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Abstract – During 2005 Defra commissioned a study to identify and analyse issues and aspirations that organic stakeholders felt should be addressed by publicly funded organic food and farming research in the UK.  How this was undertaken is presented in this paper.  A series of 12 workshops were undertaken with stakeholders throughout the UK. Nearly 300 stakeholders attended the workshops. These workshops used participatory approaches to identify and record the most important issues and aspirations from those attending.  


The use of a highly participatory style was greatly appreciated by stakeholders. In most cases the interaction between stakeholders worked well and resulted in lively discussions.  The workshops have served to open up a useful dialogue between groups of stakeholders who do not normally communicate directly.  They have produced a significant number of interesting and challenging issues and aspirations.

Introduction

In December 2004 the UK Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) asked the R&D sub-committee of the Advisory Committee on Organic Standards (ACOS) to provide advice on the research needed to support policy making and the delivery of the action plan to develop organic food and farming in England.  To support the R&D sub-committee, a project was commissioned to ‘identify and analyse issues and aspirations that organic stakeholders felt should be addressed by publicly funded organic food and farming research in the UK’.  This was conducted to inform the R&D sub-committee of ACOS in its work for Defra.

Approaches and Methods

The approach used here differed from previous consultations on R&D needs in organic food and farming in that it sought to consult, in a participatory manner, with a wider range of stakeholders from primary producers and processors through the food chain to organic consumers.  Researchers and advisers were also involved in the consultation and were given equal opportunity to contribute.  The findings of this consultation were passed to ACOS/Defra for further analysis that will not be included in this paper. 


To encourage the widest possible participation, twelve public workshops were held throughout the UK in different locations.  A series of other ad hoc workshops were also undertaken where facilitators used other scheduled meetings to hold similar exercises.  The workshops were publicised through a wide range of routes: organic consumers were accessed by inviting HDRA (Europe’s largest organic gardening organisation) members to attend. The aim of the workshops was to enable stakeholders to identify and articulate the issues and aspirations that they felt should be addressed by publicly funded research into organic farming in the UK, and to enable all participants to be heard. The workshops addressed two questions 1: What should R&D deliver for the organic sector by 2015? and  2: What are the most urgent information or knowledge gaps that R&D should address?  The boundaries to the exercise were that suggestions (a) had to fit within the principles of organic food and farming (b) would address objectives of the various UK organic action plans (Welsh Organic Food Industry Working Group, 1999; DARDNI, 2001; Defra, 2002; Scottish Executive, 2003) and (c) be deliverable by R&D.


At each of the workshops an exercise called Progressive Doubling was employed.  Participants were paired with a person who they did not usually work or associate with.  The question was then revealed and the pairs given between 10 and 15 minutes to agree up to 5 statements that addressed the question.  Each pair was then asked to join another pair and the process repeated.  This doubling continued up to groups of about 16. At the end of the process participants shared their most important statement(s) with the whole workshop and were given the opportunity to identify their personal priorities. A web-based version of the consultation process was also established.



The statements from all workshops and the web forms were filtered (against the above boundaries) and allocated to one or more themes (Policy & Standards, Supply Chain & Marketing, Soil, Cropping Systems, Livestock Systems, Processing & Storage, Environment & Resources, Economics & Rural Development, Human Health & Food Quality, Research Methodologies, Communication, Knowledge Transfer & Education and Miscellaneous).  This information was passed to Defra for further analysis.


As part of the work, a study of the workshop design, planning process and facilitation of the workshops was undertaken.  Semi-structured interviews, telephone conversations and later e-mail correspondence with workshop participants were also undertaken to establish the views of stakeholders and reflections of the facilitators on the process.

Results

Workshop Attendance

Nearly 300 stakeholders attended the workshops (Table 1) and a further 15 provided information through the website.  Nearly a third of those who attended classified themselves as producers while approximately a fifth classified themselves as consumers. Few retailers attended.  When these figures are compared to previous priority setting exercises for organic food and farming in the UK they represent a much more diverse group of stakeholders.

Table 1. Breakdown of Stakeholder type across workshops.

	Stakeholder
	Number

	Producer
	90

	Advisor
	47

	Processor
	22

	Retailer
	4

	Academic
	40

	Consumer
	65

	Other
	26

	Total
	294


Workshop process

In most cases the interaction between stakeholders worked well and resulted in lively discussions.  Some people who regarded themselves as consumers were well connected to the organic movement and several were smallholders or growers.  Many participants were not used to working in a participatory mode but most quickly became deeply engaged.  For some consumers, the first question was perhaps too general and demanding, and generated issues that did not fit within the set boundaries of the exercise (e.g. education and market access issues). However ideas such as these may be useful and need to be addressed through some other forum.  


The facilitators reviewed the workshop outcomes and also reflected on the process. In general, they enjoyed conducting the workshops. The numbers attending were modest (15-20) and most facilitators had sufficient assistance and experience to manage and keep the process moving. It was felt that a little more time would have been useful, particularly during the final stages of the process.  It was recognised that the inputs from consumers was valuable and the mix of participants was good. It was particularly beneficial to have both farmers and consumers present, although in some cases there were relatively few farmers.

Conclusions

A wide range of organic farming and food stakeholders was able to contribute to the participatory process. Some of the interactions that the workshops enabled (between farmers and consumers; researchers and consumers) resulted in new understandings of different perspectives and priorities.  The workshops have served to open up a useful dialogue between groups of stakeholders who do not normally communicate directly. The workshops produced a significant number of interesting and challenging issues and aspirations of research outcomes, but not what the research questions were, or how research should be conducted, nor by whom.  The next stage of taking stakeholders issues and aspirations and rotating them into a research agenda requires considerable work. It involves not only teasing out the actual research needed to provide the outcomes, but to look at this against policy needs and the needs of the industry as well as against ongoing and past research.


The facilitation process that involved teams of both sexes was more effective. The use of a highly participatory style was greatly appreciated by most participants once they had understood the process. The problem of dominant actors who attempted to steer the proceedings in a particular direction was recognised and needed skilful handling.  


The process and outputs have raised expectations amongst those who participated.  It is important that the contributions made are seen to be taken into account in the next phase of the process. Clear promises were made in the workshops that this would happen.  There was a desire from workshop participants to see this process repeated on a regular basis and to adopt the approach for discussing other issues. The lack of retailer participation suggests there is a challenge in engaging a fully representative group of stakeholders for any further review of future research activities, or may indicate that retailers do not see themselves as organic stakeholders.
The work undertaken within this study raises the issue of who should drive the organic research agenda and what weighting should be applied to the contributions from different stakeholders. The conduct of this open and participatory exercise implies that all contributions are equally valid.
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