
Ground-breaking research 



The Louis Bolk Institute pushes back the boundaries. Our research contributes to a healthy future for people, 

animals and plants. It is concerned primarily with organic and sustainable agriculture, nutrition and health 

care. We already have over thirty years’ experience. As an independent research institute we offer the sector 

individual and creative solutions, always taking account of the integrity and natural qualities of people, animals 

and plants. Unlike conventional science, our own approach is not based on isolated facts. The Louis Bolk Institute 

sees things differently: the forest is more than the sum of the trees. We always see the plant, animal or person in 

relation to its surroundings. We solve problems by taking account of the interaction between an organism and 

its environment. 

We take the opportunities offered by nature. For example, clover and field beans are an excellent replacement for 

manure or artificial fertilisers for grass or grain crops. This sort of interaction contributes to sustainable solutions 

that do justice the natural character and integrity of plant and animal.

Cooperation   What happens in practice is the starting point for our research. That explains why our 

researchers can be found in the sheds with the cows or in the field among the crops as well as in the laboratory. 

The farmer knows his fields, his buildings and his animals. We incorporate his experience into our research. 

Likewise, in our health research we work closely with doctors and other therapists.

We also draw on the knowledge of our clients (often government departments, knowledge institutes or large food 

concerns). This enables us to progress together. Our participatory type of research relies on our own experience 

and knowledge, and on that of our clients and the people in the field, so we are not driven solely by theory. 

Innovative strength   The research carried out at the Louis Bolk Institute can best be described as 

experiential science. We gather knowledge using our own practical and systemic approach. We have four themes: 

soil, plant, animal and human, each with its own specific research areas. But above all we are interested in 

context: we see soil, plants, animals and humans in relation to each other. We explore a variety of angles to find 

solutions that do justice to the natural context. This requires a multidisciplinary approach, which is the basis of 

our innovative strength.

Whether we are dealing with nutrition or health, animal housing systems or disease control, our researchers are 

completely engaged. All are scientists who generate, record, disseminate and implement knowledge, aimed at a 

healthy and sustainable future. Our team is at your disposal.

Vincent Blok, Ph.D.

Director,  Louis Bolk Institute
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Ground-breaking  research 



International growth
Internationally, the Louis Bolk Institute 

is one of the top research institutes in 

the field of organic and sustainable 

agriculture. We are working increasingly 

often in European consortia on large-

scale European projects. In the coming 

years we anticipate further growth in 

our international activities. This is a 

logical development as agriculture is 

increasingly globalised.

Sustainability   Our research 

is attracting increasing attention 

and appreciation partly because of 

globalisation and the climate change 

debate. There are still many challenges 

and opportunities in sustainable 

cultivation with biomass as a source 

of energy. We play a role in mapping 

specific requirements, practical 

control measures and indicators of 

sustainability. 

The source of knowledge, 
naturally   There are several 

meanings behind our slogan. We use 

nature as a source of knowledge about 

life. In addition we go into the field, to 

the source, and listen to experienced 

practitioners. But more than anything 

else, we want to serve as a source of 

knowledge for our target groups: our 

clients and the entrepreneurs in the 

field. 

Ground-breaking  research 



Soil is a hot topic. It is the basis for healthy agriculture. 

In addition to ecological advantages, healthy soil 

improves the economic sustainability of a farm. The 

Louis Bolk Institute carries out fundamental and applied 

research into soil management. Our work covers three 

research areas within the Soil theme: soil quality and 

sustainable soil management, manure and compost 

management and biodiversity. 

Soil quality and sustainable soil 
management       Our watchwords are economic and 

ecological sustainability. We believe that profitable agriculture 

begins with a healthy soil, so we have developed suitable strategies. 

Sustainable soil management requires specific solutions at the 

level of the holding: with the farmer, on the land. Soil diagnostic 

tools such as the soil scan play an important role. Sustainability 

can be promoted by harmonising soil quality, mineral management 

and the proper use of management measures. The challenge 

is to provide insight into the economic aspects of sustainable 

management, both now and in the long term. 

