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Summary_________________________________________________________________________________
Over the last decades, most islands in North Western Europe have witnessed a
population decline and a change in economic activities from agriculture and
fisheries to nature conservation and tourism.
The ISLA project seeks to ‘provide best practice solutions for spatial development
aimed at enhancing social and economic well-being and maintaining the attractiveness of the natural and cultural landscape of islands within Northwest Europe’.
One of the objectives of ISLA is to maintain the cultural and natural landscape.
This study on Organic Farming and Marketing is related to this objective, trying to
answer the question what strategies for sustainable agriculture may provide good
income whilst protecting natural resources and maintaining landscape and cultural
heritage.
In this study, the concept of sustainable agriculture is explored, presenting relevant
indicators related among others to biodiversity, soil fertility, pest management and
local economy. Various sustainability standards are used by public and private bodies to stimulate and market sustainable agriculture.
Here the focus is more specifically on organic farming, a specific though not exclusive way of sustainable agriculture.
EU regulations (1991) set the standards for certification for organic agriculture,
although minor national differences may exist in interpretation. The importance of
organic farming differs per country, but is relatively low for the ISLA countries, both
in total acreage (less than 3%) and number of organic farms (less than 2%). The
organic sector is still a niche market.
In general, the demand for organic products is increasing, especially in the field of
dairy, meat and marine products and for non-food products (cosmetics). Supply of
organic products is also increasing, although farmers are, for various reasons, still
hesitant to convert to organic agriculture. The importance of marketing and distribution of organic products is often underestimated.
Lessons learned from various studies and ‘best practice examples’ suggest that
organic farming on islands may contribute to landscape maintenance and cultural
heritage but is unlikely to be economically sustainable. It will be difficult for island
organic products to compete with organic products from the mainland. Furthermore, the claim ‘organic’ , related to production methods as such, is unlikely to
attract sufficient consumers. A ‘multiple claim’ product, with an island image,
unique product qualities such as taste and a ‘smell of the sea’ is likely to have a
higher chance of success. Collaboration between farmers and other enterprises will
lead to more effective and efficient marketing and distribution. Options to combine
farming and fishing with other economic activities such as eco-tourism and care
farming will make agriculture and fishing more economically sustainable.
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Introduction _____________________________________________________________

Living on an island was, and to a certain degree still is, a specific way of life. Formerly, as an island community, there was a need for self-subsistence. Making use
of its advantages of living with and off the sea (fishing, shipping) and specific ecological conditions, island communities catered as much as possible cater for their
own needs (fish, staple crops, vegetables, meat, wool, etc).
Over recent decades islands have seen important changes. Where sailing boats and
local fish processing facilities were once important for islands, now because of improved transport and processing facilities (motorboats, cooling equipment) and
economies of scale, islands have lost this function to the mainland. Islanders now
also bring their fish to the mainland so that it can be cooled, transported and sold
as fresh produce. Agricultural products are produced in bulk quantities on the mainland and, even with transport costs included, compete easily with local island products.
Most islands have seen a major reduction in population, sometimes up to 50% of
that of the 1950s. Many traditional economic activities have lost their importance
so that currently few farmers and fishermen are left on the islands.
The beauty of the islands, their unique and specific habitat with their rich biodiversity, is a remarkable but vulnerable trait. The conservation of their natural beauty
and their cultural heritage has become an important objective, attracting new
(temporary or permanent) inhabitants and visiting tourists.
Agriculture has long had an important role in shaping and maintaining the landscape and the cultural heritage. If farmland is abandoned, it may be overgrown by
weeds, specific species may disappear and traces of cultural heritage (e.g. landscape patterns and elements), may no longer be seen. However, if agriculture is to
play a role in maintaining the landscape, it should do so by also complying with the
objectives of nature conservation and maintenance of an attractive landscape. It
should fulfil certain conditions to minimize negative environmental impacts of the
use of fertilizers and pesticides, but should also at the same time be sufficiently
economically appealing as an activity in which to invest time and money.
The major question therefore is what kind of agriculture is desirable and feasible
given the context of islands and the objectives of maintaining the landscape, biodiversity and cultural heritage. This question is addressed in the framework of the
ISLA project, for which overall goal is to: “provide best-practice solutions for spatial
development aimed at enhancing social and economic well-being and maintaining
the attractiveness of the natural and cultural landscape of islands”. The ISLA project is focusing on a meaningful role for Islands in the spatial development of North
West Europe. ISLA Partner agencies work for islands in France, Ireland, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom (Scotland). Major themes of the ISLA project are
Facilitating and bridging role of government, Island tourism and Cultural and natural landscape.
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The present study is linked to the theme ‘Cultural and natural landscape’ and focuses on sustainable farming, with specific attention to organic farming. The objectives of the study are:
•
To discuss and evaluate strategies for sustainable agriculture on islands providing good incomes whilst protecting natural resources;
•
To develop approaches for marketing island-specific organic products;
•
To draw up recommendations and best practice solutions.
The methodology for achieving these objectives is set out in chapter 2. In chapter 3
we will discuss the concept of sustainable agriculture. In chapters 4 and 5 we focus
specifically on organic farming as a way of sustainable farming: what are current
EU regulations and policies and what are trends in supply and demand of organic
products?
After describing this wider context, we concentrate in the next chapters on islands:
what is the sustainability of actual farming practices on ISLA partner islands and
what are best practices here and elsewhere from which we can learn? Finally, we
present recommendations for strategies and tools to improve the future for islands
through sustainable farming.

2
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Methodology_________________________________________________

In
•
•
•

this study we consider three main divisions of farming:
Animal husbandry
Crop production
Fish farming/ aquaculture

Within these divisions, the Terms of Reference identify some key issues, which
require special consideration and are the subjects of the study (See Box 2.1).

Box 2.1 Key issues addressed in the sustainable farming study
1

Organic production

•

The extent of organic production

•

The use of organic farming as a sustainable way to manage and protect
natural spaces

•

The links between organic standards and environmental preservation

•

The ways in which production methods can be improved /production costs
decreased (considering islands specific constraints: lack of suitable processing facilities, poor access to market, diseconomies of scales, climatic limitations on crops and livestock, cost of transport…)

•

The potential for product development / diversification of the suppliers base
and the range of products they produce

2

Economic sustainability/marketability of organic products

•

The marketability of organic products compared to conventional products,
with an image centred on islands specificity

•

The marketing/packaging of the produce

•

The potential for cooperative working between producers

3

Alternative solutions in case of no purely economic sustainability

•

Subsidies systems available in each country (subsidies for conversion to
organic farming and for maintenance of organic production, and the possible
taking into account of insular constraints)

•

Making use of volunteers

•

Combination with other income earning activities

4

Regulation concerning organic farming

•

What are current evolutions of the regulation?

•

Are islands specificities taken into account into the regulation?

For this study five local projects in four countries will be considered, see Box 2.2.
However, experiences from other islands will also be included.

3

Box 2.2. Case studies included in this ISLA study
Country

Case Study/

Partner agency

Demonstration Project
France

Iroise Archipelago

Conservatoire de l’Espace Littoral

Ireland

Bere Island

Bere Island Project Group

Netherlands

Tiengemeten

Dienst Landelijk Gebied /

et des Rivages Lacustes

Natuurmonumenten
United Kingdom

Shetland Islands

Shetland Amenity Trust

Argyll and Bute

Argyll and Bute Council

(Scotland)
United Kingdom
(Scotland)

To address the key issues several data collection methods have been used:
•
Internet search for the concerned partner agencies and for other islands
communities;
•
Use of questionnaires for collecting basic data of the study islands (see Appendix);
•
Literature review of relevant documents and research reports;
•
Discussion with project partners on the objectives and outcome of this study
(Ouessant, May 2006);
•
Site visit to the island of Kemenez in the Iroise Archipelago(May 2006) and
Tiengemeten (June 2006); data collection by observation and in discussions
with local resource persons;
•
Contact with experts on organic farming by phone or mail.
An overview of sources used for this study is presented in the appendix.
On the basis of discussion with project partners (May 2006), it was decided to explore the concept of sustainable agriculture in a broader sense, not concentrating
solely on organic farming. Major issues to address in this study would therefore be:
•
Definition of sustainable farming and of organic farming as a particular form of
sustainable agriculture;
•
Regulations and policies concerning organic agriculture;
•
Trends in organic farming;
•
Comparative analysis: sustainable farming on islands, SWOT analysis;
•
Best practice examples farming and marketing;
•
Future of island sustainable farming.

