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Ethical question s around clim ate 

change, obesity and n ew  technologies 

are becom ing core concerns for food 

businesses. W e have launched the 

B usin ess Forum  to help senior 

executives gain expert in sights into the 

big issues of the day. M em bership is by 

invitation only and num bers are strictly 

lim ited. 

The Business Forum  m eets six tim es a 

year for in -depth discussion over an 

early dinner at a London restaurant. The 

forum  m em bers shape the m eeting 

agenda. 

To read reports of previous m eetings, 

visit foodethicscouncil.org/businessforum .

For further in form ation contact:  

D r Tom  M acM illan 

Executive D irector 

Food Ethics C ouncil 

39-41 Surrey Street 

B righton B N 1 3PB  

D irect line: +44 1273 766651 

tom@foodethicscouncil.org 

w w w .foodethicscouncil.org 



 

©  Food Ethics Council 2010  w w w .foodethicscouncil.org��

���
���������

W e are w arned that a ‘perfect storm ’ of 

challenges to food security and 

sustain ability w ill hit us in com ing 

decades, calling for radical in novation in 

farm ing and food system s. W hile m ost 

policy and public debate focuses on 

science investm ent, say in plant 

breeding, the reality is that m any of the 

innovations that m ost profoundly affect 

our lives have arisen  outside research 

labs or glasshouses, in  fields, hom es and 

offices. G iven that there’s m ore to 

innovation than scientific research, 

w hat should w e be doing to foster 

pioneering ideas and practices that 

support food security and 

sustain ability?  

To prom pt a w ider discussion about 

innovation strategies, and having 

previously discussed the Internation al 

A ssessm en t of A gricultural K now ledge, 

Science and Techn ology for 

D evelopm en t (IA A STD ), the M arch 

m eeting of the Food Ethics C ouncil’s 

B usin ess Forum  considered the 

approach taken by groundbreaking 

D utch inn ovation program m e 

TransForum .  

W e are very grateful to our speaker, 

Sander M ager, Program m e M anager for 

TransForum . The chair w as Julia H ailes 

M B E, sustainability consultant, author 

of the New green consumer guide  and 

m em ber of the Food Ethics C ouncil. 

This report outlines points raised during 

the m eetin g. C ontributions are not 

attributed. The report w as prepared by 

Tom  M acM illan. It does not represent 

the view s of the Food Ethics C ouncil, 

the B usiness Forum  or their m em bers. 
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� TransForum  is a D utch innovation 

programme that focuses on sustainable 

agriculture. 

� The organisation began w ith a €60M  

investment budget, half from  governm ent 

and half from  stakeholders. 

� The projects have attracted around €1 

billion of commercial investment. 

� It has supported sustainable food chain 

projects ranging from  closed-loop 

production system s to care farms and a 

farmer-managed superm arket. 

� TransForum  em phasises m ultistakeholder 

cooperation and enterprise, insisting that 

entrepreneurs lead all projects and that 

stakeholders representing environm ental 

and social interests are involved. 

� Instead of insisting that all projects follow  a 

strict definition of sustainability, it 

encourages the projects to define w hat they 

m ean in collaboration w ith stakeholders such 

as N G O s. 

� The greater economic and political 

im portance of agriculture in the N etherlands 

m eans that it m ight be difficult to replicate 

TransForum ’s experience in the U K . 

� Indeed, as few  parts of the U K  experience the 

sam e pressures facing D utch agriculture, 

TransForum ’s vision of ‘metropolitan 

agriculture’ – a reconnecting agriculture and 

cities – m ight not be applicable in the U K .  

� Innovation program m es are not the only w ay 

that governm ents can stim ulate innovation. 

For exam ple, regulation can also stim ulate 

creativity. Innovation program m es are 

im portant because they create room  for 

people to experim ent.  
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TransForum  is a D utch innovation 

program m e that focuses on sustainable 

agriculture and the value that 

agriculture can  bring to m etropolitan 

areas. It w as founded in 2005 by a 

m ultistakeholder group including 

governm ent, businesses and civil society 

organ isations. The group had been put 

in place the previous year to advise the 

D utch governm en t, but decided they 

w an ted to stop trying to define 

sustain able agriculture and instead get 

on and do som e of it. 