Healthy soil, the basis of our existence



Manure and compost management   Which fertilisers 

are suitable for which soils, crops and rotations? We investigate how best 

to use fertilisers and soil improvers to create a healthy, balanced soil 

for robust crops.  The development and use of a “nitrogen and organic 

matter planner” (NDICEA) offers the first set of tools for this purpose. 

We will also use this planner to determine the effects of climate change 

and deal with them at farm level.

Biodiversity   The central question is what soil life is required to 

control soil functions such as fertility, disease resistance or the retention 

of nutrients? What measures are really effective? And how can you 

achieve the desired effect, not just for food production, but also for the 

benefit of nature development? Green material from nature reserves can 

be used as a source of compost and so contribute to the fertility of 

agricultural soils. 

Government policy is paying increasing attention to soil conservation, 

in which soil biodiversity plays an important role. Through practical 

research the Louis Bolk Institute provides input for current policy-making. 

How can managers, farmers, water boards and nature organisations 

contribute effectively to biodiversity?Healthy soil, the basis of our existence

What sets the Louis Bolk Institute apart in soil 

research? Head of department, Chris Koopmans: 

“Our characteristic integral approach is distinctive. We 

investigate soil structure, soil life and rooting in relation 

to each other. We also differ in that we actively involve 

farmers in the research: in our projects they get off the 

tractor to look at the soil. In my experience farmers not only 

find this instructive, but it also motivates them to attempt 

more sustainable soil management.”
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Farmers naturally want a good yield. The proviso is 

that they need to produce top quality, healthy organic 

products. The Louis Bolk Institute’s crop research 

always focuses on the whole plant in its immediate 

surroundings. Pest and disease control is based on the 

natural environment of the plant. We look at robustness 

across the board. The Plant theme breaks down into two 

main topics: plant breeding and cultivation and product 

quality.

Plant breeding   Our first concern is to close the chain. 

The organic sector has been aiming to use 100% organic seed 

for some years. We have been working on a broad range of 

organically-propagated varieties in chain projects with traders, 

growers and breeding companies. We are also intensively 

involved in organic plant breeding. What strategies do growers 

and plant breeders need to develop good and affordable 

organic varieties? We make a point of working with breeding 

companies and growers in the field. We are looking for strong, 

robust varieties. We also set criteria for plant health and 

product quality. Our research looks at the morphology of the 

plant as well as resistance to disease, for example in cabbage, 

onion and wheat.

Robust crops for sustainable   cultivation

What is distinctive about the Louis Bolk Institute 

when it comes to plant health? Researcher and advisor, 

Leen Janmaat: “We focus on the added value of products: 

health, taste and natural qualities. The art is to connect 

this to consumer experience. In practice this means 

breeding tasty and robust varieties, and applying suitable 

fertilisation and crop care regimes. We work with growers 

in practical situations. We identify difficulties in the 

chain, and work on them with pioneering businesses. We 

are also working increasingly with other EU countries.”



Cultivation and product quality  
Plant health is at the heart of the work we do 

in arable farming, outdoor vegetable growing, 

fruit growing and glasshouse horticulture. 

Specifically, we develop practical management 

methods for strong crops which produce high-

quality products. In doing so we continue to 

develop our vision of plant health. 

The health and quality of organic products are 

important factors in motivating people to buy 

them. In our view this is more than the product 

of good and bad constituents. The originality of 

the product is also important. We offer practical 

solutions to improve quality, working with the 

market and with the partners in the chain.

Robust crops for sustainable   cultivation

PLA
N

T



Our research is aimed at innovations in animal, plant 

and human-friendly livestock farming systems. A 

distinguishing feature is our integral approach: we 

look at the animal, the farm and their environment. 

Research within the Animal theme covers three areas: 

agri-biodiversity, welfare and animal health and 

market and economy.

