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Accounting for agricultural development?

Abstract 
In the second half of the nineteenth century Dutch agronomists and government officials promoted 
bookkeeping as a means to raise agricultural productivity. However, most farmers were only interested 
in cash flow management for which they relied on their memory, unstructured private notebooks, 
accounts kept by their suppliers and, from the 1880s onwards, the accounts kept on their behalf 
by rural co-operatives. Farmers in the Netherlands only took to formal accounting when in 1914 
the government extended the national income tax to all farmers earning 600 guilders or more. As 
farmers – and tax inspectors – struggled to estimate individual incomes, farmers’ associations created 
accounting agencies to support the drafting of their tax returns. The success of these agencies shows 
that the fiscal imperative for bookkeeping was much stronger than the desire of farmers to raise farm 
productivity through more extensive accounting. 

The growth of agricultural productivity is key to reducing poverty among farmers. But 
what can policy makers do to help subsistence-oriented smallholders make the transition 
to commercial farming for regional, national, or even international markets? In addition to 
technical advice on farming methods and the provision of different types of micro-finance, 
development economists have begun to explore the effects of business training to smallholders. 
Teaching them how to calculate the value of their inputs and outputs and then use this 
knowledge to make informed decisions about investments could raise the productivity of 
their land, labour, and capital.1 The empirical support for this contention is weak, however. 
Smallholders seldom keep written records on their own initiative and when business training 
is offered to them as part of more extensive micro-finance programs it seems to make little 
difference. Randomized trials manipulating the training offered to rural households only find 
weak effects on economic performance, or none at all.2 
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The agricultural history of Europe and North America can help to explain this limited effect 
of business training on economic performance. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
Europe agronomists began to promote the adoption of farm accounting to raise agricultural 
productivity.3 They were able to motivate a small number of eager experimenters, for instance 
in Danish dairy farming, but beyond that detailed accounts were only kept by big commercial 
farmers with large numbers of buyers and suppliers, and stewards of landed estates who had 
to report to their absentee owners.4 That is not to say that other farmers were ignorant about 
their income and expenditure. They kept track of operations through mental accounting, as 
often as not supported by simple recordings in private notebooks or the accounts kept by local 
shopkeepers, artisans, and other suppliers.5 Thus, when French farmers’ unions became aware 
that their members preferred simple forms of registration, they began to promote the use of 
almanacs, diaries and private notebooks.6 Observing the same preference for rudimentary 
annotations, in the Netherlands commercial suppliers of fertilizer, seeds, and other farm inputs 
distributed small booklets with practical information about their products and either blank or 
preprinted pages to record cash transactions.7 

What these examples show is that farmers big and small carefully weighed the costs and benefits 
of keeping more or less elaborate accounts. This is also what emerges from changing accounting 
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practices in the United States. In the nineteenth century American farmers were able to make 
informed decisions about which crops to grow and how, but they did so without any recourse to 
detailed accounting.8 Only plantation owners in the South developed far more elaborate – and 
dehumanizing – systems of accounting and control.9 This changed with the introduction of a new 
income tax in 1914, which pushed farmers to record income and expenditure in much greater 
detail, simply because it would help them to minimize their tax bill.10 A similar pecuniary motive 
surfaced 20 years later, when the Great Depression threatened the livelihood of scores of small 
farmers. They were not interested in accounting as a means to raise the productivity of their 
farms, but to qualify for emergency loans smallholders in distress had to produce a paper trail of 
their transactions using pre-printed accounts provided by the government.11 

The case of New Zealand also points to financial rather than technological motives for more 
extensive farm accounting.12 In 1915 the government subjected farmers to an income tax to 
finance the country’s war effort. But their very rudimentary administration, often no more 
than simple diary notes, was completely unsuited to calculate income. So the government 
introduced a system of standard values and New Zealand’s farmers engaged accountants to 
file their tax returns for them. Their efforts merely went into minimizing the tax bill and it 
was only in the 1960s that the farm accounts started being used to evaluate and improve farm 
performance. Before that date causality did not run from accounting to increased productivity 
but instead the growth of farmers’ incomes induced the government to tax these revenues 
which in turn led to greater accounting efforts.

To further explore why farmers keep more or less elaborate accounts we analyze the 
diffusion of farm accounting in the Netherlands between 1840 and 1940. As elsewhere, Dutch 
agronomists, school teachers, and public officials actively promoted bookkeeping as a means 
to raise farm productivity, at a time when many other science-based improvements in farm 
exploitation occurred.13 But while farmers readily adopted new farm methods from the 1890s 
onwards, they seldom kept accounts detailed enough to guide these investment decisions.14 
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That is, until in 1917 farmers’ associations began to operate accounting agencies that helped 
thousands of members with their business.15 So what made them change their mind to engage 
these agencies after 1917?

We use government reports, newspaper articles, parliamentary proceedings, private farm 
accounts, and the extensive secondary literature on the organization of the Dutch rural 
economy to reconstruct the accounting practices of its farmers between 1840 and 1940. Section 
I analyses the individual efforts of agronomists and school teachers in the mid-nineteenth 
century to instruct farmers how to create a paper trail of their operations. In section II we 
consider the education and extension programs created by the central government during the 
severe agricultural crisis that began in 1878 and lasted until 1895. Section III highlights the 
role rural co-operatives began to play as record keepers for their members in the two decades 
following the crisis, when tens of thousands of small- and medium-sized family farms took to 
new technologies to produce dairy, vegetables, and fruit for rapidly growing export markets. 
In section IV we analyse the assistance accounting agencies offered to farmers subjected, from 
1914 onwards, to the national income tax. In section V we study the relief program created by 
the Dutch government to help small family farms through the Great Depression. Section VI 
concludes. 

