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Who wants to convert to organic farming?

There has been much debate in the media in recent weeks about the state of the organic market.  Claims have been made that the market is starting to contract in the face of the ‘credit crunch’.  Consumers are said to be ‘trading down’ as purse strings get tighter and financial pressures increase.  There is no doubt that some areas of the market are under pressure but that does not mean the end for organic farming.

The organic market is not going to go away.  In the last recession in the early 1990s growth in organic sales levelled off but did not reverse.  Once the recession passed the organic sector moved back into double digit growth.  This has continued for the last decade and a half in response to consumer demand.  Can we expect the same kind of rebound once the current recession has passed?

It may not be as dramatic as in the 90s but the concerns and interests of the consuming public will be the same in the future as they have been in the past and present.  Is this then a good time to contemplate converting the farm to organic production?  Much will depend on the farm and the extent to which it is reliant on external inputs.  The enterprise type should also be carefully considered especially where the farm business is based on a single enterprise.

Points to consider:

· An extensive livestock farm that is essentially self sufficient in feed and is compliant with Nitrate Vulnerable Zone stocking rates will encounter fewer changes in its management

· Farms in Higher Level Stewardship may find that many of their agreement terms resonate with the requirements of the organic standards

· Conventional input prices have reached record levels in recent months and are very unlikely to drop back to historical levels

· There is a significant gap between organic and conventional cereals prices

· Conversion periods for most farms are two years or more so now is a good time to consider conversion in order to be ready for renewed growth in the market

· There is a wealth of information available to assist producers in planning and implementing organic conversion

It is crucially important to remember that organic conversion needs detailed planning and that producers should embrace both the letter and the spirit of the organic standards.  While it is possible to negotiate the conversion process on a DIY basis there are many issues to consider.  It must make sense to take advantage of help especially when it is free.

The Organic Conversion Information Service (OCIS) is funded by Defra, managed by Natural England and delivered by the Organic Research Centre, Elm Farm and SAC.  All interested producers can receive a free copy of the very detailed OCIS Information Pack and access to the OCIS Helpline.  Eligible producers are also entitled to a free farm visit from an experienced organic adviser to discuss all the issues involved in organic conversion.

Access to OCIS services carries no obligation and they can be useful in identifying issues that might mean that organic conversion is not appropriate at the time of the enquiry or visit.  The service also provides signposts to other sources of information including Organic Entry Level Stewardship, business advice, market intelligence, relevant research results and environmental issues.  Previous OCIS contracts have assisted thousands of farmers and growers in taking the first steps to successful organic conversion.

The OCIS Helpline is 0800 980 0048 and further information can be found at www.ocis.org.uk which links through to the OCIS pages on the Natural England website.

Notes for editors

1) The original Organic Conversion Information Service (OCIS), operated by the Soil Association and Elm Farm Research Centre, on behalf of Defra, ran from 1999 and 2006.

2) An independent review and full public consultation on the future of OCIS was carried out in 2005/06. Both of these exercises recommended that an advice programme for prospective organic farmers should continue in England subject to a number of changes being made to how the service should operate. 

3) European Commission’s approval to launch the new replacement service, under the State Aid exempted rules procedure, was given on 10 January 2008.

4) OCIS will be managed for Defra by Natural England.

5) Natural England has appointed the Organic Research Centre (ORC), based at Elm Farm, to deliver the new service after inviting tenders in the usual way. 
6) Further information about the new service can be obtained from Natural England. Please contact Nick Cooper, OCIS Project Manager on 01483 307705.
7) “The business of The Organic Research Centre, Elm Farm is to develop and support sustainable land-use, agriculture and food systems, primarily within local economies, which build on organic principles to ensure the health and well-being of soil, plant, animal, man and his environment."  It achieves this through a programme of research, policy development, education and training, and the provision of advisory services.
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