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9. The stench of prosperity. Water pollution
in the northern Netherlands 1850-1980

JAN OOSTHOEK

In the north of the Netherlands, in the province of Groningen, is a
region called “De Veenkolonién® (The Ven Colonies). This area once
provided the main energy source of the Dutch Golden Age: peat. Dur-
ing the period between the beginning of the 16th to the carly 20th
century the peat moors in this region were drained and cut away. In
the second half of the 19th century the peat in the Veenkolonién was
almost gone’. What remained was a unique landscape dominated by
huge ficlds and straight canals. This landscape and the products it
produced, potatoes and grain, formed the foundation for the agricul-
tural industry that emerged during the second half of the 19th cen-
tury. This industry was dominated by potato starch and strawboard
factorics.

The emergence of the agricultural industry in the Groninger
Veenkolonién caused a very serious problem: one of the worst epi-
sodes of industrial water pollution in the Netherlands. Both the indus-
try and the government were aware of this very visible and smelly
problem. For more than a century many attempts were made to end
the water pollution in the Veenkolonién. However, it was not until
the carly 1970s that political and technical developments made a final
solution for the Groningen wastewater problem possible. This article

L. 1 wish to thank Tim Lovering for proof reading the manuscript. His comments and
suggestions improved the article considerably.

2. Jan. W. D Zeruw, “Peat and the Dutch Golden Age. The historical meaning of
energv-attainability”, AA.G. Bijdragen, 21, 1978,
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will address the question of why it took more than a century to end
water pollution in Groningen.

The essay will focus on the changing attitudes towards the indus
trial water pollution in the Veenkolonién in the period between 1850
and 1980 and on how a combination of social, economic and techni-
cal developments, contributed to the final solution of the problem.

Prosperity, stench and foam

From the miiile of the 19%th century the agricultural industry in
the Veenkolonién developed rapidly. In a brief period of time, many
potato starch and strawboard factories were established, attracted by
the excellent waterways, raw agricultural produce and kabour in the
region. The factories brought jobs and prosperity but also stench and
foam

The first potato starch factories in the Veenkolonién were opened
in the 1830s but the great boom occurred after 1841 when Albert
Scholten, 2 major  industrialist, opened his first factory near
Hoogezand Sappemweer. The number of factories continued to in-
crease to fourteen in 1885 and reached a peak of twenty-four in 1912,
Hereafter the number of factories declined until oaly four remained in
1985. However, the amount of wastewater produced by these four
factories was six times higher than the amount dumped in the canals
by the twentytwo factories in existence in 1900, This was the result
of the dramatic increase in production potential during the 20th cen
tury. In 1985, the potato starch industry processed fourteen times
more potatoes than a century carlier”,

A similar development can be detected within the strawboard it
dustry, although the peak of the number of factories was only
reached during the 1930s. The production of strawboard has now
entirely vanished bue until the 1960s the Veenkolonién had the high-
est output of strawboard in the world. After the 1960s the industry
encountered extreme difficultics as a result of increasing competition
from factories in lowdncome countrics. The strawboard industry
never recovered from these problems and in 1979 the last production
line came to  halt, thus climinating a huge source of water poltution.
Because the strawboard industry produced less pollution than the
potato starch factories the remainder of this article will focus on the

starch industry.

3. GMINCERIOCD, Ontuikbeling en betoekents der Lamdbouudndustrie in Growis.
Len. Geoaingen, 1925, p. 78, Menisteric van binnenlandse Zsken, Vorslag even oo
.Mmmmcchuwnmacmmmmg
A oemivare wvnterent. Den Maag, 1912, p. 186,
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NUNMBER OF STRANDOARD AND POTATO STARCH FACTORIES
BN THE VEENKOLONMIEN, 1855 1980°

Year Strawboand Potato starch Tosal
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The nature of the water pollution

The waste products polluting the canals in Gropingen are not arti
fictally produced chemicals but organic products, in particular albu-
min (protein). Onganic pollutants are normally biodegradable but if
the influx of organic pollutants becomes 100 high the cleaning capac-
ity of the water will be compromised. This is caused by the fact that
the degradation processes of organic pollutants need a ot of oxygen
and with o many pollutants the oxygen levels drop dramatically,
This stops the degradation process and causes so called “dead water”
in which no life can be sustained. Fish and plants dic and a slow rot.

ting process prodiuces stinking gasses that linger above the canals”

