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Summary

Organic agriculture is generally recognised as a pioneer to reach a more sustainable horti- and agriculture. In order to facilitate the further development of the organic agricultural sector in Flanders and to strengthen its pioneer role for sustainability, it is crucial to generate new knowledge and technologies. Of equivalent importance is guaranteeing a good knowledge dissemination and application in order that the generated knowledge sufficiently reaches all relevant user groups. A good interaction between knowledge generation, knowledge dissemination and knowledge application regarding organic farming is thus essential. Within the Flemish agricultural research landscape, research for organic farming is still a rather new field. Organic farming research is relatively limited and is considered as inadequately structured and coordinated to be well-tuned to the needs of the organic sector and eventually lead to a more competitive organic sector. This study, assigned by the Department of Agriculture and Fisheries from the Flemish Government, therefore, aims to investigate the organisation of the knowledge generation and dissemination regarding organic farming and to detect bottlenecks in order to give recommendations for the structuring and optimisation of organic farming research in Flanders. The first part of the study consisted of making an inventory of past and current research for organic farming in Flanders. Subsequently, during in-depth interviews with representatives of the research community and different actors of the organic sector, bottlenecks regarding knowledge generation and dissemination were identified. In two discussion platforms with stakeholders from different organic sector organisations, financing institutes, research institutes and policy institutions, the results from the inventory and interview phases were presented with the aim to reach a larger support for the formulated recommendations. Remarks from the discussion platforms together with the results from the inventory and interview phase are combined in recommendations for further optimisation of the organic farming research and presented in the underlying report.

Current organic farming research in Flanders

Organic farming research in Flanders takes mainly place in academic institutions, Flemish practical research centres, organic sector organisations and the research institute of the Flemish Government. Fundamental and applied research is spread over different research departments and units from different research institutions; practical research for organic farming is more concentrated in a number of practical research centres who solely or partly work on organic farming. Besides research carried out through the basic funding of institutions or through specific project funding, also demonstration projects for organic farming are carried out with the purpose of knowledge dissemination to the organic sector. The inventory of the organic farming research in Flanders showed that during the period 2000-2004 the research expenses increased substantially. In accordance with the general trend of stagnation in the development of the Flemish and European organic sector since 2004, expenses though seem to level out in the last years. For the period 2000 until 2006, in total 54 research projects specifically for organic farming have been listed, corresponding to a budget of approximately 6.6 million euros (excl. research activities done through the basic funding of institutions). Budgets for organic farming research coming from the basic funding of institutions count in total for approximately 2.8 million euros (from 2000 onwards). The results of the study show that from the total expenses for organic farming research (9.4 million euros) almost half is spent on research concerning organic plant production. Moreover it seems that the major part of the research on plant production is concentrated in the practical research centres. Research in the domain of socioeconomics takes mainly place in other research institutes (for fundamental research) and sector organisations (for practical research). The largest budgets are spent on mid-term research (2-4 years) and research under the basic funding of institutions. Short-term projects (<2 years) are relatively abundant (26 of the 54 research projects) but have a limited budget at their disposal. Long-term organic farming research (> 4 years) takes rarely place in Flanders. IWT (Institute for the Promotion of Innovation by Science and Technology in Flanders), the Flemish Government (Department of Sustainable Agricultural Development – ADLO) and the Flemish provinces spent the largest budgets on organic farming research (resp. 28%, 21% and 20% of the total research budget  for organic farming between 2000 and 2006). IWT mainly funds fundamental/applied  research projects on mid-term. The Flemish Government funds applied and practical research on short to mid-term and also contributes to the basic funding of research institutions. A large part of the basic funding of Flemish centres for practical research though comes from the provinces.

