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1. Introduction

In 1987 the World Commission on Environment and Development formulated the concept of

Sustainable Development, which was given massive support from many countries and

organizations. Presumably the market process will not bring forth a sound environmental

situation without the implementation of the concept of sustainable development in environmental

policy and in economic policy in general. This process of implementation is far from an easy

task for national and international authorities. A significant factor in this respect is the influence

of vested economic interests, which have reached a strong economic position by using nature

and the environment in one way or another without paying a price for it. By doing this, they

have created a situation of unsustainability.

The policy of the authorities aiming at sustainable development will definitely be weakened by

these vested interests, which are inclined to defend and support their strong position (Dietz and

Van der Straaten, 1992). Given the general dominance of neoclassical economic theories, they

are in a strong position to stress their positive influence on traditional economic variables such

as income per capita, the creation of employment and the export position of the country. Other

economic variables such as an increase in the occurrence of acid rain, the greenhouse effect and

the pollution of rivers and seas are, generally speaking, overlooked and neglected. Their use

of a narrow pattern of perception and valuation, which credits only established, short-term

economic values, forms an obstacle for the development of an effective environmental policy.

A more detailed analysis of this mechanism is given by the investigation of a case: the policy

on the use of pesticides in the Netherlands in recent years (Kasperkovitz, 1991).
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In the present paper we investigate the role of government in counteracting the influence of

vested economic interests. This is an important issue as the government in particular is in the

position to implement a sound environmental policy. We investigate this relationship between

the government and vested interests in a case study on the use of pesticides in the Netherlands

in the last decades. The situation in the Netherlands is interesting, as the Dutch government

proclaimed in 1976 that the Dutch economy should integrate ecological standards, and in 1989

the Dutch government accepted sustainable development as a guideline for all economic

activities (Minister van Volkshuisvesting, Ruimtelijke Ordening en Milieubeheer, 1989). So,

it is important to examine what the Dutch government actually did in a special situation where

vested economic interests are significant. Lastly we try to give the theoretical foundation of the

behaviour of the Dutch government.

To get more insight into this relationship, we give a general overview of the Dutch policy on

the use of pesticides in Section 2. In Section 3 we compare the relevant topics derived from

research by official institutes with the effects these facts have had on policy itself. We want to

know whether the results of scientific research influence the formulation of policies. In Section

4 we give special attention to the Pesticides Law of 1962 and the influence this legal framework

has had on the decisions taken. In Section 5 the relevant theoretical starting points in

neoclassical theories are discussed. In the last Section some conclusions are drawn.

2. The Dutch policy on the use of pesticides

In the Netherlands the use of pesticides is regulated by the Pesticide Law

(Bestrijdingsmiddelenbeleid) of 1962. This law prohibits the use of all pesticides which are not

allowed by a special governmental commission. This commission uses several criteria to test

the pesticides. Until 1975 these criteria mainly concerned the effectiveness of the pesticides and

the protection of health. Since 1975 potential environmental damage caused by pesticides has

also to be taken into account. In the early eighties growing concern about environmental

pollution gave rise to the need for a new policy. Since 1983 the existing legislation was

extended several times by additional regulations on the use of pesticides. This new policy

focuses on a substantial reduction in the use of pesticides.
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So far, however, the Dutch policy on the use of pesticides cannot be seen as an effective means

to protect the environment. Its legislative framework has proved to be inadequate. Although the

toxicity of several pesticides has been known for more than twenty years, the legislation was

not able to enforce prohibition of these chemicals. Despite the main objectives of the new

policy, a SO~o reduction in use and a 90~ reduction in emission, the use of pesticides has

remained more or less the same, whereas the detected extent of pollution has been increasing

continually. The ineffectiveness of this environmental policy can be illustrated by a closer look

at its objectives.

Since 1983 the main objective is a reduction in the use of pesticides. The use of pesticides can

be expressed in several ways, for example, by looking at the volume of the active substance of

pesticides, at the frequency of application, at pesticidal effects or at harmful effects on the

environment. The intended reduction, which is quantified as 50~1o since 1990, is expressed in

kilograms active substance. This way of expressing the reduction in use is very convenient for

agriculture and the pesticide industry, but very ineffective as a mean to protect the environment.

