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Abstract:

 Adoption of organic animal production legislation, particularly at the Community level, is done with a spirit of compromise and an attempt to reach consensus. In this sense, legal tools are used to solve technical problems so that an appreciable number of derogations (exceptions) are introduced. These may allow the use of certain feed additives, tethered animals or even application of castration. However, derogations should be avoided in legislation where harmonization is pursued, since they bring about distortion in the marketing of organic products. The validity of these derogations has expiry dates. However, at least the EU was hesitant to proceed with the necessary amendments to lift these derogations so that eliminate ambiguities and block loopholes. In turn, mention is made to geographical issues raised from the exceptions question posed again with the new EU Regulations. Furthermore some thoughts are expressed concerning the relationship between setting standards and the crucial role of values in agriculture, organic in particular, social aspects and pursued policy. Finally, the essential feature of this work is that derogations in legislation inevitably lead to conventionalization of organic animal production, which necessitates the clear definition of “organic”. To substantiate this, relevant arguments are put forward.
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1. Introduction

Farm animals and feedstuffs are the basis of the production of safe food of animal origin [1]. In the face of world population increase, agricultural science as Research and Technology responded to this challenge by inventing new materials and methods of application. However, the abuse and misuse of these materials i.e., fertilizers and pesticides for plant as well as additives and medicines for animal production, involves an element of risk for animals, man as a consumer, and also the environment. These risks have stimulated the concern of the public, which in turn demand a “cleaner” agriculture [2]. In this respect, the term “organic” has emerged.

The world market of organic food is constantly growing and it is currently estimated at about 45 billion Euros [3]. The largest growth of organic agricultural land was in Europe, where the area under organic crops increased by 0.8 million hectares and is measuring now 10 million hectares (9 percent compared with 2009). Compared with 2009, the market increased by roughly eight percent in Europe and the United States. Although the leading market is still the United States with 20.2 billion euros, Europe is very close with 19.6 billion euros [3]. In Europe, Germany leads at 6 billion euros, followed by France (3.4 billion euros) and the United Kingdom (2 billion euros). Actually, consumers in Europe select organic food products because they are convinced that they support their health, they have less impact on the environment and the production methods respect animal welfare principles [4].

At the beginning, research on organic farming dealt with plant production [5], and later also turned to organic animal production [6]. Nowadays, research on the organic livestock system, where mainly the present paper focuses, has become very active indeed [7,8,9,10,11,12,13]. Organic farming has been promoted, at the political level, as the ideal model for rural development in Europe, integrating small scale food production with environmental considerations. However, at the core of organic farming are production standards, which distinguish it from other types of farming. An examination of policy development for the organic sector focuses primarily on regulatory arrangements [14]. It is apparent that technology barriers crucially depend on how “organic” is defined, and thus, the importance of organic rules and regulations is shaping the practices of organic production. In addition, organic standards provide added credibility to organic products in the eyes of the consumer. Although the latter may not have a full understanding of regulation, a key component in the success of organic production is market identification and reliability. Without unified organic standards, organic markets are plagued with confusion over the definition of “organic”, which affects consumer confidence. Moreover, in contrast to the general assumptions, organic farms in Europe measure larger average sizes and lower rates of labor intensity than their conventional counterparts, casting doubts on the efficiency of organic farms to allow family farmers to remain in the rural areas as high-value farmers [15].

The paper is structured as follows. First, the complexity of the subject, as well as the reasons of the delay in issuing a relevant piece of Community legislation for the production and marketing of organic animal foods, are given. Second, the significance of speed observed and intergovernmental compromise that accelerated the adoption of legislation are quoted. Thirdly, a section is dedicated to the role of derogations introduced to solve technical problems and speed up the procedure for the adoption of legislation. Derogation is a legal term meaning a lessening or impairment of power or authority. In addition, the paper focuses on the confusion brought about by derogations in interpreting various provisions of the legislation, pointing out at the same time to the hesitance noticed by the side of the Community in lifting derogations when expiry dates had been reached. Furthermore, a section is devoted to the new Community organic Regulations in force from 1 January 2009. Mention is also made to emerging geographical issues, related to the exceptions question posed again with the new Regulations. Also, special reference is made to the risk for alternative agriculture switching to conventionalization and the paper concludes with some policy implications along with thoughts for a way out from the problem and recommendations for further work, taking into account the role of values in agriculture. It should be stressed that reference to provisions of the Community legislation in the present paper is only indicative. For the exact wording, the reader is directed to consult the Official Journal of the European Union. Finally, the overall aim of the present study is to focus on the importance of the policy element involved and to place it in the center of the regulatory activity looking at it from a technical scientist’s point of view.