4
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Sustainable agriculture ____________________________

Sustainable agriculture as a concept has gained wide acceptance. It is broadly
summarized as taking into consideration the 3 P’s of Profit (economic sustainability), Planet (environmental sustainability) and People (social acceptability).
The major challenge is to put the concept into practice, i.e. to measure sustainability at field, farm, community and production chain level, identify what needs to be
done and find ways and means to increase the degree of sustainability. It should be
recognized that sustainability is always ‘in process’: it is not a static state of affairs.
Changing context and new developments (technology, changes in environmental
standards) make sustainability in itself a dynamic concept.
Defining and measuring sustainability
There are various understandings of sustainable agriculture and approaches to work
on it. At international level, food companies such as Unilever (processing of spinach, tomatoes, peas, etc.) and Heineken (beer) work with internationally agreed
indicator clusters to operationalize and measure the degree of sustainability of agricultural practices. These clusters give an overview of relevant issues to address
regarding sustainable agriculture (see Box 3.1).

Box 3.1 Sustainable agriculture indicator clusters
1

Soil fertility/health

Soil is fundamental to agricultural systems, and a rich soil ecosystem contributes
to crop and livestock performance. Sustainable practices can improve beneficial
components of the soil’s ecosystem.
2

Soil loss

Soil eroded by water and wind can lose both structure and organic matter, diminishing the assets of an agricultural system. Sustainable practices can reduce soil
erosion.
3

Nutrients

Crops and livestock need a balance of nutrients. Some of these can be created
locally (e.g. nitrogen), and some must be imported. Nutrients are lost through
cropping, erosion, leaching and emissions to the air. Sustainable practices can
enhance locally produced nutrients and reduce losses.
4

Pest management

A small but significant proportion of pesticides applied to crops or livestock can
escape to water and air, or accumulate in foods, affecting ecosystems and human
health. Sustainable practices substitute natural control for some pesticides.
5

Biodiversity

Biodiversity can be improved or reduced by agricultural practices. Some biodiversity is highly beneficial for agriculture. Sustainable practices can improve biodiversity.

5

6

Product value

Product value is a measure of the desired outputs of an agricultural system (quantity, quality, economic value). Sustainable practices should be able to maintain or
improve product value.
7

Energy

The energy balance of agricultural systems depends on the additional energy supplied from renewable sources to power machinery. Sustainable practices can improve
the energy balance and ensure that is remains positive (more energy going out than
going in).
8

Water

Some agricultural systems make use of water for irrigation, or pollute or contaminate ground water or surface water with pesticides, nutrients or soil. Sustainable
practices can make targeted use of inputs and reduce losses.
9

Social/human capital

The challenge of using natural resources sustainably is fundamentally a social one.
It requires collective action, the sharing of new knowledge and continuous innovation. Sustainable agricultural practices can improve both social and human capital.
10 Local economy
Agricultural inputs (goods, labour, services) can be sourced from many places.
Sustainable agriculture practices can help to make the best use of local and available
resources in order to increase efficiency and help to sustain local businesses and
livelihoods.
Source: Unilever, 2002; Heineken, 2005.

For each indicator cluster, relevant parameters are defined taking into account the
type of agricultural system and local conditions. For example, Heineken is using
these indicators for barley crop systems providing barley as raw material for beer
production (see Box 3.2).

Box 3.2

Sustainable barley production – global indicators, local parameters

Heineken, 60 barley growers and other companies are jointly learning how to measure and
improve sustainability. They work together in a pilot project for sustainable agriculture in the
Flevopolder (The Netherlands), called ‘Skylark’. The skylark bird is taken as a symbol for sustainable agriculture and biodiversity. The 10 sustainable agriculture indicators were operationalized by farmers, with help of agricultural advisors, and actions were formulated to increase
sustainability of their farms. In the Flevopolder, soil fertility and soil structure turned out to be
a major sustainability concern. Exchange visits with barley farmers in Northern France learned
that water, i.e. irrigation from groundwater sources, is a major issue in that region.
The indicator ‘Biodiversity’ has been operationalized by making an inventory of flora and
fauna on each individual farm, taking into account landscape elements. A parameter related
to the accessibility of farms for consumers and the interaction between farmers and consumers was included in the indicator cluster ‘social/human capital’.
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These sustainability indicator clusters take into account biodiversity, but not explicitly landscape maintenance and cultural heritage. However, these latter parameters may be included in indicator clusters such as biodiversity, social/human capital
and local economy. Furthermore, the above-mentioned clusters are focusing on
crop production. For animal husbandry and fishery/aquaculture an additional indicator cluster regarding animal welfare has to be included. These indicator clusters can
be adapted to island conditions and be made location specific for individual islands.
Sustainability standards
Various sustainability standards are formulated by both the public and private sector or in public-private sector collaboration to stimulate farmers and consumers to
focus more on sustainability.
Government policy can help to stimulate the sustainability of agricultural practices.
For example, the French ‘Agriculture raisonnée’ programme, initiated by the French
Government, can be considered as a way of stimulating and ‘certifying’ sustainable
agricultural practices. Important issues in this programme are traceability, health
and safety of agricultural workers, soil fertility, crop protection, irrigation, animal
nutrition and animal welfare, hygiene, waste management, landscape and biodiversity (Cf. French Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 2002).
The Dutch ‘Milieukeur’ is an independent foundation in which producers' and consumers' organizations, retailers, environmental organizations and government institutions collaborate. It has a certifying programme with standards for environmentally friendly production for food and non-food products. In the food sector, the
‘Milieukeur’ certification programme for arable crops has not been adopted by many
farmers as the marketing of the trademark has not resulted in higher product prices
than for regular farming produce. In the animal husbandry sector it has been
slightly more successful, especially for pig production. Producers and processors
work together, aiming at a market segment in between regular and organic products, using an exclusive distribution channel, i.e. a well known chain of quality
butchers in the Netherlands and Belgium (Cf. Roep and Wiskerke, 2006). The ‘Milieukeur’ certification programme for farmed fish has not been a success.
Quality standards are also used as a way of stimulating certain aspects of sustainable production, focusing mainly on consumer perception and satisfaction. For example, the Tesco supermarket chain in the UK is known for its relatively high standards for vegetable production, especially when it comes to the use of pesticides.
In the field of animal husbandry certain quality standards are used for pig and poultry production, e.g. IKB (The Netherlands), QS (Qualität und Sicherheit, Germany)
and Label Rouge (France).
Well known quality standards for fish are SQS (Scottish Quality Salmon) for the UK
market and Label Rouge for the French market. The international Marine Stewardship Council trademark (MSC), initiated by Unilever and the World Wild Fund, is
used to certify fish harvested in a sustainable manner.
Another way to introduce sustainability standards is to combine it with a product
image and marketing approach (e.g. regional products) or position it in a certain
way (e.g. ‘slow food’ or ‘forgotten food’). For regional products a Protected Designation of Origin (PDO, in French AOC), a Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) or
a Traditional Specialty Guaranteed (TSG) can be obtained from the relevant national authority. The EU legislation for protection and inspection of these kind of
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products, formulated in 1992, has been updated in 2006 (see for more details
ec.europa.eu/agriculture/foodqual). These products are produced and processed in
the region according to specified standards and inspected by an independent certification body. Regional products with a PDO status are relatively important in France
(cheese, wine) and the UK (cheese, meat products). An example of an island product is the potato of the French Island of Re (Cf. Box 3.3).