The organisation began w ith a €60M  

investm ent budget, half from  

governm ent and half from  other 

stakeholders.  Their rem it w as to fund 

innovation rather than research. The 

program m e had a five-year life-span and 

w ill end in D ecem ber 2010. 

Their brief w as to com e up w ith a 

sustain able program m e for D utch 

agriculture, an d w ith a form ula that 

bridged the gap betw een know ledge 

creation and real projects involving 

en trepreneurs on the ground.  To 

achieve this, they insisted that any 

projects they w ould support m ust centre 

on an  en trepreneurial initiative. Y et, as 

w ell as entrepreneurs and researchers, 

the projects also n eeded to involve civil 

society stakeholders, to help ensure that 

the projects addressed social and 

en vironm ental needs. Indeed, instead of 

starting w ith a strict definition of 

sustain ability – w hich m ight have taken 

the group an age to agree – TransForum  

said that projects should define their 

sustain ability objectives w ith their 

stakeholders. So their approach w as as 

m uch about building the capacity of 

stakeholders to organise them selves in 

w ays that support innovation, as it w as 

about developing technology, know ledge 

or skills. 

A  fin al condition TransForum  placed on 

participating projects w as that they 

should be about the w hole value chain . 

In other w ords, they could not be just 

about developin g a concept (know n as 

the ‘value proposition’ stage), w hich is 

as far as m an y attem pts to encourage 

inn ovation get. They needed to try and 

see it though and put it into practice 

(the ‘value creation’ stage). TransForum  

w as therefore in volved risk-bearing 

inn ovation, w hich is quite unusual for 

quangos and govern m ent agencies. 

TransForum  had a m id-term  review  in 

2007. By that point they w ere 

supporting over 30 practical projects in 

sustainable agriculture, large and sm all, 

spanning areas rangin g from  

horticulture to care farm ing. They also 

had 20 scientific projects centred on 

questions em erging from  those practical 

projects. A  n um ber of additional 

projects reflected on  how  the practical 

projects w ere w orking and w hat could be 

learn ed from  them .  
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Three initiatives illustrate the diversity 

of the projects they have supported.  

‘N ew  M ixed Farm ’, in the south of 

H ollan d, is an industrial take on a 

traditional ‘closed loop’ m ixed farm ing 

system . Poultry, m ushroom  and other 

producers have joined forces to m ake 

m ore efficien t use of n utrients and also 
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generate incom e by generating pow er. It 

is now  a net electricity producer an d the 

incom e this brin gs enables it to invest 

m ore in anim al w elfare. This is a fairly 

high-tech project that m akes of use of 

the logistics and processing resources 

offered by urban areas. 

B y contrast, the ‘M y Farm er’ project is 

about getting closer to custom ers. It is 

led by a farm er for m any generations 

w ho had seen his fam ily’s operation 

becom e ever m ore focused on 

com m odity production. H e got together 

w ith a frustrated m an ager from  a m ajor 

retailer to set up a new  retail outlet in 

A m sterdam  focused on taste and 

authenticity. U nusually, the farm ers 

involved are no longer suppliers to the 

retailer but partners, acting as category 

m anager’s for the store’s fresh produce. 

‘G reen C are’ sees the city as a m arket for 

other agricultural services besides food. 

It involves the sam e farm er w ho leads 

the superm arket project and his w ife, a 

form er nurse. They have set up a 

netw ork of care farm s, w hich provide a 

therapeutic environm ent for people w ho 

m ight otherw ise be in hospital. The 

netw ork is fully recognised by the D utch 

health authorities, buoyed up by 

research that show s that approaches 

such as care farm ing can offer good 

results and value for m oney in 

healthcare term s. 
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D urin g TransForum ’s m id-term  review , 

they looked for com m on threads that 

linked projects such as these together. 

They found that their m ost successful 

projects w ere about agriculture in , 

around and using the resources of urban 

areas. They called this ‘m etropolitan 

agriculture’, and see it as central to the 

vision of D utch agriculture that w ill 

form  part of TransForum ’s legacy. 

