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Question to SA,  1947
6 August 1947 

Sir Stanton Hicks

Adelaide

Have you got a Society in South 

Australia working on this subject? 

Yours sincerely

Henry W Shoobridge

President

Living Soil Association of Tasmania

Thank you for the invitation to speak today.
I congratulate the Soil Association of South Australia 
on 3 productive decades of supporting organics.
And now congratulations for depositing your archives with the State Library,
that is a very positive and useful step for understanding and sharing your organic journey.
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One of my interests has been to look  at the term “organic” as a meme, as an element of cultural 
transmission, and I!ve been curious to trace its transmission through time & space.
Sandra Grimes has challenged me today to also look to the future, so I am wondering are we on a journey to 
Otopia? 
What is Otopia? I see Otopia as a place where agriculture is 100% organic. Otopia might also be a place 
where not only are the food & farming organic, but also floristry, forestry, local councils, schools, universities, 
homes and businesses are organic. That is a path of many steps.
.2

Before we look at some of the nitty gritty,
let!s look at the big picture.
Last year organic farming statistics were reported from 138 countries.
The world organic market was valued at A$60 billion, 
and organic food is either produced or sold in almost every country.
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Now let!s step back 60 years. In 1947 a letter arrived in Adelaide from Tasmania.
Henry Shoobridge, President of the Living Soil Association of Tasmania
asked Stanton Hicks: is there a Soil Association in South Australia?
I haven!t located his response, 
but my belief is that in 1947 South Australia was still decades away from having a Soil Association.
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Professor C. Stanton Hicks
University of Adelaide

“Man needs no atomic bomb to destroy 
himself, he has but to destroy his soil 

bacteria, and this he is rapidly doing by 
intensive mechanised farming and neglect of 

the claims of the circle of Life” 

Hicks, 1950, Food, Soil and Civilization, p. xiv

* Biological Farmers of Australia
** National Association for Sustainable Agriculture,  Australia

Wave Era eg.

1 1940s
eg.  Australian Organic Farming 

& Gardening Society

II 1960s eg. Soil Association of SA

III 1980s egs. BFA* & NASAA**

3 Waves of OA in Australia
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Birth of term: “organic farming”
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Where?

Why did Shoobridge ask Stanton Hicks? (Cedric Stanton Hicks,1892-1976).
Hicks was a professor of Human Physiology and Pharmacology
at Adelaide University (1926 - 1958). 
He had interests in food, the soil, agriculture, and organics,
& he was part of what I call the first wave of organics in Australia.
<VOLUNTEER TO READ STANTON HICKS BOOK EXCERPT: “Food, Soil and Civilization”>
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My research suggests that there have been 3 waves of organic advocacy in Australia.
The 1st was in the 1940s, and I will describe that in some detail.
The 2nd wave was from the 1960s, and your Soil Association of South Australia is a part of that wave.
The 3rd wave was from the 1980s & includes Australia!s major organic certifiers, the BFA & NASAA.
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I have looked at “organic” as a meme, i.e. as a unit of cultural transmission. 
There was a time & place where the term “organic farming” was coined
SO the first question is where & when was that?
Before the idea was born, what of the gestation of the idea, and afterwards, what of the development?
These are issues that I"ve been toying with.
So AFTER we receive the term “organic farming”, one question is:
How quickly - or slowly - does it blossom into an association? and where? 
I!ll provide answers which I think are surprising.
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So this is a detective story.
If you were looking for the world!s first “organic farming” association, 
i.e. the first association to call itself an “organic farming” association,
where would you start, where would you look, 
& where are the candidates? Is it in the UK, USA, Europe, Asia, Africa, or even NZ?
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Rudolf Steiner 1924

Not...

“ancien régime organic agriculture”

“Permanent Agriculture”

“BioDynamic Agriculture”

“Permacuture”

“Natural”, “Bio”, “Biological”, “Ecological” etc

Not organic fellow travellers

US Organic myth...

Silver, L.M., Challenging Nature, 2006, p.230

“ ... organic farming, the 
American publisher J. I. Rodale 
is responsible for coining ... the 
defining term in 1942, in his 
magazine Organic Farming and 
Gardening”

!USA 1942

UK “organic farming” 
1940 
Lord Northbourne
Paull, John (2006) The Farm as Organism: The Foundational Idea of Organic Agriculture. JBDT (80): pp. 14-18.

