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Abstract

From 2002 to 06, the annual dropout rate of certified organic farmers averaged 7.3%. A project was started in 2007 to explore farmer’s reasons for opting out of certified organic production. Important factors seem to be public regulations including standards for organic farming, agronomy, economy, and farm exit. While many organic farmers with relatively small holdings have opted out, farmers with more land and larger herds tend to convert to organic agriculture. The trend towards larger-scale farms in organic than in conventional agriculture, encouraged by the design of the organic farming payments, challenges the organic principles of diversity and fairness. Means should be considered to ensure that small organic enterprises are also economically viable.
Introduction
Numerous studies have examined organic farmers’ characteristics, motives, attitudes and barriers related to the conversion from conventional to organic farming. Recent studies have also discussed the perceived problems and reasons stated by organic farmers for opting out of certified production. In Norway, farmers’ reasons for opting out of certified organic farming have so far just been explored on a regional level or limited to one production; most such analyses have not been published internationally. E.g., it has not been explored if the farmers in question return to conventional practices or exit farming altogether. It is also possible that some who opt out of certified production in fact maintain a farming practice close to the organic principles. In this paper we present the number of farmers entering and opting out of organic farming in recent years; their reasons for opting out; and some characteristics of such farmers.
Materials and methods
This paper is based on results from various previous Norwegian studies, agricultural statistics, and preliminary results from a research project with a combined quantitative and qualitative approach. Interviews were conducted to better understand the complex phenomena of converting to organic agriculture and to opt out. A list of farmers was prepared, including farm data of those who opted out in the period from 2002 to autumn 07. Experienced advisers for organic farming helped to pre-select farmers. The interview results presented are based on two interviews with advisers and four with farmers with grain, vegetable, sheep and dairy milk production.
Results and discussion
On average, 179 farmers per year resigned from certified production between 2002 and 2006. This represents 7.3% of the average number of Debio
 certified organic holdings in this period. About 4% of these farmers were 67 years or older, (retirement age), which is close to the normal figure for farmers in general. Even so, the total number of organic farms
 increased from 2303 holdings in 2002 to 2500 holdings in 2006. In the same period, the area of organically certified farmland and land in conversion increased from 32,546 ha to 44,563 ha. This rate of growth is far too low to achieve the national goal of 15% organic food production within 2015. The increase in organic farmland per farm has, however, been quite impressive. The average organic area per Debio registered farm increased by 42%, from 11.0 to 15.5 ha from 2002 to 06, while the average total agricultural area on these farms increased by 25% from 19.7 to 24.7 ha
. 
In the period 2002-05, organic farms had on average about 17% more agricultural area than farmers opting out, and also 17% more land than the overall Norwegian average (Table 1). This illustrates the tendency that farmers with access to more farmland consider organic management as more attractive than those with less land. Note also that 72% of the farmland on organic farms was certified2 during 2002-05, while only 41% was certified on the farms opting out. One reason for this difference may be that the farmers gradually opted out of certified organic production over a period of several years. Alternatively, some of the farmers opting out may only have converted some farmland as a test area.
While there was little difference between all Norwegian farms and organic farms with regard to herd sizes (Table 1), much fewer organic farms had milking cows than in Norwegian farming as a whole. There were also fewer dairy farms in the group of farmers who opted out, and the average herd size was also slightly smaller in that group. From 1995 to 2006, 360 farms supplied organic milk to the TINE dairy cooperative (Lutnæs 2006), which is by far the largest dairy company in Norway. Since 1995, 62 of the 360 farms stopped supplying organic milk to TINE. Of these 62 farms, 40 ceased dairy farming and sold their milk quota. Another 9 stopped producing milk without selling the quota, and 13 started joint operations with other organic dairy farms. Since 1996, TINE has paid a premium price for organic milk; mainly to farmers delivering to an organic milk processing dairy. The price premium prevents organic dairy farmers from opting out: 30 of the 62 farmers did not receive a premium price (Lutnæs 2006).  However, 22 of the 62 farmers did receive a premium price, so a high payment is not always enough to stay in business. The claim that farmers had to be localised close to a dairy processing organic milk to receive a premium price has hampered conventional dairy farmers from converting. Over time, the regions where premium prices are paid have increased in size, and the demand for organic milk is now so high that new strategies are probably considered to increase the production of organic milk.