The industrics in the Veenkolonien produced so much waste wa-
ter that the canals in Groningen were turned o stinking open sew-
ers, Killing almost all fish and tuming leadbased paint on window
frames black in a single night. This did not go unnoticed and visitors
1w the Veenkolonien described the canals as a stinking and botling
mass unsuitable for any houschold use or drinking water. In 1872
Anthony Winkler Prins, the famous minister, publicist and encyclo-
pedist from the Veenkolonién, gave a vivid description of the water
pollution:

A nascating Mench rose from the canals. The watercourses were luscred
with dead fish foateg on their backs, because the water was so fildhy that &
nothimg bat spotlt liguid

It was clear to the local population that the industry in the region
was Causing scrious water pollution but most of them were not inter-
ested in solving the problem. The factories brought work and pros-
penity. That they also produced water pollution was a price the popu
lation was prepared to pay. But at the same time local and national
authoritics had become alarmed by the sharp increase in water pollu-
tion in the Veenkolonsén.

A health threar?

According to 19th century theories of discase and hygiene, the rot-
ting waste products of the industries in the Veenkolonién would cer-
tinly produce harmfid gasses calied miasmas. After 1860, when the
new ideas of Koch and Pasteur became more wide spread, it was
feared that the rotting albumin (protein) would produce harmful mi-
croonganisms. The Health authorities for the province of Groningen
shared these concems and on several occasions they urged the local

G Peer Vouswcs, The envtrosmment. A splidbsciplinary comcern, Amstendam, 1995,
P 7578

T Anthony Wiskies Puss, “Het vuile  fabrekswarer”,  Veendawmner  Courant,
19 November, IST2 AR transtateons ane the authos's,
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authoritics and the industry 10 take measures 10 deal with the water
pollution. In 1859, the provincial authorities of Groningen asked Doc-
tor Ali Coben, Inspector of Health, to conduct a survey into the scale,
causes and possible health risks associated with the water pollution in
the Veenkolonién The report that resulted from this survey under-
scored the concerns about the possible health risks for the local
population and formed the basis for the fisst legistation o counter the
negative effects of water pollution in the Netherfands,

Under the new legislation, any new factory that was built necded a
permit that allowed it to discharge its wastewater into lakes and
streams under the condition that air and water pollution and the loss
of valuxble minerals had 1o be prevented. This condition shows a shift
in thinking away from a potential health threat and in favour of the
extraction of economic valuable minerals from the wastewater. The
industries were interested in that part of the wastewater that was
called “waste™. In their opinion waste was something that was uscful
for other purposes and could be extracted in a financally viable way.
It was realised that a fortune in protein and minerals was wasted with
discharging unpurificd wastewater. It was thought that the protecins
and minerals that were lost could be useful as feed or fertiiser

More reports

Ten years after his first report, Cohen published another report for
the provincial avthorities of Groningen, This was the first of four re
ports that surveyed the possibilities of punification of the wastewater
of potato starch and strawboard factories. The reports focussed on
the technical difficulties of the extraction of albumin, which was the
most pollutant compownd, from the wastewater. Cohen proposed
three methods to extract the albumin from the polluted process wa
ter. The first method was 1o heat the polluted water to a temperature
at which the albumin coagulates 5o that it could be scooped off the
water, The second and most simple method was the extraction of
albumin through filtering, Finally Cohen proposed to add chemicals
to the wastewater in order to make the albumin precipitate after
which it could be scraped off the bottom”.

Coben's experiments showed that both coagulation and precipita-
ton methods were good techniques for extracting albumin from

8 Erast Hoooeond, “Schrikbordd van Scheikundigen sand chemasche imdustric, che-
mische wetemeap en het malicu VBOGISTS® Tiilchv it roor Geschdadends vol. 109,
1994, p. 4394966,

9. L AN Comx, "Waserhedarf ten govolge van aandappelmceel fabeicage De naaste
vorzaken daanan en de middclon duncgon aan ¢ wenden, Dende nappont aan de
Staten van de Provece Groosegen”, Nederlandadh Tipechrlft soor Genveskune,
IS4, p 496508
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wastewater. But he was not convinced that these methods could be
practically and cconomically emploved on a large scale. In his third
repont Cohen concluded that it would be much cheaper to et
wastewater flow over a field, a socalled flowing ficld, before it was
discharged into a canal. The idea was that the albumin and mincrals
would be absorbed and fertilise the soil. It was not an effective
method but it was cheap and therefore flowing fiekds were in use
until the 1960s"

State intervention and experiments, 18971917

The start of the 20th century saw a renewed  interest in
Groningen's water pollution problem. In 1897, the govemment
appointed a committee with the task to investigate the pollution of
surface water in the province of Groningen and (o Propose MeCasures
10 solve this problem.

