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Abstract 

There is a strong need and demand from market actors and policy makers for data on organic agricultural markets on all levels from production to international trade to consumption. Market actors need reliable data to plan investigations and policy makers to govern (market) policy measures. However, up to now, there is hardly a country in the world in which up-to-date and valid statistical data exists that goes far beyond simple data on the number of organic farms and their organically managed area. The aim of this contribution is to analyse different strategies for building up a harmonised information system on organic markets leading to data that are comparable between different nations and allowing an overall view of the situation and development of the world market for organic products.

Introduction/Problem 

World-wide, markets for organic products are developing fast. Every year, thousands of farms are converted to organic production (Willer and Yussefi 2004). On the other hand, there is also information (e.g. from Austria, Denmark, Italy and the United Kingdom) that some hundreds of organic farms have reverted to conventional farming due to marketing problems for organic products (Hamm and Gronefeld 2004). While conversion to organic production methods is supported by national governments in many countries, at the same time a national programme has been introduced in The Netherlands supporting the re-conversion of organic pig holdings to conventional farming. Re-conversions of organic farms that had previously been financially supported during the conversion period cause losses of welfare, not only of private investments but also of public money. One of the main reasons for the re-conversion of organic farms is that organic farmers have difficulties in selling their products as organic with a sufficient price premium above conventional prices, because there is an over-supply of some organic products in different regions. At the same time there can be a significantly greater demand than supply for the same organic products in other countries, as was the case in Europe (Hamm and Gronefeld 2004). However, valid statistical data on the amounts of organic production and consumption do not exist in nearly all countries so that it is hard for either policy makers or market actors to govern or co-ordinate markets. Thus, there is a strong need – and also a growing demand – for such market data (Michelsen et al. 1999).

Some attempts have been made in the past to build up statistics on organic production, demand, trade and prices, e.g. by supra-national institutions such as the FAO or EUROSTAT (the statistical office of the EU), but so far without great success. Even if a few national attempts have resulted in reliable and up-to-date market statistics, these data are not comparable between different countries.

Methodology

The contribution is based on the results of intensive market data collections and analyses in numerous European countries in the framework of three EU-financed projects (“Organic farming and the CAP-reform”, “Organic marketing initiatives and rural development” and “European information system for organic markets”). While in the first two mentioned projects the focus was on data collection and analysis, the task of the third project is to develop proposals for the development, harmonisation and quality assurance of organic data collection and processing systems (DCPS). To fulfil this task, several questionnaires for different actor levels have been sent to statistical offices, certifying organisations, organic farmers’ organisations, and market research institutes to get information about their DCPS. The results of this extensive survey have been discussed in a European conference (Recke et al. 2004a). Additionally, several personal interviews were conducted with statistical experts to discuss possible solutions for internationally harmonised data collection on organic markets (Recke et al. 2004b).

Results and brief discussion 
While numerous countries have statistics on the organic area and the main utilisation of that area, the number of countries that provide data on the amount of organic production is much less. In a few countries in which the organic market has reached significant shares of total food consumption, some advanced market data are available from different public and private institutions. In Denmark and Germany research projects analysing household and retailer panels with data on organic consumption are supported by public funds. Moreover, Statistics Denmark has made an initial attempt to build up statistics on the sales of some organic products and product groups on the retail level (Danmarks Statistiks 2004) while the German Zentrale Markt- und Preisberichtstelle (ZMP) has provided statistics on farmer and consumer prices for some years (Goessler 2004). Some countries with significant exports of organic products, e.g. Argentina and Australia, also publish data on export amounts by product groups and destination (Cámara Argentina de Productores Orgánicos Certificados 2004; Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 2004). However, these data are not comparable between different countries as each institution and country has developed its own recording and classification system for organic product categories.

To build up international statistics on organic markets one can distinguish between three different approaches or strategies: For countries already collecting and processing organic market data, the main task of supra-national institutions such as FAO or WTC in developing international market data information services will be to introduce a so-called ex-post output harmonisation strategy. In such a strategy a conversion of existing data collections is necessary to get comparable statistics on the international level. However, as has been experienced in former EU projects, this is a very complicated task and sometimes is possible only if vague assumptions of market experts are included.

For countries that have not yet built up a comprehensive system of data collection on organic markets, there are two strategies which can be followed. The ideal strategy is an input harmonisation strategy. This strategy means that all countries and institutions follow the same approach in data collection and processing, which must have been elaborated beforehand. Assuming that no or only very few data collection systems exist for the organic market and that many institutions or nations are willing to build up statistics, such a strategy leads to fully comparable data. As laws, political interests, and the willingness and ability to pay the costs for such data collection are very different among nations, long discussions can occur before an international agreement on the kind of data collection and processing process can be reached. However, there are some indications, especially in European countries, that many countries prefer this strategy of an international institution preparing a proposal for a low-cost solution for harmonised data collection and processing method for statistics on the organic market. A second-best strategy could be to follow an ex-ante output harmonisation strategy, which means that the harmonisation process is part of the planning of data collection, but taking national differences into consideration. The advantage of such an approach is that each national statistical agency then will develop its own procedures to suit its own circumstances. However, it may take several years until most countries have built up their own modified data collection systems.

The highest degree of comparability of data from different countries can be reached by an input harmonisation strategy. As many countries in the world have not yet invested too much money in building up their own statistics on organic markets, the so-called strategic window to follow such a strategy may still be open. However, far-reaching decisions on how to build up statistics must be then made very quickly, because an international agreement on collection and processing of statistical data will be all the more difficult, the more countries that have built up their own systems in the meantime.

