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Abstract

This paper uses a comparative qualitative approach to study the dynamic of institutional changes occurring in the organic movement, State agricultural institutions and policies, and in the organic supply chain, in six Western Balkan countries. It shows that the ‘Michelsen path’ (Michelsen et al., 2001) is identifiable in these countries, but in a different sequence. Additionally, a number of common trends are identified in the organic sector of the countries studied, leading to a converging trajectory in institutions and policy development for organic agriculture. 

Introduction 

In the EU context, experiences of member states in relation the evolution of the organic sector and the institutional and policy developments have been examined in a theoretical framework developed by Michelsen (1997). This examines changes in three main elements of the institutional setting (farming representatives; state agricultural institutions and policies; and the food market) which interact individually and collectively to influence farmers’ decisions to convert to organic agriculture. Michelsen and colleagues subsequently identified a seven-step path, leading to successful growth of the organic sector, consisting of four initial steps essential for the establishment of the organic sector, and three complementary steps facilitating further development. Michelsen et al.’s (2001) description, with the extension proposed by Moschitz et al. (2004) is summarised in Table 1 – part A. In the context of current pre-accession Europeanization processes undertaken by Western Balkan Countries
 in agricultural and rural development (including organic agriculture), this paper compares development of institutions and policy for organic agriculture, providing insights into country- and region-specific variations in development, and draws conclusions on future prospects and action which could facilitate further development.

Materials and methods
The method of comparative case-study analysis (Stake, 2006) has been adopted to combine quantitative and qualitative information. This included desk analysis of over 100 official documents, participant observation, recordings of semi-structured interviews with 49 key informants in WBC and of national workshops. Qualitative material has been analysed using two separate coding stages, and triangulation between the different information sources.
Results
On the basis of the research findings, a revised sequence of the ‘Michelsen path’ has been developed, taking into account common features, specificities and emerging development trajectories of the organic sector in WBC (Table 1 – part B). 
Table 1: WBC sequence of Michelsen et al.’s (2001) path 

	part A: Michelsen et al.’s (2001)  path
	part B: WBC sequence   

	Step 1: organic movement 
Step 2: political recognition
Step 3: payment support
Step 4: non competitive relationship
Step 5: organic food market
Step 6: committed institutional setting
Step 7: issue of conflict (Moschitz et al. 2004)
	Step 2: political recognition

Step 3: payment support

Step 1: organic movement together with  Step 5: organic food market 

Step 4:  non competitive relationship together with  Step 7: issue of conflict (Moschitz et al. 2004)

Step 6: committed institutional setting 


Relatively small national organic movements in WBC are struggling to develop a clear identity. In most WBC, foreign donors and NGOs have played a major recent role in diffusing organic principles and practice, and helped shape national organic movements and structures. Many local NGOs were also fundamental to early growth. While usually connected to foreign agencies and cooperation projects, leadership came from scientists, extensionists, and consultants with long-standing commitment to organic ideals. These key individuals often work in mainstream agricultural institutions and, crucially, have developed interaction with newly created state organic agriculture structures. Thus, unlike organic pioneers elsewhere in Europe, organic organisations are not isolated from mainstream government institutions. Also, though pioneer farmers made seminal contributions to organic development, and active and committed producers are increasingly engaged in the decision-making, the movements themselves are not yet farmer-led. Sustainability of activities is of widespread concern, given reliance on external projects, and competition for project funding is predominant. This results in overlapping activities, confusion of roles, and ineffective coordination mechanisms. 

Step 1 (establishment of a formalised organic community) of the ‘Michelsen path’ is thus not yet fully completed. The revised sequence begins with steps 2 (political recognition) and 3 (introduction of financial support), followed by steps 1 and 4 (development of a functioning market). Different organic movement development dynamics can be identified. In some countries (HV and SRB as well as in Slovenia), parallel pioneer initiatives started, as social movements, before the wars in the 1990s; these conflicts affected their subsequent development (in HV and SRB). This strand continues, and coexists with recent developments from 2000 onwards, throughout WBC, in which organic farming plays a more functional role, linked to foreign donors’ agendas and requirements of EU integration processes. The latter is regularly reported as an accelerating factor: in some countries, adoption of state regulation for organic agriculture was more pivotal in establishing the sector than external support or market development initiatives. 
Recently, ministerial units dealing with organic farming have been established; financial support (either project-based and/or area payments) has been introduced; national organic logos have been created (in HV, MK, MNE); and National Action Plans have been drafted (in AL and MK). Such action is not always well established and resourced, but on balance, this regulatory institutional framework represents a significant step in building organic sector identity, role and legitimacy.