The committee’s report was published in 1901 and advised the
government o introduce legishation that forced the industnics 1o
clean up their act, A water pollution bill was introduced in partiament
in 1903 but it never came to a vote, The bill simply disappeared in a
depanimental drawer and was completely forgotten. Parliament was
not interested in the matter and thought that jobs in the region were
more important than clean water',

Although the report of the committee did not result in any legisia
von, the government realised that something had 1o be done. In
1908, the government appointed another commission dedicated to
solving the water poliution caused by strawboard and potato starch
factories. This commission built on the Cohen's work and concluded
that the use of flow fiekds was a good and cheap method to purify the
wastewater. The report abso reviewed the filtration and coagulation
methods Coben had experimented with. The overall conclusion of
the report was that good methods for the purification of wastewater
from agricultural industries existed, It also concluded that the pollu-
tion of canals would not increase if new factories would be obliged to
purify thelr wastewater. In addition, the commission proposed to
pradually decrease the amount of pollusted water discharged in the
canals by buslding purification installations at existing factories, under
the condition that the interests of the industrics would not be com-
promised'’.

10 i

15, Venlag van 3¢ bandefingen der Staten-Generaxl, Zitting van 15 september 1903 -
23 Juli 1904 Trooneede 1905, Ingekomen wetsontwerp 19 November 1903,

12. Rupyprort ader commisnson woor die refwiging oin bef afvalioater oxm soroocarion
en aandappsimcelfabricken, Den Haag, 1912 p. 99100, 1684171
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The ambivalence of the report possibly explains why the govern-
ment gnored it. On the one hand, the report advised taking measures
1o limit the water poliution. On the other hand. the government had
to act carefully in order not to compromise the interests of the indus
try too much. And even if the government introduced legislation to
force the industry to clean up their act, the companies involved had
already decided not 10 reconstruct their factonies, One engincer i
volved in the potato starch industry commented that the construction
of purification installations “would probably cost more than the value
of the factories themsclves and is for financially weak factorics out of
the question™",

In the meantime, the potato starch industry had been actively en
gaged in experiments with purification methods. This was not be-
cause they were afraid that the government would introduce legiska-
ton forcing them to put an end 1o their polluting practices, but be-
cause the industry belicved that protein and mincrals worth a fortune
were lost through dumping its wastewater untreated. As a result the
combined potato starch industry of the Veenkolonién hired engincer
Spollema to develop economic methods to extract mincrals and pro-
tein, Sjollema, in cooperation with the potato starch manufacturer
Meijer conducted a series of experiments examining the extraction of
protein from wastewater. These experiments were not  suceessiul
because the extraction of albumin from wastewater proved more
difficult and more expensive than expected. In 1910, the potato
starch industry stopped financing the experiments. It was the war
situation in Europe that revived the experiments in 1916, During that
vear, the minister of Agriculture urged the potato starch industry to
renew their experiments. His objective was 1o increase the produc-
tion of fodder 1o make the Netherlands self sufficient during a period
of limited imports caused by the war. The Industry initally refused
because they regarded the experiments as a financially risky business.
It was only after the minister promised a —for that period— cnor-
mmnugmd) of 90,000 guilders that the industry was prepared 10 co-
operate’ .

However, after the reconstruction of starch factory “Oranje” and
the experiments had got underway, it became clear that the minister
would not keep his promise. The subsidy was never paid and the
experiments were terminated in the astumn of 1917, This refusal to
pay the subsidy almost caused the bankruptey of potato starch factory

13 Comespoadence Sollcma with ihe Verceniging van Aarduppeimecifabrikamen
Lotter minister of Agriculture. 16 November 1916, Archives AVERE Rijksaechict
Curossngen (horealior RAG)

1 Anon., “Bereiling van veevooder wit het vruchiwaes der anbippctmediabecken”,
Landbowuddad coor de Veenkofomitn, Aprd 1917, p. 1.2