Box 3.3

Protected Designation of Origin: Potatoes of the Island of Ré

Potatoes from The Island of Ré are the only potatoes in France to have been awarded an AOC
label. They are grown over 200 hectares by 35 producers. These potatoes have a specific
taste, ‘a subtle sweet flavour’ and come early on the market. Using its image of a ‘potato
island’, an annual Potato and salt festival is organized in spring. Farmers are organized in a
group of producers to defend their interest as growers of this specific potato.
Source: e.europa.eu/agriculture/qual; www.rungisinternational.com

Regional products contribute to the local economy and, if combined with sustainability standards, may protect environment and landscape. These products reflect
also cultural heritage in the sense of locally produced and processed in a certain
traditional way, telling also the story of the culinary history of a region. Producers,
processors and others often join hands to stimulate the development, marketing
and distribution of these products. An example of a series of regional island products is presented in Box 3.4.
Box 3.4

Wadden gold – ‘honestly enjoying’

In 1996 the Waddengroep Foundation (the Netherlands) started with the objective to produce
beautiful and special products from raw materials from the Waddensee region aiming at a
sustainable, environmentally friendly development of the countryside. The Waddensee area
includes the Wadden islands and a part of the mainland up to 25 km of the coast. To increase
the number of producers and get attention of consumers, the regional brand ‘Wadden gold’
was created in 2003, using ‘honestly enjoying’ as a slogan. Wadden gold confirms the connection ‘with one of the world’s most valuable and authentic nature and culture areas’. It guarantees regional origin and production, gives expression to the Wadden feeling of customers
that products are fairly produced in the Waddensee region, have specific taste characteristics
and are produced according to sensible and sustainable production methods.
Wadden gold dairy products are combined with unique berries, such as the sea buckthorn
berry, resulting in new products such as sea buckthorn bavarois, ice cream and curd cheese.
The Wadden region is famous for its sheep and Wadden gold offers organic sheep milk and
dairy products such as sheep’s milk ice cream as well as meat products from the Texel sheep
breed. Wadden gold offers jams, syrups, wines and juices made from cranberries, sea buckthorns, anonia and other berries and mustard, honey, vinegar and other products from the
salt meadows. Wadden gold skin care products use Wadden salt and organically grown herbs
and flowers.
Wadden gold products are well appreciated by tourists visiting the Wadden islands. They also
appeal to consumers on the mainland, especially in areas within reasonable distance from the
islands.
Source: www.waddengoud.nl
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Organic farming
Organic farming can be considered as a particular although not exclusive form of
sustainable agriculture. It has the advantage of internationally acknowledged standards and certification procedures. To avail of the price premiums and financial
supports for organic produce, farming practice must comply with certain standards
in accordance with organic farming certifying bodies.

Box 3.4 Definition of organic production
Organic products are grown without using artificial fertilizers or chemical pesticides and they
do not contain any artificial aromas, colouring agents, flavourings or preservatives.
Organic farming standards are based on protecting the environment, nature and landscape
and the welfare of animals. European legislation sets the minimum standards throughout the
EU that are guaranteed by organic certification.
Source: Platform Biologica
Food or agricultural products certified as "organic" can be identified by different trademarks
like

In this study, according to the Terms of Reference, specific attention will be given
to organic agriculture. In the following chapters regulations and policies concerning
agriculture and trends in organic production and consumption will be discussed in
more detail.

9
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Regulations and policies concerning
organic agriculture __________________________________________

4.1

Regulations
The Council Regulation EEC 2092/91 (1991) specifies the practices that may be
used in organic plant production while organic livestock products are governed by
EU Regulation 1804/99 (2000). These Regulations set minimum rules for production, processing, labelling and marketing and import of organic products, including
inspection procedures. EU discussions are ongoing to set a near zero level of biotech content (GMOs, currently a 0.9% is allowed to account for accidental contamination).
Certification
The EU Regulations form the basis for the national organic standards in the countries included in this study. An overview of national labels (logos) and certification
bodies is presented in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1

Logo and certification bodies organic agriculture in study countries

Country

Logo

Certification body

France

AB – logo (Agriculture

Agriculture Biologique; Aclave; Ecocert;

Biologique)

Agrocert; others

IOFGA approved

Irish Organic Farmers and Growers Association

organic standard;

(IOFGA);

Organic Trust

Organic Trust Ltd;

Ireland

Netherlands

EKO trademark

SKAL Inspection & certification

United Kingdom

Soil Association

Soil Association Certification Ltd; Scottish

Organic Standard;

Organic Producers Association; Organic Food

Organic Farmers and

Federation (OFF; Organic Farmers and Growers

Growers, OFF, etc.

Ltd; Food Certification (Scotland) Ltd; International Certification Service; others.

Sources: www.organic-europe.net

A conversion period of 2 years is required before a farm is given the organic status
and its products can be sold as organic and receive a premium price.
For bio-dynamic products, a specific ‘branch’ of organic production, there is also the
Demeter trademark, used in France, the Netherlands, Ireland and Scotland. There
has been for some time a “wild only, only wild” Demeter label for organic fish from
Iceland and Norway.
Differences in national certification standards
In the Council Regulation EEC 2092/91 the EU provided a regulation to act as a
framework for determining what produce and products may bear the label ‘organic’.
However individual certification bodies in all EU countries set their own standards
with supplementary conditions based on this framework. So in general there are
11

differences in certification standards between countries and within one production
group regulations may differ significantly. In this study it is not possible to go into
detail for the various commodities. An illustration is given for the current situation
concerning organic fish certification (Cf. Box 4.1).

Box 4.1.

Importance of national differences in organic fish certification

All UK and French certifiers (Soil Association, OFF, AB) have organic standards for fish. In The
Netherlands organic certification is not (yet) possible, as the only Dutch certifier (SKAL) refuses to certify farmed fish species such as eel and African catfish.
For leading products like organic salmon, the German certification body ‘Naturland’ is an important certifier as much of the produce is sold in Germany. For the German market ‘Naturland’ is of more added value than the UK and France certifiers as Naturland is better known by
German consumers. Salmon produced in Ireland and Scotland but sold in France might be recertified by AB and/or go for the Label Rouge which is well appreciated by French supermarkets.
Major differences between national organic standards of salmon farming refer to the use of
colourants in the fish feed. This makes some organic salmon red, while other organic salmon
is rather pale (gray) coloured.

Other differences occur due to the interpretation of the EU legislation. An example
here is the conversion period. Before a farmer can start producing organically, the
land must undergo a monitored conversion period during which time no artificial
pesticides or fertilisers are applied. However, there are examples where the conversion period was greatly shortened because the certifying agency accepted "virgin
land" as soil for growing organic crops. Another contentious area is that in the UK
all organic animals must be born on the farm, whilst elsewhere animals can be from
conventional origin and merely spend the final part of their lives on an organic
farm.
IFOAM is the international organisation working closely with certifying bodies
around the world to ensure they operate to the same standards. By doing so they
are working towards eliminating the differences between certifiers.
On the EU level, in the new concept EU regulation, national differences in organic
standards (and the certification procedures based upon them) are currently discussed. The new regulation is a revision of the previous regulation of 1991. For
more information and discussion: http://www.organic-europe.net/europe_eu/euregulation-2092-91-revision.asp