I

In the second quarter of the nineteenth century several economic writers in the Netherlands 
drew attention to the value of farm accounting for increasing productivity.16 At the time, 
Dutch agriculture was not doing very well with productivity and employment stagnating 
and, for export-oriented farmers, growing competition from abroad.17 Taking their cue 
from scholars in neighboring countries, early agronomists like Winand Staring believed that 
keeping track of income and expenditure and carefully calculating returns on investment 
would stimulate the sector.18 Their first publications were mere theoretical treatises, but soon 
enough practical manuals appeared and in several parts of the countries self-taught school 
teachers started offering agricultural courses.19 To be sure, farm accounting as such was not 
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new. Stewards managing the estates of absent land owners always had to report their results to 
their principals while the owners of large farms whose exploitation depended on wage labour 
were accustomed to running payrolls. But the agronomists’ efforts were directed towards 
a new group of enterprising farmers keen to experiment with more scientific methods to 
increase productivity.20

The farm accounts that survive from the nineteenth century in the Netherlands offer a first 
indication that few farmers responded to the call of the agronomists. Figure 1 reports for the 
years from 1851 through 1970 the number of farms for which financial records survive in Dutch 
archives.21 These farm accounts, especially the ones from the province of Groningen, figure 
prominently in Dutch agricultural history.22 But given that the Netherlands towards the end 
of the nineteenth century counted up to 200,000 farms the number of surviving accounts is 
very small indeed.23 What is more, only a handful were full accounts which farmers may have 
used to evaluate performance. Especially before 1900 the majority of documents consisted of 
notebooks with more or less elaborate remarks about specific farm operations; receipts for 
goods and services received, and cashbooks detailing income and expenditure.24 

Surely, many documents will have been lost over time, while others may still remain in 
private hands. The crowd-sourcing project, Kasboekje van Nederland, broadcast on national 
television in 2018, provides more insight into the latter category. We asked Dutch citizens to 
share with us their own account books or those of their ancestors. Figure 2 shows that most 
accounts that have survived in private collections date from after 1910 and while this may be 
a simple survival bias it is noteworthy that most of these documents are cashbooks and full 
accounts – the more extensive records that also dominate archival collections from the first 
half of the twentieth century. 

We already knew from the work of agricultural historians that the farm accounts that do 
survive from the second half of the nineteenth century were never kept in the comprehensive 
double-entry fashion advocated by agronomists.25 Rather, the owners and stewards of large 
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landed estates produced rent books or payrolls, while middle-sized market-oriented farmers 
simply wrote down income and expenditure – an appropriate means to monitor cash flows but 
not nearly enough to prepare or evaluate decision making, to calculate return on investment, 
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f ig u r e  1. Private Farm Accounts Surviving in Dutch Archives, 1851–1970
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or even calculate net farm income.26 Smallholders did not do that. As one commentator 
observed, ‘the peasant feels no need to keep accounts, and as long as he does not, any effort 
to teach bookkeeping will be fruitless’.27 Dutch politicians drew the same conclusion in 1871 
when they considered the introduction of a general income tax. They recognized that farmers 
faced a brighter future since the liberalization of international trade in the late 1850s but taxing 
their income would be virtually impossible: ‘Even if we assume farmers are willing to file a tax 
return, there are so few in the Netherlands who know their income, because keeping proper 
farm accounts remains very rare.’28

And yet it seems hard to believe that farmers did not know how much money they spent 
or received. Subsistence farmers on the sandy soils of the inland provinces will have been 
aware of the price their limited surpluses could fetch on the local market, and the bigger, 
more commercially oriented farmers in the coastal and riverine clay areas clearly responded 
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f ig u r e  2. Private farm accounts retrieved through the Kasboekje van Nederland Crowd-Sourcing Project, 
1851–1970
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1070; 1102; 1115; 1172; 1192.



agr ic u lt u r a l  h i s t ory  r e v i e w30

	 29	 Hendrik Algra, Kroniek van een Friese boer: de 
aantekeningen (1821–1856) van Doeke Wijgers Hellema te 
Wirdum (Franeker, 1979), pp. 219–20, 239, 369; Zanden, 
De economische ontwikkeling; Bieleman, Five centuries 
of farming, p. 184.
	 30	 H. Knippenberg and B. de Pater. De eenwording 
van Nederland: schaalvergroting en integratie sinds 1800 
(Nijmegen, 1988), pp. 175–7; Paping, ‘“Voor een handvol 
stuivers”’, p. 182.
	 31	 Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, pp. 239–40, 
411n; Paping, ‘“Voor een handvol stuivers”’, pp. 25–6; 
E. Kloos, Rappe Handen. Zeeuwse vrouwenarbeid 
1900–1940 (Goes, 1989), p. 30; E. J. van den Broe-
cke-de Man and A. Francke, Dialect op Walcheren 
(Kruiningen 1987); R. F. J. Paping, ‘Nederland in de 
negentiende eeuw. Enige perspectieven voor region-
aal economisch-historisch onderzoek’, NEHA-Bulletin. 
Tijdschrift voor de economische geschiedenis in Ned-
erland 10 (1996), p. 9. Big farmers did the same with 
their farmhands and maids, offering them board and 
lodging, and paying a money wage every three, six, or 

twelve months: Paping, ‘“Voor een handvol stuivers”’, 
pp. 240–1. 
	 32	 Joly, ‘Shaping records’, pp. 61–80.
	 33	 A. J. Geluk, ‘Over het boekhouden in den land-
bouw’, De Boerengoudmijn 4 (1858), p. 17; A. J. Geluk, 
‘Het boekhouden in den landbouw’, De Boerengoudm-
ijn 5 (1859), pp. 16–18.
	 34	 Veldink, W. C. H. Staring.
	 35	 The Deventer printer J. P. Brinkgreve published 
an Almanak, voor landman en burger for the years 
1845 and 1846 but his almanac contained only general 
information on holidays and some brief notes on 
agriculture. W. C. H. Staring’s, Almanak voor den 
Gelderschen, Overijsselschen en Drentschen landman 
(1848–1850), continued as Almanak voor den landman 
in Groningen, Friesland, Drenthe, Overijssel, Gelder-
land, Utrecht en Noord-Braband from 1851 onwards, 
contained far more information that was directly rele-
vant to farmers.
	 36	 ‘Het beginsel van allen voorspoed is orde op zijn 
zaken. Het beginsel van orde op zijn zaken is alles  

to changing prices in international markets.29 These were certainly farmers who could read 
and write – as rural literacy rates were traditionally very high, especially in the Protestant 
provinces – and while they may not have kept extensive double entry books, they did have to 
pay rent or interest on their mortgage, while their livelihood depended on a positive margin 
between the money spent on farm inputs and revenue from sales.30 How these farmers kept 
track of incoming and outgoing cash flows is very difficult to establish but we do know that 
farmers purchased tools, fodder, seeds, and other farm inputs from local suppliers who allowed 
them to buy on credit, and settled these accounts once a year with the farmers.31 Besides this 
delegation of accounting to shopkeepers and artisans, Dutch farmers practised something well 
known in other European countries as well: the use of almanacs as memory books.32 