By developing new and more expensive pesticides with less volume of the active substance, but

with the same (or even stronger) pesticidal and harmful effects, the pesticide industry can

undermine this environmental policy. By creating a situation in which neither industry nor

agriculture suffers from the restrictive policy, the policymakers made it possible for their stated

objectives to be realized, while the environmental damage remains the same or even increases.

Since 1990 another important objective of the policy is a 90~o reduction in emissions of pestici-

des. However, a close examination of the development of standards for groundwater leads

unavoidably to the conclusion that even more emissions are tolerated in the course of time.

Since 1983 the policy concerning residues of pesticides in drinking water is based on the

principle that no pesticides at all are to be allowed in ground water that is to be used as

drinking-water. When this principle was formulated, the smallest amount of pesticides that could

be detected in water was 0,1 ~g per liter. Therefore the standard for residues of pesticides in

groundwater was set at O,l~,gll. Meanwhile the methods for detection have been improved,

which makes it possible to detect much smaller concentrations. The principle of 'no pesticides

in groundwater' still holds, but the tolerated amount of residues has not been decreased. In fact,

several kinds of restrictive measures have been relaxed or delayed, so that even larger

concentrations of pesticides are tolerated now. A lot of relevant information in this respect has

been known for years, but the use of research findings during the formation of this policy was
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consequently obstructed by the struggle for power between conflicting interests. A chronological

description of some scientific and political facts shows that the decision making is hardly related

to well-known information about environmental effects.

3. A chronological description

In this Section we give a short overview of relevant scientific facts from research done by

official state research institutes responsible for the research in the quality of drinking water.

1984: Research

In groundwater destined for use as drinking water, pollution caused by pesticides was detected

in concentrations up to 15 ~cg per liter. Researchers predicted that even after immediate prohibi-

tion of the pesticide that caused the pollution, the concentrations in the groundwater would

exceed the standards for another 250 years.

since 1987: Policy

The Minister of Agriculture tried to realize a relaxation of the restrictive measures, by

proposing the use of different standards based on a distinction between high and low groundwa-

ter. Based on the assumption that the concentration of pesticides decreases while travelling from

high to low groundwater, the Minister suggested allowing higher concentrations in the upper

groundwater. On the other hand, the Minister of the Environment supported maintenance of the

current standard of 0,1 p,g per liter for every level of groundwater.

1988: Research

National and international research showed that 43 pesticides, though applied in a normal way,

could lead to exceeding the allowed concentration of 0,1 pg~l. Only five of these pesticides were

nominated for prohibition.

1989: Policy

The Minister of the Environment presented a paper, concerning a number of standards for the

allowance of pesticides, in which several interests of the Minister of Agriculture are met (Notitie
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'Milieucriteria ten aanzien van stoffen ter bescherming van bodem en grondwater'). In

accordance with a request of the Minister of Agriculture, the decision about maintenance or

alteration of the 0,1 ~gll standard was postponed by arguing that further research was needed.

The research was meant to verify the assumption about dilution of pesticides on their way from

high to low groundwater.

1990: Research

The requested research showed that no significant dilution of pesticides on their way down from

high to low groundwater took place. Meanwhile researchers found out that 67 pesticides could

lead to concentrations higher than 0,1 ~,gll in the upper groundwater; 30 of these chemicals

were actually detected in the upper groundwater, while 10 of them were also found in deep

groundwater.

1990: Policy

Despite the falsification of the assumption about dilution of pesticides, the Minister of

Agriculture presented a policy, in which larger concentrations of pesticides in the upper ground-

water were tolerated (Beleidsvoornemen 'Meerjarenplan Gewasbescherming'). The policy

included a list of 111 pesticides that 'in principle' were nominated for prohibition. One of the

criteria for prohibition was the potential pollution of the groundwater caused by these chemicals.

The pesticide industry replied that prohibition of these 111 pesticides would lead to a 80~ loss

of turnover.

1991: Policy

The number of pesticides on the list was extended to 158. On the other hand, a possibility for

exception was added to the policy. The pesticides on the list were not be prohibited, as long as

there were no alternatives. The phrase 'no alternative' also includes a more expensive

alternative.

1992: Policy

1600 applications of the pesticides on the list are considered to be to harmful for the

environment. Only 500 of them will be prohibited. The remaining 1100 applications will be

tolerated, as long as there are no alternatives that are equally or less expensive.
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These examples make it clear that this policy on the use of pesticides cannot be seen as an

effective environmental policy. The reason for this ineffectiveness is strongly related to the

dominant position of vested economic interests during the formation phase of this policy.

