmer who owns a piece of organic land of 

17 hectares in the outskirts of Grubbenvorst, a village close to nearby city Venlo, with a rent of 

1600 euro per year. Other farmers also rented small parcels from that piece of land. In the first 

year vegetable packages were also delivered to supermarkets, but this did not generate enough 

income, as their organic products had a hard time competing with the larger and always good-

looking non-organic products. Because the farm was located a few kilometres from the main 

road, Maaike and Moniek moved to a more easily accessible place. Since February 2013 they are 

located close to the main road in Lottum, on a piece of land from camping “De Rozenhorst”. The 

land used to be a horse pasture and has a surface of 0.65 hectare. On average members now 

travel 8.9 kilometres to the farm (personal communication with the farmers). The farmers do 

not to pay rent for the land, but have the camping owners (a couple with three kids) as free 

members, an equivalent of 700 euro of rent per year. The farmers are also allowed to use the 

camping water pump and other facilities such as the toilets. 

 

Advertisement is done by advertising in 

local weekday newspapers, by spreading 

flyers and hanging posters, via door-to-

door leaves, free local press releases for 

activities, and for example a photo in the 

calendar of the municipal guide. For 

financial continuity the farm would need 

at least 100 members (with a maximum 

of 120 members) and elderly care. At the 

time this report is written there are 

around 70 members. One of the farmers, 

Maaike, did additional studies for health 

care. Elderly care has a greater yield per 

hour than farming, but as a side activity it 

will remain a small part of the total revenues. It is planned to take place by offering meaningful 

day activities (4 day parts a week) such as helping gardening, sowing and harvesting (De Vrije 

Akker, 2013). It is primarily meant for older people with a limitation or (incipient) dementia that 

are taken care of by caregivers. This is a growing group due to population ageing. On Saturdays 

vegetables are sold, as more is produced than harvested. This is done in accordance with the 

organic delivery service prices. 

Figure 2 The entrance of De Vrije Akker. The green 

house can be seen in the background. 



3 Analysis 
 

This chapter deals with the analysis of the farm where the internship took place. Section 3.1 

includes an analysis of three chosen criteria concerning the visited farm. For each criteria a few 

indicators are indicated in order to be able to assess the criteria. A short SWOT analysis is given 

in section 3.2. 

3.1 Criteria 

 

The criteria and their indicators are shown in Table 1. It is a diverse set of three criteria, 

covering social and environmental aspects. Per criterion three indicators have been set in order 

to measure the criterion. 

 

Table 1 The criteria and their indicators that are used for the farm analysis. 

Criteria Indicators 

Social cohesion - Group activities 

- Diversity of members 

- Communication between members and farmers 

Environmental impact - Waste management 

- Energy use/source 

- Use of pesticides 

Product quality - Safety 

- Certification 

- Customer feedback/satisfaction 

 

3.1.1 Social cohesion 

Educational activities for children have been done, although not many children were available 

and schools have been asking for free activities. This is therefore not an important part of the 

farm. A larger plan is to include care for elderly. The preparations just started, as the care itself is 

planned for spring 2014. 

 

A diverse group of people come to harvest their fruit and vegetables at the farm. Their 

backgrounds varies for example in age (young and old), in marital status (single and married), 

whether they have children or not, and if they are working or jobless. What they have in 

common is where they live; the majority comes from Lottum, other villages close by and 

Grubbenvorst. 

 

Members are local and most know the farmers personally. Unknown people on the farm are 

addressed by the farmers. A yearly meeting takes place with the farmers and members to 

discuss changes and plans for the upcoming year. Some members volunteer in the farm. For 

example one member helps with the Saturday sale of vegetables. 



3.1.2 Environmental impact 

Two aspects are differentiated here: energy use and waste management. To start with energy 

use, De Vrije Akker is primarily maintained by hand labour and old practices. Tools such as the 

agricultural fork, the shovel and the (wheel) hoe are used. For heavier tasks the farmers also 

dispose of a motor grass mower, a brush cutter, and both a single-wheel and a two-wheeled 

cutter. The fuel consists of gasoline and diesel. Twice per year a contractor is hired, including 

tractor and machines, to plough up and manure the land in spring, and to plough up the crops in 

autumn. Per year 30 tons of cow manure is used (personal communication with the farmers). 

Furthermore the ground water pump of the camping is used for watering the crops. 

 

The green waste consists mainly of 

weed, such as couch grass (Dutch: 

kweek), thistle (Dutch: distel) and 

saltbush (Dutch: melde). It is 

transported to the municipal waste 

bin near the road with a 

wheelbarrow (the waste is 

eventually composted by the 

municipality). The rest of the green 

waste, coming from the crops 

themselves, is returned to the land 

for its nutritious value. Being an 

organic farm, no pesticides are 

spread on the crops. Some crops 

are covered by a gauze to protect 

them against insects, as can be seen 

in Figure 3. Cow manure and 

fertilizer granules are used for the fertilization of the land, as well as green manure (the use of 

cover crops) and crop rotation to prevent soil depletion. Waste which is non-compostable is 

very small in quantity and taken home by the farmers, making it private waste. 

3.1.3 Product quality 

De Vrije Akker is certified with the EKO certification from Skal (the organic inspection body in 

the Netherlands) for organic products. They received a 5 year sponsorship from the government 

for the certification. Seeds from de Bolster are used and plants from plant nursery Jongerius, 

which both have a name for delivering high quality organic products. Feedback from customers 

has been mainly positive. Complaints usually concerned the limited choice of vegetables due to 

seasonality (much less in the winter), which is inevitable with ecological farming. 

 

3.2 SWOT analysis 

 

Table 2 depicts the SWOT analysis (a method evaluating Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 

and Threats) for this farm. A division is made between internal and external factors, that can be 

either helpful or harmful to the company. 

