






soybean processing 

There are two major factories that process soybeans in the Netherlands. 
These so-called soybean crushing plants are owned by two of the biggest 
soy traders in the world: Archer Daniel Midlands (ADM) in Rotterdam 
and Cargill in Amsterdam. In 2013, some 2.4 million tonnes of soybeans 
were crushed in the Netherlands - 76% of all soybeans that were import-
ed by the Netherlands. 

Approximately 2.4 million tonnes of soy products were further processed 
in the Netherlands. The animal feed industry is by far the Netherlands’ 
largest soybean processing sector. Soy meal – and to a lesser extent, soy-
beans and soybean oil – is a popular ingredient in animal feed, because 
the animals grow quickly due to the high protein content. Although most 
of the feed is used by Dutch farmers, a large proportion of the soy used 
in animal feed indirectly fi nds its way to other countries in Europe in the 
form of meat, such as pork and chicken, eggs and dairy products.

There are over 100 feed processing companies active in the Netherlands. 
The three largest are Agrifi rm, ForFarmers and De Heus. In 2013, an 
estimated 17 million tonnes of fodder was consumed, with a soy con-
tent between 7 and 26%. The soy content in animal feed varies by sector. 
More than 2 million tonnes of soybeans were processed to produce this 
feed, more than a quarter of the total Dutch imports in 2013. 

The poultry and pork sectors are the largest consumers of soy-based ani-
mal feed. Some 605 grams of soy is used to produce one kilo of chicken, 
336 grams for one kilogram of pork and 400 grams of soy for one kilo-
gram of beef. An average of 36 grams of soy is needed for the production 
of 1 egg of 60 grams. Major players in these sectors are Plukon (chicken), 
VION (pork) and the Interovo Egg Group.

12



soy flows through the netherlands  2008 2011 2013
in 1,000 tonnes of soybeans, -meal and -oil 

631

25

368

328

255

6

22

26

96

202

4,756

3,185

8,281 1,047 7,206 

4,994 

102

491

dairy products 
(milk, cheese, butter)

soy meal
4,756

soy meal
4,756

technical products 
(paint, cosmetics)

soy beans

pigs and 
pork

soy oil

egg and 
egg products

poultry- 
and meat

food products 
(tofu, burgers)

various meat products

margarine, 
baking fats

cows, beef 
and veal

import 2013 consumption 2013 export 2013

2008: 9,267
2011: 8,711

2008: 1,436
2011: 1,138

2008: 7,766
2011: 7,436

28
crush losses

13



soy consumption 
in the netherlands

The Dutch consume about 13% of all soy imported into the Netherlands: 
more than 1 million tonnes. The majority of this soy is consumed in the 
form of meat-, egg- and dairy products. In 2013, the Netherlands pro-
duced more than 10 billion eggs, of which no fewer than 3.3 billion were 
consumed in the Netherlands, either directly or incorporated into fi n-
ished products. 

Of the 1.8 million tonnes of Dutch pork produced in 2013, almost 
700,000 tonnes were destined for the Dutch market. The Dutch produc-
tion of chicken meat has increased by 21% – from 762,000 to 920,000 
tonnes – between 2011 and 2013. A large part of the additional production 
was for export, because the domestic consumption of poultry - 377,000 
tonnes - remained virtually unchanged. 

Most of the livestock products and foodstuffs containing soy reach Dutch 
consumers through retail channels. In fact, 59% of consumers buy their 
meat at the supermarket, compared to 4% who purchase meat at the 
butcher. Some 35% of the remaining meat reaches the consumer through 
the hospitality industry, offi ces and catering and 2% through other chan-
nels. Some 81% of sandwich meats are sold via supermarkets, but the 
sale of eggs takes the cake, with a supermarket sales share of almost 
89%.

Supermarket chains play a leading role in the procurement and market-
ing of soy based products and are therefore a crucial link in fi nding ways 
to replace soy, in making soybean production more sustainable, or in 
reducing the consumption of animal proteins, the three Rs previously 
mentioned. 
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standards for 
responsible soy

Various certifi able standards for resposible soy co-exist, however these stand-
ards may have different approaches to issues such as social- and environmen-
tal criteria. This raises questions about how and by whom these criteria are 
determined, how they are implemented and if and in what way they are (inde-
pendently) audited. Below is an overview of the main differences:

The certifi cation GMO-free indicates that no genetically modifi ed soy was used 
in the entire chain. There are no other social or environmental criteria associ-
ated with this label. The control of non-GM is very strict.