4.2

Policies stimulating organic farming
EU and national policies
In 2004 the European Commission published an Action Plan for Organic Agriculture,
containing a strategic vision for organic agriculture and a number of actions for
both the Commission and the Member states. The Action plan states that more
emphasis should be placed on promoting market development, strengthening
government policy and safeguarding the integrity of standards and controls.
In France the first Action Plan "Plan Pluriannuel de Développement et la promotion
de l’Agriculture Biologique", was launched by the French Ministry of Agriculture for
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the period 1997 - 2003. It called for the conversion of 2,47 million acres (1 million
hectares) of farmland and increasing the number of organic farms to 25,000 by the
end of year 2005. In order to achieve this goal, financial support for farm conversion was increased, and support was extended to marketing initiatives as well as to
training and research. A new action plan was launched based on the “Rapport Saddier” published in 2003. L’Agence Bio, a public institution, with representatives of
the agricultural sector, food industries and the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development, is responsible of the development and
promotion of the organic sector.
In Ireland, the Department of Agriculture and Food is the competent body for regulation of the organic sector. A Statutory Instrument (112/2004) supplements the
implementation of the EC regulation in Ireland. The Department of Agriculture and
Food operates the Rural Environment Protection Scheme and the Scheme of Grant
aid for the development of the organic sector.
The Dutch Government follows a demand-led approach, aiming at a 10% organic
share of the total available acreage by 2010. The target of a 5% share in 2004 has
not been met. For 2005-2007, the Government will intensify the demand-led approach, strengthen innovation in the organic sector, stimulate a regional approach
and reward countryside stewardship (‘green services’).
The UK has published an Organic Action Plan in 2002, which was updated in 2004.
The Scottish Organic Action Plan was published in 2003 with the aim of building a
prosperous and sustainable organic sector within the powers and resources available to the Scottish Executive. A second report was published in 2005, setting as
targets to double the area of good quality land in organic production from 15% to
30% in 2007 and to increase the proportion of Scottish organic food to 70% of the
demand for organic food that can be sourced in Scotland.
Subsidies and other stimulating policy measures
In most European countries farmers get state support for organic production. In
Southern Europe, state support is generally low and related to the support for less
developed areas. In Switzerland support is very high, at 1,250 euro/ha.
Conversion subsidies
A conversion period is needed to change agricultural practices and for these
changes to take effect. In most cases, production levels during these conversion
periods are below ‘regular (conventional) production levels’, while no higher prices
can yet be obtained. To compensate for the ‘income gap’ conversion subsidies are
available.
In Scotland Organic Conversion Payments are available for a five-year period, rates
being differentiated for arable land, vegetables or fruit, improved grass and rough
grazing. Financial support is given to farmers to prepare their organic conversion
plan and for capital items associated with conversion to organic farming (SAC,
2005). In the rest of the UK the current scheme is the Organic Entry Level Stewardship. In The Netherlands, financial support is also available for preparing a conversion plan. In Ireland, farmers have to prepare an agro-environmental plan
drawn up by an approved agency for a period of 5 years. Payments for the inconversion period are available, for which conditions are specified (type of crops,
acreage, etc.). Ireland grants assistance to organic producers and processors for
investments in equipment and facilities.

13

‘Continuation subsidies’
To recognize the contribution organic farmers make to the quality of the environment and landscape in rural areas certain EU countries make available a ‘continuation subsidy’. In France, this subsidy is not (yet) available (Pers. Comm. G. Cartaud, Inter Bio Bretagne). In the Netherlands, from 2006 onwards this 5-year
‘continuation subsidy’ will replace the former conversion subsidy.
In Scotland, these Organic Maintenance Payment rates are open to all organic
farmers but subject to an environmental audit, the producers’ adherence to Good
Farming Practice and PEPFAA codes (Prevention of Environmental Pollution from
Agricultural Activity, see www.scotland.gov.uk).
Certification costs
In the Netherlands, farmers’ costs of organic certification (around ! 650/year) are
taken care of by the Government for the period 2006-2011. The Netherlands is the
only EU country so far where these costs are subsidized.
Price policy
Discussions are ongoing regarding the effect of price on consumers’ willingness to
buy organic products. Fiscal measures have been considered. In The Netherlands,
experiments are underway concerning price subsidies (see box 4.1).

Box 4.1 Price experiments for organic products
In 2006 a Dutch experiment, financed by the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Fisheries, has
been conducted to assess the influence of price on the buying behaviour of consumers. Organic products were offered in certain municipalities at reduced prices in supermarket chains,
where the non-organic alternatives were also available. Results indicate that a lower price
may contribute to an certain increase in purchase of organic products. However, other factors
such as product visibility and presentation are also important. Consumers said to be willing to
pay 20-25% more for organic products than for similar non-organic products.

Knowledge development and dissemination
Research on organic agriculture continues to contribute to the development and
competitiveness of the sector. In the study countries, various organizations participate in organic agriculture research and development. In addition, farmers have
organized themselves to support colleagues and promote their interests (see
www.organic-europe.net). Currently, organic farming is most intensively researched in Germany, The Netherlands, Switzerland and Denmark (Agrifuture,
2005). Major topics are production technology, food processing, food marketing
and retailing.
In France, organic farming research has been strengthened significantly in the past
years due to the first Action Plan (1997-2002). A coordination platform has been
set up by the General Teaching and Research Department (DGER) of the Ministry of
Agriculture and Fisheries. Funding is provided by the government but also by regional councils and other funding bodies. The aim is to build a consistent and reliable network (e.g. shared information, research incentives, evaluation). The focus
had been on production technical issues and is now shifting towards organic food
quality and overall social issues. France allocated 7 million EUR to research and
development in 2004.
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Ireland conducts its organic farming research programme through Teagasc. Teagasc is the Irish Agriculture and Food Development Authority since 1989 covering
all aspects of organic farming in Ireland. Historically animal husbandry was a leading activity in the field of organic agriculture. Therefore knowledge in that specific
area of farming is abundant.
In the UK there are 17 organisations (universities, research centers and others)
carrying out organic farming research. The DEFRA (Department for Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs) formulated five key scientific objectives bases on three policy objectives. DEFRA also sponsors the LINK mechanism to enhance the partnership between the private sector and academia on organic farming. Total funding for
research in 2004 was about 2.2 million GBP. The Scottish Executive Environmental
and Rural Affairs Development (SEERAD) published their ‘Evaluation of the Organic
Farming System Research Needs for Scotland’ in May 2005 (SEERAD, 2005).
Platform Biologica is the Dutch umbrella organisation for organic farming and food
in which organic farmers, traders, manufacturers and retail-traders co-operate.
Platform Biologica is playing an important role in setting the research agenda for
organic farming. For the period 2005-2007, the Netherlands Government will spend
a total amount of ! 60 million for the organic sector, of which ! 40 million is allocated for development and dissemination of knowledge.
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5

Trends in organic farming _______________________

In the EU around 6 million hectares of farmland (about 3% of the total farmland
area) is farmed organically. The highest proportion of organic farmland in the EU is
found in Austria (13.0%), Switzerland (10.5%) and Italy (6.8%). It is expected
that the total number of hectares of organic farmland will increase (Agrifuture,
2005; Ekomonitor, 2005), because of the European Action Plan for organic farming
and other agro-political actions.
Importance of organic farming
In the ISLA countries the total acreage of organic farmland and the number of organic farms are relatively low (Cf. Table 5.1).

Table 5.1 Importance of organic farming in total hectares and number of farms
Country

Hectares
2000

France
Ireland
Netherlands
United Kingdom

Farms
2004

2000

2004

371,000

560,838

9,283

11,402

(1.3%)

(2.0%)

(1.4%)

(n.d.)

32,478

30,760

1,058

(0.7%)

(0.7%)

28,800

48,155

(1,5%)

(2.2%)

240,000

690,269

(1.2%)

(4.0%)

897

(0.7%)

(0,6%)

1,390

1,469

(1.5%)
1,356
(0.7%)

(1.8%)
2,300
(1.3%)

Sources: www.organic-europe.net; www.minlnv.nl; www.biologica.nl

In France, the importance of organic farming was increasing during the period
1996-2002, but since then annual growth is slowing down. With around 11,000
farmers the target of 25,000 organic farms has not yet been met. Growth is
Particularly notable in the animal husbandry sector. More than two thirds of the
total organic area is pasture or land used for fodder production.
In Ireland the organic market remains relatively static. The target of 3% of organic
farming land, set for 2006, will not be met and according to estimates is more likely
to be reached by 2010 (Second Report National Steering Group for Organic Sector,
2005).
The importance of organic farming in the Netherlands is still growing, but not
according to target. The target of 10% of organic acreage by 2010 was translated
into a 5% share by the end of 2004. However, by the end of 2004, actual organic
acreage was around 2% (Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Fisheries, 2005).
In the United Kingdom the total area of organic land and in-conversion has decreased since 2004, mainly due to a decrease in Scotland in permanent pasture.
In 2004, around 95% of the organic farmland in Scotland was grassland (Barclay
and Cleeton, 2005). In Scotland the number of organic farmers fell since 2004 by
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about 15% (SAC, 2005). A factor affecting the decrease is the EU regulation reducing the proportion of non-organic feed that can be fed to livestock.
Demand and supply
In Europe, per capita expenditure on organic farming is greatest in Switzerland with
an annual average of !100 on bio-food products (Agrifuture, 2005). This indicates
that there might be sufficient space for an increase in per capita expenditure.
Many studies have been conducted on consumer motivation regarding organic
products. Although high price is certainly a barrier for certain consumer categories,
it is difficult to find a consistent picture regarding consumer motivation and appreciation. A study by the Soil Association gives a good summary of consumers’ perceptions and arguments (Cf. Box 5.1). ‘Organic’ is still a niche market and is likely
to continue to be so in the near future.