 

 

Figure 3 Gauze used to protect crops against insects. 



Table 2 A SWOT analysis concerning De Vrije Akker and similar self-picking gardens is given here. 

 HELPFUL HARMFUL 

IN
T

E
R

N
A

L
 

Strengths 

- passionate work 

- more than only vegetables (harvesting 

experience, social interaction) 

- based on community support 

- diversification of economical activities 

Weaknesses 

- physically heavy labour, farmer’s health 

- dependence on members for decisions 

(no long-term thinking) 

- violation of trust 

- members lack knowledge on farming 

- limited capacity to invest/grow 

- rent land (no long-term plans such as 

tree planting) 

- dependence on location 

- limited to seasonal vegetables 

(competition with supermarkets) 

E
X

T
E

R
N

A
L

 

Opportunities 

- no pressure from retailers 

- growing trend worldwide 

- collaboration between CSA farmers 

- availability of volunteers 

Threats 

- urban development 

- weather/climate dependency of work 

(seasonal) 

- crop diseases 

- too small-scaled to compete with global 

market 

- conservative environment 

 

For the internal factors, the passion for the work is the first strength that comes to the surface. 

This is very important for all farming types, as it is not the kind of work where it is easy to earn 

large amounts of money. An important strength is diversification of activities. This is already in 

the planning of De Vrije Akker, mainly with elderly care. And support from a group of members 

strengthens the farm. However, this can also be seen as a weakness, as members might have 

other interests than the farmer. There seem to be more weaknesses than strengths, which is 

related to the risks involved with working with members and the competition with conventional 

farming. Also the heavy work of farming in general can be seen as a weakness. 

 

When looking at the external factors, an advantage is the absence of retailers demanding low 

prices for the products. Urban development is a threat, as farming land is getting more and more 

scarce, resulting in rising land prices. For this reason the emphasis lies more on city gardening in 

the Netherlands. In Belgium CSA farming is bigger and more alive. Every year a conference is 

organised in Belgium or the Netherlands. This is an opportunity to get CSA farmers to connect or 

even collaborate in order to strengthen the market share this type of farming. An important 

limiting factor to the self-picking concept is that this part of the Netherlands is relatively 

conservative and less likely to support organic farming. Additionally the surroundings are rural, 

meaning many people already grow their own vegetables or have family or friends that do so. 



4 Discussion 
 

Even though it is hard work and revenues will certainly never be exorbitant, when asked why 

they became farmers, both Maaike and Moniek answered that for them it is the best and most 

beautiful job in the world. They see it as a hobby and enjoy the diversity of tasks 

(outdoor/indoor, social/alone) and the nice resulting products. Direct contact and feedback with 

the consumer, while still having their own entrepreneurship, is something they highly value. 

Additionally, a more practical advantage is that they can easily take their children to work. 

 

The role of the farmer beyond the farm itself, as part of the environment or society, is in this case 

not too big, due to the small scale. However, seen in a broader context this type of community 

farming brings consumers closer to their food and its producers. Globalisation comes with many 

complex environmental and social issues that are hard to oversee for many people. Having 

consumer and producer closer to each other can start a dialogue where knowledge can be 

exchanged. The idea of CSA is also to give consumer a healthy outdoor experience and a moment 

of tranquillity during harvesting. It is interesting to see this concept as an alternative to 

specialized large-scale farming. On a global scale competition is very fierce and I don’t expect the 

CSA farming systems to serve the majority of the population within a short time frame. However, 

it can locally bring awareness to people about food production and for some it is a valuable 

nature experience in their life. Change can occur on a small scale. An important aspect is to 

communicate about it in order to increase the potential support that can be gained for CSA 

farming. 

 

I learned several things during this course. Firstly, I increased my knowledge on several aspects 

of the practice of farming itself. This includes amongst others the financial picture, types of 

farming, technical details concerning soil fertility, and how to start a farm yourself. Secondly I 

also learned about farming in a broader context. The history of farming, the (European) 

regulations, the need for diversification, and farmer migrations are examples of subjects treated 

throughout FEI. And thirdly I was introduced to an new way of learning, very participatory and 

horizontal where creativity is encouraged. The informal setting and playful energizers during 

the breaks quickly created a good connection and a group feeling among the participants. This 

made the course very personal and empowered students to take own initiatives. 



5 Conclusions 
 

Three weeks are too short to perform in depth research on this subject, especially if the 

participant’s studies are/were not in the field of agriculture. However, FEI gives an insight in the 

practice of farming, its background and its challenges. The conclusions here concern the CSA 

farming system of a self-picking garden. 

 

Three criteria have been discussed: social cohesion, environmental impact and product quality. 

There seems to be good social cohesion. A diverse group of local people are member of the farm 

and have direct contact with the farmers. Coming year elderly care will be given as well. The 

environmental impact the farm has seems limited. Energy use consist of gasoline and diesel for 

some of the machinery, the camping water pump and twice a year a tractor. Cow manure is put 

on the land and waste leaving the farm mainly consists of weed. The good quality of their 

products is shown by the EKO certification and positive customer feedback. 

 

The challenges of this self-picking garden lie in the dependence on location and members. The 

expansion of urban areas is a threat in the Netherlands, as farming land becomes more scarce. 

Advantages and opportunities are community support, the harvesting experience, diversification 

and the absence of retailers. However, the most important strength is the passion, which is 

crucial for carrying on with this work. 

 

CSA farming could be seen as a reaction to large-scale globalisation, a local effort in making 

people aware of food production. The main three aspects of farming that I learned from FEI are 

details from the practice of farming, the broader context of farming, and a participatory and 

creative way of learning. 
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