During the formation of this environmental policy, several conflicting interests were involved.

Various actors with different backgrounds participated in the policy formation. Special attention

should be given to the fact that in the Netherlands there is a long and strong tradition to engage

in a lengthy public discussion before a decision on the implementation of a policy is taken. In

this process of discussion and public debate, all pazties involved in the implementation of the

policy are invited by the government to enter the debate. This necorporatistic approach became

a tradition in Dutch labour policies. When the government intended to start the implementation

of environmental policies in the beginning of the seventies, they introduced this approach in this

domain too.'

Four ministers aze formally responsible for the implementation of the pesticides policy, the

Minister of Agriculture, the Minister of Environmental Affairs, the Minister of Health and the

Minister of Social Affairs. Besides these formal policy makers, several external interest groups

are involved. The most important of them aze organizations that represent agriculture, the

pesticide industry and the environment. The participation of so many very different actors

turned the policy formation into a bargaining process. Each actor tried to push the outcome of

this bazgaining process in the direction of political, industrial, agricultural or environment-

oriented values. As can be seen from the divergence between reseazch and policy, mentioned

previously, we may conclude that the influence of agriculture and the pesticide industry has

been dominant. It will not surprise us that the result of this bargaining process is a policy,

mainly consisting of regulations, which can easily be evaded by agriculture or the pesticide

industry. One may conclude that the same vested interests that dominate the market process, the

traditional, short-term economic interests, also dominate the environmental policy, which is

meant to guide the market process towazds sustainable development.

1The influence of this approach in general on environmental policy in the Netherlands and in particular on the

National Environmental Policy Plan of 1989 is elaborated by Van der Straaten (1992).
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4. The Pesticide Law of 1962

The predominance of economic values during the formation of this environmental policy can

be illustrated by a closer look at the choice of ineans to realize the stated objectives. The most

important means is a legislative framework, consisting mainly of the previously mentioned

'Pesticide Law' (Bestrijdingsmiddelenwet), dating from 1962. The formulation of this law

created a situation in which prohibition of very harmful pesticides can be obstructed for many

years by agriculture or the pesticide industry.

The procedure that led to the prohibition of the herbicide dinoseb, for instance, took 18 years.

The negative effects of dinoseb on the human reproduction were already known at the latest,

in 1972. However, this knowledge was not verified by additional research data until 1986.

These research data led, for example, to an immediate prohibition of dinoseb in the United

States. By this time, prohibition of the use of dinoseb in the Netherlands had been proposed by

the Minister of the Environment. Meanwhile, residues of dinoseb were found in concentrations

that exceeded the standard one hundred times. The governmental Commission for the Allowance

of Pesticides discussed the proposal for prohibition with agriculture and the pesticide industry.

During this discussion arguments such as the export of potatoes and employment in the pesticide

industry came up. After the discussion the prohibition of dinoseb was postponed until 1990,

which is one year later than the official prohibition by the European Community.

A situation like this is caused by the ineffectiveness of the Pesticide Law. The criterion for

environmental damage in this law is not binding, which is due to its formulation:

'Environmental damage is not allowed in an amount that is not acceptable.' Moreover, once a

decision is made about allowance or prohibition of a certain chemical, only agriculture and the

pesticide industry are permitted to object. No organization that represents environmental values

can object to a decision of the Commission for the Allowance of Pesticides.

These examples are an illustration of the fact that the Dutch policy on the use of pesticides is

consequently formulated in a way that makes it possible for agriculture and the pesticide

industry to overrule environmental arguments. Based on a close investigation of a large number

of decisions about several items related to the use of pesticides, an attempt was made to quantify

the average influence of the different actors on this environmental policy. In about 809ó of all
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decisions the interests of agriculture and industry were (partially) met. Only 30~0 of the

decisions seem to have met environmental interests (Kasperkovitch, 1991).

Why is it that agriculture and industry have had so much influence on this environmental policy

while environmental organizations were overruled so often? Investigation of the bargaining

process during the policy formation shows that the impact of an actor on this environmental

policy is related to the extent to which the actor makes use of the established pattern of

perception and valuation as it is used in general in the media in the Netherlands. Several

patterns of perception and valuation can be used. A pattern of perception and valuation

determines which action can be seen as rational or valuable. The same action can be seen as

rational through the perspective of one pattern of perception and valuation and irrational through

the perspective of another pattern.