2. Complexity and Delay

The authors of the present paper focus on developments in EU legislation, firstly because EU is a big market by itself having numerous customers all over the world, in trading with Third countries, and secondly, being citizens of the EU, we have followed over the years the efforts towards formulating a harmonized organic animal production legislation. This does not necessarily mean that other countries do not experience similar problems while trying to define “organic” in their own territory [16]. Regulation 2092/1991 for organic plant production [17] was the first legislation developed for organic farming. This piece of European Union (EU) legislation issued in 1991 provided that the Council had to put forward proposals in four years, i.e., before June 1995, concerning the principles for, and specific inspection measures covering organic production of livestock. On the contrary, legislation for organic livestock production was adopted after long delay. It took the EU another four years (eight in total) to issue Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 for organic animal production [18]. Nevertheless, the text was agreed quickly to satisfy public concerns, because a number of adverse events, had occurred in the human food chain, which were related to foods of animal origin and were front-page newspaper stories. This was reflected in the preamble but also in the “feeding” and “disease prevention” section of the EU organic livestock legislation. Council Regulations (EEC) 2092/1991 [17] and (EC) 1804/1999 [18] constituted the basis for the agri-food sector to respond to increasing demands for organically produced food across Europe. Based on certain guidelines, organic livestock farming aims at establishing environmentally friendly production, sustaining animals in good health, realizing high animal welfare standards, and yielding products of high quality. However, there is something qualitatively different about the organic livestock legislation, which sets it apart from the crop case. In fact it has different characteristics (more difficult to regulate) and highlights different policy themes and concerns. In other words, livestock production without the use of feed additives and medicines, is a much more difficult affair compared to that of organic crop production (without fertilizers and pesticides) since the term “chemical” in the former case, appears to be more critical and delicate issue.

Because of the prohibited use of chemically synthesized allopathic veterinary medicinal products or antibiotics for preventive treatments, the organic livestock system contains a greater element of weakness, vulnerability, risk and cost in tackling epidemic problems [2]. This is because the production unit, namely a cow, sow or ewe, has apparently higher value than in the case of plants, i.e., an olive tree, a cotton or sugar beet plant. It should be underlined at this point that the subject appears to be more complex, since, for example in the case of the use of medicine in organic animal farming great economic interests are involved either for allopathic or homeopathic medicines, which lose or gain a big share of the market respectively. It should be stressed also that organic farming started as a movement and whereas some countries first had organic standards made and respected by local organizations and then by national governments, gradually the organic production was lifted in a framework of EU, where uniformity is ruling. It is important one to understand how the organic actors took decisions and were confused sometimes. In the mid 1990s, the International Federation of Organic Agricultural Movement (IFOAM) published the basic principles that should govern the organic animal production system. Among others, these principles included provisions on conversion of land and animals from conventional to organic, feeding, disease prevention, husbandry, manure handling, available range areas and housing. The EU legislation for organic livestock production, issued a few years later, was based on similar principles. However, the great difference between IFOAM [19] and the EU is that, although IFOAM’s principles are simple recommendations and it is upon the good will of countries around the world to obey them, the provisions of EU Regulations constitute Community law, which takes precedence over the National law of each Member State in the Community.



3. Time Frames and Compromise

It should be underlined that, the EU was delayed in adopting legislation on organic animal production compared to that on plants, and it was only the accidents and big issues that occurred in the food chain in the late 1990s, that accelerated adoption procedures. These events, which had their origin in animal nutrition and feeding sector, included the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) scandal with infected meat meals, as well as the dioxin episode [20] with contaminated fats in animal diets. They also included the issue of recombinant Bovine Growth Hormone (rBGH) [21] and that of the controversy over microbial cross-resistance. The latter led to the banning of a series of antibiotics used in animal nutrition. Finally, a relevant issue was that of the dichotomy of opinion over Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs), where most of them fall within the area of animal production, as raw materials destined for feedingstuffs, e.g., maize and soya [22,23,24] not forgetting GM-farm animals.