Box 5.1 Consumer perceptions
Existing regular purchasers of organic products are mostly well aware of how products are
produced. A survey among ‘mainstream organic consumers’ rates taste, food safety, pesticides concern, GMOs, pollution and food quality as major buying reasons.
Non-organic consumers generally feel that prices of organic products are too high while they
do not clearly perceive tangible benefits of organic products or advantages compared to regular products that justify the price difference. Organic products should at least show a product
quality equal or superior to conventional products, in particular regarding appearance.
Source: Soil Association Food & Farming report, 2003.

A qualitative study in 15 European countries (not including The Netherlands) on
sustainable food identifies three consumer approaches in the selection of food
products (Deborny, 2005):
•
Food as a source of pleasure: taste, sight, smell; this is especially the case in
countries with a strong culinary tradition (e.g. France). Origin and the rural
‘terroir’ aspects are generally high valued.
•
Rational and functional approach: price and consumer convenience; this approach is followed by the economically less well-off and globally in Eastern
European countries;
•
Dietetic approach: effects on health; these considerations are more frequent in
Northern European countries (e.g. UK, Ireland, and in particular among
women).
It seems to be difficult to promote ‘organic’ as such. Selling arguments like taste or
health may to be more appealing. In marketing organic products, ‘organic’ is more
and more used as an element of a ‘multi-claim product’, a claim that can be proven
by certification and independent inspection procedures.
There are indications that demand for certain product categories is increasing, for
example:
•

Organic baby food is an important and still increasing product category.
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•

In the UK an increase in organic dairy consumption is noticed, possibly due to
research results indicating that organic products contain higher levels of certain
substances (Omega.3 fatty acids, vitamin E and B carotene) than regular ones.
A higher demand for organic eggs and meat was registered, which might be a
reaction to the occurrence of animal diseases.

•

In France the market for natural cosmetics is showing high growth due to rising
consumer awareness as a result of media attention to the possible dangers of
synthetic substances in cosmetics (Agrimonitor, 2006). The UK has, after the
USA, the biggest market for organic cosmetics.

•

Organic marine products are gaining importance. Fish contains healthy unsaturated fatty acids and public awareness campaigns stimulate consumers to eat
more fish. Consequently, consumer awareness is rising and many people understand that a rapidly increasing proportion of fish products originates from
fish farms. These farms (especially salmon farms) have been criticized in the
media because of their production methods (environmental and other aspects),
which created a niche for organically farmed fish.

•

Organic agriculture offers an opportunity for sea-weed based fertilizers and
feeds. In the ‘health industry’ seaweeds are also appreciated in cosmetics and
in slimming products (see also www.scotland.gov.uk). Seaweed is a product
typically associated with sea and islands. In the past it was important for potassium and subsequently iodine production. In Scotland, seaweed historically
came from the Outer Hebrides and the Orkneys. In France, the Brittany islands
have (had) a tradition of raw material collection (or cultivation with Undaria,
edible seaweed) for seaweed industries on the mainland (comm. P. Dion,
CEVA). The international seaweed market is quite competitive (China, Vietnam), but there is a potential for higher quality products.

The following trends in supply were noticed at Biofach 2006, the international fair
for organic products (Ekoland, 2006):
•
Regional products, combining organic products with regional authenticity and
visibility;
•
Extra health claims, such as Omega 3 fatty acids and CLA (Conjugated Linoleic
Acid);
•
Fair trade, bio and ‘social standards’;
•
Taste and exclusivity;
•
Convenience and packaging, e.g. small portion packaging and easy travel products;
•
Sustainable packaging material, e.g. bioplastics;
•
Natural cosmetics.
Distribution channels play an important role in stimulating demand. The importance
of supermarkets is increasing compared to farmer markets, farm shops and health
food shops. Also ‘low budget supermarket chains’ such as LIDL and ALDI now offer
a wider range of organic products, reaching new categories of organic consumers.
Trend watchers are quite positive about a further growth of the organic market. It
is estimated that demand exceeds the current supply in France and the UK, which
means that organic produce is imported from elsewhere. For example, in 2003 only
35% of the organic produce sold in Scotland was domestic produce. Of course, local
production possibilities play a role here: there is limited fruit production in Scotland
because of climatic conditions; however, there is a high production and relatively
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low demand for organic fish in Scotland which suggest that a 100% market penetration is possible (Barclay and Cleeton, 2005).
As for finished organic beef, it is estimated that with the recent growth in processing outlets combined with the high demand, Scotland will be able to satisfy local
demand. In the past Scottish organic lamb producers had to sell their produce in
the conventional market. Nowadays, more farmers are able to sell organic lamb in
the organic market because of growing demand and better outlets, with supply in
spring and early summer insufficient to meet demand (SAC, 2006).
Balancing supply and demand is a difficult issue, as changes in production decisions
will have a delayed effect. Conversion to organic farming is not an easy decision,
and being an organic producer and having to deal with various types of difficulties
(production methods, market) requires perseverance (see also Box 5.2). Farmers
who experience that their organic products, produced at high costs, cannot be sold
for a premium price in the organic market but have to be traded in a ‘regular market’ will be hesitant to continue and discourage other farmers to make a move towards organic farming.

Box 5.2

Farmers’ experiences with converting to organic farming

A survey among 76 Scottish farmers who converted to organic agriculture indicates that major
reasons for converting were increased long term financial returns (49%), short term cash
injection (44%), more environmentally friendly farming (27%) and improved lifestyle and/or
job satisfaction (13%).
The actual effects of conversion experienced by farmers were an increase in price of produce
(53%), improved short-term financial position (57%) but more stress (58%), increased paperwork (97%) and increased requirement of management skills (79%).
At the time of the survey 29% of the respondents had either ceased organic farming or were
intending to do so. Major reasons for dropping out of organic farming were insufficient premium, lack of local outlet, costs of registration, lack of financial support, cost of inputs and
vet restrictions. However, due to the experiences with conversion, these farmers questioned
their use of some inputs and gained more confidence in the continued viability of their business.
Source: Younie and Clay, 2006.
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6

Comparative analysis: sustainable
farming on islands __________________________________________
In this chapter we analyze the degree of sustainability of agriculture on ISLA islands and other islands and discuss the major issues likely to make farming more
sustainable.

6.1

ISLA islands
The agricultural situation of the ISLA islands varies considerably. For example, Kemenez (France) and Tiengemeten (The Netherlands) are essentially small ‘nature
islands’, owned by a nature conservation organization where one organic farm will
be operating. There are no or a few other inhabitants on these islands. On the
other ISLA islands, the number of inhabitants is higher and agriculture is still considered to be an economic activity.
The total acreage and number of farms, as well as the relative importance of organic farming on the ISLA islands is set out in Table 6.1. Organic farming accounts
for a maximum of 2%. This indicates that there is still a potential for increased
organic production, both in total acreage and number of farms.

Table 6.1
Island

Organic farming on ISLA Islands, 2006.
No. non-

Total ha

No.

Total ha

Relative

Relative

Organic

non-

organic

organic

importance

importance

farms

organic

farms

farms

organic

org agricul-

farms (as %

ture (as %

of total

of total

number of

acreage)

farms

farms)
Kemenez

0*

0*

1*

Bere island

45

2,000

1

Tiengemeten

0**

0

0**

Shetland

1972

78,340

22

213,886

14

*
20 ha

2,2 %

2.0%

-

-

1,313 ha

1,1%

1,6%

3,787 ha

1,4%

1,7%

islands
Argyll islands

995

* An organic farm is planned, a start will be made in 2006 with sheep.
**An organic care farm, about 20-30 ha, will start mid-2007.

