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International Agriculture 

Organic Farming Grows In Western Europe 
Stephen Sposato 
(202) 447-8289

M
arket days are still a tradition in
Western Europe. Vendors bring 

fresh fruit, vegetables, and meats from 
nearby farms to designated city squares 
where shoppers often find several stands 
selling organically grown food. 

USDA defines organic farming as food 
production largely without synthetically 
compounded fertilizers, pesticides, 
growth regulators, and Ii vestock and 
poultry feed additives. 

Organic farming has a long history in 
Europe and has been increasing the last 
1 5  years because of the characteristics of 
European agriculture, consumer concerns 
about healthy diets, product promotion, 
and the existence of "schools" of organic 
farming based on different philosophical 
concepts and technical practices. 
Although strictly organic techniques were 
applied to less than 1 percent of farmland 
in the 1 0  countries of the European Com
munity (EC) in 1982, the impact on food 
retailing and consumer attitudes is 
widespread. 

Influences on Organic Farming 

One factor tending to favor organic 
farming in Europe is the smaller average 
farm size, compared to farms in the Un
ited States. A 60-to- 80 acre farm is typi
cal in Europe, while U.S. farms average 
over 400 acres. Small farms can more 
easily produce a mixture of crops and 
livestock, a practice that lends itself best 
to organic farming because of the availa
bility of fertilizers from animal manures 
and organically grown feeds. 

Farms in Europe have remained small 
for both historical and policy reasons. 
Government protection of agriculture in 
Germany, for example, dates from the 
l 880's and has allowed small farms to
remain viable. Laws limiting the size of
Ii vestock farms exist in Switzerland and
Finland. Sweden has a number of policy
measures that "protect the family farm,"
including limiting the number of acres
per farm. Denmark and France have
similar limitations, although these are
rarely applied in France.

The rising cost of farm chemicals, in
fluenced by increased energy prices, has 
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also induced some farmers to tum to or
ganic techniques. In many cases, yields 
are comparable to those achieved with 
nonorganic farming methods. 

In Europe, there are a variety of organ
izations that support organic farming 
from production through retailing. Ac
ti vi ties include quality control, labeling 
and promotion, research, and dissemina
tion of information to group members 
who include farmers, processors, re
tailers, and consumers. While the groups 
cross national boundaries, some are more 
prevalent in one country than another 
and a few have a following in the United 
States: 

• Bio-Dynamic farming is the largest
organization, with members throughout 
Europe and the United States. Products 
are marketed under the "Demeter" label 
in Europe. Research centers exist in Ger
many, Sweden, Switzerland, Austria, and 
New York and California. The group 's 
philosophy, known as "Antrophosophy," 
emphasizes the unity of the spiritual and 
material in man and is reflected in the 
desire for healthful agricultural practices. 

• Organic-Biological, the next largest
group, with a following in Holland, Ger
many, and the Scandinavian countries, 
provides extension and commercial trade 
services for its members. I ts trademark is 
"Bioland." The group has its own philo
sophy of the role of diet in assuring good 
health. 

• Lemaire-Boucher is the largest
group in France. Members are supplied 
with "Lemaire" products, such as fertil
izer from marine algae. The resulting 
food products are sold under the house 
label. The group also contracts with 
many wheat millers and bakers to use 
Lemaire-grown grains and certain pro
cessing practices to guarantee the quality 
of the product produced. 

• Nature et Progres (Nature and Pro
gress) is the second largest group in 
France, with an active membership of 
both consumers and producers. 

• The Howard-Balfour system is par
ticularly widespread in the United King
dom, while Macrobiotic has a following in 
northwestern and central Europe. 

Many of these groups organize nature 
walks, discussions, and other activities 
that touch a much larger public than their 
immediate members. 

Sophisticated marketing techniques in 
Europe, particularly specialty shops and 
"organic" labeling, have helped widen 
the use of the products. "La Vie Oaire" 
in France, for example, was founded over 
30 years ago and currently has more than 
200stores. The "Bioval" label is another 
important organic trademark in France. 
There are 1,800 independent diet shops 
in France carrying these products; 5 00are 
in the Paris region alone. "Lima" in Bel
gium is another processing and marketing 
organization which sells organic products 
throughout Europe. 

Organic products are more common in 
northern European shops than in south
ern Europe. The widespread existence of 
family gardens in southern Europe, many 
of which are organic, may account for 
much of the apparent difference. 

For consumers, health and diet con
cerns as well as the quality and taste of 
food have been the driving factors in 
awakening interest in organically grown 
products. The 1980 consumer boycott of 
French veal in nine European nations 
was indicative of the extent of concern. 
High levels of synthetic hormones 
discovered in veal exported for baby food 
from France to Italy gave the initial im
petus to the boycott. Both countrie�. are 
members of the EC and are regulated by 
its Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). 
Public reaction forced stricter enforce
ment of EC regulations forbidding the 
use of hormones in animal production. 

Organics in the U.S. 

An estimated 25,000 U.S. farms, 1 per
cent of those with agricultural sales of 
$1,000 or more, produce only with or
ganic methods, while many more 'Jse 
some of these techniques. 

The farm structure in the United St,,tes 
presents difficulties for organic far11ing 
which, for the most part, do not ex·s in 
Europe. The last 20 years, for exam ile, 
have seen an increase in average farm 
size here and a switch from mixed c1 op-
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livestock operations to specialized ones 
which lack the fertilizer and natural feed 
to farm or raise livestock organically. 
Large farm size also may inhibit the use 
of labor-intensive organic techniques. 

The economic advantages of the 
smaller mixed crop and livestock farms 
were enhanced as energy prices increased 
in the 1970's. These farms can more 
readily substitute organic techniques for 
chemicals. Some larger units have also 
adopted mixed crop and livestock farming 
and organic methods. 

Marketing of organic foods appears to 
be more advanced in Europe than in the 
United States, although strictly compar
able data are difficult to obtain. Many 
U.S. organic products are sold without 
special labeling or marketing and rela
tively few specialty shops exist. The 
Western States show the greatest interest 
in organic products in the United States. 

NFR-24 

Organic products face some of the 
same problems of legal definition in Eu
rope as they do here. Only Oregon, 
Maine, and California have standards for 
organic labeling (see NFR-15). Efforts at 
developing a nationwide certification 
standard for the United Slates were aban
doned in 1973. 

In the United Slates, 22 regional organ
izations exchange information among 
members, and certify, inspect, market, 
and distribute organically-produced crops. 
The philosophical aspects of organic 
farming are stressed less in these groups 
than in Europe. 

Jn Europe, there is both private and 
government involvement in certification 
and labeling. In France, producers, pro
cessors, and sales outlets have recently 
joined in an association which has ob
tained the legal right to set standards for 

International Agriculture 

labeling products as organic and for certi
fying farms providing organically grown 
,:,roduce. Among the other EC countries, 
only Belgium and Germany have organic 
labeling regulations set by the govern
ment. However, the regulations do not 
extend to farm certification. To date, the 
issue of organic labeling has not been ad
dressed by the EC parliament, although a 
bill has been proposed. 

Many European and American organic 
farm groups belong to the International 
Federation of Organic Agriculture Move
ments. The Federation was formed in 
1972 and has 80 member organizations in 
30 countries. It promotes the aims and 
principles of organic agriculture, and 
coordinates organic farming develop
ments internationally. o 
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