At the outset I want to make some acknowledgements and some exclusions.
Rudolf Steiner presented his Agriculture Course in Poland in 1924. 
That led directly to BioDynamic Agriculture amnd that predates the term “organic”.
I want to acknowledge Biodynamic,
but that is not what I am looking at here.
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This is a further disclaimer.
I!m not looking here at 10,000 years of organic agriculture, what I call ancien regime Organic Agriculture.
And I am not looking at Permanent Agriculture, BioDynamic, Permaculture, Natural, Bio, Biological, 
Ecological etc.
But rather, I!m looking specifically at: when do we get the term “organic farming”? 
and then at its diffusion, and its uptake over time and space.
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There is an organic myth that the term “organic farming” was coined by 
an American publisher Jerome Rodale. 
Now Rodale made up various things, including the name “Rodale”,
but he didn!t make up the term “organic farming” in 1942 as claimed by Silver,
or any other year for that matter.
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My research result is that the first occurrence of the term “organic farming” 
is in this book “Look to the Land”.
It was written in 1939
and published in 1940
in London.
The author is Lord Northbourne.
He has received little recognition for his achievement.
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Oxford University 1920s

Photo: J. Paull of an original photograph in Wye College Archives

Lord Northbourne

UK: Soil Association 1946

“Natural” 1946

Oxford University once had a school of agriculture,
and it was here that
Lord Northbourne studied & later taught agriculture.
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This is a photo of Lord Northbourne.
That!s him on the far left.
This was twenty odd years after the publishing of “Look to the Land”.
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It was from that point in 1940 that the organic idea has diffused through time & space.
Before we get to the FIRST “organic farming” association, let  me touch on some context:
The UK!s leading Organic Association is the Soil Association, it was founded in November 1946.
Two points: 
1. The Soil Association did not choose organic in the name &
2. this was 6 1/2 years after “Look to the Land” was published.
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Another early player in the UK was Newman Turner. 
He was the editor of “The Farmer”.
You see here that in 1946 he had not yet adopted the organic terminology.
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“Organic” 1947

NZ/Aoteroa... getting there...

The Humic Compost Club May 1941

      Compost Club Magazine 1942

Humic Compost Society 1947

NZ Organic Compost Society 1953

The Soil & Health Association 1972

NZ: Humic pioneer

Aus “1980s”

Organics in Australia?

“Organic Farming Australia

History and Institutions

In the early 1980s ...”*

* Wynen, E., 2007, Organic Farming Australia, in Willer & Yussefi, The World of Organic Agriculture, 

Statistics and Emerging Trends 2007, International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements 
(IFOAM), Bonn, Germany.
(see also Wynen 2006 & 2008).

Then in 1947 Newman Turner adopted “Organic” 
into the masthead of “The Farmer” as you see here.
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There is a New Zealand claim that NZ started the first organic farming association.
That claim is based on this chronology.
Maybe this was the world!s first Humic Compost Club, it was founded in 1941.
For its first 30 years it remained a compost society,
so I think the claim for organic primacy for NZ is equivocal at best, 
and is rather an interesting case of of anachro-morpism,
that is, reframing some past activity into some present-day terminology.
Now let!s get back across the Tasman.18

There are multiple accounts of the development of Organic Agriculture in Australia.
These accounts place the beginning of organics in Australia “in the 1980s”.
Soil Association of South Australia members know that such accounts are mistaken by a decade.
Now I!m going to put to you some evidence that these accounts are mistaken by four decades.
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Here is an Australian publication from 1946.
The “Organic Farming Digest” was first published in April 1946.
To put that in context,
The Soil Association in the UK wasn!t founded until seven months later.
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Australia

5 October 1944

The Australian Organic Farming and 
Gardening Society

(WWII 1 Sept 1939 - 15 Aug 1945)

Aus 1944

1. The Society holds that overstocking, overcropping, monoculture and the excessive use of chemical fertilisers, 
poisonous sprays and dusts have resulted in erosion and serious loss of soil fertility in Australia. The Society 
associates with these unwise land practices, the destruction of bird life, the denuding of forests by over-
exploitation and bushfires, and the pollution of rivers and streams.

2. The Society is convinced that by upsetting the balance of Nature as outlined above, disease will continue to take 
a heavy toll of crops, animals and man, despite palliation by medicaments, which attempt to cope with effects 
whilst neglecting causes.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic methods of agriculture viz., ley-farming (or four years arable followed 
by four years of pasture). Also mixed farming in place of monoculture. For garden cultivation, the Society 
recommends the use of compost, prepared in accordance with its directions.

4. The Society holds that the “law of return” or the returning to the soil of all organic “wastes” is a natural law 
that man flouts at his peril. It therefore advocates the treatment of all organic urban wastes, to permit their 
return to the soil, instead of being incinerated as often occurs with garbage, or of ocean discharge of sewage, 
which is the usual Australian practice, where towns and cities are close to the seaboard.ategory N

5. The Society holds that the natural function of birds is to keep insects in check. It deplores the wanton destruction 
of birdlife now prevalent, which gives rise to periodic plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

6. The Society maintains that insects are Nature’s censors, their primary function being to consume and thereby 
remove those physical forms, plant or animal,which fail to conform to Nature’s standard of fitness. The Society 
therefore condemns the use of poisonous sprays and dusts as such preparations injure the soil by kilArticles per Cling 
its micro-organisms, also the earthworms, bees and birds that are in the vicinity. In place of these poisonous 
preparations, the Society advocates enriching the soil with compost, thereby providing plants and trees with 
their natural vitality to resist infestation.

