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Abstract: Organic farming is developing dynamically in the European Union. In Poland its growth is much slower and the area of organic farms still does not exceed 1%. Research shows that the main obstacles to the dynamic development of organic farming are the shortage of properly educated consumers and lack of an efficient distribution system for organic products in Poland and abroad. Regulations established before and after joining the European Union, in spite of some shortcomings, are not a barrier for develop-ment of organic farming in Poland.

Introduction.

In Poland consumer requirements, as far as food is concerned, are continuously changing. In the 80's, consumers perceived appearance (size, colour, lack of blemishes) and packaging as the most important features of grocery products. Nowadays, consumers attach more importance not only to merchandise criteria, but they also care about health aspects (health, safety, non chemical production processes and absence of pesticides) and environmental aspects (goods should be produced so that the environment is not destroyed) (Bołtromiuk, 1999). All the conditions mentioned are met by organic food. One of the factors which reinforces its position on the market is an increasing demand for organic groceries (Sławiński, Sadowski 2005). 

Poland is a country, in which historical events and political conditions, unfortunately, do not foster a dynamic increase in consumers’ organic awareness. Even though the organic utilised agricultural area rose from 25,000 ha in 2000 year to more than 80,000 in 2004, it is still below 1% of all utilised agricultural area. As a result, the supply of organic products on the domestic market has increased; however, lack of demand keeps it at a fairly low level (Żakowska - Biemans 2005).

Polish consumers’ organic awareness

Consumer surveys carried out in Poland in 2000 and more recently, showed that half of respondents did not know the term “organic food”. The term was either completely unknown to them or they misunderstood it. The other half of respondents were familiar with the term of “organic food”, yet only 23% of them were consumers of it (Pilarski, Grzybowska, 2002). Research conducted by Żakowska – Biemans at the end of 2004 showed that the term “organic food” was recognized by approximately 71% of respondents. However, 35% of them were still not able to define it properly.    

The majority of organic food consumers are under 45 years old (they constitute 57% of respondents) and between 46 and 65 (31%). The least numerous groups consist of respondents below 20 (9%) and above 65 years old (21%). An important determinant of purchasing organic food is gender. Research by Łaguna and Żuchowski (2000) proved women account for 63% of organic food buyers. Similarly, research by Żakowska-Biemans (2005) showed that women purchase organic food much more often than men do.
Respondents with secondary education constituted the most numerous group of all surveyed (44%). Of remaining respondents 33% had vocational education, 17% higher one, and 6% primary.  Respondents between 21-45 years of age had either higher or secondary education (Łaguna, Żuchowski, 2000). According to research conducted by Pilarski and Grzybowska (2002) people with higher (50.8 %) or secondary education (33.8%) constitute the majority of organic food consumers. People with primary or vocational education compose 15.4 % of respondents. These are people who mainly live in towns above 100 thousand inhabitants (74%). These are mostly single people or couples with no children. They are chiefly office workers, managers, students or freelancers. Organic food consumers’ financial status is rather good.
Expenditure on edible plant products comprised 
69.3% of total expenditure on organic food. 32% of money for edible plant products is spent on vegetables, 24.3% on crops products, 23.5% on potatoes and 20% on fruit. Expenses on animal products constitute 30.7% of general expenditures on organic products, including cow milk (47%), goat milk (23%), eggs (13.2%), meat (8.3%), and other foodstuff (8%). 
Health, nutrition, taste, colour, freshness, naturalness (applies to external appearance and a best-before date) are perceived as the most important features of organic food. (Pilarski, Grzybowska, 2002). 

The largest amount of money spent on organic food is in specialized organic foodstuff shops. Less money is spent when consumers buy organic foodstuff from either a farmer – by going to his farm or to an open air market – or in a chain grocery shops (Pilarski, Grzybowska, 2002).

8.2% of respondents purchase organic food everyday, 41.1% once a week, 23.3% once a month, and 27.4% less than once a month (Pałasz, 2003).

According to Pilarski i Grzybowska (2002), non-consumers of organic products who are familiar with the term claim that the main reasons for not buying organic foodstuff are: narrow range of products, high prices, unavailability on the market, lack of confidence. Availability of organic foodstuff was thought by respondents to be: very easy – 7%, easy – 36%, difficult – 36%, very difficult – 5% (Pałasz, 2003).

Surveys conducted recently (Żakowska – Biemans 2005) showed three main reasons for lack of interest in purchasing organic food, these were: unavailability of organic food, unavailability of information on this kind of foodstuff and its retail selling points, and high prices of organic products. 
Taking into consideration all the nutritious advantages of organic foodstuff, 53% of the consumers will accept a 20% price rise for these products. A further 25% of respondents would accept an increase in prices of 21-30%. 22% of respondents declared they would buy organic foodstuff even if the prices increased by 31% (Pilarski i Grzybowska, 2002). However, research by Żakowska – Biemans (2005) showed that 22% of those surveyed find price levels too high, which results in limited interest in organic products.  

Organic agriculture regulations in Poland

In Poland and other countries, the need for organising the regulations and making organic method of production more credible resulted in the formation of Organic Method Producer Association Ekoland in 1989. Ekoland is a real member of the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movement and it was Ekoland which introduced the program on organic production standards, inspection of producers and product certification in 1990. However, international requirements state that an inspection has to be carried out by a unit which is not linked with either producers or their clients. For this reason, in 1996, Ekoland established a separated inspection unit called AgroBioTest with its headquarters in Warsaw. (AgroBioTest, 2005).

As both consumers and politicians became more and more interested in organic agriculture, a third party regulations needed to be created. So far, three bills have been passed: 

· Bill on organic agriculture, 16 March 2001 (Dz. U. z 2001 r., nr 38, poz. 452),

· Bill on merchandise quality of farming goods and grocery products and on other bills’ amendments,  18 December 2003 r. (Dz. U. Nr 223, poz. 2220),

· Bill on organic agriculture, 20 April 2004 (Dz. U. Nr 93, poz. 898).

Organic production is an opportunity for a number of minor, not very specialised farms. Due to difficult climatic conditions, poor soils, poor economic and social conditions, regular farming production is very close to organic production. There is a need for financial, organizational and educational support for organic agriculture production and for improvement of market organization of organic products.

Education in organic agriculture.

In Poland there are educational projects with the objective of making schoolchildren and teenagers more aware of ecological problems and issues. In a few years time, the first ecological farm, whose goal is to show how organic farms work, will be set up in Skierniewice. 

The only way to develop and improve living conditions is to gain more knowledge. However, it has not been accepted either by farmers or by other social groups. 

Awareness, that organic farming requires an enormous amount of knowledge about relations between different parts of the environment, animal species and plants, about standards and regulations and how to sell and efficiently promote your products, etc., is of great importance One cannot base their activities only on purely theoretical knowledge. Practical skills are absolutely necessary to be efficient. Only by combining theoretical knowledge and practical skills development of organic farming is achieving one’s goals possible. (Frost, 2004; Lampkin, 2003). 

Summary

Legal conditions in Poland are good enough for organic agriculture development. The main problems are: 

· Lack of good distribution channels of organic products.  

· Provinces are not active enough as far as the increase in demand for organic foodstuffs is concerned.

· Consumers’ poor knowledge about organic foodstuffs. 

· Limited access to organic products.

· High prices of organic foodstuffs. 
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