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Abstract 
The rapid development of organic agriculture on a global scale has led to an increased inclusion of producers in developing and transitional countries in the organic food chain. In order to enhance the theoretical frame for the analysis and understanding of the impact that inclusion in the organic food chain has on producers and their families, an analysis was conducted of the use of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA). The SLA provides a holistic and integrative approach which researchers can use as the overriding frame for their research. The application of the approach is recommended as it enables us to maintain important elements of the sustainability vision, yet emphasises that a number of assets influence farmers’ livelihoods and it maintains the focus on salience, legitimacy, and credibility in the research. 

Introduction 

Organic production and consumption has developed markedly on a global scale within the past decade, rapidly increasing the demand for organic products, in particular in the Western world (Yussefi, 2006). Greater demand for organically produced foods has, amongst other impacts, seen an increased reliance upon organic products produced in developing and transitional countries (henceforth termed developing countries). The globalisation of organic agriculture poses a variety of challenges for the direction of its future development, for example the increased global trade of organic products means that organic farming may face many of the same globalization challenges and threats to sustainable development as conventional agriculture (Byrne et al. 2006). 
The rapid growth of organic farming in developing countries has brought about increased interest in the potential of organic agriculture to improve the livelihoods of small-scale farmers. This is, in particular, reflected in the increased integration of organic agriculture into the rural development agenda (see for example http://www.fao.org/organicag/). However, organic agriculture initiated under the guise of promoting development and alleviating poverty raises a variety of pertinent questions, for example, whether organic agriculture does, in fact, lead to improved livelihoods, whilst still securing the benefits inherent to organic agriculture. 

 The investigation of such complex situations requires a multi-scaled integrated approach which can enable the researcher to deal with complexity. One such approach is the sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA). The aim of this paper is to discuss the application of the SLA in investigating the impacts of organic farming on farmers’ livelihoods. 
Materials and methods 

This paper is based upon relevant literature within development thinking, organic farming and a review of the applicability of conceptual frameworks for livelihood analysis of organic farmers.
Results and Discussion
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The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) was initially architected in a working paper by Chambers and Conway (1992), after which it was developed and applied in the implementation of development projects by international development agencies throughout the 1990’s. The sustainable livelihoods framework, presented below, summarises the SLA. Messer & Valarini (2003) describe the aim of the framework concisely as ’a tool for understanding how household livelihood systems interact with the outside environment – both the natural environment and the policy and institutional context’. Thus, the framework depicts a way in which livelihoods can be understood and analysed. A framework such as this should be considered as an analytical structure for guiding our thinking – understanding the complexity of rural people’s lives and understanding the importance of upper level transforming processes and how they interplay with livelihood assets (the five capitals). 
Fig 1 The sustainable livelihoods framework (DFID)
The strength of the sustainable livelihoods framework is that the conceptualization of people’s lives assumes a more holistic approach than previously applied in development research, where indicators of project impacts typically accounted for indicators such as food consumption and income. Applying the SLA in an investigation of the impacts of organic farming on peoples’ livelihoods forces us to take stock of the five livelihood assets and enables us to relate the status of these indicators with the influence of transforming structures and processes (for example institutions). For example, how do institutional or organizational structures and processes influence the status and access to livelihood assets? Analysis of the context within which people operate enriches our understanding of livelihood strategies. 
As briefly discussed in the introduction, the application of organic agriculture as a tool for development may result in trade-offs. For example, improving local farmers’ financial capital by linking them to an international market may have detrimental effects upon other livelihood assets, such as natural capital. Is this a desirable trade-off? Consider, for example, this situation vice-verse – restricting farmers’ market access to preserve natural capital. This example highlights an important point to take into consideration when conducting research at this level of complexity. The SLA will enable us to provide a thorough analysis of what types of impacts organic farming can bring about within a certain context and how these impacts are interrelated. 
In our current research, undertaking farm level studies of the agroecology of organic farming systems and the socio-economic impacts of organic farming in developing countries, we consider the SLA as a highly suitable guiding frame, essentially, using the SLA as a reviewing or impact assessment tool. Here a few examples of the impacts that will be considered using the SLA:
· How the growth of organic farming in an area has affected the livelihoods of different stakeholders. What types of impacts have there been upon the livelihood assets (including the difficult to quantify assets such as social capital) and what are the trade-offs.
· The adoption of organic farming in a village/region – how does this fit with people’s livelihoods and who and importantly who are not the beneficiaries and participants.
· The framework enables us to link impacts at various scales and help in understanding causal relationships, for example linkages between household impacts of organic agriculture and policies, institutions and processes. 

Rural livelihoods in developing countries are becoming increasingly separated from the actual farming activities (Rigg, 2006). This has important connotations for how we choose to conceptualize, and thus research rural people’s livelihoods and emphasises the need to consider new guiding paradigms and new research questions in these contexts. Cash and Buizer (2005) argue that for research to translate into (and thus reflect) real-life situations, then there are three essential components which are necessary to meet: salience, credibility and legitimacy.

Salience relates to the perceived relevance of the information: does the system provide information that the users think that they can use, in a useful form and at an appropriate time? Credibility addresses the perceived technical quality of information: does the system provide information that is perceived to be valid, accurate, tested, or at least as likely to be true as alternative views? Legitimacy concerns the perception that the system has the interest of the users in mind or, at a minimum, is not simply a vehicle for pushing the agendas and interests of other actors. What is it about the SLA that can enhance salience, credibility and legitimacy of research conducted for agricultural development? The application of the SLA approach to scientific research can assist us in asking the right questions. An analysis of a problem situation using the SLA approach helps according to Farrington (2001) in (1) Identifying groups of people according to their main livelihood sources, (2) Identifying the main sources of vulnerability associated with these livelihoods, (3) Identifying the main assets supporting these livelihoods – in particular the inclusion of economic and social assets, (4) Identifying the qualitative aspects of these assets (5) Identifying multiple rural livelihoods – the heterogeneity of poor peoples’ livelihoods and their ways of addressing poverty, and (6) The identification of policy areas which can influence and also specifically target certain groups.
The sustainable livelihoods framework provides researchers with a holistic and integrated view and understanding of the components and processes of peoples’ livelihoods. This raises the question of the operational prowess of the framework. The usefulness, and thus the manner of application of the framework, is essentially set by the user (Carney, 2002). Therefore, the SLA should be used as a guiding framework for one’s research – it is a conglomeration of many theories from various disciplines – the framework enables us to unify thinking that lays the foundation for these theories. 
Conclusions 
The aim of this paper was to analyse the sustainable livelihoods approach as a research tool within organic farming. The SLA draws together a number of disciplines, providing a holistic approach which researchers can use as the overriding frame for their research. The application of the approach is recommended as it enables us to maintain important elements of the sustainability vision, yet emphasising that a number of assets influence farmers’ livelihoods and maintaining focus on salience, legitimacy, and credibility in the research. 
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