7. The Society considers that in this semi-arid land, lacking the snow-fed river systems of other countries, 
extraordinary precautions should be taken against bushfires. It holds that a Commonwealth-wide bushfire 
fighting service should be established, equipped with every modern appliance including aeroplanes, to bring 
bushfires under control by the most scientific and quickest means. Precautionary means should also be adopted 
to guard against future outbreaks. These measures should include widespread publicity regarding the careless 
use of fire.

8. The Society advocates large-scale tree-planting operations to temper the natural aridity, conserve moisture, 
foster bird-life, and provide wind breaks; thereby preventing soil erosion.

9. The Society considers it inimical to national safety that more than one-half of Australia’s population should 
dwell in towns and cities (Sydney and Melbourne alone account for one-third of Australia’s entire population). 
This rapid urban growth is accompanied by a shortage of basic foodstuffs, also of workers in primary industry. 
Such economic unbalance could prove disastrous and calls for prompt action by the responsible authorities.

10.The Society holds that water conservation is of vital importance, but that schemes for impounding water should 
not be viewed solely as engineering operations. Such projects will be futile unless care is taken to ensure that 
catchment areas are fully protected by trees and vegetation, against erosion and bushfires. In the absence of this 
protection, dams and streams will fill with silt and river beds rise, resulting in greatly diminished water capacity. 
This, in turn, will give rise to rapid evaporation during dry seasons and to disastrous flooding after heavy rains.

1. The Society holds that 

overstocking, overcropping, 

monoculture and the excessive use 

of chemical fertilisers, poisonous 

sprays and dusts have resulted in 

erosion and serious loss of soil 

fertility in Australia ... and the 

pollution of rivers and streams.

“Purpose and Objectives”

Synthetic fertilisers & pesticides

1. The Society holds that overstocking, overcropping, monoculture and the excessive use of chemical fertilisers, 
poisonous sprays and dusts have resulted in erosion and serious loss of soil fertility in Australia. The Society 
associates with these unwise land practices, the destruction of bird life, the denuding of forests by over-
exploitation and bushfires, and the pollution of rivers and streams.

2. The Society is convinced that by upsetting the balance of Nature as outlined above, disease will continue to take 
a heavy toll of crops, animals and man, despite palliation by medicaments, which attempt to cope with effects 
whilst neglecting causes.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic methods of agriculture viz., ley-farming (or four years arable followed 
by four years of pasture). Also mixed farming in place of monoculture. For garden cultivation, the Society 
recommends the use of compost, prepared in accordance with its directions.

4. The Society holds that the “law of return” or the returning to the soil of all organic “wastes” is a natural law 
that man flouts at his peril. It therefore advocates the treatment of all organic urban wastes, to permit their 
return to the soil, instead of being incinerated as often occurs with garbage, or of ocean discharge of sewage, 
which is the usual Australian practice, where towns and cities are close to the seaboard.ategory N

5. The Society holds that the natural function of birds is to keep insects in check. It deplores the wanton destruction 
of birdlife now prevalent, which gives rise to periodic plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

6. The Society maintains that insects are Nature’s censors, their primary function being to consume and thereby 
remove those physical forms, plant or animal,which fail to conform to Nature’s standard of fitness. The Society 
therefore condemns the use of poisonous sprays and dusts as such preparations injure the soil by kilArticles per Cling 
its micro-organisms, also the earthworms, bees and birds that are in the vicinity. In place of these poisonous 
preparations, the Society advocates enriching the soil with compost, thereby providing plants and trees with 
their natural vitality to resist infestation.

7. The Society considers that in this semi-arid land, lacking the snow-fed river systems of other countries, 
extraordinary precautions should be taken against bushfires. It holds that a Commonwealth-wide bushfire 
fighting service should be established, equipped with every modern appliance including aeroplanes, to bring 
bushfires under control by the most scientific and quickest means. Precautionary means should also be adopted 
to guard against future outbreaks. These measures should include widespread publicity regarding the careless 
use of fire.

8. The Society advocates large-scale tree-planting operations to temper the natural aridity, conserve moisture, 
foster bird-life, and provide wind breaks; thereby preventing soil erosion.

9. The Society considers it inimical to national safety that more than one-half of Australia’s population should 
dwell in towns and cities (Sydney and Melbourne alone account for one-third of Australia’s entire population). 
This rapid urban growth is accompanied by a shortage of basic foodstuffs, also of workers in primary industry. 
Such economic unbalance could prove disastrous and calls for prompt action by the responsible authorities.

10.The Society holds that water conservation is of vital importance, but that schemes for impounding water should 
not be viewed solely as engineering operations. Such projects will be futile unless care is taken to ensure that 
catchment areas are fully protected by trees and vegetation, against erosion and bushfires. In the absence of this 
protection, dams and streams will fill with silt and river beds rise, resulting in greatly diminished water capacity. 
This, in turn, will give rise to rapid evaporation during dry seasons and to disastrous flooding after heavy rains.