186 JAN OOSTIOEK

“Oranje”™ where the expenments had been carried out. But more im-
portant was the longterm cffect on the water pollution problem in
the region. The potato starch industry felt betrayed and for
twenty vears they did not allow any government involvement and the
experiments were put on hold",

The inter-war years

By the start of the 1920s, the solution to water pollution in
Groningen scemed more remote than ever before. Almost all expert-
ments were terminated and the industry continued to increase its
production capacity. But there was a glimmer of hope on the horizon.
In 1919, the Cooperatief Aardappelmeet Verkoopbureau (Co-
operative potato starch trading burcau, hereafter AV.B), a company
owned by farmers, was founded. In 1925, Av.n opened a laboratory
that carried out research with the purpose of analysing and control
ling the quality of its products. After several years, the laboratory
started to do rescarch into possible reduction of the amount of water
used during the production process and the development of new
techniques 1o extract protein from wastewater” . The rescarch con-
ducted by the Baboratory was encouraging and AV started experi
mental extraction of protein in one of its factonics. This was so suc
cessful that the government decided to subsidise the construction of
extraction instalfations and the explodtation costs involved. By the
outbreak of the Second World War in 1940, the subsidics were termi-

nated but AV.E. continued the experiments, despite the shortage of
potatoes’ .

The sewer pipeline

After the Second World War, there was not much time and moncy
for experiments. The first objective of the industry was 10 repair the
damage caused by the war and restart production. When the recon-
struction period was over, AV.B. opened a new laboratory that was
fully dedicated 10 rescarch, and quality control became the responss-
bility of the individual factorics. But A.v.8.'s laboratory was not the
only institute thar studicd the wastewater problem. During the war,
the Rifksinstituut voor de Zufvering van Afvalwater (National insty.
tute for the purification of wastewater, hereafter Riza) had developed
a plan o solve the water pollution in Groningen for good. The Riza
engineers had reached the conclusion that purification of the waste-
water of every individual factory would be a very expensive business.

15, M. Destnesonon, How wyf et rooiden...., ofe. ot p. 208
16, Annual Repoet AVHE, 1925820,

17, Vermmouwelighe Rappornien inzake fabricape van veevooder uil sardappeten, 1936
1957, Archives AVEBE, RAG.
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It was estimared that the annual amount of wastewater produced by
the industry in the Veenkolonién equalled that of a city of ten million
people. It was also calculated that purification of all this water would
cost more than 500 million guilders, an amount of money that was
not avallable in the postwar Netherdands. In addition, the Kiza re-
scarchers were convinced that 100 percent purification of the indus-
trial wastewater was almost impossible. It was estimated that just
over 75 percent of all contaminating substances could be removed
from the water. This meant that an enormous amount of polluted
water, equivalent to a city with 2.5 million inhabitants, would still be
discharged in the Groninger canals™. This was unacceptabie for the
engincers and therefore they developed an akemative plan and in
1946 the riza unched the kica of the sewer pipeline,

This plan, which aimed to put an end to the water pollution in the
Groninger canals, was simple but not exactly clegant. The engineers
proposed the construction of a network of pipelines that would carry
the wastewater of the entire agnicultural industry in the province of
Groningen to the EemsDollard estuary. It was thought that the self
cleansing capability of this body of water was big enough to deal ef-
fectively with the wastewater. The people in the Veenkolonien were
in favour of the plan because it would put an end to the stench and
foam. The riza chaborated the plan during the 1950s and in 1960 a
final plan was presented for the construction of a 140 kilometre long
pipeline. A network of three branches would connect all the factorics
to the main pipchine that would carry the polluted water to the
Waddenzee”,

The onginal plan was never carnied out because in the years fol
lowing its presentation the sewer pipe encountered mcrcasing resis
tance. In Germany, the plans for the sewer pipeline were observed
with growing suspicion. Already during the 19505 the government
was warned that the German interests had to be taken into considera-
tion, but the waming was ignored. By the mid-1960s, when the con-
struction of the sewer pipeline was about to begin, the German gov-
emment protested loudly and demanded that the Dutch government
would recomnsider its decision. The Germans feared that of the Dutch
started discharging the enormous amounts of wastewater from the
Veenkolonien the oxygen levels in the EemsDollard estuary would
drop by at least 50 percent. If the Germans wanted 1o discharge a
similar amount of water, the self cleansing capability of the cstuary
would be compromised. The conflict over the sewer pipeline almost

I8 ) Momoaes, “Problemen rondom het Gromegse afvatwater B, Avensye Roffer
darache Cowrvant, 18 Jansaary 1947

19.C Weaam, “Matregelen togen de watorvorontreingging  in the  proviecic
Gromingen™ . Water Bodler Looche. vol 1, 1961, p. 17419,
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caused a diplomatic crisis between the Netherlands and neighbouring
Germany™, But developments in the Netherlands prevented this con-
flict from further escalation.