M any farm ers in the N etherlands have 

looked on cities as a threat, expanding 

and com peting for land, w ater, nutrients 

and other resources. They have seen 

consum ers as an obstacle, tellin g them  

w hat they cann ot do, not as offering 

opportunities. M eanw hile D utch 

consum ers livin g in cities have 

increasingly shunned agriculture, 

associating D utch farm ing w ith poor 

quality products and food scares. 

TransForum ’s m ost successful projects 

have turn ed this around, helping urban 

dw ellers and farm ers appreciate how  

m uch they can offer each other.  

They are now  trying to build further on 

this con cept of m etropolitan agriculture 

in A m sterdam  and several other cities 

around the w orld, including London . 

They have found that vibran t 

experim ents in urban  agriculture are 

under w ay in m any of these cities. These 

are m ainly sm all-scale initiatives that 

involve local com m unities w ithin the 

city and are strongly driven  by values 

such as social cohesion and respect for 

the environm ent. H ow ever, m an y are 

struggling to in crease their im pact, 

finding it difficult to reach larger 

num bers of people through expanding or 

replicating their w ork. Tran sForum  is 

explorin g w hether their approach to 

m etropolitan agriculture can help, by 

bridging the gap betw een  initiatives of 

this kind and industrial agriculture, 

w hich has been effective in operating at 
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scale but has struggled to address social 

an d environm ental issues.  

W ith this in m in d, they have held a 

series of stakeholder w orkshops about 

m etropolitan agriculture in  cities 

aroun d the w orld. The Food Ethics 

C ouncil helped to organise the London 

event. TransForum  w ant to start w hat 

they call a m etropolitan agriculture 

‘in noversity’, w hich w ould be a w ay for 

people around the w orld to share 

relevan t experience an d ideas. 

 

&���������������������

TransForum ’s experience m ay offer 

valuable lessons for other innovation 

program m es, such as the Sustainable 

A griculture and Food Innovation 

Platform  launched recently by the U K ’s 

Technology Strategy B oard. 

O ne of TransForum ’s key con tributions 

is to highlight the im portance of 

involving stakeholders, particularly 

from  civil society. This can help to 

ensure that projects answ er genuine 

social and environ m ental needs. It also 

circum vents the frustrating task of 

crafting a definition of sustainable 

agriculture that applies to all projects, 

since stakeholders are w ell-placed to 

negotiate and police the approach to 

sustain ability project by project. This 

approach is w ell-equipped to deal w ith 

the com plexity of social and 

en vironm ental issues, recognising that a 

plurality of approaches can legitim ately 

be taken to addressing them . 

Since TransForum  did not have a single 

definition of sustainability, they could 

not use that to judge success. A  second 

contribution, therefore, lies in the 

program m e’s approach to evaluation. 

TransForum  defines success in tw o m ain 

w ays: 

� D id the projects m eet their target 

perform ance on sustainability 

(including environm ental efficiency 

and societal goals)? 

� D id they succeed in  attracting 

addition al investm ent above that 

m ade by Tran sForum ? In total the 

projects have attracted close to a 

further €1 billion  of com m ercial 

investm ent (calculation based on  8 

projects). 

O nly som e projects succeeded on these 

tw o criteria but the projects that failed 

are seen to offer som e of the m ost 

valuable learning opportunities from  the 

program m e as a w hole. 

A  third lesson is that projects need 

entrepreneurs on board if they are to get 

beyond the first hurdle of com ing up 

w ith a good idea. The m ost successful 

projects w ere those w here the people 

involved had som ething on the line – 

the risks and opportunities pushed them  

forw ard. That is one reason w hy 

w hatever succeeds TransForum  after 

these initial five years w ill offer projects 

investm ent support  rather than grant 

fun din g. They are in  the process of 

setting up a new  public-private fund 

that can keep doing the kind of business 

developm ent and joint investm ent w ork 

that TransForum  has been encouraging. 

They are finding that pension funds are 

am ong the private sector investors m ost 

prepared to take on the level of risk 

associated w ith investing in innovative 

sustainable agriculture projects. 
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W hile TransForum ’s experience m ay 

offer som e useful pointers to innovation 

program m es in the U K , im portant 

differences exist betw een  the tw o 

countries that m ean the D utch 

experience could not sim ply be 

replicated here. 

