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Abstract - Organic research in the Netherlands is strongly demand/market driven. The Ministry provides most of the necessary funds and the organic sector decides on how and where to spend it, with the restriction that the generated knowledge has to contribute to government policy objectives. 

The organic stakeholders are convinced that an intensive interaction between funding body, research institutes and the organic sector is necessary and essential for providing research results that are truly useful for farmers, trade and retail. This interaction is formalised in a network called Bioconnect.

The ultimate aim is that each project is initiated, assessed, prioritized, and supervised with representatives of the organic sector. Decision making on research subjects and priority setting takes place at two levels: a detailed level with 15 working groups and a board level with the Knowledge committee for organic farming and food.

Introduction

The organic sector in the Netherlands is relatively small, both area farmed and consumer spending on organic products. 

In 2004 the Dutch government agreed a new policy document for the period 2005-2007 with the following ambitions:

· 10 % of the total cultivated area will be under organic farming by 2010

· market share of the consumer spending on organic products will be 5 % by 2007

· innovations by the organic production sector with regard to sustainability will be increased by 2007.

Knowledge (development, dissemination, distribution, extension, demonstration, and implementation) remains an important instrument to fulfil these policy ambitions. In this paper the setting of research agenda is explained; the organic stakeholders play the same role with respect to education, extension and demonstration.

Bioconnect : 
the knowledge network of the organic sector


In 2000 the Dutch Parliament decided that the Dutch government should increase the budget for publicly funded organic specific research. It should grow to 10 % of the total agricultural research funding for research institutes by 2008.

Since then targeted organic research has increased from 4 million Euro in 2000 to 9.6 million Euro in 2006.
Key body in Bioconnect is the recently established Knowledge Committee for organic farming and food. All relevant stakeholders from the organic sector are represented in this committee. The committee makes recommendations to the ministry – which has a specific organic agriculture section Board – on the subjects and priorities to be set for research in organic agriculture. In general the section board, which makes the final decision, will adopt the recommendations and direct them to the manager of the organic agricultural research section (see figure 1).

Decision making on research subjects and priority setting takes place at two levels: at detailed level and at board level. 

The detailed level is covered by so called Network contact points. All stakeholders of the supply chain of a certain product (e.g. pork, dairy, fruit, etc) are represented in a Network Counter and act as a platform for setting the research agenda. These network counters discuss the details of knowledge needs, project proposals, ongoing implementation of projects, research results and the final knowledge dissemination with representatives of research institutes. Each counter lists the problems identified and makes recommendations on the problems to be solved through research and their priority to the Knowledge Committee for organic farming and food.

The Knowledge Committee for organic farming and food sorts out the input provided by the respective Network counters. At the Board level the committee chooses the subjects and priorities to be presented in its recommendations to the Cluster board organic agriculture.

Objectives and expected improvements

Bioconnect will improve the effectiveness of organic research and education as tools for developing organic food and farming. This is possible through:

· demand driven research
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Figure 1. Schematic impression of Bioconnect, the demand driven organization of publicly funded specific organic research in the Netherlands

The organic supply chain decides what to do with the funds from the ministry and other limited financing bodies.

· support, participation and power

To get real commitment from the stakeholders each project will be supported and supervised with entrepreneurs/private enterprises in the organic sector. If the research project is not carried out in the way it should be, financing can be stopped when this is advised by the stakeholders.

· flexibility

There is a lot of flexibility in the research program which gives the opportunity to the stakeholders to steer and guide the research topics. A mix of short, medium and long term projects gives the possibility that every year new projects can start. Apart from that the topics for at least 5 % of the research money are decided during the actual year (so-called ‘free’ money).

· more than research

The steering role of the stakeholders is not limited to the research agenda. Knowledge dissemination and implementation are equally necessary for the development of organic farming as knowledge generation. The stakeholders also advise about topics and priorities for education, extension, knowledge transfer and demonstration.

· recognizable counters

Every producer, processor or trader in the organic sector can easily find his way in Bioconnect. In total 15 working groups and committees are active. Each group has a network counter where contact persons (knowledge managers and chain managers) can easily be reached.

· organization of private companies

The farmers, processors or traders involved in the network do not speak on behalf of their personal enterprise. They represent groups of private companies in a collective way. Several groups have created producers and trade associations which choose representatives for the working groups in Bioconnect. Apart from that a lot of the stakeholders have own experience and knowledge which can be as valuable as the results from research. With a good organisation of these innovative people their knowledge can be disseminated and used for the development of the organic sector.

· organic chain and market oriented

The government policy to aim at a market oriented organic production requires a shift towards more knowledge on supply chain and consumer related issues i.e. consumer awareness, food quantity and safety.

As a result the research themes and topics are shifting away from crop and animal husbandry. However, more is needed. The participation of the organic private companies dealing with processing, trading and retail in Bioconnect needs to be improved. In every working group stakeholders from the organic chain are involved and an intensive interaction with the participants in the Taskforce Market Development of organic food has been realised. This new approach is unique and is also not found in the setting of the research agenda for conventional agriculture.
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