2. The Society is convinced that by 

upsetting the balance of Nature ... disease 

will continue to take a heavy toll of crops, 

animals and man, despite palliation by 

medicaments, which attempt to cope with 

effects whilst neglecting causes.

Balance of Nature

1. The Society holds that overstocking, overcropping, monoculture and the excessive use of chemical fertilisers, 
poisonous sprays and dusts have resulted in erosion and serious loss of soil fertility in Australia. The Society 
associates with these unwise land practices, the destruction of bird life, the denuding of forests by over-
exploitation and bushfires, and the pollution of rivers and streams.

2. The Society is convinced that by upsetting the balance of Nature as outlined above, disease will continue to take 
a heavy toll of crops, animals and man, despite palliation by medicaments, which attempt to cope with effects 
whilst neglecting causes.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic methods of agriculture viz., ley-farming (or four years arable followed 
by four years of pasture). Also mixed farming in place of monoculture. For garden cultivation, the Society 
recommends the use of compost, prepared in accordance with its directions.

4. The Society holds that the “law of return” or the returning to the soil of all organic “wastes” is a natural law 
that man flouts at his peril. It therefore advocates the treatment of all organic urban wastes, to permit their 
return to the soil, instead of being incinerated as often occurs with garbage, or of ocean discharge of sewage, 
which is the usual Australian practice, where towns and cities are close to the seaboard.ategory N

5. The Society holds that the natural function of birds is to keep insects in check. It deplores the wanton destruction 
of birdlife now prevalent, which gives rise to periodic plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

6. The Society maintains that insects are Nature’s censors, their primary function being to consume and thereby 
remove those physical forms, plant or animal,which fail to conform to Nature’s standard of fitness. The Society 
therefore condemns the use of poisonous sprays and dusts as such preparations injure the soil by kilArticles per Cling 
its micro-organisms, also the earthworms, bees and birds that are in the vicinity. In place of these poisonous 
preparations, the Society advocates enriching the soil with compost, thereby providing plants and trees with 
their natural vitality to resist infestation.

7. The Society considers that in this semi-arid land, lacking the snow-fed river systems of other countries, 
extraordinary precautions should be taken against bushfires. It holds that a Commonwealth-wide bushfire 
fighting service should be established, equipped with every modern appliance including aeroplanes, to bring 
bushfires under control by the most scientific and quickest means. Precautionary means should also be adopted 
to guard against future outbreaks. These measures should include widespread publicity regarding the careless 
use of fire.

8. The Society advocates large-scale tree-planting operations to temper the natural aridity, conserve moisture, 
foster bird-life, and provide wind breaks; thereby preventing soil erosion.

9. The Society considers it inimical to national safety that more than one-half of Australia’s population should 
dwell in towns and cities (Sydney and Melbourne alone account for one-third of Australia’s entire population). 
This rapid urban growth is accompanied by a shortage of basic foodstuffs, also of workers in primary industry. 
Such economic unbalance could prove disastrous and calls for prompt action by the responsible authorities.

10.The Society holds that water conservation is of vital importance, but that schemes for impounding water should 
not be viewed solely as engineering operations. Such projects will be futile unless care is taken to ensure that 
catchment areas are fully protected by trees and vegetation, against erosion and bushfires. In the absence of this 
protection, dams and streams will fill with silt and river beds rise, resulting in greatly diminished water capacity. 
This, in turn, will give rise to rapid evaporation during dry seasons and to disastrous flooding after heavy rains.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic 

methods of agriculture ... mixed farming 

in place of monoculture. For garden 

cultivation, the Society recommends the 

use of compost, prepared in accordance 

with its directions.

Organic agriculture

It gets more interesting.
The “Organic Farming Digest” is a journal of
The Australian Organic Farming & Gardening Society and 
the society was founded in October 1944.
(By way of reference that is more than 2 years before the UK!s Soil Association was founded).
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The Australian Organic Farming & Gardening Society
produced a 10 point statement of purposes & objectives.
I believe that this is the world!s first organic farming association and
here is the world!s first institutional statement of organic purposes & principles.
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The Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
warned about upsetting the balance of nature, and 
asserted that dealing with effects rather than causes, 
was a wrong approach.
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The Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
very specifically advocated organic methods of agriculture
and that is reflected in their choice of name and in
their statement of principles.
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1(1) April 1946
1(2) July 1946

1. The Society holds that overstocking, overcropping, monoculture and the excessive use of chemical fertilisers, 
poisonous sprays and dusts have resulted in erosion and serious loss of soil fertility in Australia. The Society 
associates with these unwise land practices, the destruction of bird life, the denuding of forests by over-
exploitation and bushfires, and the pollution of rivers and streams.

