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Q&A: Organic versus conventional 
farming 
Additional resource 
Interview with organic famer Dirk Pieter van der Meer of Organic Brothers farm in Sirjansland and 
the conventional tomato nursery, Meercamp, in Made, the Netherlands 

The van der Meer family owns two farms, one organic farm where tomato, cucumber, bell pepper 
and leaf vegetables are grown, and a conventional farm where tomatoes and other vegetables are 
grown. The van der Meers made the switch to organic farming in 2015. We recently spoke to one of 
the co-owners, Dirk Pieter van der Meer: 

Why have you decided to change much of your conventional farming 
into organic production? 

In 2013 we decided to look into a new earning model; with a greater risk factor when it came to 
cultivation, but a more stable earning/price level. Organic farming is more difficult, but there is less 
competition. This meant stopping the use of synthetic fertilizers and chemical crop protection and 
accepting the risks that this involved. The switch took two years and 2015 was the first year in 
which we sold fully organic produce. 

What are the main challenges in organic farming? 

Our two greatest challenges are soil fertility and preventing and 
controlling tough plagues such as tuta absoluta – the common tomato 
leafminer (right). 
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How does organic food production differ from conventionally 
produced food? 

We work in greenhouses, so the primary difference is that organic cultivation takes place in the soil, 
whereas the conventional cultivation uses a growth medium such as rockwool, cocopeat, where all 
the necessary elements for optimal plant growth can be found. 

What is the main difference in terms of cultivation? 

With organic cultivation it means that the soil quality determines the result. Investing in the soil and 
soil life is essential in order to maintain organic production after 3-4 years to maintain your 
operating results. 

With conventional farming you achieve a lot in a few steps. Organic farming needs more planning. 
You need to think 5 years ahead about crop rotation, constantly keeping your soil healthy and 
fertile, now and in the future. 

If you don’t give enough attention to the quality of the soil, production will start to decline after one 
to two years; the soil will lose its water retention capacity, and other issues will arise. 

What is the difference in terms of labour? 

The use of compost is very intensive in terms of labour. And that is also true for combatting weeds! 

Does organically produced food need to meet additional safety 
standards? 

Absolutely, the controls are strict and already go a lot further than food safety programmes! The 
provenance of compost and fertilizers are much more comprehensive than for many products used 
in conventional cultivation. 

Do you personally think that organic food is better quality food?  

I don’t have actual proof for that, but I do know that organic produce takes a longer time to grow 
and has enough time to acquire sufficient nutrients, while conventional cultivation is aimed at the 
highest production in as short a time as possible. For me that means that organic food might have 
more nutrients. 
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Could we feed the world if only organic production would be a norm? 

Absolutely, I am totally convinced about that, but it would have to be introduced worldwide to make 
that possible. 

Why is organic food more expensive? 

In the Netherlands the cost price of tomato grown organically per square metre is 28% more 
expensive than tomatoes grown using conventional cultivation norms. The difference is due to 
greater labour costs, more expensive compost and the cost of biological pest and disease control. 

Has the demand for organically grown food increased in the past few 
years? 

The European consumption of organically cultivated food is growing and organic produce is largely 
supplied by Spain. The lower cost price means that German retailers opt for Spanish produce, which 
makes this the reference price. In the Netherlands the market for organically cultivated food has 
stagnated somewhat, with the demand and supply having reached a balance. 
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