The finally agreed text of Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18], due to pressure from the adverse events mentioned above, was the result of various compromises between EU Member States. To understand the need for a compromise, one has to realize that there were two “apparent” goals of the Community legislation for organic animal production: (1) securing safety for farm animals and the consumer, and (2) protecting the environment. However, there were also two “hidden” goals of the relevant legislation: (a) to avoid discouraging breeders switching to organic farming due to the stringent character of the initial legislation, and (b) to satisfy the interests of EU Member States having different animal production practices, by ensuring each State has a good share of the international market of organic products. In fact, when USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) released its second draft of the National Organic Standards, some advocates of organic farming thought the standards were too strict, possibly discouraging rather than encouraging farmers to grow organic crops [16].



4. Plethora of Derogations

Acting under public pressure and in order to achieve the afore-mentioned goals, the EU necessitated introducing a great number of derogations, especially in the beekeeping sector. Derogation, as mentioned earlier, is a legal term, meaning a lessening or impairment of power or authority. In other words, it is an exception from an obligation. Derogation is something to be avoided in legislation, since it undermines harmonization and could create serious problems in practice. To give an example of derogations one would quote that in the very crucial section of “feeding” in Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18], paragraph 4.2 of Annex 1B stated, “Livestock must be fed on organically produced feedingstuffs”. However, paragraphs 4.4, 4.7, 4.8, 4.13, 4.14, 4.15 and 4.16, by way of derogation permitted, under certain conditions, the use of feeds of conversion stage, and conventional feeds in given amounts as well as certain feed additives. Particularly, the use of chemically or biotechnologically produced feed additives in organic animal production was not envisaged.

Further weak points of Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18] included sentences such as: “vitamins are permitted if authorized under the additive Council Directive 1970/524/EEC (authors’ note: the additive Directive for conventional animal feeding at the time) preferably derived from materials occurring naturally in feedingstuffs”, or “livestock must be reared preferably using feed from the unit”, or “livestock must be fed predominantly with self-produced feeds”. The words “preferably” and “predominantly” admit more than one interpretation, and are vulnerable points in a piece of legislation, since they lead to non-quantifiable, thus non-uniform, situations when applying legislation in agricultural practice. Another sentence of Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18] read: “operations such as dehorning…must not be carried out systematically in organic farming”. How can the words “not systematically” be applied uniformly in practice? In addition, what about another provision: “physical castration is allowed in order to maintain the quality of products and traditional production practices, but only under the conditions of paragraph 6.12” (authors’ note: Paragraph 6.12 stated that operations should be carried out at an appropriate age, by qualified personnel and any suffering to animals must be reduced to a minimum). Although, there is also welfare issue involved if you do not castrate animals, i.e., intact males may be more aggressive and there is a risk of immature females being mated, what about permission of castration with organic livestock for traditional product quality, when welfare is a central component of organic livestock production?

We should point out the significance and problems of such great numbers of derogations. Some authors have hinted problems with misleading provisions of organic livestock legislation [25,26]. It appears that there are contradictions between ideas and practice i.e., the reductionism of organic standards, the limitations of private organic certification, and the widespread practice of input-substitution. The standards of organic agriculture contain a number of contradictions and inconsistencies and many of the contradictions arise because of the nature of the standards, which inevitably cannot perfectly capture the idea they are meant to represent. Over time, these contradictions could be exploited to weaken standards and undermine arguments about the benefits of organic methods. The push towards increasing market sales has resulted in ongoing pressure in the certification community to relax standards in order to maintain members and in reluctance to publicly implement enforcement measures. Additionally, USDA in 1997, suggested standards that directly contradicted current organic practice, with an attempt to weaken the standards in order to break down barriers to entry for large agribusiness firms and to increase opportunities for profits. USDA concluded that deeper changes in social, scientific, political and economic relations are required to overcome these contradictions. In that case, many organic farmers were protesting USDA’s loosening of standards [16].



5. Hesitance and Confusion

Derogations in Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18] had expiry dates. In substance, they transferred the solution of the problems to the future. However, when time was approaching for lifting the derogations, the EU appeared to be hesitant to introduce the necessary changes to organic livestock legislation. Some examples of inconsistency are given:


	(1)

	With Commission Regulation (EC) 1517/2007 an extension until 31 December 2008 was given to feed manufacturers, so that operations may take place for organic feeds using the same equipment with conventional ones, provided that separation in terms of time as well as cleaning before use is guaranteed [27]. This exception continues with the new Regulation (EC) 834/2007 in force from January 1, 2009.