2. The Society is convinced that by upsetting the balance of Nature as outlined above, disease will continue to take 
a heavy toll of crops, animals and man, despite palliation by medicaments, which attempt to cope with effects 
whilst neglecting causes.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic methods of agriculture viz., ley-farming (or four years arable followed 
by four years of pasture). Also mixed farming in place of monoculture. For garden cultivation, the Society 
recommends the use of compost, prepared in accordance with its directions.

4. The Society holds that the “law of return” or the returning to the soil of all organic “wastes” is a natural law 
that man flouts at his peril. It therefore advocates the treatment of all organic urban wastes, to permit their 
return to the soil, instead of being incinerated as often occurs with garbage, or of ocean discharge of sewage, 
which is the usual Australian practice, where towns and cities are close to the seaboard.ategory N

5. The Society holds that the natural function of birds is to keep insects in check. It deplores the wanton destruction 
of birdlife now prevalent, which gives rise to periodic plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

6. The Society maintains that insects are Nature’s censors, their primary function being to consume and thereby 
remove those physical forms, plant or animal,which fail to conform to Nature’s standard of fitness. The Society 
therefore condemns the use of poisonous sprays and dusts as such preparations injure the soil by kilArticles per Cling 
its micro-organisms, also the earthworms, bees and birds that are in the vicinity. In place of these poisonous 
preparations, the Society advocates enriching the soil with compost, thereby providing plants and trees with 
their natural vitality to resist infestation.

7. The Society considers that in this semi-arid land, lacking the snow-fed river systems of other countries, 
extraordinary precautions should be taken against bushfires. It holds that a Commonwealth-wide bushfire 
fighting service should be established, equipped with every modern appliance including aeroplanes, to bring 
bushfires under control by the most scientific and quickest means. Precautionary means should also be adopted 
to guard against future outbreaks. These measures should include widespread publicity regarding the careless 
use of fire.

8. The Society advocates large-scale tree-planting operations to temper the natural aridity, conserve moisture, 
foster bird-life, and provide wind breaks; thereby preventing soil erosion.

9. The Society considers it inimical to national safety that more than one-half of Australia’s population should 
dwell in towns and cities (Sydney and Melbourne alone account for one-third of Australia’s entire population). 
This rapid urban growth is accompanied by a shortage of basic foodstuffs, also of workers in primary industry. 
Such economic unbalance could prove disastrous and calls for prompt action by the responsible authorities.

10.The Society holds that water conservation is of vital importance, but that schemes for impounding water should 
not be viewed solely as engineering operations. Such projects will be futile unless care is taken to ensure that 
catchment areas are fully protected by trees and vegetation, against erosion and bushfires. In the absence of this 
protection, dams and streams will fill with silt and river beds rise, resulting in greatly diminished water capacity. 
This, in turn, will give rise to rapid evaporation during dry seasons and to disastrous flooding after heavy rains.

4. The Society holds that the “law of 

return” or the returning to the soil of all 

organic “wastes” is a natural law that 

man flouts at his peril. It therefore 

advocates the treatment of all organic 

urban wastes, to permit their return to the 

soil ...

Law of return

The masthead of the Organic Farming Digest 
identified that it was dedicated to conservation, 
to soil as our greatest  heritage
to soil as a living entity, 
and to the promotion of health, of plants, animals and humans.

25

Changing the cover from green  to red 
was the first of a series of changes 
that the Australian Farming & Gardening Society made as they
tinkered with their journal.

26

The core message of the journal however never changed.

27

The Australian Farming & Gardening  Society 
advocated the law of return,
and that the soil was not something to be mined 

28



1. The Society holds that overstocking, overcropping, monoculture and the excessive use of chemical fertilisers, 
poisonous sprays and dusts have resulted in erosion and serious loss of soil fertility in Australia. The Society 
associates with these unwise land practices, the destruction of bird life, the denuding of forests by over-
exploitation and bushfires, and the pollution of rivers and streams.

2. The Society is convinced that by upsetting the balance of Nature as outlined above, disease will continue to take 
a heavy toll of crops, animals and man, despite palliation by medicaments, which attempt to cope with effects 
whilst neglecting causes.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic methods of agriculture viz., ley-farming (or four years arable followed 
by four years of pasture). Also mixed farming in place of monoculture. For garden cultivation, the Society 
recommends the use of compost, prepared in accordance with its directions.

4. The Society holds that the “law of return” or the returning to the soil of all organic “wastes” is a natural law 
that man flouts at his peril. It therefore advocates the treatment of all organic urban wastes, to permit their 
return to the soil, instead of being incinerated as often occurs with garbage, or of ocean discharge of sewage, 
which is the usual Australian practice, where towns and cities are close to the seaboard.ategory N

5. The Society holds that the natural function of birds is to keep insects in check. It deplores the wanton destruction 
of birdlife now prevalent, which gives rise to periodic plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

6. The Society maintains that insects are Nature’s censors, their primary function being to consume and thereby 
remove those physical forms, plant or animal,which fail to conform to Nature’s standard of fitness. The Society 
therefore condemns the use of poisonous sprays and dusts as such preparations injure the soil by kilArticles per Cling 
its micro-organisms, also the earthworms, bees and birds that are in the vicinity. In place of these poisonous 
preparations, the Society advocates enriching the soil with compost, thereby providing plants and trees with 
their natural vitality to resist infestation.