In 1858, Antonie Geluk, an eager experimenter and self-appointed teacher on his farm 
on the island of Tholen, submitted a short article to the farmers’ journal Boerengoudmijn, 
in which he deplored both the recent closure of Zeeland’s first agricultural school in Goes 
(est. 1848) and the habit of many farmers of using their ‘so-called green pocket almanacs’ 
instead of more systematic accounts.33 The almanacs he referred to were those written by the 
agronomist and farm education pioneer W. C. H. Staring from 1846 onwards.34 Building on 
the century-old practice of publishing practical information on diverse topics in pocket-sized 
booklets, Staring’s Almanac voor de Landbouwer, first published in September 1846 contained 
information on a host of agricultural matters: the annual cycle of husbandry and arable 
farming, weights and measures, seeds and fertilizers, and the latest developments in mechani-
zation.35 Already in the second edition the publisher added blank monthly pages for farmers 
to record income and expenditure, occasionally accompanied by an edifying comment: 
‘Order is the source of all prosperity … let us take this opportunity and write what we spend 
and receive’.36 
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Note 36 continued
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Almanak voor den Gelderschen, Overijsselschen en 
Drenthschen Landman voor het jaar 1857. Notes pages 
appeared for the first time in Volume 2 (1849). For an 
example of the use of Staring’s Almanac as late as 1925, 
see Historich Centrum Overijssel, inv. 1498, nr. 30. 
	 37	 Lijst van nieuw uitgekomen boeken 1847 (Amster-
dam, 1847), p. 334; Cf. also the advertisement for the 
almanac in: De tijd: merkwaardigheden der letterkunde 
en geschiedenis van den dag voor de beschaafde wereld: 
met platen en portretten, 7 (1947), pp. 100, 166; To date, 
one copy of Geluk’s almanac survives in the library of 
Wageningen University.

	 38	 IJ. Botke, Boer en Heer: ‘De Groninger Boer’, 
1760–1960 (Assen, 2002), p. 492; Verbeterd landbouw-
ers-zakboekje voor dagelijkse aanteekeningen (1854). Cf. 
also: ‘Daartoe zeer gemakkelijk ingerigte zakboekjes 
worden tegenwoordig overal verkocht’ in ‘Lessen voor 
beginnende landbouwers’, Maandblad voor den Ned-
erlandschen landbouwer (1862: 12), pp. 180–2. Staring 
himself, in a private library, did have a copy of Geluk’s 
revised edition, cf. ‘Starings bibliotheek’, in Catalogus 
van de bibliotheek der Rijkslandbouwschool te Wagenin-
gen (1877), pp. 5–9, at 8 (nr. 50). 
	 39	 Universiteit Utrecht, Kasboekje van Nederland 
[herafter KvN], inv. nr. 130.1; It is possible that the first, 
general notebook (f. 130.5), belonged to the farmer’s 
father.
	 40	 KvN, inv. nr. 130.38. 

Geluk’s aversion to Staring’s almanac-cum-notebook was not devoid of self-interest. In 
1847 he had published his own Geluks landbouwerszakboekje, geschikt voor dagelijksche 
aanteekeningen.37 It was available through mail order from a book seller in Dordrecht but 
few farmers were interested. In 1854 Geluk published a second, revised edition but sales 
remained disappointing while a new edition of Staring’s almanac including the empty notes 
pages in the monthly calendar, was published every year and readily available throughout 
the country.38 The need to keep track of daily cash flows without the creation of elaborate 
and exhaustive records is very clear from a unique series of 35 almanacs from a dairy 
farmer in Lisse, which surfaced in the Kasboekje van Nederland project. Between 1866 and 
1870 this farmer already used a blank notebook to jot down all deliveries of cheese, butter, 
and calves, and then in 1873 he bought his first green, leather-bound Leidsche Brieventasch-
almanak, with a copper clasp and a pencil stuck in the book binding. He carved his initials 
on the cover and carried the booklet with him every day, buying a new copy every time the 
previous one was full.39 

With annual sales of butter and cheese of more than 3,000 guilders this was not a petty 
farmer, and the sheer length and consistency of the series of cash books suggests he was a very 
organized man. Indeed, in 1889 he began a separate notebook to register the wages owed to his 
personnel, subtracting all payments for food, clothes, and other expenses he made for them. 
He also kept, in very neat handwriting, a separate, hardcover notebook detailing the interest 
and rent paid and received.40 The latter register ran from 1875 to his death in 1932. By then he 
was long retired, drawing an annual income of more than 3,500 guilders from loans extended 
and land leased to other farmers. This then was a financially very literate farmer who chose 
to combine simple memory books for daily transactions with a carefully kept capital account. 
This form of management was more than enough to monitor his financial situation even 
though he never used it to calculate annual profits or the return on specific farm investments, 
as learned agronomists would have liked. 
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II

The urgency of business training for smaller farmers resurfaced when Dutch agriculture 
entered a deep crisis in 1878.41 The flooding of Europe with large quantities of grain from the 
US and Russia rapidly turned arable farming into a losing proposition while at the same time 
Dutch dairy farmers were losing out to technologically more advanced foreign competitors. 
For the bigger farmers who were already experimenting with artificial fertilizer, new fodder 
crops, and mechanical equipment the crisis simply offered an extra incentive to modernize 
farm operations but for small farmers it spelled trouble.42 They managed to absorb the first 
shock through dissaving and borrowing from local suppliers but as prices remained low their 
financial situation quickly deteriorated.43 Farmers’ organizations called on the government to 
intervene and in 1886 a National Agriculture Committee was set up to explore what could be 
done to improve the economic outlook of Dutch farmers. 