Alarmed by the possible consequences of the construction of the
sewer pipeline for the Waddenzee, a group of farsighted conserva
tionists established the Landelifke Vereniging voor Beboud van de
Waddenzee (National Association for the Protectioneof the Wadden:
zee, hercafter LVEW). The Waddenzee is a large area of tidal wetlands
off the northern coast of the Netherlands and harbours a unique and
fragile ccosystem. In 1966, the LvBW wrote in a letter 1o the provincial
authoritics that the discharge of large amounts of industrial wastewa-
ter into the Waddenzee would be extremely harmful to the flora and
fauna of the arca. They asked the authorities 1o reconsider thelr deci
sion”. The whole movement gained respectability when a group of
professors and students of the University of Groningen wrote a letter
1o the provincial government in which they said that they were con-
cermned about the consequences of the sewer pipeline for the
Waddenzee.

However, the general opinion in the Veenkolonién was not con-
cermned with the negative effects of the sewer pipeline for the
Waddenzee. The local population was no longer prepared to tolerate
the stench and foam and as a result SPONANCOUS ACtion groups
sprung up all over the region by the kate 1960s. They demanded that
the water pollution of the canals would stop immediately and any
delay in the construction of the pipeline was viewed with suspicion.
The local population was not interested in the cffects of the sewer
pipeline on the Waddenzee. This was underscored by a headline that
appeared in a regional newspaper in 1968 “Purification installation
not needed in Veendam, Dischange though pipeline™. When the ini
tial protests did not speed up the construction of the sewer pipeline
the action groups resorted o the tactics of civil disobedience and
calicd on the population not to pay their taxes as long as the factorics
polluted the canals. However, the government began 1o question its
own idea and started 1o consider alternatives, The result was that
much more foam would flow through the canals of the Veenkolonién
betore a solution was implemented.

20 Gino Ik, De edichen sergeews, gesciedends san de walerverewiling
enzuivering in Dyertbe, Assen, 1995 p. 4546

21 Menunes Provincisde Staten van Grosdngen, 23 November 1966, Bibhotheek RAG,
Inv. No. S.242

22 Huekss, Dv visschest pergesen, p. 46

23 “Zulveringsinstallatic in Veendam nict nodig. Afvalwaser fozen v persloding”
D Noord-Ouoster, 26 Seprember 1968
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Government pressure and reorganisation

The national government did not really listen 1o the local protests
because it did not lke hall measures and wanted to deal effectively
and thoroughly with the water pollution problem. In 1969, the Dutch
government announced a new law on water pollution. The core idea
of this law was the adage “the polluter pays™ It gave surface water
supervisors the possibility if imposing levies on water polluters. This
proved to be an effective instrument 1o force the Groninger agricul
tural industry 1o purify its wastewater. The new law was not the most
important concern of the strawboard industry. This branch of ndus
try was mainly preoccupied with structural difficulties. By the time
the new law came into effect, most of the strawboard factories in the
Veenkolonien had alrcady closed down. The remaining factories
changed 10 less polluting raw materials such as recycled paper™ and
the last strawboard production line closed in 1979, The water pollu-
tion problem in itsell played little role in the demise of the Groninger
strawboard Industey™,

The effect of the new law on the potato starch industry was far
more serious. The investments needed for the purification of their
wastewiter were an almost unbearable burden for the two potato
starch producing companics AVEBE (former AV.E) and Koninklijke
Scholten-Honing (K311). The only solution secemed (o be the construc-
tion of the sewer pipeline to the Waddenzee and the government had
announced that the levy to use the pipeline would be low so that it
was affordable to use, These statements made the potato starch in-
dustry believe that the pipeline would be bullt. Unfortunately for
them, the government had changed its mind abowt the sewer pipeline
without informing the industry. With no waming, it decided to re
duce the capacity of the pipeline by 50%. This meant that not all
wastewater could be transported to the Waddenzee and that a con-
siderable amount still had to be discharged into the canals. The gov
emment had carefully planned its strategy and in addition to the re
duction of the pipeline’s capacity it announced a plan 1o impose high
levies on discharging polluted water into surface waters by 1973%
This combination of higher taxes and smaller capacity of the waste-
wiater pipeline forced the potato starch industry 1o stant purification
of part of its wastewater. The old idea of extracting protein and min-
crals was revived, not with the aim of preventing the loss of valuable
raw materials, but to peevent water pollution, It now scemed feasible
10 succeed where others had falled in the past, This was due 1o tech-