	(2)

	With Commission Regulation (EC) 2277/2003 the provision that for poultry, the feed formula used in the fattening stage should contain at least 65% cereals was deleted [28].



	(3)

	With Commission Regulation (EC) 1916/2005, the prohibition expiring 31/12/2005 was lifted and synthetic vitamins identical to natural vitamins are given to monogastric animals and A, D and E to ruminants, with prior authorization from the competent authority of the Member State [29].



	(4)

	With Commission Regulation (EC) 699/2006: “in the light of concerns about the spread of avian influenza, poultry may be kept indoors where restrictions, including veterinary restrictions, prevent or restrict access of poultry to open-air runs. Where poultry are kept indoors they shall permanently have access to sufficient quantities of roughage and suitable material in order to meet poultry’s ecological needs” [30]. However, with this derogation, which has not been lifted up till now, the “extensive” element of housing conditions with free-range open-air exercise in outdoor areas of 4 m2/broiler is loosening.





In addition, permission had been given for the use of additives such as sodium nitrite and potassium nitrate in the preparation of organically produced meat products. Finally, even very recently [31] the EU allowed the use of limited amounts of non-organic protein feed of plant and animal origin for organic livestock for years 2012, 2013 and 2014 included, where farmers are unable to obtain protein feed exclusively from organic production.

With all these derogations and the interests involved, it appears that the purpose of EU legislation for organic animal production is rather confusing. A number of provisions are ambiguous, whereas the overall impression from a technical point of view is that the clarity one would expect from EU legislation on organic livestock is lost. In addition, it is confusing that additives such as vitamins produced either chemically or by fermentation, are allowed in the organic livestock system. In this way, although we think of organic animal keeping as “extensive” system of production, EU has legislated for a confusing, rather “intensive”, system, which deviates much from the expectations of the public for a “clean” agriculture. The core claim of the present paper is that, the necessity for intergovernmental compromise embodied in derogations weakened the purity of the standards under EU Council Regulation (EC) 1804/1999. In fact, a “veil” of stringent provisions and prohibitions characterizes Community legislation for organic animal production but, on the other hand, by introducing loopholes through a considerable number of derogations, it weakens the whole concept of organic farming. Therefore, a dilemma is emerging, from the human factor involved i.e., scientists, breeders, and above all the consumer–—public and society in general—about the genuineness of the character of organic animal production under the Community legislation. The moral and ethical dimensions of good organic farming were emphasized especially with regard to animal husbandry [32]. Today, the basic problem is that the livestock industry is under pressure from society and due to the recent food crises we cannot reject this as unfair. Apart from technical, animal production problems also have a social character. It has been reported that with regard to standards, farmers have an economic incentive to cut corners to increase profits at the risk of ecological soundness. There are also instances where this kind of corner cutting crosses the line into fraud, and occasionally a struggle occurs in the production scene involving farmers and consumer politics in defining “organic” [16].

It should be added that, it was highly unexpected to see approved the use of certain additives in EU organic livestock legislation. Specifically, it is the authors’ view, that the enzymes opened the loophole for other additives to enter. However, what was the reason to allow the use of enzymes in organic animal feeding? Between food quality and protection of the environment, it seems that the most demanding and critical issue for the majority of EU Member States at the time was the latter. Animal feed, apart from being a supplier of nutrients is also an indirect environmental contaminant through its indigestible and not metabolizable part; namely feces and urine. The most serious pollutants from animal excreta are nitrogen and phosphorus. One of the most promising answers to this problem is the use of enzymes in feed. In general, the greater part of phosphorus in feeds of plant origin is in the form of insoluble phytates and it appears that the use of the industrially produced enzyme phytase with non-ruminants may have opened the door for other biotechnologically or chemically produced additives to enter the organic livestock production.

