














Innovation at Nature Fresh Farms

Organic strawberries grown indoors

Nature Fresh Farms from Ontario, Canada has been growing vegetables on Forteco®
coco growbags since 1999. This fits well with their vision of a sustainable future.
Since 2018, they have been exclusively applying the nutrient solution from Van der
Knaap Group’s Organic Water System (OWS) in a large section of their vegetable
crops. Last year, they decided to use this nutrient solution for growing organic
strawberries as well. “Cultivation and growth are going well,” they let us know.

Organic strawberries

The OWS system was installed at Nature
Fresh Farms in 2018 for a growing area
of 15 acres. That was slowly expanded
and by 2024 they were growing
vegetables, including tomatoes, peppers
and cucumbers, with this nutrient
solution on as many as 105 acres. The
growing results were so positive that
last year they decided to start growing
organic strawberries this way.

Nature Fresh Farms already grew
strawberries the conventional way, but
saw the demand for organically grown
produce increase. Although the supply
of greenhouse-grown strawberries is
also increasing, Nature Fresh Farms

was the first company in North America
to grow organic strawberries in a
greenhouse.

The advantage of growing strawberries
in a greenhouse as opposed to outdoors
is that they are not affected by weather
conditions, such as heavy rain or drought.
They can thus produce almost year-
round: organic strawberries come out
of their greenhouse from September

to June. It is also easier to regulate the
growing conditions in a greenhouse.

At Nature Fresh Farms they focus on
taste, quality and freshness, among
other things. Finally, making cultivation
more sustainable was an important

« strawberries on Forteco growbags

motivation, such as lower water
consumption.

Organic Water System

The sustainable cultivation system, or
bioreactor, was developed by Van der
Knaap’s R&D team. The goal was to be
able to grow biologically independent
of the subsoil. The bioreactor converts
proteins and amino acids into nitrate
nitrogen (NO,-N) that can be absorbed
by the plant. The resulting nutrient
solution is stable and free of organic
residues, fungi and bacteria and can be
administered via drippers or other
irrigation systems. This gives the
grower control over the precise dosage
rate and the timing. Organic cultivation
thus becomes controllable.

More information

Read more about the sustainable
cultivation system on our website.
For more information, contact us at
rd@vanderknaap.info.



From plug to substrate

Total concept for pepper cultivation

Problems with wilting and crop loss in pepper cultivation are causing plenty

of headaches for growers in the Netherlands and North America, among other
countries. Van der Knaap presents a fully organic cultivation concept for pepper
growing: from plug to propagation to mature plant. This offers growers a solution
to produce healthy and productive crops in a sustainable way.

Obturo®

Obturo® plugs are an organic alternative
to stone wool plugs. They are also

very versatile. They have a high
germination rate and contain the right
nutrients for a good start for the plants.
Obturo® plugs can be processed by
hand, but they are also extremely
suitable for automatic handling
systems.

Propagation Cubes

Forteco® Propagation Cubes are 100%
coco substrate blocks suitable to
propagate all varieties of vegetable
plants. The outstanding cultivation
properties, such as the air-water ratio,
create a perfect growing medium for
young plants. A number of recently
introduced improvements have made
the propagation cubes even more
uniform in shape and easier to process
in automated systems.

Coco substrate growbags

Forteco® coco substrate growbags are
ideal for growing various types of
fruiting vegetables. Coco has good
cultivation properties: it has an airy
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structure and is easy to steer. Because
Van der Knaap Group has its own
production sites, we can guarantee
consistent quality and delivery
reliability.

Experiences in practice

It is still early in the season, but the
experiences with the cultivation
concept in practice so far are good.
Despite the lack of light in January,
the plants developed well. The Obturo®
plugs ensured a high germination rate,
resulting in more successfully
propagated plants. The Forteco®
Propagation Cubes produced plants
with a similar quality to plants grown
conventionally on stone wool

cubes. The Forteco® substrate
growbags are easy to use. They were
fully statured quickly and the plants
rooted well.

Something that requires attention in
the beginning is that the differences

in structure between the substrate
growbag and the propagation cube
mean the cubes are held less firmly in
the growbag. This required some extra

caution during initial crop handling, but
did not cause any further problems.

Van der Knaap advises growers
throughout the cultivation process.
We have extensive knowledge and
experience with growing vegetables
on coco substrate, gained through
trials performed at our own innovation
centre.

Research & soil life

Van der Knaap Group’s R&D team
regularly runs trials with fruiting
vegetables, such as peppers, in ’de Kas’.
As well as studying the substrate, they
also research fertilisation and irrigation
strategies and soil life. During trials with
peppers, the Soil Life Monitor and Next
Generation Sequencing (carried out by
Eurofins) demonstrated that richer and
more diverse micro-organism activity

is created when coco substrate is used
than with an inert substrate such as
stone wool. An active soil life
contributes to resilient, stress-resistant
plants with better resistance to all kinds
of pests and diseases.

More information

Would you like more information

about the possibilities for your (pepper)
crops? Please contact our sales team at
sales@vanderknaap.info.




New CEO Van der Knaap Group

Ron van der Knaap passes on the baton

On 1 January 2025, Ron van der Knaap, founder and CEO of Van der Knaap
Group, passed the baton to Jelte Veenstra, who assumed responsibility for the
day-to-day management of the organisation. As its founder, Ron has been
involved with the organisation for over forty years.

A step back

The decision to take a step back was
preceded by a period in which the
board focused on further
professionalism and settingup a
future-proof structure for Van der
Knaap Group. Appointing younger
members to the board and
management team played a key role
in this respect.

Ron will remain closely involved in
developments at Van der Knaap Group
as a shareholder. And as an ambassador
for the organisation, he will concentrate
on innovation and contact with
customers. In this way, the organisation
can continue to benefit from his
extensive knowledge and experience.

Jelte Veenstra

Jelte is a familiar face in the organisation.

He joined the company more than
twenty years ago. As director, he has
been responsible for the supply chain
of coco substrate throughout the group
since 2016, gaining wide international
experience in this role. “It is fantastic to
be at the head of an organisation that
makes a significant and impactful
contribution to a sector that is
responsible for important topics such
as sustainable food production and a
green living environment,” says Jelte.

Future of the organisation

“Our organisation has a clear growth
ambition for the years ahead,” explain
Ron and Jelte. An important focus is on

www.vanderknaap.info

“I'think it is vital that my successor
has a high level of knowledge of
the organisation and the market in
which we operate. A person with a
broad interest and wide
experience in an international
production environment. We have
found that person in Jelte.”

- Ron van der Knaap

backward chain integration in order to
guarantee the supply security and high
quality of the products. Innovation is
also one of the pillars of the company.
Jelte: “Another important factor is
being able to offer continuity to our
customers, but also to our employees
and other stakeholders. We want to
retain all the positive aspects of a
family business but still facilitate
further growth and professionalism to
ensure the company is future-proof!”