7. The Society considers that in this semi-arid land, lacking the snow-fed river systems of other countries, 
extraordinary precautions should be taken against bushfires. It holds that a Commonwealth-wide bushfire 
fighting service should be established, equipped with every modern appliance including aeroplanes, to bring 
bushfires under control by the most scientific and quickest means. Precautionary means should also be adopted 
to guard against future outbreaks. These measures should include widespread publicity regarding the careless 
use of fire.

8. The Society advocates large-scale tree-planting operations to temper the natural aridity, conserve moisture, 
foster bird-life, and provide wind breaks; thereby preventing soil erosion.

9. The Society considers it inimical to national safety that more than one-half of Australia’s population should 
dwell in towns and cities (Sydney and Melbourne alone account for one-third of Australia’s entire population). 
This rapid urban growth is accompanied by a shortage of basic foodstuffs, also of workers in primary industry. 
Such economic unbalance could prove disastrous and calls for prompt action by the responsible authorities.

10.The Society holds that water conservation is of vital importance, but that schemes for impounding water should 
not be viewed solely as engineering operations. Such projects will be futile unless care is taken to ensure that 
catchment areas are fully protected by trees and vegetation, against erosion and bushfires. In the absence of this 
protection, dams and streams will fill with silt and river beds rise, resulting in greatly diminished water capacity. 
This, in turn, will give rise to rapid evaporation during dry seasons and to disastrous flooding after heavy rains.

5. The Society holds that the natural 

function of birds is to keep insects in 

check. It deplores the wanton destruction 

of birdlife ... which gives rise to periodic 

plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

Birds

1. The Society holds that overstocking, overcropping, monoculture and the excessive use of chemical fertilisers, 
poisonous sprays and dusts have resulted in erosion and serious loss of soil fertility in Australia. The Society 
associates with these unwise land practices, the destruction of bird life, the denuding of forests by over-
exploitation and bushfires, and the pollution of rivers and streams.

2. The Society is convinced that by upsetting the balance of Nature as outlined above, disease will continue to take 
a heavy toll of crops, animals and man, despite palliation by medicaments, which attempt to cope with effects 
whilst neglecting causes.

3. The Society therefore advocates organic methods of agriculture viz., ley-farming (or four years arable followed 
by four years of pasture). Also mixed farming in place of monoculture. For garden cultivation, the Society 
recommends the use of compost, prepared in accordance with its directions.

4. The Society holds that the “law of return” or the returning to the soil of all organic “wastes” is a natural law 
that man flouts at his peril. It therefore advocates the treatment of all organic urban wastes, to permit their 
return to the soil, instead of being incinerated as often occurs with garbage, or of ocean discharge of sewage, 
which is the usual Australian practice, where towns and cities are close to the seaboard.ategory N

5. The Society holds that the natural function of birds is to keep insects in check. It deplores the wanton destruction 
of birdlife now prevalent, which gives rise to periodic plagues of insects e.g. locusts, etc.

6. The Society maintains that insects are Nature’s censors, their primary function being to consume and thereby 
remove those physical forms, plant or animal,which fail to conform to Nature’s standard of fitness. The Society 
therefore condemns the use of poisonous sprays and dusts as such preparations injure the soil by kilArticles per Cling 
its micro-organisms, also the earthworms, bees and birds that are in the vicinity. In place of these poisonous 
preparations, the Society advocates enriching the soil with compost, thereby providing plants and trees with 
their natural vitality to resist infestation.

7. The Society considers that in this semi-arid land, lacking the snow-fed river systems of other countries, 
extraordinary precautions should be taken against bushfires. It holds that a Commonwealth-wide bushfire 
fighting service should be established, equipped with every modern appliance including aeroplanes, to bring 
bushfires under control by the most scientific and quickest means. Precautionary means should also be adopted 
to guard against future outbreaks. These measures should include widespread publicity regarding the careless 
use of fire.

8. The Society advocates large-scale tree-planting operations to temper the natural aridity, conserve moisture, 
foster bird-life, and provide wind breaks; thereby preventing soil erosion.

9. The Society considers it inimical to national safety that more than one-half of Australia’s population should 
dwell in towns and cities (Sydney and Melbourne alone account for one-third of Australia’s entire population). 
This rapid urban growth is accompanied by a shortage of basic foodstuffs, also of workers in primary industry. 
Such economic unbalance could prove disastrous and calls for prompt action by the responsible authorities.

10.The Society holds that water conservation is of vital importance, but that schemes for impounding water should 
not be viewed solely as engineering operations. Such projects will be futile unless care is taken to ensure that 
catchment areas are fully protected by trees and vegetation, against erosion and bushfires. In the absence of this 
protection, dams and streams will fill with silt and river beds rise, resulting in greatly diminished water capacity. 
This, in turn, will give rise to rapid evaporation during dry seasons and to disastrous flooding after heavy rains.