During the formation of the Dutch policy on the use of pesticides, two different patterns of

perception and valuation were used frequently. The pattern used by actors who were concerned

about the effects of pesticides on the environment was based on environmental values. Actors

who represented agriculture or industry used a pattern of perception and valuation that was

based on short-term economic interests. The second pattern had much more impact on this

environmental policy than the environmental one. Traditional short-term economic or agricultu-

ral values have been shown to be the cornerstones on which this policy is built. Critical

standards related to human health or environmental considerations were overruled by arguments

concerning employment or export figures.

5. Relevant Theoretical Arguments

In Pigovian approaches (1920I1952) it is argued that external costs generated by polluting

industries should be brought to the burden of polluting industries by the government, which is,

in this view, the sole economic agent standing above the other economic agents: the polluting

industry and the victim, threateneà by environmental pollution. Most economists used this

concept of externalities when they were confronted with a dramatic increase of environmental

problems at the end of the sixties.
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However, it became clear that there were many obstacles. It was, for instance, impossible to

evaluate social costs of environmental problems due to a lack of a market for many

environmental goods. So, one may ask what the monetary value is of a clean environment. But

if the monetary value of an environmental good cannot be calculated, this will not imply that

the economic value of environmental goods is low or non-existent. The contrary is true in cases

such as acid rain, the greenhouse effect and the pollution of rivers and seas. Another obstacle

to the calculation of social costs is found in the complicated situation of environmental relations.

In many cases environmental damage is not foreseen, or one could not imagine that the damage

was so dramatic.2

The arguments, mentioned above, imply that a traditional neoclassical cost-benefit analysis will

not give sufficient instruments to realise a sound environmental policy. These shortcomings of

neoclassical theory regarding environmental problems lead to the conclusion that the only way

out is the implementation of environmental standards into environmental policy. Baumol and

Oates (1971) explain why this is the only way to solve the problem. However, it is often

forgotten that this plea for the introduction of environmental standazds cannot be a solution as

long as natural resources aze no longer seen as belonging to 'real' economic theories. Dietz and

Van der Straaten (1988 and 1992) azgue that only this inclusion of environmental standards in

economic theory itself can provide a solution.

The role of the Dutch government is in this respect of great importance. The fact that market

processes will not bring forward a sound environmental situation without the strong

intervention of the government made the concept of sustainable development necessary. The

case study of the use of pesticides illustrates, however, that this claim of the government to

realise sustainable development remains meaningless because of the dominance of interests

defending unsustainable development.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

The plea for the introduction of ecological norms in economic theory and in environmental

ZA more complete overview is given by Dietz and Van der Straaten, 1992 and 1993; Opschoor and Van der
Straaten, 1993.
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policy did not have positive effects in the case of the use of pesticides in the Netherlands. The

same is true of the introduction of the concept of sustainable development, introduced by the

World Commission on Development and Environment in 1987 and accepted as a guideline for

all economic activities by the Dutch government in 1989. From the arguments mentioned

previously some conclusions can be drawn:

1. The environmental movement has used arguments others than those used by the

pesticide industry and agriculture. Generally speaking, the environmental movement

used arguments in the field of a sustainable development of society, stressing the

negative effects of pesticides on the quality of ground water used as drinking water. The

pesticide industry and agriculture used traditional neoclassical arguments in the field of

income, export position and employment.

2. By doing this, the environmental movement was the loser in the debate. The decisions

of the government were more in favour of agriculture or the pesticide industry than in

the direction of public health and the environment.

3. The concept of sustainable development did not function, even when it had been

accepted as a starting point for all economic policies. The Ministers of Agriculture and

of Economic Affairs were able to marginalise the importance of a sustainable

development of economic activities.

One may conclude therefore that in important ministries of the Netherlands public

policy is subject to the same pattern of perception and valuation as the market process

itself. This implies that the plea of Baumol and Oates (1971) to use standards from

outside the economy will result in the introduction of traditional neoclassical approaches

in which natural resources do not have a real meaning in the economic process,

resulting in insufficient measures to correct the misallocation of natural resources caused

by the disfunctioning of the market process. This paradox is caused by the neglect of

the collective decision making process by many traditional economists.

4. Agriculture has always been an important exporting sector. On the balance of trade

there is a surplus of approximately Dfl. 16 billionresulting from agrarian economic

activities. This implies that this sector is of great importance in the Dutch economy.