Some conflicts may appear in the organic farming, as to how and to what degree the different aims can be achieved. Conflicts may appear regarding the most appropriate practice and relation to the basic aspects of the behavior of livestock on the one hand and the risk of pollution on the other. These conflicts are reflected in the compromises of National or EU legislation, where regulations develop after intensive debate, and sometimes one gets the impression that livestock production, at least for some species, may be acceptable, but not always desirable in organic farming. In the long term, therefore, it seems important that different types of livestock production contribute directly to increasing fulfillment of the organic ideal on a National scale or at farm level. However, this point of view has scarcely been elaborated [25]. It is important to know that several derogations in EU legislation are effected only after the permission of the competent authorities in each Member State. Medicines, for example, could be used under certain conditions. One should take into account the role of competent authorities. The latter have to monitor a situation where certain ambiguous provisions have to be applied. For example, a critical case for the certifying body in Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18] referred to the exception of animal tethering—beyond any sense of welfare—based on a provision expiring on 31 December 2010. The exception would continue for the “small farms” and the certifying bodies should give a clear definition of what is meant by “small farms”. In general, the great number of derogations in the Community law for organic animal production upsets the uniform implementation of legislation in agricultural practice, leading to distortion of the marketing of organic products. This necessitates the study of the relationships between politics, regulatory bodies, certifying agents and the definition of the “organic”.



6. More Recent EU Organic Legislation

At the second half of the last decade two new fundamental pieces of Community legislation on organic production, including livestock, came into force from 1 January 2009. Firstly, Council Regulation (EC) 834/2007 [33] on the production and labeling of organic products, and repealing Regulation (EEC) 2092/1991 [17]. This, apart from crops and livestock, covers also aquaculture, which was not done with Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18]. It also takes into account risk assessment measures, where appropriate. Additionally, it includes the concept of a restricted list of products and substances such as non-organic feed materials, feed additives, processing aids and disinfectants, authorized by the Commission, which may be used in organic farming. Furthermore, it contains provisions referring to the production of processed feeds and foods, as well as criteria concerning products and substances used in processing. In addition, there is a crucial chapter titled “Flexibility”, referring to exceptional production rules, whereas there are extensive chapters on labeling and control system, as well as trade of the EU with third countries. Finally, it establishes a regulatory Committee on organic production to assist the Commission. As regards the second new organic Regulation in force from 1 January 2009, i.e., Commission Regulation (EC) 889/2008 [34], this is laying down detailed rules for the implementation of the previous Regulation (EC) 834/2007 [33] including the introduction of the new EU logo for organic products.

However, and despite the detailed rules they are supposed to introduce, the new Community Regulations did not lift any of the aforementioned derogations existing in Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18] as amended. In fact, in these Regulations, the term “derogation” changed to that of “exception”. However, it appears to move far from the initial expectations of the consumer for a genuinely practiced organic farming. In this respect, on the grounds that differences exist in local climatic or geographical conditions, specific husbandry practices and stages of development, competent authorities of Member States may continue authorization of the tethering of cattle and of exceptions granted to livestock producing holdings, up to 31 December 2013, for housing conditions and stocking density, expiring otherwise on 31 December 2010.



7. Geographical Questions

Dunn [35], using as metaphor the clever term “Trojan pig”, introduces the geographic dimension into the field of setting standards, including food safety standards. He stresses that standards have become a key tool in the governance of the world economy, and that the drive to harmonize these standards on a global scale is supposed to reduce technical barriers to trade and create conditions for fair and free trade. However, it is important to realize that the EU legislation is an administrative interpretation of the ideas of organic farming, when in their scope have wider goals, mainly originally identified and developed in the individual countries [25]. It should be mentioned at this point that diversity between EU countries, regarding the view on organic animal farming, is enormous. Furthermore, and in order to take an organic development, the actors, peasants and farmers, need to take ownership taking the lead in line with pushing for food and seed sovereignty. Southern Europe constitutes a distinct environment for livestock farming compared to that of the rest of the European continent [36]. The keeping of farm animals, sheep and goats in particular, in countries round the Mediterranean basin has been extensively studied [37,38,39,40]. The potential contribution of organic farming, with a view to increasing sustainability of Mediterranean small ruminant livestock systems, has been also reviewed by Ronchi and Nardone [41]. As regards the exceptions question posed again with the new organic Regulations (EC) 834/2007 [33] and (EC) 889/2008 [34], it should be stressed that these influence the fairness of competition in organic animal farming between Mediterranean and Northern European countries. It is obvious that regions which make use of the allowed looser provisions of the law, regarding the utilization of heavy buildings, special (more intensive) husbandry practices, feed additives etc. can produce quantitatively more, cheaper and in shorter period, animal products with a better feed conversion ratio. The exception for the tethering of animals, which now with Regulation (EC) 889/2008 [34] has been extended up to 31 December 2013, was then, from the very beginning, the result of a political compromise between Northern and Southern European countries. Northern European regions require heavier building constructions to tackle problems from adverse climatic conditions in winter. The organic Community law, as it stands with plethora of exceptions, seems to favor an “intensive” animal farming system, whereas organic production by definition corresponds to an extensive one. Small ruminants in the Mediterranean countries are kept extensively even under the conventional system [42], which is very close to being organic. The same is valid for the extensive (free-range) bovine and porcine conventional animal keeping in the Mediterranean countries. Conventional bee keeping also is very similar to the organic one in the area. Therefore, there is always a risk that Northern countries, making use of the exceptions in the EU organic law, are to produce cheaper organic animal products than that from the Mediterranean ones, so that they can flood the latter with organic products, even if those products are charged with transportation cost.