6. ... The Society... condemns the use of 
poisonous sprays and dusts as such 
preparations injure the soil by killing its micro-
organisms, also the earthworms, bees and 
birds that are in the vicinity... the Society 
advocates enriching the soil with compost, 
thereby providing plants and trees with their 
natural vitality to resist infestation.

Paull, John (2008) Trophobiosis Theory: A Pest Starves on a Healthy Plant. JBAA (76):pp. 51-54.

20 years before Rachel Carson
40 years before Chaboussou’s Trophobiosis 

Engagement

AGM

The Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
also advocated the valuing and protecting of birds;
this is still a cause of conflict between farmers and conservationists.

29

The Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
condemned the use of poisons,
pointing out that they damage the soil, micro-organisms, bees & birds.
This was 20 years before Rachel Carson and
40 years before Francis Chaboussou!s Trophobiosis Theory. 
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As you see here, the Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
was engaged with mainstream agriculture including
the Primary Producers Union and
The Graziers Association.

31

Annual General Meetings of the Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
were held in the Board Room of
the Primary Producers Union.

32



Title evolution

Conservation

Office 1946 (1:1) 1952 (3:2)

Patron Sir Albert Howard Lady L E Howard

President K H Cox G M Kilby

Treasurer H W Atkinson Colin A Alison

Editor V H Kelly nil; (C. Chapman, 3:3)

Secretary E W Jeremy E W Jeremy

Solicitor Minter Simpson & Co. Minter Simpson & Co.

Vice Presidents nil Col H White & 
P W Odbert

Primary Producers Union 
Representative

nil R C Gibson

Graziers Association 
NSW Representative

nil F B Fleming

Who’s Who...

Office bearers

In an effort to broaden the appeal of the journal
the “Organic Farming Digest” was rebadged as the “Farm & Garden Digest”.
The colour of the cover was changed to brown,
a rural graphic was added,
and the price doubled.

33

With the change of name, 
the dedication remained unchanged,

34

and the “Organic Farming Digest”
retained a place as an element of the cover.

35

The patron at the beginning was Albert Howard (in the UK),
and after he died that role was taken up by Lady Louise Howard.
All other office bearers changed over the years, 
except for the Secretary, E W Jeremy.
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Dates &  Prices History...

29 issues; 3 vols, 6d, 1/-, 2/-
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Original Articles...
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47% Aus; 7 countries

The journal was published quarterly and on schedule for the first seven years.
Then only a single issue appeared in 1953,
and the final issue appeared in December 1954.
Over time the price doubled from 6 pence to 1/-, 
and again from 1/- to 2/-.

37

The number of articles per issue varied from 9 to 16 articles.
There were 12 issues in Volume 1 (shown in brown on the graph),
12 issues in Volume 2 (shown in blue here),
and there were 5 issues in Volume 3 (shown here in green).

38

39% of articles were original to the journal.
61% were republished from elsewhere.

39

Contributors came from seven countries,
with Australia in the lead,
UK in second place, and
USA in third place.
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Farming, Health & Environment...

1954 Farewell

The two lead contributors were Australians, V H Kelly & Colonel H F White.
The leading UK contributor was Albert Howard.
The leading US contributor was Ehrenfried Pfeiffer,
Pfeiffer was the major proponent, in the English speaking world, 
of Biodynamic Agriculture at the time.
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Reprinted articles in the journal were sourced broadly, 
mostly from like-minded periodicals in the UK and the US.
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A great many articles were about practical farming issues.
Health & Environment were both prominent article topics.

43

The last issue of the Australian Farming & Gardening Society!s journal 
was December 1954.
The reason cited was lack of financial support.
The Society had at this stage promoted and publicised organic farming in Australia for a decade.
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1954 Books

1955 Wind up

Organic Farming & Gardening Society 1944
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Meme Map

“Organic farming” 1940 1st occurence

IFOAM 1972

Organic Farming Digest 1946Soil Assoc’n 1946

Biodynamics

Rudolf Steiner 1924

Permanent Agriculture 1911

The Farmer, Organic Husbandry 1947

The Australian 
Farming and 

Gardening Society

•1st “organic farming” society in the world

•1st institutional statement of “organic” principles

•1st “organic” periodical by an association

Primacy claims

The secretary of the Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
advertised organic books for sale,
“at large reduction in cost”,
but unfortunately no list of titles or prices appeared in that final edition.
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The wind up meeting for the Australian Farming & Gardening Society 
was advertised for the 19th January 1955
including the disposal of assets (if any).

46

A Meme Map is a way I have developed of visually representing a set of meme events.
Here I have plotted some key organic events, including - in red -
the Organic Farming & Gardening Society & the “Organic Farming Digest”.
I believe some primacy claims can be made for the Australian society & its journal.