Soy farmers that are certifi ed organic may not use chemical pesticides, fertili-
sers or genetically modifi ed organisms. There are also various requirements 
in the fi eld of nature conservation, land and labour laws, and health and safety 
regulations. All stakeholders are involved in the standard and audits are strict.

In addition to organic farming criteria (see above), EcoSocial, a Brazilian hall-
mark, uses a number of social criteria aimed at improving the living conditions 
of the local population and small-scale farmers. These criteria may be audited 
via internal or external means.

The standard Round Table on Responsible Soy (RTRS) was created from an 
international platform of soy producers, traders, processors, banks and civil 
society organisations. The standard has strong social- and environmental cri-
teria. One requirement is that as of 2009 no forest or other valuable natural 
resources may be destroyed. RTRS may be used for both GM and non-GM soy 
and there is strict control. 

The ProTerra standard has strong social- and environmental criteria and cer-
tifi es only non-GM. Furthermore, ProTerra prohibits farms where deforesta-
tion took place after 2004. Diverse stakeholders are now involved and exter-
nal audits are required, but verifi cation is less transparent than with RTRS. 
Because ProTerra allows only non-GM soy, it should be possible to track this 
soy separately. 
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The ISCC standard (International Sustainability and 
Carbon Certifi cation) is not, or hardly, used in the Dutch 
food industry, but it is used for biofuels, such as soy-
bean diesel. GM soy is allowed. The standard’s social- 
and environmental requirements are not as strict as 
those of RTRS and ProTerra. External audits are required, 
but farmers are also taken at their word. Since all 
EU-approved standards for biofuels – even the weaker 
ones – are accepted under the ISCC standard, it is uncer-
tain whether they actually conform to ISCC criteria. 
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initiatives 
and progress 

A number of Dutch companies have decided to start or join initiatives 
that encourage certifi ed soy cultivation, sometimes in collaboration with 
civil society organisations.

In 2011, Dutch supermarkets, LTO Netherlands (an organisation that rep-
resents the interests of employers and businesses in the Dutch agricul-
tural- and horticultural sectors), the Dutch Margarine, Fats & Oils Board, 
representatives of the dairy-, poultry- and pork sectors and a number 
of civil society organisations signed the Covenant for Responsible Soy 
(Intentieverklaring Verantwoorde Soja). In the statement, the parties agreed 
that by 2015 all soy used for the production of meat, dairy, eggs and other 
foods in the Netherlands, should be RTRS (or equivalent) certifi ed. 

In 2012, the business signatories founded the Dutch Foundation for 
Chain Transition Responsible Soy (Stichting Ketentransitie Verantwoorde 
Soja) to achieve the aforementioned goals. Of the 1 million tonne of RTRS 
soy that would be purchased in 2013 according to the letter of intent, 
417,000 tonnes was realised. 

Solidaridad and the RTRS have supported the Farmer Support 
Programme (FSP) since 2009, with the aim of supporting small-scale 
farmers to produce responsible soy and prepare them for certifi cation. 
A number of Dutch companies support this programme. In 2013, 85,000 
small-scale soy producers in South America, Asia and Africa received 
support, of which 17,000 were already producing 75,000 tonnes of RTRS 
soy in 2013.

IDH (The Sustainable Trade Initiative) has supported processors or buy-
ers who invest in certifying soy with the Soy Fast Track Fund (SFTF) since 
2012. In 2013, 21 projects in Brazil, Argentina and Paraguay received SFTF 
support to attain certifi cation for 3 million tonnes of soy by 2015. Both the 
FSP and SFTF received fi nancial support from the Dutch government. 

18



In 2006, Brazilian soy traders announced the Soy Moratorium
and have since been working on its implementation with civil 
society organisations and the Brazilian government. As a result, 
in 2013 the Netherlands used no soy cultivated in deforested are-
as of the Amazon after July 2006.

In 2013, 5.5 million tonnes of soy was certifi ed worldwide under 
a sustainability standard. This was 2% of the world’s total soy 
production. That same year, the Netherlands purchased and pro-
cessed 10% of this certifi ed production (0.2%). 

To ensure that soy is actually produced without causing social- 
and environmental problems in the world, the share of certifi ed 
soy must increase signifi cantly and the standards should be con-
tinuously improved. Moreover, the implementation of, and com-
pliance with, the rules should be independently and thoroughly 
audited.

4%   7%  25%
2008       2011           2013

certifi ed soy 
in the netherlands 
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2015
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european soy use 
and protein dependency 

The consumption of meat, dairy and eggs is rising in Europe. The per 
capita consumption of meat in the Netherlands is more than 80 kilos a 
year (the global average is 43 kg). European livestock requires an increas-
ing amount of protein-rich animal feed, but instead of producing more 
protein-rich crops, the European production of these crops has actually 
decreased in the last decade. Protein-rich crops, such as soy, are import-
ed from other parts of the world, because it is more economically attrac-
tive to do so. European farmers also grow few protein-rich crops because 
soy from South America is cheaper, and because other crops such as 
wheat and corn yield more.