These figures show that the relative importance of organic farming on the study
islands is more or less similar to the country-wide data for organic farming.
A short description of the agricultural situation and an assessment of the degree of
economic and environmental sustainability is given below.
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Kemenez (France)
The island of Kemenez falls under the Habitat Directive. The last and only farm of
the island was abandoned in 1973, although sheep were kept until 1993 (DarcqueTassin, 2005). Initially, a young people intended to operate an organic farm on
Kemenez (approx. 8 ha), starting with sheep, later combining agriculture with
small-scale fisheries and eco-tourism. The ISLA project has contributed to this initiative by investing in the rehabilitation of farm buildings and water and energy
supply.
It was expected that it would take some time before the organic farming, esp. arable farming, would yield good results and be economically sustainable, as there
was a serious weed problem after so many years of fallow. Organic farming practices would also help to maintain the landscape and if possible conserve the traces
of cultural heritage, such as the ‘Four à soude,’ where in former times seaweed was
burnt to produce soda.
It turned out that this first initiative was not sufficiently promising to be continued,
mainly because of lack of knowledge and skills regarding organic farming and insufficient marketing. A more experienced farmer will now focus on potato growing.
Market prospects for these early potatoes are quite promising.
Probably there is also a niche market for lamb meat. Lamb from the neighbouring
island of Ouessant is in high demand in the market and fetches higher prices because of its special salty taste and limited availability. Ouessant sheep as a breed is
also part of the cultural heritage of the area (Cf. box 6.1).

Box 6.1

Cultural heritage – the dwarf sheep of Ouessant

The Ouessant sheep is internationally known as the dwarf sheep, the world’s smallest sheep,
also appreciated for its quality as an ‘ecological lawn mower’. Various
hypotheses circulate concerning the history of the race of the Ouessant sheep. One hypothesis is natural selection, as the island of Ouessant, excessively windy with few trees and
natural protection, would have favoured small animals. Another hypothesis is that, as sheep
were raised at communal level, the bigger lambs were selected for own use, leaving the
smaller ones for reproduction. A third hypothesis is that the black sheep would prevail because sailor’s wives preferred to have wool without artificial colours. However, historical
study is needed to confirm the various hypotheses.
In the 20th century English breeds were preferred, which meant that the Ouessant sheep
were nearly eliminated from Ouessant island by the 1930s. In the 1970s efforts started to
‘rescue’ the Ouessant sheep.
Several organisations protect and promote the breeding of the Ouessant sheep, e.g. the
Group of Breeders of Ouessant’s sheep in France and the Breeding Association for Ouessant
Sheep (FOS) in The Netherlands. An Internet group of Friends of the Ouessant Sheep exchanges information through the internet.
See for more information: www.cc-parthenay.fr

Bere island (Ireland)
Bere Island counts 46 farms of which one is an organic vegetable/fruit farm. The
majority of farms are livestock farms (around 70%) and fish farms (around 30%).
Fisheries and fish farming are relatively important at Bere island, especially trout
and salmon fish farming. At the farm level, there is often a combination of fish
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farming and animal husbandry (esp. cattle suckling). So far, no organic fish farming
has yet taken place.
The produce of the existing organic farm, growing fruits and vegetables, is sold for
direct consumption on the island. Farmers work together in a farmers association
and also with the nature conservation organization through the Bere Island Conservation Plan. Considering the number of fish farms, it will be interesting to see
how these can be made more sustainable.
Tiengemeten (Netherlands)
Tiengemeten has 10 inhabitants and covers approximately 1000 hectares of which
around 300 ha is existing natural habitat. Work is in progress to transform the former 700 ha agricultural (is)land into a ‘nature island’. Tiengemeten is part of the
Natura 2000 network and belongs to the nature conservation organization ‘Natuurmonumenten’. The island will be divided in three parts: wild, wealth and ‘weemoed’
(nostalgia). Around 100 ha are available for arable farming, pastures and wet
meadows. An organic care farm(10-20 ha) will be established in 2007, managed by
a health institution, where ‘health clients’ will, as part of their treatment, attend to
crops and livestock and nature management. ‘Forgotten crops’ will also be grown,
demonstrating the cultural heritage of former farming systems in the region (e.g.
madder known for its colouring qualities). At present, cattle owned by farmers in
the region, graze on the island; meat may be sold as organic produce. A campsite,
a Bed & Breakfast and an organic restaurant opened their doors in 2006 as the only
recreational facilities on the island. Natuurmonumenten expects that annually
30,000 – 40,000 day visitors will come to the island in the near future. The island is
approximately one hour’s drive from the nearest big city (Rotterdam) and poorly
accessible by public transport.
The planned organic farm is not economically dependent on the sale of organic
produce (to the organic restaurant, visiting tourists) as it is combined with care
farming (see Box 6.2 for more details about care farming). Farming on Tiengemeten will not be an economically sustainable activity on its own. Labour input of volunteers, payment for care farm services and the sale of unique organic island products to visitors will increase the degree of economic sustainability.

Box 6.2 Care farming or ‘Farming for Health’
Farming for health or ‘green care farming’ refers to offering recreational or work-related activities for psychiatric patients, people with learning disabilities, a drug addiction history,
burnt-out, problem youth or elderly people. Research and experience indicate that in these
cases working with animals and plants and being in a green environment may have therapeutic value. Care farming started on organic and biological-dynamic farms as there was a demand for manual labour, but it now also takes place on regular farms.
Care farming is increasing in many European countries. For example, the number of care
farms in the Netherlands increased from 75 in 1998 to around 600 in 2006. The large majority
of care farms receive payment for their services, financed by the Exceptional Medical Expenses Act and/or by special programs set up by Municipalities or Health insurances. An
overview of the current situation in Europe has recently been published (Hassink and van
Dijk, 2006). Few data are yet available for France and Ireland. By the end of 2006, a new
international research project will start in which France and Ireland will participate to collect
and summarize data on care farming (Pers. Comm. J. Hassink, Wageningen University).
Source: Hassink and van Dijk, 2006. www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk
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Shetland Islands (United Kingdom / Scotland)
The Shetland Islands are known for their sheep. Nearly 2000 farms, of which the
majority (around 60%) are livestock farms, are run on these islands. There are
just a few vegetable/fruit farms, the rest being arable farms or mixed
crop/livestock farms. The majority of the 22 organic farms are also livestock
farms. In addition, there is some organic fish farming on the Shetlands: both cod
and salmon are farmed organically (OFF certified) and produced according to the
animal welfare guidelines of the RSPCA (Freedom Food).
The high number of sheep has led to overgrazing, contributing to the degradation
of the environment.
The cultural heritage of the Shetland Islands is important. There are ideas for developing a ‘Shetland brand’, stimulating crafts (jewelry, pottery) using traditional
designs. This could be extended to agricultural products, especially meat, wool and
fish products.

Argyll and Bute (United Kingdom / Scotland)
The Argyll Islands have approximately 1000 farms, of which 2/3 are livestock or
mixed farms. Less than 2% are vegetable/fruit farms. There are 14 organic farms,
all livestock farms (see for an example, Box 6.3).

Box 6.3 Example Ardalanish farm, Argyll islands
Ardalanish farm is an organic farm, raising Highland Cattle and Hebridean sheep. All animals
are taken to finish, locally slaughtered, cut and packed. Some products are sold direct from
the farm, some through mail order or through a community butcher. All the wool is sorted,
sent off for organic scouring to the mainland (Yorkshire), and spinned by the New Lanark
Heritage Centre, then brought back to the farm for weaving organically (native undyed wool).
There is a small producer group supplying the farm with organic wool. Total annual
production is around 300 fleeces.
According to the farmer, the way forward for island communities is to grow all their animal
feed locally, which will add a mosaic of crops, benefiting wild life and beautifying the landscape.
Source: Aeanas and Minty Mac Kay, Ardalanish Organic Farm

Tenant farms are important in number on the Argyll islands (44%). However, the
majority of the organic farms are owner occupied (90%). Crofting (see Box 6.4) is
an important way of life in Argyll, which means that holding sizes are small. The
majority of farmers cannot make a living out of farming alone and need to have
other sources of income.