WBC governments appear to favour market development objectives, improving agricultural competitiveness and export opportunities, more than land management benefits; few links between organic agriculture and the management of protected areas have been exploited. Yet, apart from some export successes involving a limited range of products, markets for organic products is still mostly underdeveloped, and exhibit significant cross-country variation. Supply chains require improved structure and organisation, certified organic production is limited, organic processing units and technologies are inadequate, and consumers are ill-informed and confused. 

Concern with market development is not exclusive to governments, but is shared by local NGOs, and also foreign donors. National organic movements play an important bridging role between producers and market actors, and in the private sector new local companies marketing organic products are keen to interact with existing movement structures and contribute to the growth of the sector as a whole. Interaction between national movements and the market provide an essential, mutually reinforcing impetus for organic sector development. Hence, the WBC-adapted sequence of the ‘Michelsen path’ gives greater importance to step 5 (development of a functioning market): it moves upward and is placed after step 1 (organic movement development and formalisation). In WBC, national organic movements link organic producers to both state and market, even though both of these are now developing direct interrelations with organic producers: the state through financial support, the market through individual contracts (Fig. 1).
In contrast, relationships between organic farming and mainstream agriculture are virtually nonexistent: if contacts are reported, conflict (ideally leading to creative conflict) does not exist. The sectors’ modest size, and limited recognition of organic agriculture in extension and research institutions, seems to prevent it from being perceived as a competing system. Also, organic agriculture is seen as one among several supported diversification options, in a period of significant agricultural restructuring in the WBC, mainly induced by Europeanization. Therefore, concluding the analysis on the revised ‘Michelsen path’, the combined complementary steps 7 (creation of an issue of conflict) and 4 (establishment of a non-competitive interrelations with mainstream agriculture) and ultimate step 6 (establishment of a committed institutional setting) have not yet occurred in WBC.

Conclusions
Analysis of development of the organic sectors in WBC suggests that certain actions could support and accelerate essential steps, and help initiate complementary steps on the ‘Michelsen path’. 
First, organic agriculture appears to have been institutionalised from the start, but often without awareness of its multi-faceted potential to meet evolving societal needs. Its recently established state structures, undergoing important learning processes, are not yet sufficient to plan and act for a sustainable development of the national organic sector, even though organic stakeholders expect much more than compliance with EU acquis communautaire in terms of establish promotion, coordination, and networking to develop the national sector. A clear identification and division of roles and responsibilities of all public and private actors with an interest in organic agriculture is required. Second, national organic movements need to go beyond lobbying to i) improve managerial skills; ii) strengthen internal cohesion, especially between members and leadership; and iii) consolidate their identity, broadening their appeal to a wider potential set of stakeholders. Third, important official platforms for dialogue and negotiation (developing National Action Plans for organic agriculture, and drafting and implementation of Agriculture and Rural Development Plans) should engage extensively with institutions and private actors, including those in mainstream agriculture, if integrated and coherent development of the sector is to be assured. Fourth, alongside the state, the organic movement and the market, local authorities and regional cooperation agents can play an important role in future development of organic agriculture in WBC. In short term, local authorities can implement support policies complementary to the state intervention, and, with ongoing decentralisation, they should prepare in the longer term to act as increasingly important players in the national and regional organic arena. Regional cooperation initiatives can provide assistance and experience exchange opportunities to the national organic movements; also, in connection with the needs and schedule of Europeanization process, they can design and realise flexible support programmes for capacity building of organic institutions and organisations in WBC.
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Figure 1: Interrelationship between organic farmers and the institutional setting in WBC
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� 	CIHEAM–MAIB Mediterranean Agronomic Institute of Bari, 70010-Valenzano, Italy 


� 	School of Management and Business, Aberystwyth University, Aberystwyth, UK-SY23 3DD.


� 	Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia: within the text, these are abbreviated to AL, BiH, HV, MK, MNE, and SRB, respectively. Collectively, Western Balkan Countries are abbreviated to WBC.






