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1. Background

Study design

The overall objective of the subproject on processing, where the Delphi expert survey was an important task, is “to develop of a framework for the design of “minimum” and “low input” processing strategies, which guarantee food quality and safety.” It should support the overall aim of the integrated QLIF Project (Quality of Low-Input Food) in improving quality, ensuring safety and reducing costs along the European organic and “low input” food supply chains through research, dissemination and training activities. 

The method chosen was the Delphi method. The work was carried out in the form of a two-step Delphi survey. In the first round 250 experts in 13 countries in Europe were involved, and were asked to respond to a standardised questionnaire in October and November 2004 and the second round from March to May 2005. The Delphi expert survey was designed in such a way that the most important and currently discussed aspects regarding organic food processing have been taken up. 

120 experts from 13 countries (Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Netherlands, Slovakia, Spain, and Switzerland) answered the first round and 83 experts from 13 countries answered the second round. Based on the experiences from other EU projects (Hamm et al. 2002), a classification was made with regard to the development stage of the country in the organic market development. 

Table 1 Country classification in the organic market development of participating countries. 

	Mature market countries 
	Growth market countries
	Emerging market countries

	Austria
Denmark
Switzerland

	Finland
France
Italy
Netherlands
United Kingdom

Germany
	Belgium
Czech Republic
Slovenia
Spain


2/5 of the respondents came from mature market countries and growth market countries whereas 1/5 came from emerging countries. This corresponds quite well to the actual market situation in Europe
 .

Expert selection

The experts were chosen in such a way as to have a good representation of food processors from the milk, meat, vegetable/fruit and cereal sector as well as processing specialists, with different field of activities (research, advice, certification, consumer information, government agencies). In the first round with a relation of 55% food processing companies to 45% non processors and in the second round 46% food processing companies to 54% non processors.

Definitions

Defining organic food processing

The main focus of the first part of the survey was to narrow and clarify definitions which are often used to characterize organic food processing. When asking questions about minimum processing and freshness/fresh produce the answers did not vary very much. However exploring the definition of careful processing and authenticity, the experts had a quite different understanding of these terms. On the other hand, in the second round of the survey, we found out that authenticity is regarded as very important for an organic product. In the second survey we tried to find a suitable definition. The definitions with the best acceptations of the terms careful processing, fresh product and authenticity are as follows:

Careful processing: “the maximum to keep the important compounds and the maximum to avoid undesired compounds or nutritional losses”. 

Fresh product: Product with a short shelf life needs to be stored at a specific temperature or under controlled temperature conditions”. 

Authenticity: “Production and processing steps and the origin are visible/recognizable to the consumer”
A final definition of the terms “fresh product, careful processing and authenticity” seems not to be of such a high need, as originally expected. Based on the feedback from the experts we can conclude that instead of a final definition of the terms “careful processing” and “authenticity” a more elaborated definition of the production methods as well a good labelling would be more helpful for the producers as well for the consumers, when the intent of these two terms can be addressed indirectly.

General comments

Important aspects in organic food processing 

The most interesting point of part two of the survey was the finding that aspects like sensory quality, freshness, minimum use of additives and authenticity are regarded as the most important aspects for the success on the market, all aspects that are recognizable to the consumer. 

Food safety

Regarding food safety issues, most of the experts do not expect more problems with organic food compared to conventional food. 

Nevertheless there are some experts which mentioned expecting more food safety problems. For example: higher contamination by mould spores; higher risk of contamination in food by micro-organisms; animal problems with parasites; higher residues of dioxin in organic eggs; problems arising from naturally occurring mycotoxins and toxic micro-organisms.

Ways to regulate or clarify/harmonise organic food processing issues

An important question was “which aspects should be regulated” at an EU regulation level and which ones at other levels (national, private company or label level) or do not be regulated at all. The feedback from the experts was quite differentiated depending on the different areas. At the EU regulatory level, initial first priority was stated as the minimum use of additives, followed by minimum and careful processing. Quality/sensory aspects however were not seen to be primarily at EU level, because companies should have the chance to develop individual sensorical profiles to their products. We can conclude, based on the feedback from the food processing specialists and processors in the Delphi Survey, that in the future revision of the EU regulation 2092/91 a much more differentiated approach is necessary:

· EU regulation / State regulations: regulatory framework but with more flexibility for regional variation and private sector rules.

· Private standards: focussing really on the special quality and regional aspects.

· Private company level (internal quality standards): focus on the special sensory quality and general quality management.

· The experts recommended clearly that some new instruments should be developed:

· Common “Code of practice” of the organic food sector: setting the overall baseline for sustainability and health aspects => IFOAM and private umbrella organisations (e.g. of organic food processors), operators.

· GMP (Good manufacturing practices): elaborated by organic and other advisory/consultancy services specialised in organic agriculture and organic food processing.