Agri-biodiversity  We are not trying to replace 

nature with artificial solutions, but take advantage of natural 

opportunities. This is a main characteristic of our research. The 

nitrogen-fixing properties of leguminous plants like clover and 

field beans make them a good replacement for manure and 

artificial fertilisers for grass and grain. We investigate how 

the management of such mixtures can be optimised. We are 

also researching other mixtures such as herbs and maize in 

grasslands. 

The acreage of nature reserves in the Netherlands is rising 

steeply. To keep nature management affordable, we investigate 

how grass and reed obtained from nature management areas 

can be used on livestock farms: for example for feed, litter and 

compost. We also consider which breeds of animal are suited to 

less ideal conditions, and the type of housing and husbandry 

they need. The Louis Bolk Institute works with people in the 

field to achieve a profitable, biodiverse farm lay-out for livestock 

farming and nature conservation alike. 

Practical innovations for natural livestock farming

What distinguishes the Louis Bolk Institute? Senior researcher, Jan de Wit: “We are always close to the practitioners 

in the field. We do our research on site: with the farmer in the field or barn. This is a conscious choice. It means you very 

quickly discover if things are impractical or uneconomic. Nothing artificial, just pure practice. From this starting point 

we look for solutions that can benefit the whole sector.”



Welfare and animal health   How can we keep animals 

healthy and allow them to behave as naturally as possible? This is 

central to our  livestock farming systems research. We adopt an integral 

research approach, for example by looking at ways of keeping laying 

hens with their beaks intact and simultaneously avoiding the problem 

of cannibalism. It proves the attitude of the farmer is important, as is the 

use of scattered grain to encourage natural pecking behaviour and the 

provision of an attractive outdoor run. However, aspects of the chain are 

also important: cannibalism can often start at the breeding station with 

light feather pecking. 

Besides poultry we research cows and goats. How can you, practically 

and economically, extent the time the calf stays with the mother? What 

options are there for natural insemination with bulls? How can goats’ 

natural eating habits be incorporated into the normal operation of the 

holding? And what factors are important in increasing animals’ resistance 

to disease?

Market and economy   The success of organic and sustainable 

livestock farming heavily depends on the willingness  of consumers to 

buy the products. Health, taste and regionality are important relevant 

consumer preferences. We facilitate  product development directed to 

these consumer preferences by research. This includes organisational and 

economic aspects.

Practical innovations for natural livestock farming
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Conscious choices in nutrition and health care



Soil, plants and animals form a logical trinity. As far as the Louis 

Bolk Institute is concerned, humans are not a separate entity. 

Our health is heavily dependent on plant and animal nutrition. 

It is also influenced by lifestyle and forms of health care that 

promote vitality. 

The Louis Bolk Institute distinguishes four areas for research 

within the Human theme: nutrition, complementary health care, 

lifestyle and educational development.

Nutrition Organic food is an important part of a healthy and conscious 

lifestyle. We investigate the relationship between organic food and human 

health and vitality: this is a topical theme which has captured the public 

interest. The quality of organic produce is important in terms of food safety, 

vitality, taste and health-promoting substances.

Complementary health care   Health is more than the 

absence of disease. For this reason we research forms of health care that 

promote health and vitality. We focus on preventive and curative treatments.  

In addition we develop methods for gauging levels of health and vitality, for 

example using chronobiological measurements. Our knowledge on health 

can be applied, for example, in the development of health-promoting 

interventions. 

Lifestyle   What is the relationship between lifestyle factors and 

health? We pay special attention to organic food and anthroposophical 

lifestyles, for example studying the relationship between lifestyle factors 

and allergies in children. 

Educational development   We develop dynamic teaching 

material on health care for use in higher education: study material aimed 

at practice, which goes further than conventional academic material. The 

information is based on our own research or existing research findings. 

