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The Youth Leadership Academy is a day for young 
talent from the Netherlands and the goal of the 
program is to strengthen and develop personal 
leadership of the (to be) leaders within the agrifood 
system. Developing personal leadership and uniting 
in cooperations is essential in this rapidly changing 
world of food and agriculture. 

Necessity of the day explained
by Cees van Rij, Agriterra.

The Youth 
Leadership 
Academy is 
an intensive, 
interactive one-
day training, 
developed for an 
international and 
diverse group of 
young farmers. 



between the lines: it will give insight in a deeper 
understanding of your motives and brings up 
your intention. Yvette’s advise: start everyday 
with stating an intention to make it easier to 
prioritize and to reflect and learn afterwards.

With this example Yvette encourages us to ask 
questions: not only the ‘why’ question, but also 
the ‘how’. It is these kind of questions that help 
us to zoom out from our daily business. How 
would your mother, neighbor or (future) child 
respond to the questions you will ask yourself? 

While asking questions, acknowledge that 
finding answers is hard: it involves the future. 
Yvette explained how hard the future is to 
comprehend through some mind dazzling 
examples on exponential growth. Did you 
know that you can fold a paper 40 times and, 
because the height of the paper constantly 
doubles, that the height then can cover a 
distance from here to the moon?! Apply this 
principle to accumulating innovations and the 
conclusion can only be that we can’t know what 
the future holds.. How then, can we be(come) 
future proof? It may seem clear that we should 
do it together: we should evolve from personal 
leadership into collective leadership. 

“Why are you here?” 

“I am here to broaden my horizon”, “to meet 
people with different backgrounds”, “to 
improve leadership skills and share new 
insights back home”. But most of all, we all were 
there to strengthen our position as leaders in 
the food system and our (personal) leadership 
skills, share our perspectives with others and 
try to understand different worldviews. All of 
this enables us to create a sustainable, future 
proof food system where there is room for 
(smallholder) farmers and cooperations.

The Youth Leadership Academy of the 11th 
of October 2017 started with this initially 
simple question. Yvette Pasman started her 
keynote by having participants asked each 
other this question five times. This, as one of 
the participants pointed out, makes you read 
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This point was stressed throughout the round 
table conversation with young agrofood leaders 
Djûke van der Maat (Slagmaat), André Arfman 
(NAJK), Dennis de Winter (NCR), and Ruth 
Namaganda (Kibinge Coffee). All four they are 
leaders, from very different perspectives. They 
agreed on importance of being an example 
and from there work together: lead collectively. 

Yvette Pasman gives an interactive session on personal 
leadership skills.

One of the candidates puts some lessons into practice



The ‘Small Farmers, Big Deal’ initiative connects 
Dutch entrepreneurs to professional farmer 
cooperatives in Africa, Latin America and Asia. 
Agriterra makes doing business easy by connecting 
you to ambitious cooperatives with sought-after 
commodities. Within the programme Agriterra 
offers peer-to-peer advice from the top sector of 
Dutch agri & food industry to guarantee you a safe 
and stable business climate. 

Character traits that helped them achieve 
their leadership position are to have curiosity 
for different perspectives, to be able to zoom 
out, to have self-confidence and to be patient. 
Most importantly, they said, it is to stay true to 
yourself and empower the person you actually 
are. As moderator of the day Joszi Smeets 
summarized: from a strong personal base you 
can inspire others and create a movement: on 
your own you’re a lone nut, three is a crowd. 

In line with the workshops that followed in the 
afternoon the importance of skills as lobbying, 
how to tell your story and more specifically 
to know people and have a strong network 
around you to work. During a Pitch Training, a 
workshop on Lobbying & Advocacy, and one on 
Communication & Campaigning, participants 
actually got the change to put some of the 
morning lessons into practice. Although the 
focus of the workshops was different, the 
shared message was that listening to others 
and knowing how and what to tell are very 
useful skills to have as a young leader. 

The conclusion of the day is that developing 
personal leadership skills should be an ongoing 
process by gaining knowledge and experience 
on other perspectives, share those insights 
with others to create collective leadership. 
How this fits in every participant’s personal 
context was written down on a paper with the 
question: What are you going to do differently 
tomorrow?
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The lobbying system in 
the Netherlands is very 
organized if I compare 
it to Nepal. There they 
don’t really look at your 
proposals, no matter how 
good it is. Here in the 
Netherlands it seems that 
there is a systemic way for 
lobbying, something that 
I think we need in Nepal 
and what I am trying to 
change. When I get back 
home I will organize a 
gathering with young 
farmers to share what I’ve 
learned in the workshop 
on lobbying and during 
the pitch training. In that 
way we can be stronger in 
getting our story heard in 
the government. 

Of today I expected to 
learn new leadership skills 
by seeing how young 
people in the Netherlands 
are leading the movement. 
I am very inspired by the 
lessons that were shared 
on listening to others. To 
listen attentively and speak 
with intention is important 
because you need a team, 
and everyone’s input to 
make it easier than doing 
it alone. Especially, we 
need involvement of many 
young people. That is what 
I will try to do when I get 
back home: to involve 
young people and make 
them proud farmers again, 
rather than have them 
leaving to live in the city. 

Why I am here is to 
understand more about 
personal leadership in 
establishing a sustainable 
food system, especially 
regarding young people. 
Most importantly, as Yvette 
said, it is very interesting 
to understand how to 
translate that to collective 
leadership and how to 
make change. You can 
participate in days like this, 
and get up everyday to do 
the right thing, but if you 
can’t get the other people 
in your company or around 
you to tag along change 
won’t happen. 

Today I was surprised 
about the communication 
styles and setting. I learned 
a lot about that. What 
struck me most was that 
it was not like a class, but 
very personally centered: 
set up in a circle to work 
together. Besides that, 
rather than giving us 
answers we were asked 
questions to put our brains 
to work and find answers 
ourselves. For me this 
way of communicating 
underlined the importance 
to listen carefully and to 
create a network to make 
a change. 

As a young leader I think it 
is important to constantly 
develop yourself. That 
is why I am here today: 
to develop my own skills 
through learning about 
what thrives others. The 
most important lesson 
for me today is that we 
as young leaders should 
realize that we are in 
a position to make the 
difference and that it 
is good to carry that 
out, although that feels 
strange at times. We can 
be proud of what we have 
accomplished, although 
you might think you’re just 
doing your thing. 

Tomato farmer, 
member of District 
Agriculture 
Cooperative Union
NEPAL

Coffee farmer, part 
of coffee cooperative 
Kibinge and youth 
educator
UGANDA

Landlord of Landgoed 
Roggebotstaete
THE NETHERLANDS

Horticulture farmer
ZAMBIA

Dairy farmer and 
board member 
dairy cooperation at 
DeltaMelk
THE NETHERLANDS