Over the next few years the Agricultural Committee churned out a large number of 
proposals to reinforce two developments that had already begun before the crisis. One was 
the establishment of local co-operatives: for the purchase of seeds, fodder, and fertilizer; for 
the industrial processing and sales of agricultural products; and for the provision of savings, 
loans, and insurance.44 The other was the formation of human capital through a national 
program of research, extension, and education.45 The main emphasis of this so-called OVO 
triangle (onderzoek, voorlichting, onderwijs [research, information, education]) was on new 
technologies for fertilization, plant breeding, and the processing of farm output but the newly 
established winter schools also set out to teach basic arithmetic and accounting to help farmers 
assess the economic effects of farm improvement.46 Several school teachers published manuals 
on bookkeeping which they used in the classes they taught but also in separate evening courses 
hosted by local sections of farmers’ unions.47 
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Montenberg (1905), pp. 35, 152; Boeke (1905), pp. 154–7; 
Timmers (1910), pp. 81–3; De Vries (1910), p. 237; Bulder 
(1911), pp. 2, 5–6). At the 1910 congress the Director 
General of Agriculture, Van Hoek, also emphasized 
the importance of accounting as he referred to book-
keeping courses taught in various parts of the country: 
Van Hoek (1910), pp. 239–40.
	 53	 Instead of relying on actual farm accounts, the 
committee used the reports of local correspondents to 
produce model calculations for several types of farms: 
Staatscommissie, Overzicht, pp. 317–20, 456–7, 502–8. 
	 54	 Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, pp. 293–314.
	 55	 Staatscommissie, Overzicht, p. 22.

The courses taught were not enough to enable farmers to keep their own accounts, however. 
The winter schools crammed accounting, funding strategies, the functioning of co-operatives, 
and other economic subjects into one hour per week, without any practical exercises.48 In the 
lower agricultural schools, first established in 1921 onwards, children spent only 18 hours in 
four years on bookkeeping.49 And yet, many Dutch farmers adopted new technologies in these 
years. When a second Agricultural Committee reported on the state of Dutch agriculture in 
1912 it noted with satisfaction the widespread use among farmers big and small of improved 
seeds and fodder crops, artificial fertilizer, and mechanical equipment.50 The precise impact of 
these improvements was still hard to measure, ‘because farm accounts were seldom kept, and 
the few farmers who did, refused to open their books’.51 At agricultural congresses agronomists 
still talked about accounting as an important tool to raise productivity but the Committee 
accepted that the vast majority of farmers cared about land rents and agricultural prices but 
not the precise recording of inputs and yields.52 They did not push for more business training 
but simply praised the willingness of farmers to adopt new technologies and the support 
offered by rural co-operatives that allowed even small farmers to take these steps.53 

The measures taken to strengthen the agricultural sector did indeed benefit smallholders. 
Between 1881 and 1921 the total number of farms with less than 5 hectares of land almost 
doubled from 59,600 to 112,600, while the number of farms with 5 to 10 hectares rose from 
28,800 to 48,900. It is unlikely that these small and medium-sized farmers changed their 
business model without a keen eye on costs and benefits.54 Based on what they observed 
with the introduction of new farming methods, the Agricultural Committee speculated that 
small farmers simply copied the behavior of bigger farms in their immediate surroundings.55 
But there was more to it. In 1898 a local observer of farming practices on the sandy soils of 
Noord-Brabant described a far more intricate system of knowledge transfer. Commenting 
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on the use of advanced accounting techniques by big farmers in Groningen, he pointed out 
that petty farmers in his province did not care about bookkeeping because they committed 
everything to memory: 

We know of examples of respectable, old-fashioned farmers, who retain for many years what 
happened on their farms; what crops were grown; yields produced; the number of cows 
and sheep they sold at what price; how expensive the butter and wool were; et cetera, et 
cetera [and because] the farm is all they ever talk about between themselves, sharing their 
experiences solidifies everyone’s personal memory.56 

This is what behavioural economists today describe as mental accounting – in this particular 
case the establishment of reference outcomes.57 Agricultural historians working on the 
preindustrial period will also recognize this kind of sharing of knowledge as an important 
means for smallholders to make informed decisions about their farms.58 It is impossible to tell 
how widespread this mental accounting was but at the time reference outcomes were very easy 
to come by whether through newspapers, visits to markets, or reports from the agents selling 
farmers’ produce.59 The sometimes very basic recordings in surviving notebooks also point to 
their primary function as aids to memory.60

Another means by which even the smallest farmers could track their performance was the 
registration of their transactions by the rural co-operatives founded from the 1870s onwards.61 
Rural banks, purchasing associations for fodder and fertilizer, co-operative auctions, and 
mutual insurance funds freed farmers from the, sometimes oppressive, financial ties with 
suppliers and buyers while offering similar administrative support. Obviously, the co-oper-
atives kept track of their members’ payments and deliveries to keep their own organization 
financially healthy, and indeed there was a legal obligation to keep records of all the business 
that transpired.62 But the by-product of this administrative effort was the emergence of an 
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extensive system of delegated accounting that went much further than the accounts previously 
kept by local merchants, shopkeepers and artisans.63

One obvious example were the savings booklets of the rural credit co-operatives. Within a 
decade after the foundation of the first boerenleenbank in 1898 more than 60,000 rural dwellers 
brought their savings to a rural co-op.64 But the recording of transactions went much further 
than the deposits and withdrawals registered in these saving booklets. Horticulturists, for 
instance, subscribed to their local co-operative to purchase seeds, fertilizer, and other inputs: 
‘on the day of delivery the members appeared at the docks or the railway station with their 
carts, received their share and paid cash, either on the spot or after sampling the merchan-
dise.’.65 The co-operative auctions for the sales of fruits and vegetables were created with the 
express purpose of settling accounts quickly – a feature so crucial that some auctions built 
reserve funds to offer cash payments to producers in case a buyer failed to do so.66 Since 
hardly any accounts survive from this period, it is very difficult to tell exactly how much work 
this took out of the hands of farmers. However, one producer of tomatoes, cabbage and other 
vegetables did keep cluttered notes of all the money coming and going out from 1914 onwards, 
with the single most organized entry the weekly (in January and February bi-weekly) payment 
of auction revenues.67

Similar methods were employed in livestock farming with, for instance, co-operatives 
collectively purchasing fodder and then receiving farmers’ cash payments on delivery.68 
In dairy-producing regions co-operative milk, cheese, and butter factories made weekly 
payments of ‘milk money’ to farmers – members and non-members – creating a regular 
income stream that stabilized farmers’ cash flow.69 Indeed, dairy factories obviated the need 
for what agronomists claimed was the greatest benefit of accounts carefully kept: individual 
farmers making investment decisions. With the establishment of co-operative cheese and 
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milk factories these investment decisions and the accounting efforts to inform them, 
including the daily recording of the amounts of milk delivered to the factory, were delegated 
to the board of the co-operation.70 Eventually even petty farmers on the sandy soils of the 
inland provinces benefited as the co-operatives, in the words of the Agricultural Committee 
in 1912, facilitated the transition from an exchange-based Naturwirtschaft to a cash-based 
Geldwirtschaft by shortening the time it took for farmers to receive cash in hand.71 But cash 
payments obviated the need for a paper trail, and thus it comes as no surprise that this second 
Agricultural Committee made no recommendations at all about the improvement of farmers’ 
accountings skills. 