Our institute is receiving increasing recognition in this field: the Utrecht 

University, for example, has implemented the “Complementary Health 

Care” option for medical students, with the Louis Bolk Institute as project 

leader.  

Conscious choices in nutrition and health care

What is distinctive about the Louis Bolk Institute’s research on nutrition and health? Head of 

department, Erik Baars: “Our work is contemporary and complementary: a supplement to conventional 

thinking within the health care and nutrition sector. We aim to collaborate with others to integrate different 

types of knowledge. This means our research must conform to exacting scientific standards, while we still 

have our own voice within the scientific community.” 
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Research  We have been conducting scientific research since 

1976 into organic and sustainable agriculture, nutrition and health care. 

We are sought out not only by national and international governments, 

but also increasingly by nature managers, product marketing boards 

and the private sector. The range of clients is still growing.

Concept development    Sometimes we have to find new 

ways to tackle fundamental problems: innovative concepts which open 

up new prospects. What do we mean, for example, by concepts such as 

‘health’ and ‘sustainability’? The Louis Bolk Institute has a great deal 

of experience with the development of innovative and complementary 

concepts as a basis for research and (policy) advice.

Training & Advice   Through our research practice we 

have extensive knowledge of soil management, cultivation and 

breeding, animal welfare, nutrition and health promotion. In order to 

disseminate this knowledge, we regularly organise business networks, 

courses, themed meetings and visits. Ask about available opportunities 

or consult the diary on our website.

Would you like to know more?   Our website 

(www.louisbolk.nl) gives an overview of all our publications, many of 

which can be downloaded. Consult the website for information on the 

institute and current projects.

Publications can be ordered by e-mail from 

publicaties@louisbolk.nl

If you would like further information or an initial consultation, please 

contact us directly.

Louis Bolk Instituut

Hoofdstraat 24

NL-3972 LA Driebergen

T +31 (0) 343 – 523 860

F +31(0) 343 – 515 611

info@louisbolk.nl

www.louisbolk.nl
Research -Concept developm

ent  – Training &
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Major clients and partners in cooperation

© Louis Bolk Instituut 2007. 

Photos: Michiel Wijnbergh, Anna de Weerd,  Coen ter Berg, 

PurestockX and LBI. 

Text: Textuur.

Design: Fingerprint. 

Press: Drukkerij Kerckebosch. 

This publication can be ordered under number CC01

Partners in cooperation

Agro Eco Consultancy

Biologica (organic chain organisation)

Campina (dairy producers)

CLM Agricultural research consultancy

DIAS (Denmark) 

De Dageraad (diary producers cooperative)

FiBL, Switzerland

IN-Holland Institute for Higher Education 

NMI Nutrient Management Institute

Overlegplatform Duinboeren

State Institute for Quality Control of 

Agricultural Products (Rikilt)

National Institute of Public Health and the 

Environment (RIVM)

SB Training en Advies, Consultants

Netherlands Organisation for Applied 

Scientific Research (TNO)

University of Kassel

University of Newcastle

University of Tilburg

University of Utrecht

Wageningen University and Research Centre 

(WUR)

 

Clients

The European Commission

The Iona Foundation (IONA Stichting)

Lievegoed Zorggroep

The Netherlands Ministry of Agriculture, 

Nature and Food Quality (LNV)

The Netherlands Ministry of Spatial Planning , 

Housing and the Environment (VROM)

Brabant Province 

Drenthe Province 

North Holland Province 

Utrecht Province 

Zealand Province 

Rabobank

Stichting Veldleeuwerik (Skylark Foundation: 

founders include Heineken)

STW Technology Foundation

Software AG Stiftung – (Software Foundation)

Triodos Fonds (Triodos Bank Fund)

Vereniging Noardlike Fryske Walden

Weleda

Southern Netherlands Agriculture and 

Horticulture Organisation (ZLTO)



Pushing back boundaries together



Arie van den Brand,  

chairman, Platform Biologica: 

 

“The Louis Bolk Institute makes a clear choice in the development 

of its own identity. I would describe that identity as daring and bold. 

