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Abstract: Several recent studies on the results of organic dairy farmers (ODF) show that this system is not always better than conventional (Brinkman and Winkler, 2006). Sundrum (2006) asks, if there are no differences in the quality between organic and conventional products, why should consumers pay a higher price for these products? There are several possible reasons why ODF does not show the outcomes in relation to animal health and welfare that we might expect from the stated intentions: 

1. The economic situation of the farms, price and the lack of a suitable schemes to reward high quality milk production. 

2. R&D support of ODF, how research topics and research methods are chosen, and the communication between researchers, advisors and farmers. 

3. The power of established institutions and the courage of farmers in making a difference
.

Milk price and payment scheme

The price of organic milk is often linked to the conventional milk price. This inhibits the intentions of a complex and small scale farming system in which people taking care of the soil, the animals and the landscape. A farm should be treated as a natural rather than an industrial enterprise. Laws of efficiency, labour reduction and task segregation have their limits within a natural farming system. When the conventional milk price is moving towards the world market prices, the resulting decline in organic premiums strongly affects the farm structure. Also in organic farming (OF) we find increased farm specialisation, intensification, maximum use of technology, and increased farm and herd size. On the other hand there is a reduction of new investments to improve health and welfare. If we talk about OF being healthier, more divers, less intensive, than we should pay for that. It needs to be discussed whether organic produce really can flourish under the conditions and principles of a competitive world market. Principles of Fair Trade are also discussed in the organic movement (www.muhseum.de). 

There is a strong consumer expectation in relation to the health aspects of organic products like milk. However, in most dairies farmers are paid based on fat and protein content and somatic cell counts. Farmers change the genetics of their herd to get a better price, but breeding for higher fat and protein could conflict with animal health and longevity. If we want the farmers to produce healthy milk from healthy cows, we should integrate other quality aspects, e.g. omega-3 levels, absence of allergic proteins into the payment scheme. The production of hard cheese like ‘Emmental’ or ‘Parmesano’ illustrates that different payment schemes are possible. In response to the growing omega-3 awareness the Dutch CONO dairy factory pays about 0.5 cent more if farmers graze their animals instead of feeding a total mixed ration all year round. New holistic methods, like the cupper crystallisation method, support these insights and show changes in milk quality, if the milk is processed (homogenised and heat treatment), if hay or silage is fed, or if cow still have their horns. The meaning of these findings, however, for human health is still unclear and should be further investigated.

R&D support and research methodologies

Converting to OF is a complex process, both for farmers and researchers and unlike in a laboratory or an experimental field, farmers cannot optimise all factors simultaneously. They accept sub-optimal solutions in some areas to balance their different goals with the resources and opportunities of their farms. To understand a farmer, researchers should consider the context of a farm in three areas: the agro-ecological, the socio-economic and the biographical context (Baars, 2002). At the agro-ecological level it is clear, that organic farmers are strongly limited by the natural soil fertility. The more the mineral cycles are closed, the stronger the natural soil conditions affect the production levels. Because of this organic farmers have an interest in the potential of others than the Holstein breed and breeding for local conditions. High yielding, tall and skinny Holstein cattle are adapted to a farming system, in which all feedstuffs can be bought and used as concentrates. Organic dairy cows, however, should produce their yield from grass based systems (www.aktivdrei.de). 

A very important context, which should be explored in future R&D, is the farmer’s biography and his personal intentions. Every farmer has strong and weak areas. The concept of farming styles (Van der Ploeg, 2002) shows that farmers choose their own way of being happy, depending on their personal intentions. 

Although there is no doubt about the strength of experimental research, OF asks for additional methods and strategies to understand and consider the contexts. The complexity of OF should benefit from a bottom-up approach, where the knowledge and insights of farmer-experts are used to solve on-farm problems (Baars, 2002). In new areas of R&D researchers should therefore focus on successful farmers who already solved a problem rather then representative sampling. This experiential rather than experimental approach was used in two projects in the Netherlands (e.g. Adriaanse et al. 2005). Although this could be seen as biasing the research, the intention of the projects was to show the potential of ODF and not the lack of knowledge in a random sample. Complex issues like animal health (e.g. mastitis and homeopathy) and animal welfare ask for research approaches that include the farmer’s knowledge and attitude, and look for changes in more than one factor. Van der Laan (2003) pleads for knowledge and insight based on so-called practice based evidence rather than evidence based practice in social sciences. He shows, that often topics that can easily be measured are chosen, whereas complex ones like people’s attitudes or attention are often left out although they would be more likely to explain differences. Similarly, in the understanding of the management of horned dairy cattle differences in cow injuries and herd stability are more closely connected with the man-animal relationship than with measurable indicators (Waiblinger et al., 2000). 

To develop ODF in a more qualitative way, researchers should co-operate with frontier farmers, who have already solved the problems and who should be respected as Masters of Action (MAc). These approaches are widely discussed as on-farm research, participatory research and experiential science (Baars et al., 2005). 

Because of the complexity of ODF and the need to find regional solutions, research should be much based on expert knowledge and practice based evidence 

The power of Industry 

Conversion to OF is a real inner paradigmatical change for the farmers, that shows some characteristic steps: the no-chemical approach (new acting is still symptomatic, however the stuffs used are from a natural origin), the widening towards a holistic agro-ecological approach (additional solutions have to be found in the balance of the farming system or the animal as a whole) and finally the opening towards an integrity approach (show respect and understanding of the otherness and the insight that my personal attitude affects my results) (Verhoog et al. (2003). 

Farmers live in communities. It takes time to step out of your community thinking and developing your own new organic thinking. A lot of industries, like breeding companies try to maintain their market and influence with the farmers. Their interest is not always the same as the interest of ODF and it takes inner strength as a farmer to find your own way and to trust your own observations. Thomet (2006) showed that to achieve better economic returns, dairy farmers should say good bye to their status symbols (e.g. tall cows, huge tractors). OF is based on a non-materialistic worldview, not necessarily supported by the traditional companies and researchers. New areas like homeopathy or acupuncture, but also family breeding and quality assessment open up other areas of life, which are not supported by R&D or even by the farmers themselves. Farmers should be accompanied in their process of change through biographical coaching rather than technical consultancy alone. 

In conclusion

Large studies of comparing organic and conventional dairy farms do not show the differences that could be expected. There is a need for change in research and development methods in ODF. If a certain quality is asked for, the price the farmers are paid for should support those that deliver the quality. Secondly, successful organic farmers have a lot of knowledge. Co-operation with those farmers is necessary for research that should focus more on the understanding of the complexity of success rather than analysing the problems. In this OF research should show much more interest in so-called practice based evidence. Finally, we have to be aware that farmers are humans, dealing with an inner conversion towards OF and should be supported in this through coaching. 
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