24 The poliuting process of deinking & not take place i the Voenkodanien

25 Thaako vax Dox et al., Cwr stro 2ot Huendend for strodarton i de Grominger
Veenkolonden. Veendam, 1985, p 61

26, M. DiExwxssooci, fow wif Dot roodidess. ., , ofe ciL, p. 260.2740),
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nical advances, especially new membrane technology and biological
treatment, which made it possible 10 extract virtually all the protein
and minerals from water” .

Technology was not the bottleneck anymore, but it was not posse-
ble for the industry to clean their wastewater due to political and
financial problems. Both the investments in new purnification tech
nology and the high environmental taxes went far beyond the finan
cial means of the combined companies. Apart from these problems,
the deep economic recession of 1973 put both AVERE and KSH in a
problematic financial position. The financial difficultics for Ksit were
made even worse due to a flling glucose adventure in Greatr Britain
KsH had bought and reconstructed a huge factory for extracting ghy
cose from corn in Tilbury, This operation became a financial disaster,
and in combination with the bad economic situation led the company
1o the bank of bankrupicy. In the meantime the Dutch govermment
had raised the levies on dumping unpurificd wastewsater 1o an almost
unrealistic helght, This was the final straw for K8t and in the autumn
of 1977 the company collapsed™.

In the meantime the discharge of pollmted water into the canals
continued because the sewer pipeline was not built and the industry
had no choice but to discharge its wastewater in the canals. This led
10 more widespread protests against the stench in the Veenkolonien
than ever before. One of the results was that the population started to
dump their domestic waste in the canals, justifying their actions with
the slogan: “if they are allowed to pollute, o are we™™, By late 1970
the pressure on the government became such thae it decided to build
4 temporary sewer pipeline to relieve the population of the stench.

This development did not mean that the govemment gave in to
the population by opting for the casy solution, e the pipeline. With
KSH on the verge of bankruptey, the authorities seized this moment
of weakness to impose its will. Two of the government departments
involved in the KSH-drama, the department of the Interior and the
Finance department, managed to change the bankruptcy into a sus
pension of payment. Under pressure from the department of Agricul-
ture, KSH consecutively received enough financial aid to survive until
the spang of 1978, This ald was provided to oreate sufficient time to
give a chance to the negotiations between AVEBE and KSH about a
merger of the two companics. The negotiations between AVEBE and
KSH were successful and in June 1979 KSH's starch division was

&7 Juarversiug KSH, 197570
I8 fwarversiag KA, 197677

29 Pamphict of the “Newtraal Aktie Comite™ w0 the ciizens of Pekela,
I Oktober 1973, Municipal Archives Pekela, Inv, no. 1277



192 JAN OOSTINOER

taken over by AVEBE™. The merger was an important step in solving
the water pollution problem in the Veenkolonién because the entire
Dutch potato starch industry was now concentrated in one company
that could be more tightly controlied by the government. This made it
possible to impose more effective wastewater purnification measures
on the potato starch industry

PICTURE 2 « POLLUTED CANAL COVERED SYTH BLACK FOAM
=3

The depannment of Agniculture had several political reasons for ac
tively supporting AVERE and the merger with KsH's starch division. In
the previous decades, AVEBE had reccived considerable fimancial aid
from this department to finance its rescarch into techniques for puri-
fying their wastewater. Ks# recetved hardly any government subsidics
during this period. The choice to support AVERE instead of KSH had a
strong  political background. AVEBE was a cooperative  company
owned by many potato-farmers based in the Veenkolonien. In adds