Research in organic farming is just beginning to take root. So being daring 

and speaking your mind are essential for making headway in this new field. 

The Louis Bolk Institute is, for example, as a knowledge institute, not only 

concerned with what happened yesterday, but even more concerned 

with tomorrow and the next day. And as chairman of 

Biologica, this is what I’m interested in.”

Jan van der Greef,  

director of Systems Biology Research at the 

Netherlands Organisation for Applied Scientific Research (TNO):

“Research into health and disease is often based on symptoms. At both Louis Bolk 

and the TNO we pay more attention to the cause and the capacity for self-healing. 

The symptom-based approach is more a matter of disease management, whereas 

we work on health promotion. That is where our institutions converge. Since 

we each place the emphasis on different elements, we complement 

each other. It is clearly a situation in which  

one plus one makes three.”

Gerrit Klaasse Bos, 

arable farmer: 

“Healthy soil for sustainable food production. In the end, that’s what 

it’s all about! This is why I worked with the Skylark project. A project with 

sustainable farming as its central focus. A very topical subject in 

conventional farming. The Louis Bolk Institute takes advantage 

of this actively and proactively.”

Carlo Leifert,

professor of Ecological Agriculture, 

Newcastle University  

director, Stockbridge Technology Centre:

“The great importance of the contribution of the Louis Bolk Institute is not only the 

fact that it has one of the longest histories in organic research, but that it is the 

leading independent innovation centre for organic farming, food and 

nutrition in Europe.”



Arie van den Brand,  

chairman, Platform Biologica: 

 

“The Louis Bolk Institute makes a clear choice in the development 

of its own identity. I would describe that identity as daring and bold. 

Research in organic farming is just beginning to take root. So being daring 

and speaking your mind are essential for making headway in this new field. 

The Louis Bolk Institute is, for example, as a knowledge institute, not only 

concerned with what happened yesterday, but even more concerned 

with tomorrow and the next day. And as chairman of 

Biologica, this is what I’m interested in.”

Xander Meijer, 

general director, Natudis: 

“Louis Bolk demonstrates the advantages 

offered by organic nutrition. It delivers the evidence 

that organic products are good for our well-being 

and living environment. More and more consumers 

are experiencing the benefits. Louis Bolk reinforces 

this awareness with scientific figures and 

information.”
Margreet Hofstede, 

sector manager, organic farming at Ministry  

of Agriculture, Nature & Food Quality (LNV): 

 

“We look to signals from the sector to put the content into our policy, 

and that includes from the Louis Bolk Institute. So the term that applies 

the most to our relationship is flowing together. The driving force behind 

Louis Bolk Institute’s work is its natural power, and it continually 

seeks cooperation with other institutes. This is one reason why 

the institute itself and its research is taken much more 

seriously, even outside of the organic sector.”

Leo Coumans,  

organic poultry layer farmer: 

 

“The Louis Bolk Institute has what it takes to go against 

the established order. It dares to be different. As one 

example, the Louis Bolk Institute was the driving force 

behind legislation on keeping beaked chickens. And I 

myself, as organic poultry layer farmer, see a lot 

of practical benefits from that.”

Aalt Dijkhuizen, 

chairman of the board, Wageningen University 

& Research Centre: 

 

“The Louis Bolk Institute has a large (international) network within the research 

side of organic agriculture, and is considered an important strategic partner by the 

international policy-makers and agenda-setters (EU). Wageningen UR has a strong 

network within conventional and organic agriculture, and is one of the leading agricultural 

institutions in the world, as well as being author of a number of major European projects. 

The Louis Bolk Institute and Wageningen UR approach the issues in organic agriculture 

in different ways. This is expressed in the choice of working methods, as well as in 

the way the research questions are identified and formulated. Various projects 

conducted in cooperation have shown that we can generate added 

value by working together, each from their own strength.’’



opens up great prospects
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