In addition to unfavorable implications of the exceptions in the EU organic legislation, the Mediterranean countries should take into account other provisions of the law as well. The availability of organic crops destined for animal feeds is a very critical issue for the area. Maximal utilization of forages, especially good quality lucerne, should be achieved [43], as well as alternatives to commonly used feed materials [44,45]. One important provision of the current Community organic law is that of prohibiting the use of chemically (solvent) extracted oil-seed meals in organic animal feeding. The dominant plant protein source in the area, particularly for non-ruminant animals, is solvent extracted soybean meal. The problem is enhanced since most of the soya available is a product of genetic modification, which is also prohibited in the Community organic legislation. The critical position of GMO feeds in animal nutrition has been established. This obviates the need for research in the field for finding alternatives to conventional protein sources. In general the two pillars supporting the mainstream livestock farming, namely the type of animal and its feed, are the ones which are going also to be crucial in organic farming and this was recently exemplified in research with poultry, broiler production in particular, when two genotypes were compared [46] and chickpeas were evaluated as substitute for soybeans [47].



8. The Role of Values in Alternative Systems

It should be stressed that there are societal interests in agricultural practices and their consequences pose a challenge to agricultural science. There is also a need to rethink the general methodology of agricultural research as well as reconsidering the role of values in science, since values play, and ought to play, an important role in science. In addition, the role of values is particularly evident with regard to organic farming, because special values and goals play an obvious and decisive role here, and because these values are clearly different from the values of mainstream agriculture [48,49]. We should not overlook the role of standard setting bodies and that there is a relationship between standards and values. It is important to realize that in the eyes of organic farmers, organic farming is based on fundamental values regarding nature, the environment, food production, farming and society. The basic guidelines or standards are thus attempts to find means that may help realize these values. Therefore the standards should be seen as temporary attempts to realize the values. Therefore, it is logical that guidelines should change over the years, allowing the basic ideas of values to be fulfilled in a better way. It is important to acknowledge the values of organic farming [25]. The social element involved in the organic livestock issue is very important. The organic market provides room and resources for social movement activity, and could be a catalyst for positive political and social change. In addition, the growing organics business can be a source of funds for activities such as research [16]. Furthermore, it allows everyone involved in organic farming a quality of life, which meets their basic needs, including adequate returns, work satisfaction and a safe working environment [25].

The adoption of organic animal production as a goal is a political option. However, the achievement of this goal in practice includes a technical component as well. The EU policy for “cleaner” animal production, due to the politics prevailing, namely the aforementioned interests involved and compromises, resulted in a legislation that lost its initial genuine character. To remedy this situation, the important role belongs equally to consumers, farmers, scientists and politicians. With regard to changes and improvements needed in order to make progress, it should be underlined that an examination of policy development for the organic sector focuses primarily on regulatory arrangements [14]. One way out of the problem may be to establish co-operation between those who govern, as well as farmers and consumers, since there can be a problem when industries self-regulate. The future of organics will be very much dependent on the motivation of end consumer, i.e., their ability to mobilize people as “organic consumers” by providing foods that satisfy their needs. Things do change but they require forthright actions. The banning of antibiotics used in animal nutrition, and the moratorium concerning the circulation of GMOs within EU territory some years ago, could serve as examples in this case.