Table 1. Key characteristics of farms in Norway 
	 
Year
	Farms opted out
	Organic farms
	All farms

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2005
	2005

	Farms
	199
	210
	182
	153
	2496
	51069

	Agricultural area; ha/farm
	17.4
	15.9
	15.6
	24.9
	23.9
	20.1

	Organic and in-conversion area; % of agricultural area
	28.7%
	47.2%
	48.7%
	39.4%
	72.1%
	4.2%

	Dairy cows; cows/dairy farm
	14.3
	12.6
	17.1
	15.5
	17.7
	16.8

	% of farms with dairy cows
	11.4%
	16.9%
	15.7%
	11.9%
	22.1%
	31.8%

	Sheep, over 1 year; sheep/sheep farm
	36.5
	43.9
	41.8
	47.0
	59.0
	64.0

	% of farms with sheep 
	40.0%
	40.2%
	39.9%
	32.6%
	32.3%
	33.4%


Sources: Debio, annual statistics (www.debio.no) and Statistics Norway (www.ssb.no).
From 2002 to 04, relatively many sheep farmers opted out (Table 1); these tended to have smaller herds than both the organic farmers and the Norwegian average. Sheep farmers with small herds probably experienced the new organic regulations, e.g., required solid floor lying areas for all animals, as a too expensive investment.
Preliminary results from interviews with experienced farm advisers and farmers who opted out confirm the trends described above. Farmers mention that the organic standards changed frequently and unexpectedly, and became stricter with time. For some changes, the farmers complained about a lack of scientific evidence. New regulations for buildings often required considerable long-term investments, which are considered as especially risky since agricultural policy is regarded as being not very predictable (Koesling et al. 2004). At the same time, low unemployment rates and high salaries tempt farmers to seek off–farm employment. Organic crop farmers mentioned problems linked to weed control and plant nutrient supply. Especially for organic vegetables it was challenging to find local buyers and to get a premium price. For the organic animal husbandry farms, the access to straw for bedding material is a challenge because many regions in Norway are not suited for grain production. Thus, the housing of sheep on slats or expanded metal floors is common practice. In addition, it is difficult to be self-supported with concentrates. The requirement of solid-floor resting areas and 100% organic fodder led many farmers to quit organic sheep farming. For organic dairy farmers not receiving a premium price, the demand for 100% organic fodder and loose-housing barns in 2011 have probably caused them to opt out. The Norwegian results are in line with an Austrian study (Schmid 2005), where the most important reasons for farmers to revert from organic farming were high costs or a shortage of organic concentrates or feed grain, lack of price premiums for organic products, and too frequent changes in regulations.

Most of the government payments for Norwegian agriculture are differentiated in relation to farm size and region, with lower rates for larger farms (agricultural area and herd size) and farms in the most favourable regions. Contrary to this, in general the subsidies for organic farming are very little differentiated according to farm size or region
. The system for organic price premiums is comparable. Such a system encourages the conversion of farms with much farmland and/or large herds. In addition, these farms may also utilize economies of scale, especially when marketing their products, buying inputs and special equipment, adapting their buildings to new regulations, or building new ones. Our results show that there is a clear trend in this direction in the structure of the Norwegian organic agriculture.
As was found in our study and Austria, also in Denmark, farmers reverting to conventional production were primarily motivated by economic reasons (Kaltoft and Risgaard 2006). However, a recent study shows that reverting farmers in the Northern part of Norway were still interested in organic principles (Thomlevold et al. 2007). 47% of these farmers in fact were considering to re-register for certified organic production, and 38% answered that they still were farming in line with the organic principles but without being inspected and certified. This indicates that a notable group of farmers who have opted out may still be interested in organic farming.
Conclusions
As in other countries, there are different reasons for farmers to opt out of certified organic production in Norway. Important factors were regulations, agronomy, economy, and farm exit. But there was no indication that more organic farmers quit farming than farmers in general. To achieve the ambitious goal of 15% organic production and food consumption by 2015, it seems that fewer farmers would opt out if the regulations would be more stable and foreseeable. Especially where investments are needed, long-term agri​cultural policy, government payments and organic price premiums could give farmers more long-term reliable conditions for their decisions. Furthermore it should be considered if regulations and policies promote farms with more farmland and/or more animals and if this is intended.
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� Debio is the Norwegian inspection and certification body for organic agricultural production. Debio also certifies farmland for the receipt of government payments for organic farming.


� In this paper farmers with certified organic area or area in conversion are named organic farmers.


� In Norway parallel production of organic and conventional farming is allowed if there is a clear partition between both production systems, so not all farm area on organic farms has to be certified for organic production or in conversion. As soon as a farm has some certified organic production; the farm is registered in statistics as an “organic farm”.


� Support is differentiated between crops, and animals in the Northern part of the country receive some more support.