Box 6.4 Crofting system
A croft is a fenced or enclosed area of land, usually small, with a crofter’s dwelling thereon.
A crofter is one who has tenure and use of the land. A special legislation for crofting in Scotland has been adopted in 1886, also specifying a shared right to use common pastures. Since
1976 is has been legally possible for a crofter to acquire a title to this croft, thus becoming an
owner-occupier.
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6.2

Issues for sustainable farming and marketing
Islands represent a specific ecological and socio-economic situation. In many cases
the island economy is based on tourism and nature conservation. Economic
sustainability is an important condition for maintaining agricultural activities on
islands. Making use of the specific ecological conditions of islands and combining
these with ‘an island image’ can be favourable for serving a niche market. Cultural
heritage can be an important selling point. This means that agricultural practices
should be environmental friendly and respect or strengthen the cultural heritage
and nature and landscape of the island.
Organic farming can be a potential option, although it also has some drawbacks
when it comes to costs and marketing. On the basis of the questionnaires, literature and discussions with resource persons, a tentative SWOT analysis has been
made for organic farming on islands (Cf. Box 6.5).
Box 6.5
Strengths
•
•
•
•

•

SWOT analysis for organic farming on islands
Weaknesses

Environmentally friendly.
Image of healthy product.
Often a better taste than regular produce.
Image of good food of the past grown
with love for the land (slow food, forgotten crops).
Using origin (island) as a selling point.

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Opportunities
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

‘Regular’ farmers perceive organic agriculture not always as a serious ‘professional’ option.
High labour input needed.
Limited processing and marketing facilities.
Not always sufficient premium prices to
cover additional costs of island production
(transport).
Lack of (local) market outlets.
Difficult to guarantee continuity in supply
of organic products (quantity, quality).
Sometimes poor presentation/appearance
of organic products.
Difficult to compete with organic products
from the mainland (price, quality)
Relatively poor accessibility of islands/public transport to islands to attract
customers.

Threats

Demand for ‘image/good feeling/enjoy
life’ products’ for which people are willing to buy at a higher price.
Increasing demand for healthy and
natural products, e.g. fish products.
Linking organic production to other
activities (e.g. eco-tourism, care farming, supply to restaurants, historical
demonstration site).
Interest for cultural heritage, ‘selling’
the story of an island.
Interest of consumers for sustainable
agriculture (nature education, community supported agriculture initiatives)
Young ‘new farmers’ likely to be more
interested in organic agriculture.
Developing new niche/luxury products
using island qualities and image.

•
•

•

•
•
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Easily saturated market for organic products.
Consumers do not always perceive reasons for higher prices and are not willing
to pay these.
Regulation/difficulties in conversion
(change in agricultural practices, costs of
labour and other organic inputs).
Problems achieving certification
Waste disposal.

To stimulate organic production, various factors have to been considered:
•

Ecological conditions: are ecological conditions favourable for certain types of
products (e.g. vegetables/fruits, fish, meat products) and is organic production
feasible (climate, soil conditions, water availability, vulnerability for diseases,
etc.)?

•

Production methods: what are proven measures for organic crop protection,
what mechanisation options can be considered (equipment, collaboration arrangements) to reduce labour input? What are possibilities to make use of unpaid or voluntary labour?

•

Regulations and policies: Are specific regulations enhancing or limiting possibilities for organic agriculture (e.g. Natura 2000, island specific regulation for
use of irrigation facilities, etc.)?

•

Interests and objectives of stakeholders: What parties have an interest in
organic agriculture? What are their objectives, e.g. nature conservation, landscape maintenance, employment creation, combination with eco-tourism, etc.
Considering their interests, which kind of agriculture related products and services are likely to have a chance of success? What contributions stakeholders are
willing to make to promote organic agriculture?

•

Land ownership: Who are the owners of agricultural land (private owners,
government, nature conservation organizations)? Are private owners interested
in organic agriculture? If so, what would be major considerations for them to
convert to organic agriculture? In case of tenancy: what kind of arrangements
may stimulate existing and new tenants to take up organic agriculture?

•

Potential market for fresh produce: What are the possibilities for selling
fresh organic products on the island itself, considering the number of inhabitants, temporary residents, tourists? What possibilities exist to sell fresh produce on the mainland (e.g. wholesalers, retailers, farmer’s market, etc.) and
what costs have to be covered to make it profitable?

•

Options for storage and processing: Are storage and processing facilities
needed? If so, is it possible on the island itself (water quality and quantity, energy, facilities and equipment), and at what costs? If on the mainland: what are
the conditions and costs involved?

•

Packaging: How will the product be packed (quantities, packing material, attractiveness)? Is packaging possible on the island itself (equipment, energy,
costs)?

•

Waste disposal and management: What waste is to be expected from the
production, processing and packaging? What environmentally friendly waste facilities are possible?

•

Marketing: What are possibilities to branding a product and create an island
image? What are possible and profitable market chain arrangements?

•

Knowledge and skills: What knowledge and skills are needed and how can
they be developed (research, education, exchange with resource persons)?
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Considering the specific situation of islands (relatively small size, low number of
inhabitants, transport costs) it will be difficult for island products to compete with
common or ‘bulk’ regular or organic agricultural products of the mainland because
of economies of scale. However, island products may compete with mainland products on aspects such as quality and image. Possible production and marketing
strategies are summarized below.

Box 6.6

Options for island organic produce for the local and mainland market

Type of product

Local market (inhabitants,

Mainland market

tourists, visitors)
Specialised product and/or

Small scale agricultural pro-

Large scale production of a

service

duction by individual farms

niche product or a specific

(e.g. crop/livestock/fish, ‘for-

‘island product’ (e.g. early

gotten crops’) combined if

potatoes, fish, sheep).

necessary with other income
earning activities (nature
education, care farming, landscape maintenance, restaurant, etc.).
Various types of agricultural

‘Coordinated’ production and

Most chance of success if

products (diversification)

marketing of island products

offering a series of products

and services by various farms,

with island image or island

linked to other enterprises on

brand. Requires coordination

the island (shops, restaurants,

with producers and others to

etc.).

be able to offer a variety of
products and guarantee
regular supply.

Major promising options are:
1. Small scale production (fresh and processed produce) for the local market (local
inhabitants, tourists), possibly combined with other income earning activities
such as care farming, eco-tourism, self-picking of fruits, carrying out paid nature conservation activities for nature conservation agencies and/or a part-time
off-farm job.
2. Producing and marketing a series of typical island products as niche products
for the tourist market (farm and gift shops). These niche products can also be
sold in the nearby mainland, e.g. in health shops, farmers markets, supermarket chains, etc., especially where the island is well known.
3. Large scale production of commodities that are typical for or benefit from the
specific island conditions (e.g. salmon in isolated areas, cranberries needing a
specific soil type, etc.). These products can be distributed country wide and
even exported to other countries.
Experience shows that collaboration between farmers and collaboration with other
enterprises is important to market a series of products. Examples are the Wadden
islands (The Netherlands), but also initiatives like ‘Le circuit des Saveurs’ (a kind of
‘Taste Trail’) of Belle-Ile-en-Mer (France), where farmers and fishermen sell fresh
and processed products at their farms, in local shops and markets as ‘Products
from Belle-Ile-en-Mer’.
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For fresh produce on the island ‘small scale’ marketing seems to be most appropriate, e.g.
•
A box or subscription scheme: consumers (e.g. local and temporary residents)
place an order from the producer for a certain amount of produce and according
to a certain frequency (e.g. a box or bag with fresh produce every week, the
specific products vary according to the season).
•
Pick-your-own: consumers (residents, visitors, tourists) pick fruits or cut vegetables for a certain price per kg. It saves labour costs for the producer and the
consumer buys good produce at a reasonable price. The activity in itself may
also be rewarding for the consumer: being outside, enjoying the countryside,
social contacts with farmer and other consumers.
•
Community Supported Agriculture: consumers become a ‘member’ of the farm;
they pay an annual sum to invest in the farm before the start of the production
season. This differs from a box or subscription system in that consumers participate in production decisions and also share responsibilities and risks. This
option might be particularly interesting for local residents as they will have a
say in product choices and the type of production methods employed, e.g. taking care of the landscape and respecting cultural heritage.
Another way of looking at opportunities is in product – market combinations. Basically there are 4 strategies:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Increase production of existing products and services for existing markets.
Market existing products and services for new markets, e.g. by using other
marketing channels.
Develop new products and services for existing markets.
Develop new products and services for new markets.