The organic sector is offered as a site for disagreement over values. Standards are not simply technical or value neutral but embody specific values of those who set them, whether politicians or technocrats. Compromise through intergovernmental bargaining has weakened the “pure” organic position, especially by governments keen to develop the organic markets by any means. The present article focuses on problems of the Community organic livestock legislation. However, it should be pointed out that authorities of countries around the world also experienced similar problems. Information available for USDA [50], Australia and New Zealand [51] alternative farming, refers to the organic plant sector, although organic agriculture is not a sector approach, but definitely a system approach. According to the above authors, the question pending in the United States corresponds to the definition of “organic”, and this obviates the importance of organic rules and regulations in shaping the practice of organic production. Similarly, in Australia and New Zealand the question of just what makes food “green” continued to be a source of social conflict. Organic livestock farming is a challenge, not only for the farmers, but also for agricultural research and interdisciplinary work. In this respect, socio-economic aspects concerning the acceptance of organic livestock production and the impacts of different agricultural strategies should be investigated [2]. Because of the objectives and the complexity of organic farming, it is necessary to focus on the need for appropriate development of research and advisory service dedicated to this. It should be pointed out that there is a need for better interaction between mainstream agricultural research and research groups specializing in areas of importance for organic farming. However, it is a matter of debate as to what extent research dedicated to organic farming problems should be integrated into existing research bodies or be conducted in separate bodies [25]. In any case, epidemiological studies to evaluate risk factors, as well as socio-economic investigations concerning the acceptance of organic livestock should be pursued. In addition, the elaboration of objective methods and indicators for on-farm animal welfare assessment should be further studied [8].



9. Commenting on the “Conventionalization” Hypothesis

The conventionalization debate on organic farming was first surfaced by Buck et al. [52], following a study of the California organic sector. Various researchers all over the world took part and placed themselves on this debate [53,54,55,56,57,58,59,60]. In particular, Lockie and Halpin [56] as well as Hall and Mogyorody [53], stated that conventionalization of organic farming does not exist in Australia and Ontario, Canada, respectively, whereas Best [59] reported that this situation operates to some extend in Germany. Furthermore, Guthman [50] quoted that several farms in California were abandoning the more sustainable and marketing practices of organic agriculture.

Darnhofer et al. [61] produced recently an excellent and comprehensive review on the critical issue of conventionalization of organic farming practices. These authors analyzing the subject, mentioned that according to the conventionalization hypothesis, organic farming is becoming a slightly modified version of modern conventional agriculture, replicating the same history, resulting in many of the same social, technical and economic characteristics. These changes, among others, involve larger farms or more purchased non-farm inputs and resource substitution. These mechanisms have been noted both at the farm level as well as in the processing and marketing of the organic products.

Lockie et al. [51] reviewed the issue of case studies carried out to test the conventionalization hypothesis of organic agriculture in various places over the world. These researchers concluded that studies by Hall and Mogyorody [53], Lockie and Halpin [56], Jordan et al. [57] show that, among others, concentration and input substitution occur to a significant extent. In addition, case studies carried out in Europe, report trends and practices on organic farming that could indicate conventionalization process. In particular, the size of organic farms is increasing in Denmark [55] and Germany [59]. Flaten et al. [62] report, for later entrants in Norway, intensification of milk production due to a higher use of concentrates. In addition, Best [59] considers that later entrants in Germany, appear to be relatively less concerned about the environment. It is also interesting to know that De Wit and Verhoog [58] report conventionalization trends in organic pig and poultry production in the Netherlands. In this way, either in Europe or elsewhere, some organic farms employ such practices, which may not be sustainable, but are not explicitly prohibited by the standards [63].

In this sense, Darnhofer et al., [61] instead of using structural criteria to study the organic farming conventionalization practices, as it is done mainly by economists, they follow a sociologist’s direction of assessment based on the organic principles and all these at the farm level. They argue that a number of “symptoms” that have been used to identify conventionalization at farm level, may not be reliable indicators, so they are not well suited to achieve a comprehensive assessment of the type and direction of changes to organic farming. They suggest instead the planning of assessment based “on the principles and values”, which constitute the foundation of the system to check the “level of conventionalization” on individual organic farms and define various indicators and criteria to capture the changes.

However, even so, ideology is not a quantifiable term, or at least one very difficult to quantify. How could someone quantify honesty accurately? The authors of the present study, represent the technical scientist’s view. The choice of developing the organic system in a country, may be a political decision, with strong both economic and social elements, but it has also a profound biological and technical character. One should bear in mind that the cultivated plant and the reared farm animal are living organisms, whereas even in this alternative extensive system you have to apply certain techniques in order to reach proficiency. The regulatory bodies work mainly at technical level, at least in the crucial area of controls and it is not always easy to apply certain provisions of the law, since several sentences may be interpreted in different ways, while at the same time all interpreters being correct. In addition, there are great difficulties involved in answering technical questions. It is very difficult, even at the certifying body’s level, to detect, identify and quantify the presence in the diets or animal products of traces from prohibited ingredients such as processed animal proteins [64], GMO’s [65] or undesirable substances such as mycotoxins [66] and dioxins [67].

