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Abstract – The total organic area in the new European Union member states from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE NMS) reached more than 670 000 ha in 2004. Grassland and production of fodder have become the main organic crop areas. There are still many barriers to overcome to diversify organic production and to reach consumers with products that meet their expectations.

Introduction

Organic farming in Central and Eastern European new member states of the European Union (CEE NMS) has experienced high growth rates in the last decade. The share of organically managed land in total utilised agricultural area (UAA) is comparable to that observed in the former EU-15 countries but the organic production in CEE NMS remains at far-lower levels. Domestic organic markets in CEE NMS are at the very beginning stage of development and the consumption of organic food is low. There are many barriers to overcome to ensure comparable growth of the organic sector in the CEE NMS with the former EU-15 countries. The aim of this paper is to highlight trends in the level and structure of organic production in CEE NMS and to reflect on the barriers to development of organic farming and in particular organic markets in CEE NMS. 

Development of organic farming in CEE NMS

between 2000 and 2004

The total organic area in 8 CEE NMS, fully converted and in-conversion, increased from 320 799 ha in 2000 to 670 261 ha in 2004 and represented 1.85% of the UAA in 2004. There are substantial differences between the individual CEE NMS regarding the importance of organic farming. In absolute value, the Czech Republic (CZ) had the largest organic area with more than 263 000 ha (nearly 40% of the CEE NMS total), followed by Hungary (HU) and Poland (PL) (Hrabalova et al., 2005). Compared with 2000, all CEE NMS except Slovakia (SK) increased the area under organic farming. The ranking is different if the countries are sorted according to share of total organic area in UAA. In 2004, CZ had the highest share equal to 6.2% followed by Estonia (EE) with 5.8% and Slovenia (SI) with 4.5%. These countries experienced the highest growth rate of organic UAA since 2000.

Table 1. Total organic area, share in 2003 UAA and share of arable land in CEE NMS.

	CEE NMS
	Total organic area (ha)
	Share of total organic area in 2003 UAA (%)
	Share of arable land in total organic area in 2003 (%)

	
	2000
	2004
	2000
	2004
	

	CZ
	165 699
	263 299
	3.88
	6.17
	7.70

	EE
	9 872
	46 016
	1.24
	5.78
	37.86

	HU
	47 221
	133 009
	0.81
	2.27
	43.30

	PL
	25 000
	82 730
	0.15
	0.51
	44.98

	SI
	5 440
	23 023
	1.07
	4.51
	6.49

	LT
	4 709
	42 955
	0.12
	1.08
	44.41

	LV
	4 400
	26 138
	0.18
	1.06
	26.14

	SK
	58 458
	53 091
	2.67
	2.42
	30.67

	ALL 
	320 799
	670 261
	0.89
	1.85
	24.38


In the studied CEE NMS, the number of certified organic holdings increased to over 11 000 in 2004 and accounted for about 0.5% of total agricultural holdings. Poland (PL) had the largest number of organic holdings (3 760 or 34% of all CEE NMS), followed by HU (1 842 holdings) and SI (1 568 holdings). Four CEE NMS had a share of organic holdings in total holdings above 2% in 2004, i.e. HU 3.2%, Lithuania (LT) 2.8%, CZ 2.4% and EE 2.2%. 


In 2003, the total organic area accounted for 583 578 ha in CEE NMS, arable land covered 24.4%, grassland 68.4%, permanent crops 2.6% and the rest 4.6% was occupied by other uses. Production of grass and fodder was the most important use of organic land (73.4%) in most CEE NMS and even more significant in SI, CZ, EE, SK and Latvia (LV). In CZ, which belongs to a group of countries with the largest share of total organic area in UAA, the arable land was 19 637 ha in 2003 which amounted to 7.7% of organically managed land. A similar situation is observed in SI where the share of arable land in organically managed land amounted merely to 6.49%. In other countries, except LV and SK, the share of arable land amounted to around 40% (Hrabalova et al., 2005).