III

And then, just as policy makers became resigned to the farmers’ unwillingness to keep books, 
the latter started taking an interest. As Figure 1 shows, the number of surviving farm accounts 
between 1911 and 1920 was double that of the previous decade. At the same time a new type 
of accounting instructions began to appear: not textbooks, but practical manuals with blank, 
pre-printed registers of income and expenditure.72 One straightforward explanation would be 
that farmers experimenting with new seeds, fodder, and machinery felt the need to keep better 
track of their inputs and outputs. But this kind of monitoring was mostly left to farm consultants 
and co-operative factories.73 There was another, more urgent reason for farmers to keep more 
detailed accounts: the inclusion of farmers in the national income tax from 1915 onwards.

The taxation of farmers’ income had been long in coming. In 1893, after half a century of 
political struggle, a general income tax was introduced in the Netherlands. It was a carefully 
designed but nevertheless quite complex fiscal instrument, that required elaborate estimations 
of income and capital stock for an adequate assessment of taxable incomes. Farmers were 
exempt from taxation because they already paid a land tax and because it would be impossible 
to determine their income.74 Nicolaas Pierson, responsible for the introduction of the income 
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tax in 1893, knew from his own experience as a member of the Agricultural Committee of 1886 
that farmers would be unable to produce accurate estimates of their income: ‘a farmer … as a 
rule does not know how much he earns. Much of his income is consumed in kind, the exact 
amount of which can hardly be calculated. However extensive his farm may be, he seldom 
keeps accounts, let alone properly kept ones’.75

With the recent agricultural crisis in mind, the government had decided in 1893 to exempt 
farmers from paying the income tax.76 But then the sector began to thrive again, with interna-
tional markets opening up and farmers benefiting from state-sponsored research, education, 
and extension. It was not for long that members of parliament revisited the tax exemption 
for farmers, arguing as early as 1907 that farmers who had previously benefited from public 
expenditure should now contribute more to the state’s revenues.77 Six years later, in 1914, 
parliament voted for the inclusion of farmers in the income tax, with the first levy set for 1915.

The response of farmers varied with the size of their operations. For very small farmers the 
new tax did not change anything, as their annual income easily fell below the 650 guilders 
threshold.78 This was also true for the agricultural labourers who combined working on 
somebody else’s farm with subsistence farming on a tiny plot of land of one hectare or less. A 
government committee reviewing their living conditions in 1906, pointed to the low and very 
irregular income of rural workers arguing that it was so difficult to sustain their livelihood 
that at some point the state might need to step in.79 Well aware of the negligible share of 
low-income earners in fiscal revenue, the government raised the threshold for assessment to 
800 guilders in 1919.80 At the other end of the spectrum, big farmers were obviously not happy 
about the new levy but filing their taxes did not pose a problem. They were used to paying 
land taxes and the scale and scope of their business was such that the everyday management 
of their farm required them to keep track of income and expenditure. Indeed, the savviest 
farmers were able to take advantage of the administrative small print, reporting their income 
and expenditure in such a way as to minimize their assessment.81
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The bigger challenge was the taxation of more than 50,000 medium-sized, family-owned 
farms.82 Tax inspectors had no way of knowing how much income individual farmers actually 
earned, and the same was true for the farmers themselves: some of them may have kept detailed 
books but the vast majority did not have the accounts necessary to make such calculations. 
To solve this problem the fiscal authorities applied an income source system (bronnenstelsel), 
with standard values for the average profit per cow, chicken, hectare of potatoes, hectare of 
cereals, and so forth.83 Starting in 1915, tax inspectors used these numbers to estimate every 
farm’s annual income and taxed them accordingly. In theory, their calculations should produce 
equitable tax assessments for all farms, big and small, and thus save farmers the effort of 
keeping detailed accounts. But soon enough it became clear that many individual assessments 
were inaccurate. On the one hand, the standard norms did not account for the location of the 
farm, the quality of the soil, the sort of livestock, etc. On the other, farmers often incurred 
idiosyncratic costs unobservable by the tax inspector.84

Like any other taxpayer, farmers were free to lodge an appeal against their assessment 
but to be successful required the kind of paper proof that could only be obtained through 
careful accounting. Take, for instance, a mixed farm near Eindhoven in Noord-Brabant. With 
an annual turnover of 7,000 guilders. This was already quite a big farm, and the owner a 
respectable member of the local community who served as an alderman. In February 1921 he 
filed an official complaint with the tax inspector in Eindhoven about his assessment for the 
previous year: ‘Last year we moved to a different farm, which necessarily entails considerable 
costs, notably more fertilizer, and because of the foot-and-mouth disease among our cattle we 
needed much more fodder and our livestock was in poor condition.’85 This particular farmer 
was well prepared for his confrontation with the fiscal authorities. Since 1918 he had registered 
all amounts received and spent, plus the farm products consumed by the household. These 
overviews allowed him to substantiate his appeal to the tax inspector: ‘if you wish, please 
come and review my accounts’.86 But his energetic reaction to the new fiscal challenge was 
exceptional. Through the Kasboekje van Nederland project we retrieved the accounts of only 
five other middle-sized farmers who immediately stepped up their administrative efforts in 
the first years after the introduction of the income tax.87 The actual number of farmers doing 
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so must have been higher, of course, but there is no doubt that the vast majority of farmers 
could not make the transition all by themselves. Hence there followed a spate of private and 
public initiatives to help farmers with their tax returns. 