Not only the strategy of data collection but also possible data content and the amount of the data collection on different actor levels have to be discussed. To obtain data on the quantity of production of organic products in different product groups, different data sources can be used. The most accurate database for the quantity of production could be the data of controlling/certifying bodies, as organic production underlies a certification process in nearly all countries of the world. However, in the majority of countries certifying bodies are private firms and in many countries there are several such bodies, making it complicated to obtain data on a national basis in a uniform system. Only a few countries, e.g. Denmark, have only one certifying organisation. To oblige certifying bodies to deliver their data to national or international statistical offices in a unified data reporting system imposes an additional workload on them, and there remains the question of funding and quality assurance for such a system. Another possibility to obtain data on the amount of production followed by a few countries in Europe is to use data from different official sources. This can be data on the utilisation of the area and the number of animals in organic farms coming from sources such as farm structure surveys (FSS) or statistics on support schemes for organic production combined with data on average yields of organic farms coming from bookkeeping statistics such as the farm accountancy data network (FADN) in Europe. However, regarding farm structure surveys or statistics on support schemes, making a clear distinction between converted and not converted land or animal husbandry is a severe problem in most countries in which the conversion of parts of a farm is allowed. Regarding national bookkeeping statistics only a small number of organic farms are included in nearly all countries, so that the representativeness of these data is not given at all. Another weakness of data coming from national statistical offices (e.g. from FSS or FADN) is that they are often not very up-to-date, but have a delay of two or three years, so that they are not very interesting for market actors or policy makers.

On the processors’ and wholesalers’ level, in most countries the only possibility to receive accurate data about organic products again is certification bodies. Until now there is no country in which data on these levels are systematically collected from certification bodies. The same holds for foreign trade in organic products. In trade unions with supra-national domestic markets (such as the EU), data on the so-called intra-trade between countries of the trade union cannot be collected, as no certification body knows in which country of the trade union’s the products are finally sold.

On the retailers’ and consumers’ level, where certification bodies do not control the flow of goods, data on organic products are only available through private market research companies running panel surveys. In a few countries with large organic markets, as e.g. Denmark, Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland or the United Kingdom, panel surveys for organic products are conducted by big market research companies such as AC Nielsen or GfK. However, even if one of these companies runs panel surveys in several countries, the classification of products is different from country to country. Taking this into account, as well as the high cost of panel surveys, it seems unlikely that panel surveys on the retailer or consumer level can be used as international information systems on organic markets in the near future.

Another important field to increase market transparency for organic market actors is to build up price statistics on different levels of the supply chain. However, on a supra-national level, this is a very difficult task as experienced for conventional and organic products in different EU projects (Hamm and Gronefeld 2004, Kristensen et al. 2004). In most countries no valid data exist on the processor or wholesaler level. Even if detailed data are available on a national level, e.g. on organic producer prices in Denmark and Germany, they are not comparable because of different product classifications and/or pricing methods. For the latter a simple example can illustrate the problem of price comparisons between countries: In some countries, only preliminary basic prices are paid to organic farmers when they sell their products to farmers’ marketing organisations, processors or wholesalers. Depending on the marketers’ sales revenues, an additional price premium is then paid to farmers at the end of the year. These price components are often not included in statistics on producer prices. Thus, a lot of expert knowledge is needed for building up international price statistics. As representative data on prices can only be collected in expensive price surveys, it seems too ambitious to build up international price statistics in the near future.

Conclusions 

There is a strong need for better statistics on organic markets. As long as national governments subsidise organic production, and in some European countries the demand for organic products too because of the environmental benefits of organic production systems, policy makers must know whether supply and demand of organic products are in balance or not. If the stimulation of supply results in an over-supply of organic products and additional price premiums over conventional products cannot be expected by organic farmers, they will re-convert their organic farms to conventional agriculture, as long as governments are not ready to pay for all additional costs of an organic production system. The lack in market transparency for organic products causes losses of welfare every year, not only in individual nations but also world-wide, as international trade cannot be developed by market actors in a proper way. Thus, the reporting of organic market data needs to be mandatory, with the methodology and definition of product categories fully harmonised so that international statistics for organic products can be provided.

Since in all countries organic products undergo a certification process during which data on production and processing are collected, an easy system to collect some market data would be to oblige all certification bodies to deliver their data to national statistical institutions in a systematic way (input harmonisation strategy). Some resistance of certification bodies can be expected, as they then have additional costs for processing their data in a uniform way and delivering these data to a central national agency. Certification bodies should therefore be funded for their extra workload. To keep the additional workload for certifying bodies as small as possible, uniform electronic data collection tools should be developed by international organisations. With the help of data collected by certification bodies it would be possible to obtain data on organic production, processing, and international trade. Market experts could then try to estimate national consumption using data on production and international trade. However, without additional information on the amount of organic products sold on the conventional market, satisfactory estimations on consumption will not be possible, as high percentages of some organic products are still not sold as organic (Hamm and Gronefeld 2004). 

For the near future, international statistics on consumption or prices cannot be expected, as the necessary surveys are very expensive. However, in some countries with big organic markets there are private market research institutes offering these services, but at a high cost. A further ambitious step could be the introduction of an identification system that gives one identification number to all market actors dealing with organic products in every country. Such a system already exists in Denmark for all private firms, organic and non-organic.

A uniform system of data collection and reporting for organic markets all over the world would have huge advantages: First, market transparency would be enormously improved for all market actors and policy makers, so that their decisions would be made under higher levels of certainty. Secondly, a remarkable result would be that it would be much easier to detect cheating in international trade by comparing production and trade data between different nations.
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