47

The Australian Farming & Gardening Society (1944-1955)
has left us this legacy:
it seems it was the first “organic farming” society in the world;
it generated the first institutional statement of “organic” principles; and
it published the first “organic” periodical by an association. 
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“Our goal is the worldwide adoption 
of ...  systems that are based on the 
principles of Organic Agriculture” 

www.ifoam.org

IFOAM

Image source: www.ifoam.org
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COUNTRY Gold Silver Bronze Total Weighted Total

China 2 0 1 3 7

Liechtenstein 2 0 0 2 6

Denmark 1 1 0 2 5
Germany 1 1 0 2 5

Latvia 1 1 0 2 5

Mexico 1 1 0 2 5

Switzerland 1 0 2 3 5
USA 0 2 0 2 4

Australia 1 0 0 1 3
Mali 1 0 0 1 3

Romania 1 0 0 1 3

Austria 0 1 1 2 3
Italy 0 1 1 2 3

Argentina 0 1 0 1 2
Fiji 0 1 0 1 2

Kenya 0 1 0 1 2

Madagascar 0 1 0 1 2

Brazil 0 0 1 1 1
Bolivia 0 0 1 1 1

India 0 0 1 1 1

Niger 0 0 1 1 1

Slovenia 0 0 1 1 1

Uganda 0 0 1 1 1

Zambia 0 0 1 1 1

TOTALS 12 12 12 36 72

Now let!s consider the future, as your SASA librarian Sandra Grimes has challenged.
IFOAM has the goal of the worldwide adoption of organic agriculture.
This worldwide adoption of organic agriculture, let!s call it Otopia, will it happen?
how will it happen? 
and when will it happen?
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This is a plot of the growth of worldwide organic hectares 
over the past 7 years.
The IFOAM reports have presented statistics annually starting from the year 2000.
They give an annual cross-sectional snapshot of Organics.
I have done some mining of that and other data.
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I have looked at organic leadership using an Olympics-type model, based on 12 separate measures of 
organic leadership, and awarded “medals” for first, second, and third places.
That process identified 24 leaders, i.e. 24 countries that scored at least one medal. China is the outright 
winner, with two Gold & one Bronze medal. Liechtenstein is the number two place-getter with two Gold 
medals. There is a broad geographic spread of organic leadership. Australia ranks ninth. 
All continents are represented. (EU = 9; Africa = 6; Asia = 2; Americas = 5; Oceania =2). There is no 
representation from the Middle East.
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Here is how organic produce is promoted in a Shanghai supermarket
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5-Year Projection

0Ha

10,000,000Ha

20,000,000Ha

30,000,000Ha

40,000,000Ha

50,000,000Ha

60,000,000Ha

70,000,000Ha

2
0
0
0

2
0
0
1

2
0
0
2

2
0
0
3

2
0
0
4

2
0
0
5

2
0
0
6

2
0
0
7

(2
0
0
8
)

(2
0
0
9
)

(2
0
1
0
)

(2
0
1
1
)

(2
0
1
2
)

Extrapolated Arithmetic Growth
Extrapolated Compound Growth
Reported Oganic Hectares

2 Scenarios...

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

2
0
0
7

2
0
0
9

2
0
11

2
0
1
3

2
0
1
5

2
0
1
7

2
0
1
9

2
0
2
1

2
0
2
3

2
0
2
5

2
0
2
7

2
0
2
9

2
0
3
1

2
0
3
3

%
 C

e
rt

ifi
e
d
 O

rg
a
n
ic

 Compound Growth

Arithmetic Growth

Time to Otopia...

• 2 future scenarios

• Arithmetic growth: 584 years to 100%

• Compound growth: 27 years to 100%

Photo: J. Paull

                Thank 
                    you

                     Questions

                   john.paull@anu.edu.au

All photos: J. Paull

As we see here, there is a data set of global organic hectares from 2000 to 2007.
If the the increase is taken to be an arithmetic rate of increase,
then the rate of increase is 27.1% pa relative to the year 2000.
Alternatively, if the increase is taken to be a geometric rate of increase, i.e. a compounding increase, then 
the rate of increase is 16.4% pa.
At that rate of increase, the area will double every 4.4 years
In this graph you see I have extrapolated for the next 5 years assuming two growth styles.
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Now, let!s take a longer view than five years out. 
Here are two future organic scenarios:
currently organic represents 1.8% of agricultural land worldwide,
IF the current rate of increase persists,
and IF we take the arithmetic increase as the appropriate measure,
that is a 27.1% increase pa relative to the 2000 level, we will get to 100%  organic in about 584 years;
IF however growth is compounding, and continues at 16.4% pa, that means a doubling every 4.4 years,
we will get to 100% organic in 27 years.54

So when might we reach a global state of Otopia?
If we assume arithmetic growth: it will take 584 years to reach 100% organic agriculture.
If we assume compound growth: it will take 27 years to reach 100% organic agriculture.
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Thank you.
I!m sure you have some questions.
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