Starting in 1915 several tax inspectors published instruction manuals for farmers, as often as 
not accompanied by public lectures and newspaper articles on the administrative requirements 
of the income tax.88 School teachers published new editions of their existing manuals to address 
fiscal requirements, they taught special evening courses about the drafting of tax returns, and 
some even offered their accounting services to individual farmers.89 At the same time, private 
accounting firms across the country advertised their administrative services to local farmers.90 
But soon enough it became clear that the interpretation of the bronnenstelsel differed between 
individual tax inspectors and more and more farmers took issue with their tax assessment.91 
It was at that point that farmers’ unions in Friesland and Groningen, provinces with large 
numbers of medium-sized farms, decided to take action.

IV

In 1917 dairy farmers in Friesland established a co-operative accounting agency (boekhoud-
bureau) to help their members draft their tax returns.92 The next year the Groninger 
Landbouwmaatschappij (Groningen Agricultural Society) advertised the creation of a similar 
agency taking over the business of a local accounting firm.93 It was not too long until 
accounting agencies were established in other parts of the country as well.94 In 1926, the first 
year for which national statistics are available, a total of eight accounting agencies serviced 
some 1,450 farmers. Half of this membership was from Friesland and another 400 came from 
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Groningen. However, five years later, in 1931, the total number of agencies had grown to 14, 
and in Overijssel, Gelderland, Noord-Brabant, and Holland each of them had more than 500 
members.95

The basic arrangement offered by the agencies was a simple one. They provided farmers 
with blank, standardized accounting forms to record their income and expenditure, both 
in money and in kind.96 Some agencies offered separate books for business and household 
expenses, others combined the two, sometimes with a separate cash register. The standard 
accounts always included a farm inventory, with on the one hand the farms assets: buildings, 
land, animals, vehicles, large agricultural equipment, tools, goods in stock, crops on the field 
and debtors, and on the other hand the farm’s liabilities: outstanding debt, unpaid supplies and 
unpaid wages. The farmers were supposed to record transactions themselves but they could 
always ask the agency for advice to prevent ‘inconvenient difficulties’ with the tax authorities.97 
Upon the completion of the fiscal year the agency produced full accounts plus a statement to 
submit to the tax authorities. Still, the outcome depended on the farmers’ diligence: ‘without 
accurate information, many appeals [will be] consigned to the waste-paper basket’.98

The strength of the fiscal imperative for bookkeeping is evident from the growth of the 
agencies’ membership, reaching 10,000 in 1940.99 The number of farmers keeping accounts 
was higher still as some chose to work with commercial accountants, while others educated 
themselves, went to their local stationer’s for standard cash-books, and set up their own forms of 
administration.100 But still, these farmers with far more elaborate accounts remained a minority. 
The total number of farms in the Netherlands was close to 200,000 in 1930, which meant that 
the accounting bureaus attracted only one out of 20 farmers.101 Even if some farmers turned 
to a private accountant instead, it is clear that many farms remained without a any detailed 
administration of their accounts. As Figure 3 shows, the annual turnover in the first year for 
which accounts survive was seldom below 5,000 guilders – a size at which farmers could expect 
to be assessed in the income tax. Hence, it comes as no surprise that almost without exception, 
their accounts were aligned with the fiscal year running from 1 May to 30 April. 
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Further evidence for this direct link between farm size and active accounting comes from 
the province of Noord-Brabant where two accounting agencies worked in very different 
circumstances. The Christian Farmer’s Union of Noord-Brabant (Noordbrabantsche Christelijke 
Boerenbond, NCB), headquartered in Tilburg, united 32,500 predominantly small farmers 
working the sandy soils in the eastern part of the province.102 By 1935 the NCB accounting 
agency had 1,000 members, i.e. one out of 30.103 The North-Brabant Agricultural Society 
(Noord-Brabantsche Maatschappij van Landbouw, NBML) was a much smaller union of 
medium-sized and large farmers on the clay soils of western Brabant.104 Their membership did 
not exceed 1,100 in the 1930s but one out of seven members relied on the accounting agency 
for their financial administration.105 

We find the same pattern in other parts of the country. Accounting agencies came early 
in Friesland and Groningen, provinces with a relatively large number of medium-sized and 
big farmers, and late in places like Limburg and Drenthe with many small farmers.106 The 
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f ig u r e  3. Annual turnover of 29 Dutch farms in the first year for which their accounts survive  
(1900–40, logarithmic scale)

Source: KvN, inv. nrs. 104, 193, 202, 231, 236, 251, 253, 295, 298, 334, 338, 372, 378, 380, 381, 386, 396, 437, 448, 451, 1027 
(2 farms), 1054, 1070, 1102, 1115, 1172, 1192
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relationship between farm size and accounting effort is also borne out by contemporary reports 
comparing the size distribution in the agricultural sector as a whole with the composition of 
the agencies’ membership. Figure 4 shows that farms between one and ten hectares made up 
60 per cent of all farms in 1930 but only 20 per cent of the membership of all 14 accounting 
agencies. Conversely, farms between 10 and 50 hectares, a third of all farms in 1930, made up 
three quarters of the agencies’ membership. Truly big farms of 50 hectares or more made up a 
tiny part of both the agencies’ membership and the agricultural sector as whole.

The choice of small farmers not to use the accounting agencies was based on a sound 
cost-benefit calculus, which can be reconstructed from the records of the accounting agency of 
the NBML. Like any other agency, this boekhoudbureau provided its members with their own 
model notebook, accompanied by 30 envelopes to send in their records every two weeks.107 
Regardless of the size of their farm, each member paid a basic fee of 10 guilders per year, 
65 cents for their pre-printed accounts, and 65 cent per hectare with a minimum of 6 guilders 
and 50 cents (the equivalent of 10 hectares). This put the minimum contribution of any member 
slightly over 17 guilders.108 In return they received every year in May an overview of their 
financial results, followed by a possible refund if the taxable income fell below the estimate of 
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f ig u r e  4. The distribution of farm size (1930) and the membership of accounting bureaus (1934)  
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Sources: Verslag der Staatscommissie, ingesteld bij Koninklijk Besluit van 15 december 1927, No. 34, tot het 
onderzoeken van de vraag of en, zoo ja, in hoeverre en door welke oorzaken in den land- en tuinbouw eene 
wanverhouding bestaat tusschen de bodemprijzen en productiekosten eenerzijds en de opbrengst der producten 
anderzijds (’s-Gravenhage, 1933), p. 290; C. G. P. Stevens, De Dienst der Bedrijfsconsulenten voor den Landbouw 
(Amsterdam, 1935), pp. 8–9.
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the fiscal authorities. In the fiscal year 1936/37, for instance, the NBML reported to its members 
that it had reclaimed an amount of 3,150.56 guilders from the tax administration, i.e. an 
average 19.20 guilders per member.109 This reimbursement confirmed that farmers were right 
to challenge the assessments made by the tax inspector, and that accounting bureaus played 
a valuable role in making these claims. But comparing the fees paid with the average amount 
reclaimed also shows that the fiscal imperative kicked in at a certain farm size only: for small 
farmers it was unlikely that the refund they might be able to claim exceeded the contribution 
they had to pay to the accounting agency.110 

