The role of organic agriculture in networks for rural development 

M. Schäfer

Abstract – The paper presents results on the societal contributions of organic agriculture that go beyond environmental benefits derived from organic standards of production. Based on a survey and case studies, the differing contributions toward rural development by organic farms in Brandenburg (Germany) are demonstrated, including  their social and regional engagement, building of bridges between urban and rural areas, and promotion of regional marketing and tourism. Further, the paper highlights the organizational context of these entrepreneurial activities and differentiates between entrepreneurial networks, networks of sustainable regional development, and civil networks. Looking closer at the types of networks the farms are part of and their significance for the societal engagement of organic farms, allows the drawing of conclusions regarding strategies of support for regional development. The identification of key actors and structures that promote regional development seems to be especially important for peripheral rural areas.

Introduction

The impact of organic farming on the wider society and rural development is gaining importance especially in peripheral rural areas which are confronted with high unemployment, emigration of young people and a gradual reduction of state-run infrastructure. Recent analyses of the role of (organic) agriculture for rural development emphasize the growing significance of the multiple functions of farms in multiple dimensions (van der Ploeg, 2000; Knickel and Renting, 2000). Van der Ploeg et al. (2000) state that one key mechanism of rural development practices is the synergy between different fields of activity and between different levels and actors. 


Complementary to these analyses, the project “Regional Wealth Reconsidered”
 seeks to analyse a) the societal contributions of organic agriculture that go beyond the environmental benefits derived from organic standards of production and b) the organizational context of these entrepreneurial activities.  We want to differentiate between activities that are carried out by the farms on their own and engagement that depends on support from different types of networks. The study was carried out in Berlin-Brandenburg (Germany), a region that is characterized by a large urban agglomeration (3.2 million inhabitants) and the surrounding rural area of Brandenburg: with a low population density, few industrial structures, and a rather high percentage of state-protected natural preserve areas.

Method 

The survey deployed was based on the conceptual framework “sustainable wealth”, which integrates dimensions of sustainability and quality of life concepts (Schäfer et al., 2004). Guided by this framework and a literature survey, as well as participation of stakeholders from the organic sector, the project members developed a criteria and indicator set which enabled us to analyse a broad range of forms of societal engagement by the organic farms. The foci of our analysis are contributions toward the diffusion of knowledge and experience, toward environmental protection and landscape aesthetics and toward social stability and personal and regional quality of life (Schäfer 2004). 


The indicator set became the basis for a survey by questionnaire. The sample consists of 202 organic farms in Brandenburg; results were analysed with the statistical program SPSS. Additionally seven case studies were carried out to gather qualitative information on the societal activities of the farms and the different networks the farms are engaged in. Besides the interviews with the managers/owners of the farms, people situated in the local and institutional environment of the farms were interviewed.

Results 

This section provides a brief overview on the results concerning the societal contributions of the farms and the networks the farms are part of.

Societal activities of organic farms in Brandenburg

The results of the survey show that organic farms contribute toward sustainable regional development in all areas that were analysed. However, the areas and extent of engagement differ between the farms. 


Concerning the diffusion of knowledge and experience, around half of the farms are active in spreading information in informal ways. Farm festivities, open house days, guided tours, or participation in local festivities or public discussions are occasions to communicate with the public about agriculture and nutrition. Engagement in formal educational measures such as training young people is rather low (13%). However, more than half of the employees have the opportunity to participate in external training measures.


Concerning ecological activities, around 40% of the farmers responded that they take measures to save energy and water and that they care for soil fertility beyond the official requirements of organic standards. At present, only one fifth contributes to the production of renewable energy using wood, wind, biogas or sunlight. However, 61% of the farmers apply additional measures to support the variety of wild species and habitats through specific agricultural practices, planting hedges and/or installing damp biotopes or “buffer zones” beside water courses. 


Regarding social engagement, only one fifth of the farms offer special social benefits to their employees, like flexible working hours or additional retirement benefits. Almost half of them support other regional enterprises in difficult situations with material or financial aid and/or coaching. One third of the managers and 37% of the employees are female and almost one fourth of the farms have employees older than 55.

Types of networks the farms are engaged in 

In the survey, some questions were included concerning the organizational context of the organic farms in the region, with more detailed information being gathered through qualitative interviews that were carried out in the case studies.


The data on engagement in local or regional organizations among the organic farms reveal a rather high degree of involvement (see Fig. 1): 39% of the farmers are active in local or regional non-profit organizations, with more than half of the farmers supporting the activities of non-profit organizations through financial or material aid. Additionally, about one third of the farmers are engaged in regional branches of business networks, such as associations of farmers, cattle and poultry breeders, fruit growers, or tourism associations. More than half are members of organic associations. A noteworthy 75% of the farmers exchange visions and ideas with regional partners about the future development of the organic sector and the region. The regional engagement in networks and non-profit organizations corresponds quite well with the figures concerning trading relations in the region – 35 % of the farmers report that they have stable regional trading relations.
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Figure 1. Regional engagement of organic farms in Brandenburg

The results gained through the case studies allowed for the categorisation of the organizations and networks the organic farms are part of.  It is possible to differentiate between 

1. regional or national business networks (e.g. associations of farmers and breeders and trading networks between the different levels of the value-added chain), 

2. regional networks for sustainable development (e.g. LEADER+, “Regionen aktiv
”, or networks linking institutions of natural preservation and tourism with small and medium-sized enterprises), and

3. civil networks, such as grassroots movements, environmental or social associations (e.g. networks of protest against genetic engineering, non-profit organizations which support species variety, village or cultural associations).


During the session, the interaction between the societal activities of the organic farms and their engagement in different types of networks will be discussed. Some activities are carried out by the farms on their own, while others are initiated or supported by network structures. Based on this analysis, conclusions will be drawn concerning the identification of key actors and strategies of support for sustainable rural development.
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� The project “Regional wealth reconsidered.  The contribution of the organic agriculture and food sector to quality of life” is funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research in the Social-Ecological Research Program, from 2002 to 2007.


� LEADER+ and “Regionen aktiv” are EU-programs which support the creation of networks for sustainable rural development
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