When there is a significant divergence between the interests of the environment and of

agriculture, decisions are taken in most cases in favour of agriculture. This has been the

case, for example, when the surpluses of manure, a significant source of acid rain,
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came up for discussion (Van der Straaten, 1991).

5. The position of the Minister of Environmental Affairs is a difficult one. This minister

is not in a position to take decisions without taking into account the opinions of the

Minister of Economic Affairs and the Minister of Agriculture. In the neocorporative

approach, which is normal in the Netherlands, there are only two agents representing

environmental perceptions and valuations: the Minister of Environmental Affairs and

the environmental movement. On the other hand, there are four groups, favouring the

interests of agriculture and the pesticide industry. So, one may conclude that this

neocorporative approach, will have a negative effect upon the interests of nature and the

environment. In such a process of collective decision making, a sustainable development

of the economy cannot be realised.

6. From the arguments mentioned above one may conclude that environmental policy will

not succeed in guiding the market process towards sustainable development as long as

the mechanisms discussed previously are not recognized and taken into account. This

is in particular the case as long as the success of a government is measured in public

debate by the success of bringing down unemployment or the deficit of the state budget

instead of the achievement of a sustainable development of the economy. One should

not forget that in this respect there is no international official institute criticising

governments about the ongoing deterioration of nature and the environment. On the

other hand, there are important international institutes such as the European

Community, the OECD, the World Bank and so on, giving comments and criticism on

the 'normal' economic policy, in which environmental issues are completely ignored,

even when they are of great significance for the economic position of countries in the

future. This implies that there are hardly any international correction mechanisms

aiming at an increase in the quality of nature and the environment.

7. The environmental movement has, generally speaking, tried to influence the perception

and values of people and society into an environmental direction. One may say that the

environmental movement has been rather successful in this respect. The introduction of

the concept of sustainable development by many countries can be seen as an example

of the significant influence the environmental movement has had on perception and

evaluation of society. However, the real implementation of a sustainable development

is a far from easy task. It proved that there is hardly any difference between the

perceptions and valuations in relevant parts of the state machinery and the vested
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economic interests in the field of agriculture and the pesticide industry. One may argue

that the environmental movement has to pay still more attention to the concept of

sustainable development in the public debate. They should try to change the perception

and valuation of society in the desired direction.

8. On the other hand, one could argue that in this case, and perhaps in other cases too, the

environmental movement made a mistake not using arguments in the field of traditional

cost-benefit analysis. A sustainable development of society is accompanied by low social

costs and high benefits. The difficulty is that in many cases these high benefits are

difficult to recognise. They are apparent in the future, while the high costs of making

the environment clean are a burden of present economic agents. In addition, the benefits

are, generally speaking, diffuse and in many places of society. The costs of the

purification of production processes are the burden either of the state or of important

well defined economic agents, who can stress the high costs with which they will be

confronted in the very near future. This gives a general impression in society that the

implementation of severe norms in environmental policy are always accompanied by

high costs. These high costs should be made to gain the more or less imaginary results

of a sustainable development, whatever that may be. This places sustainable

development in a difficult position. Environmental policy can only be realised, in this

view, when sufficient money is available to realise these soft goals of society.

Such a situation exists too in the field of pesticides. A high concentration of pesticides

above safety levels in drinking water will result in high social costs in the near future

owing to the high costs of inedical care and the extremely high costs necessary to

reduce the concentration of pesticides in ground water.

But from the research it became clear that the environmental movement and the

Minister of Environmental Affairs preferred the use of arguments in the field of

environment and of a sustainable development of society. These types of arguments

were overruled in the debate by traditional economic arguments used by vested

economic interest. From this, one may conclude that it would have been a good strategy

to stress the economic importance, defined with the help of costs and benefits, of

sustainable development. Following the arguments of agriculture and the pesticide

industry will undoubtly bring forward a situation in which society and in particular the

state are confronted with very high costs. The high costs will result in rising

expenditures for the government and causing an increase in the deficit of the state
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budget and an increase in unemployment in many parts of society resulting from an

increasing percentage of the expenditures of the state necessary to guarantee the quality

of drinking water. By using these types of arguments a public policy is formulated that

will bring forth a sound environment by using arguments which fit in the perception and

valuation of traditional economy. One may assume, that these azguments will not easily

be neutralised by the interests of agriculture and the pesticide industry.
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