Currently, cultivation of protein-rich crops in the European Union sup-
plies only 20-30% of the protein supply in the food, and only a small 
percentage of this is soy. More than 31 million tonnes of soy is used in 
Europe each year, of which only 3.6% is produced in Europe. Currently, 
some 1.1 million tonnes of soybeans are grown on 417,000 hectares of 
farmland across 28 EU countries – a fraction (0.4%) of the global soy-
bean production. 

Thus, Europe is highly dependent on other continents for its protein sup-
ply. An additional effect is the risk that agricultural land in South America 
becomes impoverished, while nutrients accumulate in European soils. 
Because the Netherlands imports so many raw materials – such as soy – 
it even has a nutrient surplus, also known as a manure surplus. 

Europe could become less dependent on the import of soy and contrib-
ute to the reduction of the negative impacts of soy production by taking 
the cultivation of protein-rich crops into its own hands.
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replacement 
of imported soy

The production of protein-rich crops in Europe could have the added ben-
efi t of making European soil even more fertile, because crops such as peas, 
lupines and soy bind atmospheric nitrogen to the soil. They need less (arti-
fi cial) fertiliser and crops that are subsequently grown on the same land 
can be grown with less manure. Another advantage of growing protein-rich 
crops in Europe is that it will close the so-called nutrient cycle, which means 
that the nutrients from the soil can be reused for the cultivation of new 
crops. 

Europe is in the process of looking for sustainable alternatives for its soy 
imports. A production level of 3.1 tonnes of soy per hectare would already 
be competitive with South American soy and would reduce the fodder 
footprint. Europe should, however, heed the pitfalls of soy production: it 
must not take place at the expense of other crops or natural resources, as 
is the case in other production countries. There are several initiatives to 
increase European production, such as “Danube Soy”, cultivation trials in 
the Netherlands and initiatives in France, Germany and Sweden. In 2013, 
Friends of the Earth Netherlands organised a cheese production initiative 
called Kleine Hoefprint (“Little Hoof Print”), which was based on the use of 
regionally grown fodder.

There are also other possibilities besides soy cultivation. Bone meal has 
almost the same nutritional properties as soy fodder and a low carbon foot-
print. The sustainable production of algae, duckweed, insects and synthetic 
amino acids could also contribute to the protein values in fodder.

All Dutch parties in the soy chain, including the Dutch government, can play 
an important role in the development of opportunities to replace imported 
soy; by investing in research into alternatives, for example, and buying from 
national and regional suppliers. Should these measures ultimately lead to a 
loss of market share and income for small-scale soybean farmers in South 
America, stakeholders should jointly look for possible sustainable alterna-
tives and solutions.
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conclusion

In 2013, 276 million tonnes of soybean was grown worldwide in an area the 
size of France and Spain combined, most of it in the United States, Brazil, 
Argentina and China. More than 11% of the world’s soy production ends up 
in the European Union, of which the Netherlands is the largest soy importer. 

The global demand for soy is increasing, but soy production has negative 
effects on natural resources and local populations. We use a lot of soy in 
Europe, but we hardly produce any ourselves. To prevent the negative effects 
of soy production, we should import less soy and only responsible, certifi ed 
soy.

In 2013, only 2% of all the soy produced worldwide was certifi ed under a sus-
tainability standard. Of the 2.4 million tonnes of soy that was used in the 
Netherlands in 2013, 25% was certifi ed, compared to 7% in 2011. The target 
of 100% by 2015 is therefore not yet in sight. 

In addition to using certifi ed soy, efforts are being made to cultivate soy 
and other protein-rich crops on European soil. Making soy cultivation in 
the Netherlands and Europe a truly sustainable and profi table endeavour 
requires further development. 

Real change requires political and corporate will in both producing- and con-
suming countries. The Netherlands and Europe must seriously invest in 
domestic soy cultivation, realise a drastic reduction in the consumption of 
animal proteins and commit to purchasing certifi ed soy. In addition to the 
current voluntary agreements, strict, enforceable rules must be established. 
Monitoring compliance with laws and regulations must become much strict-
er in producing countries. 

The Dutch Soy Coalition urges the government of the Netherlands and 
Dutch companies to put considerable extra effort into ensuring that the soy 
we use and trade in the Netherlands – both in products for the Dutch market 
and for export - has no negative impacts in producing countries. 
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