The political and econom ic im portance 

of agriculture is greater in the 

N etherlands than in  the U K . D utch 

agriculture is also m ore intensive and 

high-tech. Indeed, som e high-tech 

operations in  the U K  such as Thanet 

Earth – the country’s largest 

greenhouses, heated using w aste heat 

from  pow er generation – have been set 

up w ith D utch know -how . Is it 

sustain able or secure, long-term , for the 

U K  to buy expertise rather than trying 

to build its dom estic know ledge base? 

A nother differen ce is that govern m ent 

in the U K  has, since the 1970s, been 

very w ary of in tervenin g in the 

m arketplace. H ere the approach is to set 

a fram ew ork an d leave entrepreneurs to 

it, w hereas in the N etherlands and 

France, governm ent takes a m ore active 

role.  

In som e respects, though the U K  m ay 

already be m oving in the direction 

TransForum  sets out. For exam ple, the 

dairy com pany A rla is building its 

biggest plan t right outside B irm ingham , 

m oving its operations closer to its urban 

custom ers. 

O f course, som e of the differences that 

m ake TransForum ’s approach to 

innovation less relevan t to the U K  are 

no bad thing. Few  parts of the U K  face 

such pronounced environm ental and 

social pressures from  agriculture as 

those experienced in the N etherlands, 

deriving from  the in tensity of farm ing 

there and its proxim ity to cities.  

In practice, a w ide spectrum  of farm ing 

practices already exist in  the U K , and 

future sustainability w ill probably com e 

from  fostering that. There m ay be a 

place for large scale projects that can 

offer environ m ental econom ies of scale, 

such as Thanet Earth, yet also for sm all-

scale organic production system s. 

Program m es to support innovation  for 

sustainable agriculture should cater for 

that full spectrum . 
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D oes TransForum  offer a radical 

approach to innovation? Its m ethods, 

notably its focus on stakeholder 

engagem ent and en trepreneurialism , 

certainly m ark it out from  com parable 

inn ovation and research program m es in 

the U K . Y et it does n ot pretend to offer 

any silver bullets. Indeed, breakthrough 

inn ovations are unusual in agriculture, 

so sustainability m ight be expected to 

im prove through increm ental steps 

rather than overnight changes. 

Form al innovation program m es like 

TransForum  are by no m eans the only 

w ay that governm ents can encourage 

inn ovation. R egulations, taxes and 

incentives can also stim ulate creativity. 

The value of innovation program m es lies 

in creatin g room  for people to 

experim ent.  
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Julia H ailes M B E  is a leading opinion form er, consultant and 
speaker on social, environm ental and ethical issues. She has w orked 
w ith a num ber of blue chip com panies, including British A irw ays, 
Procter &  G am ble and M arks &  Spencer. In 1987 she co-founded 
SustainA bility Ltd, a think tank and consultancy com pany, w here 
she w as a director until 1994, w hen she started w orking freelance 
from  her hom e in Som erset. Julia is co-author of eight books, 
including the num ber one best-selling G reen consumer guide, w hich 
sold over a m illion copies w orldw ide and The new foods guide 
published in 1999. The new green consumer guide w as published in 
M ay 2007. She is a m em ber of the Food Ethics C ouncil. 
(w w w .juliahailes.com ). 

 

Sander M ager is Program m e M anager at TransForum , w hich 
prom otes sustainable developm ent in D utch agriculture. studied 
B iology &  Society at A m sterdam  V rije U niversiteit. A fter com pleting 
his degree he joined the M inistry of A griculture, N ature and Food 
Q uality (LN V ) in 1998, w orking successively for the V ision &  
Strategy division of the D epartm ent of K now ledge, the Bureau for 
Strategic Policy Form ation and the O ffice of the Executive Board. In 
recent years Sander has initiated and facilitated strategic 
discussions w ithin the M inistry as senior strategy adviser. A part 
from  his w ork Sander is chairm an of the G reen Left Party in the 
M unicipal C ouncil of A m stelveen. 
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