The essential feature of the present work is the position taken by the authors that the most critical cornerstone in the building of organic legislation is the regulatory body itself, in other words the policy-maker. The arguments expressed above support that phrase. Humans are weak by their nature so that farmers under the pressure of the markets and the big agribusiness and supermarkets entering the organic field, and if the legislation allows it through derogations (in fact loop-holes), are inclined to “cut corners”, switching gradually to conventionalization. Allen and Kovac [16] have referred to the influence of legal regulations, whereas Buck et al. [52] to the entry of conventionally based agri-business into the organic food chain. Guthman [56] reported that organic farming by itself cannot guarantee for its alternativeness and all depends on how “organic” is defined, thus suggesting the importance of organic rules in shaping the practices of organic production. De Wit and Verhoog [58] state that only normative values may function as a guide towards the future, inspiring practices in organic farming, as well as long term market perspectives and regulatory developments.

Unfortunately, this appears to be a very difficult task indeed. Padel et al. [63] worked on a Community project to assist regulatory bodies to develop a procedure for the integration of the ethical value base of organic farming into standards and regulations. However, as a result, the weak points of the Regulation, namely “derogations”, were merely changed to the near term “exemption”. All the people involved i.e., technical scientists, sociologists, economists, farmers, processors, consumers and policy makers should sit round the same table and force the latter to produce “crystal clear” provisions in the legislation by lifting ambiguities and confusion through a clear definition of “organic”. This development, given the influence of the international trade, will require regulative action at international level as well. Otherwise, organic farming, inevitably will switch gradually to conventionalization.



10. Conclusions

The initial Community organic livestock legislation was adopted after long delay, due to the nature of the issue area, including complexity. Food crises of the time played a decisive role, and under public pressure, procedures for adoption were accelerated. It was the outcome of intergovernmental bargaining and negotiations, as well as tensions between the interests of a single market and fair competition. It was also the need to allow countries flexibility to adapt general rules to their own specific conditions, even at the expense of purity. It appears also that organic legislation is more about producing a free market than justified in terms of environmental sustainability. In order not to discourage breeders to join this alternative type of production at the outset, the avenue of exceptions was chosen, mainly through tactics using legal tools (derogations). However, this policy distorts the genuineness of the system. Derogations had expiry dates. During the lapsing years from adoption of Regulation (EC) 1804/1999 [18], in quite a number of cases, the EU showed hesitation, either by extending the deadline of derogations, or becoming more flexible (generous). This was not solved with the new organic Regulations (EC) 834/2007 [33] and (EC) 889/2008 [34], whereby exceptions are still valid. Geographical concern is raised due to the existence of such great number of exceptions in the EU Regulations, which may lead to unfair competition. It appears that the inspection body or authority of Member States is elevated to an arbiter of the situation, with the known weaknesses of the system. It is also apparent that a number of important aspects are related to this field such as policy to be pursued, future research activities and the social element involved.

With the last minute compromises, some deviation from the initial spirit of organic animal production was brought about, based on the interests of the countries involved. It should be underlined at this point that the “organic spirit” is as diverse as the history and it should be made clear that the “spirit” has many facets and different angles. The purpose of this paper is not mere criticism, but to improve the situation regarding the purity of organic animal production under the Community law. It is quite an achievement that a piece of legislation exists on this topic, but this needs to be improved via coordinated action by all parties involved, i.e., consumers, farmers, scientists and politicians, with gaps filled and ambiguities lifted, so that the foggy scenery will clear up and research activities in this topic be built on concrete ground. However, one should always bear in mind that organic farming may be an ideology but, in addition, a farm is an enterprise that farmers should approach with professionalism and not romanticism. Finally, it should be underlined that unless a crystal clear definition is given for the “organic” globally, organic farming inevitably, under the pressure it undergoes from the market (large agribusiness companies), will switch gradually to conventionalization, in other words it will lose its genuine character, and this will be a big loss for all those involved in for this much promissing alternative farming system.
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