S Joarversiag AV VU7, Jaarversiay  Avim 1979. Hamxrs, I rissoben
Iereviem e ol p. K
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ton, AVEBE was the region’s largest emplover with over three thou-
sand people working in its factories and hundreds of farmers produc-
ing potatocs for the company. This made AVERE, in contrast (o KsH, a
typical company from the Veenkolomien, The bankrupicy of avest
would have caused massive unemployment in the Veenkolonién and
this was politically unacceptable in an economic weak province such
as Gropingen. Afraxd of loosing thelr influence and clectorate in
Groningen, the political partics involved had no chodce than 1o sup-
port the department of Agriculture’s decision to give AVERE financial
aid

Now that the whole potato starch industry was concentrated in
one company, AVERE —under supervision of the government— drew
up a plan that aimed at the total purification of its wastewater. The
scheme not only aimed at clean water but also at the exwraction and
cconomic use of the pollutants, In order to do so AVINE completely
reconstructed its factories, reorganised the company and concen:
trated its industrial activitics in only four locations. The success of this
reorganisation depended on continuows financial support from the
govermnment until the entire operation was successfully concluded”™. It
ook AVIRE six vears to reconstruct its factories and reorganise the
company but by 1985 all its wastewater was purified before being
discharged into the canals™. After more than a century the popadation
of the Veenkolonién could finally breath fresh air again and the tem-
porary sewer pipeline could be closed.

The tortuous road of 130 years pollution history

The 150 years covered in this article can be divided in four pern-
ods. During cach of these periods the water pollution in the
Groningen Veenkolonieén was percelved in a different way. Initially
the pollution was regarded as a general health treat to the Jocal popu
lation. Around 1870, the focus of attention shifted from a possible
health risk to a concern about the Joss of albumin and minerals, thus
transforming the water pollution issue into a aw material problem.
The potato starch manufacturers were aware that with the discharge
of wastewiter into the canals, a huge amount of potentially valuable
mincrals and protein were washed away, The attempts to solve the
problem of water pollution in the Veenkolonién failed because the
technology 10 remove the pollutiants in an economic feasible way did
not yet exist and therefore most experiments were terminated around
1915 In addition, the government did not keep to its promise 1o sub-

32 M. Nmxncws, “Over Avine en de oo voor de bocren voor de tockomst®, Marque-
i, May 1982, p 2753,

S5 EL van HouTes, Adardappelzeimenlindsdriv. ., op e, p. 53

30 PR BoGes et al (eds), D Aviar, een Venbolomiale fndugrie, Grosingen, 1985
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sidise the experiments which caused a lasting distrust among the po-
tato starch industry.

Because of the troubles in the previous decades, the potato starch
industry lost its appetite for solving the wastewater problem. But the
newly founded Av 8. started smallscale experiments with the extrac
ton of protwin from potatoes and its rescarch laboratory conducted a
series of experiments throughout the 1930s. Afier the war both in-
dustry and the government abandoned the idea of protein extraction
and decided to transport the wastewater from the Veenkolonién by
pipcline to the Waddenzee and discharge it there. This way the indus
try and the inhabitants of the Veenkolonien would be liberated from a
smelly problem. The pipeline plan transformed the water pollution
from a resource problem into a refuse problem, inaugurating the third
phase in the water pollution history of the Veenkolonien,

When the pipeline plan was muted the modem concern for the
environment had not yet arrived but during the first environmental
wave during the 1960s the idea of the sewer pipeline generated in-
creasing opposition. Protests and changing insights with regard 10
nature and the environment caused the government to reconsider the
plan for the pipeline. It realised that the use of the Waddenzee as a
giant sewer was not a good and clegant solution. The alternative was
purification of all wastewater in the factories and in order to achieve
this the old idea of protein and mineral extraction was revived. But
this was not an objective in itself and it became linked with the water
pollution issue, turning it into a combination of a resource and an
environmental problem during the final phase of the water pollution
in Groningen. By means of legislation, environmental levies and tech-
nical measures the government forced the industry to clean up its
wastewater by extracting valuable substances.

We may conclude that the water pollution in the Veenkolonién
was solved as the result of a combination of developments. These
include the nise of modern environmental awarencess, the availability
of new technology, the reorganisation of the potato starch industry,
and, last but not least, the compelling pressures from the govern
ment. The decision of the government to give aid 1o AVEBE provided
the company with the time and the means o deal with the water
pollution problem. This led in the end to clean canals and the preser
vation of jobs in the region which shows that industrial activity and
environmental considerations are not necessarily detrimental to each
other