The table below will give you an overview about all interviewed subjects regarding regulation or clarifying/harmonising organic food processing issues

Table 2: What to regulate at which level
	ISSUE
	Relevant in survey
	EU Reg. /state (all)
	EUReg/state (processors)
	Private standard
	Private company
	Code of Practise
	GMP

private

	Freshness
	high
	+
	~
	+
	+
	+
	+

	Minimum/careful processing
	high
	++
	++
	+
	~
	+
	~

	Minimal use of additives
	high
	+++
	+++
	~
	~
	~
	~

	Sensory quality
	medium
	
	~
	
	++
	+
	+

	Environ. friendly processing
	high
	+
	~
	+
	~
	+
	+

	Environ. friendly packaging
	high
	+
	~
	+
	+
	+
	+

	Social standards
	medium
	~
	~
	+
	~
	+
	+

	Regionality
	medium
	~
	~
	++
	+
	~
	+

	Seasonality
	Lower
	~
	~
	+
	+
	+
	~

	Whole food
	Lower
	~
	~
	~
	~
	+
	+

	Health aspects
	lower
	+
	~
	~
	~
	+
	+

	Authenticity
	high
	+
	++
	+
	~
	~
	~

	Restricted use sugar/salts
	No
	~
	~
	~
	~
	~
	~


Scale: 0-15 % of experts = ~ 
not significant 15-30 % = +
 30-45 % = ++

 > 45 % = +++

With regard to the question of whether the EU-Regulation 2092/91 is sufficient an interesting difference between the answers of the processors and the non-processors could be observed. 45.5 % of the food processors think EU Regulation 2092/91 is sufficient as opposed to only 33.3% of the non-processing organisations. This difference between food processors and non-processing organisations could be found several times. We need to think about what the reasons for this discrepancy are. But in general it can be stated that, with the exception of having clear rules for the minimum use of additives and processing aids, no significant preferences or only tendencies regarding the possible ways to regulate or harmonise different aspects of organic food processing have been identified. A “code of practice” for the organic food sector seems however to be a good instrument which would allow not all issues to be described in detail in the EU regulation 2092/91. The organic food sector should take more self-responsibility by defining such a Code of Practice. A general Code of Practice for organic food processing will be elaborated and published as outcome of the QLIF subproject 5 until the end of 2005. (see: www.qlif.org)

In general most of the experts expect special processing methods used in the production of organic food but when asking more specific for the involved experts it was very difficult to select those methods that are usable/suitable or not usable/suitable for it. Regarding the use of additives, however, the answers given were very clear. There is a tendency to prefer additives from certified organic origin both from processors' as well as from non-processors' point of view. 

Furthermore, clear separation guidelines based on HACCP concepts (organic HACCP) in order to reduce the risk of contamination with GMO or conventional pesticides were supported, in particular by 64.8% of the experts from non-processing organisations. Processors show a nearly equal result of 45.3% pro and 39.1% contra HACCP guidelines. With regard to stricter labelling requirements, the non-processing organisations prefer to have stricter guidelines. The same preference was also expressed regarding packaging.

Table 3: Possible new appendages to EU Reg. 2092/91 especially annex IV
	Area
	Actual
	New

	Flavours:

67.5 % think that flavours should be certified organic (20.5% no).
	Natural flavours
	Flavours certified organic

	Flavour enhancers: 

85.5% wouldn’t allow the use of flavour enhancers. 
	Not clearly regulated
	Prohibited

	Colouring

85.5 % think that the current regulation is sufficient.
	Colouring with certified organic ingredients
	No revision; Colouring with certified organic ingredients

	Antioxidants

 74.2% prefer the use of organic antioxidants and also a high level of 60.2% would support the obligation of using certified organic antioxidants .
	Synthetic antioxidant allowed
	Antioxidants certified organic and of non-synthetic origin

	Preservatives: the prohibition of preservatives generally in the organic food sector is acceptable for 55.4% (36.1%no).  
	Some preservatives are allowed
	Stronger restriction for 

preservatives

	Raising agents

67.6% think that the carrier should be certified organic. 
	Carrier can be non organic
	Carrier must be certified organic

	Emulsifiers

With regard to the risk of GMO contamination 83.1 % think that emulsifiers should have to be certified organic. 
	Conventional
	Certified organic

	Enzymes

52.5% think that the use of enzymes in organic products is acceptable. 66.3 % don’t accept the use of enzymes for the sole use of standardizing the process/product.  
	GMO free
	Specific requirements depending on the use

	Area
	Actual
	New

	Micro-organisms

56.6% in 2nd round (72.5% 1st round) think that micro organisms should be certified organic in comparison to 31.3% in 2nd round(20.8% 1st round) who do not see a need. 
	Conventional
	Certified organic

	Anti-caking agents  

53% think that anti-caking agents should be certified organic in comparison to 22.9 % who do not see a need. 
	Conventional
	Certified organic

	Separation in the production process

(parallel processing)

68.7% think that specific separation guidelines would be helpful. 
	Sufficient separation
	Product specific separation guidelines

(based on HACCP concept)

	Labelling processing methods

54.2% would prefer the processing methods to be listed on the packaging compared to 38.6% who would not. 
	Non-organic ingredients, certification body
	Labelling of some processing methods



	Labelling of processing aids: 58.5 % say yes to a labelling of processing aids compared with 31.7% who say no.


	Non-organic ingredients, certification body
	Declaration of certain processing aids, like enzymes (extended labelling rules)

	Labelling of the origin

69.9% would support the labelling of the origin of the ingredients and 25.3 % would not.
	Non-organic ingredients, certification body
	Indication of the origin of the ingredients

	Packaging

75.9% would prefer environmentally friendly packaging but 69.2 % also have the opinion that the packaging which provides the best protection of the product is acceptable instead of environmentally friendly packaging 
	No requirement in the regulation
	No revision at the moment


The survey gives interesting information for the newly started major revision of the EU regulation 2092/91 with regard to processing, in particular for the revision of Annex VI and article 5: 

Minimum and careful processing methods would be interesting fields for research. Due to the limited possibility of using additives and processing aids in organic food processing, it is important to research and develop suitable production and processing methods with regard to the requirements for an organic product and the principles of organic agriculture.  

Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (FIBL) Switzerland, January 2006 
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