V

The establishment of the accounting agencies made it clear that Dutch farmers did not take 
to the careful recording of income and expenditure to raise the productivity of their land 
or labour but simply to pay as little tax as possible. Even the ones who had already acquired 
some accounting knowledge in school only began to keep more detailed accounts when the 
government subjected them to the national income tax in 1914.111 This would have put an end to 
the nineteenth-century idea of farm accounting as a development tool if it had not been for the 
Great Depression. In 1930 Dutch agriculture entered a deep crisis that lasted almost a decade. 
After some hesitation the government intervened with production quotas and price controls to 
support arable and livestock farmers in the coastal provinces but for several years showed very 
little concern for small farmers.112 While family-owned mixed farms in the coastal provinces 
benefited from lower fodder prices, tens of thousands of smallholders on the sandy soils of the 
interior provinces suffered. The same was true for the agricultural consultants, whose techno-
logical and business advice was directed to larger, more productive farms only.113

The predominantly Catholic spokesmen of the small farmers kept pressuring the government 
to do more and eventually, in 1935, a Small Farmers Service (Dienst Kleine Boerenbedrijven) was 
created to offer assistance through a combination of business training, emergency loans, social 
benefits, and financial advice to the farmers’ wives.114 The purpose of the Dutch aid program 
closely resembled that of the rural rehabilitation pursued by the Farm Security Administration 
in the US: a wish to alleviate the immediate hardship of small farmers, combined with the 
desire to improve their situation in the long run.115 But there was one crucial difference. 
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American farmers were eligible for emergency loans only if they agreed to record all their 
payments and receipts in standardized, preprinted accounts. The government needed this 
information to monitor the loans, as the shopkeepers and merchants who previously provided 
credit had gone – and with them the financial track record of the farmers who borrowed.116 
In the Netherlands no such administrative problem existed. Here local co-operatives recorded 
the sales and purchases of their members, while at the same time Dutch farmers had a strong 
preference for savings over loans. Those who did borrow from non-relatives typically opted for 
a short-term loan or current accounts with their local credit co-operative. The bank recorded 
the loan in small booklets (voorschotboekjes) similar to the more than 500,000 savings booklets 
in circulation in the 1930s.117

This particular organization of the rural economy deeply affected the views of Dutch 
agronomists on the benefits of bookkeeping as a development tool. The first person to publicly 
consider farm accounting as a means to support small farmers in the Great Depression 
was Willem Droesen, a farmer’s son from Limburg who graduated from the Wageningen 
agricultural college. Droesen started his professional career in 1926 as an advisor to young 
farmers in northern Limburg and then moved on to become agricultural consultant for the 
entire province in 1932.118 On the eve of this appointment he argued before the National 
Agricultural Congress that emergency loans should be extended to small farmers in distress.119 
He was very explicit about the way this should be implemented. Building on his own PhD 
research on the exploitation of wasteland in Brabant and Limburg since the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, he argued that a combination of technical advice and loans provided by 
local credit co-operatives would allow farmers to survive the crisis.120 The vetting of potential 
borrowers should be in the hands of the directors of the co-operative banks and other local 
community leaders, while accounting agencies might play a role in the subsequent monitoring 
of debtors.121 

Droesen’s suggestion to extend emergency loans to small farmers was discussed in parliament 
in December 1931 but dismissed out of hand by a Cabinet that was not even ready to support 
the economically much more important medium-sized and large farms.122 The only step it 
was willing to take was to pay accounting agencies to keep the books of a limited number of 
small farms – not to help them manage their finances but to find out how they were holding 
up. This was nothing new. Already in 1924 the accounting agencies had been co-opted by the 
Directorate of Agriculture to supply data for its annual agricultural report, and starting in 
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1928 this information became a key input in the government’s deliberations on the best way 
to respond to the crisis.123 For 1932 the government reserved 3,000 guilders for the accounting 
agencies, raising its subsidy to 10,000 guilders in 1933 in order to obtain information about 
some 1,000 small farms. But soon enough it became clear that many smallholders produced 
for subsistence only, making quantitative data simply unavailable.124

In the meantime the central government chose to come to the rescue of bigger, more 
commercial farms only, with price guarantees, subsidies, and production limits.125 It was 
at that point that Willem Droesen placed his candidature for Parliament for the Catholic 
Party. He did so on a rural ticket, promising support to the full range of farms, including 
smallholders and their families.126 Upon his election in July 1933 very little changed at first, 
as the Protestant parties in the new government were primarily concerned with the bigger, 
more commercial farmers. Therefore the Catholic Farmers Union decided to put some more 
pressure on the government by announcing its own inquiry into the living conditions of small 
farmers. In September 1934 the Union’s study committee reported that 300,000 to 400,000 
people lived in very dire circumstances on farms cultivating 5 hectares or less. The committee 
recognized that these farms could not be transformed into commercially viable enterprises 
overnight but there was no alternative employment for these families either. Hence the best 
course of action would be for the government to support them on their farms, not with loans 
but with subsidies.127