Organic production size and structure 

Within organic arable area in CEE NMS, cereals appeared to be the most important organic crop and represented 41.4% of organic arable land, followed by forage crops 20.1% and industrial crops 9.9% in 2003 (Hrabalova et al., 2005). Out of the six main groups of crops (i.e. cereals, protein crops, root crops, industrial crops, vegetables and forage crops), only organic protein crops exceeded 5% of their total agricultural area in 2003. This confirms the very low share of organic production in arable land in all CEE NMS.

In relation to animal production, dairy and cattle production dominate. The most important organic livestock category in CEE NMS is cattle breeding (148 369 heads or 3.2% of the total cattle herd in CEE NMS in 2003).  An increase in organic sheep production is also noticeable (99 331 heads or 5.2% in 2003). Certified pig and poultry production is less developed in all CEE NMS. In all countries the organic share of total pig and poultry production was under 0.5% in 2003. 

The largest area of organic crops and potentially the highest organic production was noted in HU, one of the two CEE NMS that obtained unrestricted access to the EU market countries in the pre-accession period and had a strong export orientation. This is also a country in which the proportion of organic arable land against total organic area exceeds 40%. In CZ there is a different situation, the share of total organic area in the total UAA is the highest of the CEE NMS while the share of arable land in organically managed land is one of the lowest among CEE NMS. As a result, crop production in CZ is far-lower while the primary focus is on animal production. CZ had in 2003 the highest share in total number of cattle (7.2%) and sheep (22.3%) among CEE NMS. In addition, CZ held 69.6% of the CEE NMS total organic cattle herd. 

Among the rest of CEE NMS, the highest level of organic plant and animal production is observed in PL and this country has the highest potential to develop organic production among CEE NMS. In the Baltic countries (EE, LV, LT), as well as in SI, production remains at a far-lower level, while the share of organically managed land in total UAA is higher than in PL. However, EE and SI belong to group of countries with higher share of organic cattle and sheep breeding in their total numbers, respectively EE (3.1%/18.6%) and SI (2.9%/15%). 

Identified barriers to development of organic markets in CEE NMS
The barriers to development of organic markets in CEE NMS relate to supply as well as demand for organic products. The organic production in CEE NMS is still marginal and little diversified. The most important category of organic plant products are cereals; much less acreage is designated for vegetable production whose share does not exceed 2% in total organic production except for HU. Similar figures occur in relation to fruit production. National key experts stressed that the lack of technical support, extension for organic farming and investment resources hamper diversification of plant as well as animal production (Zakowska-Biemans, 2005).

The biggest difficulty and lowest level of production was noted in the case of poultry, particularly for meat consumption, as well as pork, which is associated with costs of obtaining quality feeds and to adapt buildings to requirements resulting from Council Regulation (EEC) No 2092/91. It is worth emphasising that a kind of dichotomy in farm structure is observable in CEE NMS that has implications for development of the organic food supply. Large, commodity farms are becoming partners for companies, they carry out production designated for export or carry out processing on their own. Smaller farms are in a different situation, spatially dispersed, they frequently remain outside organizations that facilitate access to markets, such as producer groups. As a result these farms are characterized by low production and low market orientation. However, such an agrarian structure could bring many benefits in terms of combining organic farming and off farm activities.

It can be argued, that the size and structure of organic production is a factor currently limiting the development and diversification of assortment and distribution channels for organic food. Increased supply expected in the next 2-3 years should encourage processors to undertake organic processing and may reduce distribution costs as well as ensure access to large retailers, which, in turn, is a condition for reaching a wider group of consumers. Nevertheless, the specific situation in CEE NMS should be considered, especially the fact that international trade in organic foods has played and continues to play an important role in CEE NMS. The significant proportion of organic production in CEE NMS ends up markets of other countries both EU15 as well as other CEE NMS, which is not conducive to the development of domestic organic markets. It can be argued that existing supply meets already existing demand, and what is needed is activity to stimulate demand for organic food. Further development of the organic sector in CEE NMS will support overcoming the supply-related barriers to organic food consumption growth. Communication with consumers remains one of the key issue to ensure further development of domestic organic markets in CEE NMS (Zakowska-Biemans, 2005). 
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