Bottlenecks of the organic farming research in Flanders

An important bottleneck in the knowledge generation related to organic farming in Flanders is the strong ad hoc driven generation of fundamental, applied and practical knowledge which hampers a sufficient tuning on the needs of the organic sector. The limited coordination and structuring of the knowledge generation seem among other things a consequence of: a) A lack of a general vision and strategy for the Flemish organic sector on the long term; and b) A lack of a research programme for the organic sector with an overview of the research needs and research priorities for the future. The budget spent on organic farming research is generally experienced as relatively limited. As a consequence, little continuity exists in this research in Flanders, especially on fundamental/applied level. Long-term research does not often occur and prevents to build up the necessary expertise. Flemish research institutions and researchers have as a result insufficient reputation in the European Union and take little part in European research projects. While foreign research institutions further develop, the organic farming research in Flanders stays behind. An additional bottleneck concerning research funding is the requirement of co-financing from the organic sector as asked by IWT.  Regarding the small-scale character of the organic sector, it is however often difficult to fulfill this condition. Furthermore, it seems that project financers and evaluators are ill-informed about the needs of the sector (because the lack of research strategy and programme) with the risk that research projects are selected on theme’s that are not a priority. The transfer of research results from practical research to the organic sector currently occurs quite smoothly through different information channels (newsletters, popular articles,…). The content of these information channels is however less relevant for fundamental/applied research. As a result, the transfer of relevant information between practical research and fundamental/applied research is not optimal. Direct transfer from fundamental/applied research to practice also occurs inadequately because the lack of attention from fundamental/applied researchers for national research publications. On the other hand is the transfer to the practical research relatively fine, but a bottleneck is the insufficient translation of fundamental/applied research results to practice because the lack of financial means of practical research centres. Generally, as well from practical research as from fundamental/applied research level, lack of a central research database is experienced where knowledge from practical and fundamental/applied organic farming research is combined. Also knowledge circulation as part of knowledge dissemination for organic farming research in Flanders is not yet optimal. The cooperation between researchers is rather restricted and ad hoc. Especially between practical researchers on one hand, and fundamental/applied researchers on the other hand, there is relatively little contact. The limited funding of research projects and the lack of coordination and structure of the Flemish organic farming research, with consequently the absence of consultation possibilities to bring organic researchers together, are the most important causes of the sometimes limited interaction between researchers. For an optimal knowledge circulation, also a good contact between research and practice is necessary. Knowledge networks where researchers meet with different user groups, and activities as study days, demonstrations, farm visits,… hence need to be stimulated. Generally it seems that in Flanders the contact between practical research for organic farming and practice is quite well; practical research centres carry out quite some research on farms itself, use technical committees for practical research and organise different activities that improve the contact. Contact between fundamental/applied researchers and practice is on the contrary more limited. Participatory research on this level does not often occur and researchers are rarely or not included in existing technical committees of the practical research centres. However, by drawing on user and steering committees during the execution of research projects, interaction with practice is tried to be promoted.

Recommendations for organic farming research in Flanders

To meet the needs of the organic sector and to use the research funds for organic farming in a more efficient way, one needs to aim at an optimal coordination and steering of the research activities. A possible basis for this is the formulation of a widely supported vision and strategy for the Flemish organic agriculture. A vision and strategy can serve as a guideline for the direction one wish to go with the organic sector in Flanders and as a decision-making tool. It allows to work towards certain objectives for the future and to define which efforts or means are necessary for these developments. Based on a sound vision and strategy, a research programme can be developed that gives the research priorities for organic farming in the future. A research programme can be used for project calls, project proposals, evaluation and selection of research projects. It can stimulate researchers and can provide more continuous research, a better tuning on the needs in practice and a larger acknowledgment of the organic farming research nationally and internationally. Important is that the research programme is made known to as much stakeholders as possible who are or can be involved in the organic sector, particularly also to possible financers for organic farming research. As well for determining a vision and strategy as for developing a research programme, one needs to take into consideration the developments within the conventional agriculture and these on international level. Moreover it is extremely important that a vision/strategy and a research programme come about through an interactive process where all relevant stakeholders are involved. To successfully finalise this process a good coordination of the whole process is necessary and the required structures need to be created. Existing structures can hereby be expanded or adjusted. On the other hand, the necessary means need to be provided, also on the long term. This should ensure that regular modification of the vision/strategy and the research programme remains possible. Collectively formulating a vision/strategy and a research programme can enhance the collaboration among researchers and between research and practice. In order to further optimise the knowledge circulation concerning organic agriculture, participatory research methods and a holistic interdisciplinary research approach should be encouraged. Also centralising and communicating research findings on a research database is strongly supported in order to both improve the knowledge transfer and circulation to the Flemish organic sector. In this way results can be widely spread and networks between researchers can be established. Contact between researchers could also go more smoothly by establishing a contact point for organic farming per institution that is involved in organic farming research.
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