Then finally, in the summer of 1935, things started to move. Growing discontent about 
the government’s response to the crisis led to a reshuffling of the Cabinet, with the Catholic 
Minister of Defence, Laurentius Deckers, now appointed to a separate Ministry of Agriculture. 
Deckers had graduated from Leuven University, with a PhD thesis on the agricultural situation 
in Brabant, and he had been very active in the promotion of Brabant’s boerenleenbanken.128 In 
July 1936 the new Minister of Agriculture appointed a committee to investigate what kind of 
extension and financial aid would benefit smallholders.129 The committee members included 
Willem Droesen and Petrus van Haaren, one of the founders of the NCB accounting agency 
and author of their instruction manual on bookkeeping and income taxation.130 This then was 
a group of experts deeply familiar with, and favorably disposed towards farm accounting, but 
they had no illusions about the value of accounting for small farmers in the face of poverty.
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To substantiate their view, the committee members initiated a new survey among 650 small 
farms around the country. Since none of these smallholders had any accounts to speak of 
the committee received 643 written reports from local correspondents.131 Combining this 
information with government statistics, the commission estimated that at up to half a million 
people were living in dire circumstances.132 They did not own or lease enough land to benefit 
from the government’s grain subsidies, and not all farms were suited for horticulture or 
keeping pigs and poultry.133 Farm accounting, the committee believed, would have no effect 
whatsoever on the productivity of these farms and neither would emergency loans. Instead 
they opted for a two-pronged approach: social benefits to sustain the livelihood of very poorly 
performing peasants – simply to keep them on their farms as long as the crisis lasted – and 
small, targeted subsidies to purchase seeds, fertilizer, and equipment for smallholders who 
would be able to turn a profit under normal circumstances.134

Parliament approved the new approach in December 1936 and the Small Farmers Service 
spent the next year preparing its implementation.135 After careful vetting it admitted 33,400 
small farmers to the programme, two thirds of whom worked on the sandy soils of the eastern 
and southern provinces.136 Agricultural consultants across the country were tasked with the 
extension to the small farmers: help them design crop plans, choose seeds and fertilizers, 
and strategic advice on the best way to proceed with their farm.137 The program built on 
traditional forms of knowledge sharing: every consultant designated a well-functioning small 
farm in his district as a model farm. Accounting played no role in the training offered.138 
Money obviously mattered a great deal for small farmers and their families, but policy 
makers realized that better record keeping would not make their farms more productive, or 
their living conditions les precarious. And that was when they turned their attention to the 
smallholders’ wives. 

It was well known at the time that farmers’ wives played an important role in the farm’s 
finances. In the agricultural schools for girls that were established from 1907 onwards, 
accounting was already part of the core curriculum, and policy makers believed financial 
advice might also help the small farmers and their families.139 In 1937 the Small Farmers 
Service appointed its first female budget consultant. At first she accompanied the agricultural 
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consultants on their visits to farmers, but she realized soon enough that, in order to gain the 
necessary trust to talk about money and other personal matters she had to go by herself.140 As 
the small farmers program was continued in 1938 and 1939, so was the budget coaching, now 
with a dozen female advisors working in close co-operation with the agricultural consultants 
but with a separate responsibility.141 By now, small farms were recognized for what they really 
were: households as much as businesses, with home production making up an important part 
of total output.142 The government’s attempts to improve the financial skills of families living 
on small farms continued but the idea that better accounting would raise the productivity of 
their land or labour was done away with.

VI

The history of Dutch agriculture shows that keeping detailed accounts was not necessary 
for small and medium-sized, family-owned farms to modernize and commercialize their 
operations. In the first phase of export-led agricultural growth in the 1860s and 1870s there 
were some farmers with detailed accounts of inputs and yields but the common way to keep 
track of performance was through memory, simple notebooks, and the accounts kept by local 
suppliers. During the agricultural crisis that followed policy makers pointed to more systematic 
bookkeeping as a possible means to make farms more productive but their encouragement fell 
on deaf ears. Farmers did adopt new technologies including new seeds, fertilizer, tools, and 
machinery, but they relied on rural co-operatives for the registration of sales and purchases, 
and for coordinated investments in productive facilities. When Dutch agriculture began to 
thrive again after 1895 hardly any farmer kept the kind of detailed accounts still championed 
by some agronomists. 

Their interest in bookkeeping increased when parliament voted to subject farmers earning 
600 guilders or more to the national income tax in 1914. It was a logical step after the strong 
growth of the sector in the previous two decades but the government soon discovered that it 
was very difficult to properly assess the income of individual farms. And so did the farmers. 
Dissatisfied with the assessments made by local tax inspectors, farmers’ associations across 
the country established accounting agencies to help their members filing their tax returns. 
Such was the success of these agencies that by 1930 they had become an important source of 
information on economic conditions in the countryside. 

For a brief moment during the Great Depression the agencies were even considered as 
supervisory bodies for the extension of emergency loans to small farmers in distress, but after 
careful consideration the government decided against it. Instead, the Small Farmers Service 
created a relief program that combined technological advice with small, direct investment 
subsidies for farmers whom they thought might survive the crisis, practical household advice 
to their wives, and relief payments to allow a larger group of poorly performing small farmers 
to simply stay put as long as the crisis lasted.
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The Dutch pattern fits very well what we know from other countries. Farmers were well 
aware of market conditions, they made conscious decisions about their production, and they 
kept track of money spent and received. But they left more detailed accounting to others, 
whether accounting agencies, co-operative factories, or individual financial advisors. This 
then is a sobering story about the role of accounting in agricultural development. Surely, our 
historical case study is no match for the sophisticated methods social scientists can apply 
to evaluate business training programs in the world today. However, it does reveal three 
structural elements that must be considered before offering business training to small farmers. 
The first is the ability of farmers to evaluate their performance through mental accounting: 
committing sales and purchases to memory and comparing their own operations to that of 
others may suffice to run a farm. Second, the choice of farmers to spend more or less time 
and effort on the recording of their income and expenditure is determined by the organization 
of the rural economy as a whole. In the Netherlands from the 1880s onwards the owners of 
small and medium-sized farms benefited from the collective organization of purchases, sales, 
and processing of their products. The widespread provision of these services came with an 
accurate administration by the co-ops at no additional cost. Hence the lukewarm response of 
Dutch farmers to repeated efforts to strengthen their financial capabilities: they could simply 
do without, at least until they were subjected to income taxation in 1914. 

That is the final lesson we can draw from the Dutch case. Even if the adoption of more 
advanced accounting methods coincided with a much broader movement to apply science and 
technology to the exploitation of farms, the underlying rationale was a different one. Farmers, 
especially the bigger ones, simply wanted to minimize their tax bill and for that they needed 
accurate information on their total income. Their efforts to obtain this information show that 
better farm accounting followed from the growth of agricultural productivity, not the other 
way round.