Strategy 4 is quite difficult to start with, and generally occurs after having applied
strategies 2 and 3.

Box 6.7

Product – Market strategies, combining existing and new products and
markets

current
new

Product groups

Markets (clients, channel)
current markets
new markets

New market channels may help in reaching new consumers. Sale by mail order or
through the internet may be an option of interest to island enterprises as it reduces
road and sea miles and may help to diminish transaction and transport costs.
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For success in positioning a product in a (new) market it is essential that consumers are able to distinguish the product from similar existing products in the market.
Strategies to create a niche product or niche market are (Cf. Roep and Wiskerke,
2006):
•

•

•

Differentiation on the basis of production methods: use of specific and local
materials, certified environmental and animal friendly production methods (organic, other).
Presentation and marketing of the product: qualities of the product, packaging,
emotional appeal, ‘ feel good factor’, linking it to cultural (culinary) heritage,
choice of specific or exclusive marketing channels.
Organisation of the production and marketing chain: roles and responsibilities
of the various stakeholders involved and fair distribution of costs and benefits,
e.g. fair trade principle, role of producer groups.

In practice, elements of these strategies will often be combined. From a marketing
point of view, regional embedding and building of a local brand or ‘island brand’
may play an important role in positioning and marketing of a product.
Several resource persons and studies indicate that product qualities or an island
image are better selling points than the mere use of sustainable production
methods.
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7

Best practice examples ___________________________

Over the past decades, the traditional role of agriculture and fisheries has become
less important in island economies. Nevertheless, island inhabitants and newcomers
are taking up the challenge to maintain agricultural activities on the island or develop new products and services, respecting the island character and cultural heritage. Economic sustainability is an important condition for success as well as collaboration between farmers and with other relevant parties.
In this chapter we examine some promising examples from the study countries,
covering crops, livestock and fisheries. In practice, these activities are sometimes
linked (e.g. crops and livestock) and. As often as possible, we selected examples
illustrating various aspects from ‘farm to fork’, i.e. the various steps in the production – consumption chain: production, processing, packaging and distribution/marketing (Cf. Box 7.1).

Box 7.1

From farm to fork – overview of the production – consumption chain

Primary

Primary

Added value

producers

processors

processors

Purchasers

Consumers

Farmers, grow-

Auction, Mar-

ers, fishermen,

keting groups,

Food manufac-

Caterers; Retail-

Regular and

turers (packed

ers (Health food

etc.

incidental buyers

Producer

products, frozen

shops, specialist

of organic prod-

groups, trad-

foods, ready

shops, super-

ucts;

ers, finishers

meals, etc),

markets, etc.);

Potential buyers

(abattoirs, etc.)

wholesalers,

Direct sales from

distributors

farm, farm shop,
farm markets,
mail order and
delivery

Source: Adaptation from SEERAD, 2005.

Developments in certain sectors (e.g. salmon) are more visible than in others.
Some examples, though not from islands, may illustrate ways and means of developing a niche product or market.
Crops and livestock
Certain island products may fetch premium prices, by benefiting from specific island
characteristics, because their products are unique: taste, products that are relatively scarce because they require specific ecological conditions, etc. The question is
whether organic production may have an added advantage in terms of marketing
and economic sustainability of agricultural production (Cf. Box 7.2).
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Box 7.2 Potatoes of Batz Island – organic farming and/or regular farming
The island of Batz (North of Brittany) has a population of around 600 on an area of 320 ha.
The island is known for its agriculture, which shapes the landscape. Because of the mild climate, farmers are able to produce the first vegetables of the season, like potatoes, cauliflowers, artichokes, tomatoes, etc. They use seaweed as a natural fertilizer. Farmers receive a
premium price for their potatoes as these are the first on the market and have a special taste
because of the seaweed.
Over recent years, some farmers converted to organic agriculture. The idea of making the
island of Batz an island with only organic agriculture has not yet been adopted. A major reason is the risk farmers perceive in marketing organic products. Most farmers sell their products to a cooperative (that functions nowadays like a private company) that takes charge of
marketing the produce while guaranteeing a minimum price to the farmers and giving advice
to farmers concerning agricultural practices. The majority of farmers do not want to quit this
company and go into an ‘uncertain adventure’, without a certain price guarantee.
Source: pers. comm. M. P. Jean, Association Iles-du-Ponant; www.iles-du-ponant.com

In a situation where marketing channels for organic products are not yet established and farmers have sufficient other marketing opportunities, the introduction
of organic farming is likely be more difficult and may take place more gradually
(e.g. as in the island of Batz) than in cases where a new start is possible with ‘new
farmers’ (e.g. on Kemenez, Tiengemeten).
On the island of Groix, policymakers are making efforts to maintain the agricultural
landscape and the island image by attracting young farmers to develop a niche
market, i.e. organic production linked to an island image. Options such as combining it with other local income earning activities or developing a niche product (Alpaca) are also considered.

Box 7.3 Organic agriculture on the island of Groix
The island of Groix (France) covers 1800 ha of which 500 ha is available for agriculture.
Young farmers from the mainland will start organic farming on the island. Major commodities
will be cereals, dairy products, sheep, and vegetables. There is also an initiative to keep Alpacas as these animals produce high quality wool and assist in the eradication of weeds.
The ambition is to have 100% organic farming on the island of Groix. Land is hired from private owners. Within the framework of urban planning it was not allowed to use these plots for
construction.
Major constraints for organic agriculture on Groix are transport costs and the use of slurry.
Currently, products of the purification stations are spread out over the land and organic
farmers do not want these products as they have to comply with organic standards.
The idea is to link organic production to an island image, selling products with a quality label
in the higher segment of the market. Only producing for the local market (2400 inhabitants)
is economically not attractive. To make organic farming economically sustainable it should be
linked with tourist activities, supply to local restaurants and nature education for children.
Source: Pers. Comm. Mayor of Groix
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Focusing on a specific product or product qualities may be the best route for creating a niche market. Often, after a trial and error period to master production methods, marketing becomes an issue.
Organization of the marketing chain, e.g. collaboration with other farmers and
other enterprises may be very helpful in identifying new market possibilities and
benefiting from the image of other island products.

Box 7.4 Collaboration to promote island products
Since 1991, asparagus has been cultivated on the island of Texel in the Northern part of the
Netherlands. This asparagus has a special taste, because of the specific soil qualities. Irrigation on the island of Texel is not allowed because of scarce water resources, which makes the
asparagus grow slower than asparagus elsewhere, which also contributes to the good taste.
Tourists appreciate this asparagus and local restaurants have put it on the menu. For two
years, asparagus grown at Texel has officially been registered as a regional product, a ‘Texel
product’. It is now also sold to restaurants in the higher market segment on the mainland. It
should be noticed that transport to the mainland is quite well organized.
The asparagus farm is a member of the ‘Association of Texel Products’, an association of
around 40 entrepreneurs (farms, hotels, restaurants, gift shops) who work together promoting the island and its products. Together they offer and promote various local products such
as cheese, fish, meat, fruit, wool, jams, liquor and ice-cream.
Source: www.echttexelsproduct.nl, www.texelseasperge.nl

Collaboration between farmers and nature organizations may help in combining
nature and agricultural objectives. Salt marshes and salty meadows (managed by
nature organizations) may be used for grazing by sheep and cattle (owned by farmers). Meat may be sold in a niche market as it is known to be of high quality, produced in an animal friendly manner and having a specific (salty) taste.
Specific livestock products (traditional sausages, cheese) may also offer good opportunities for developing a niche market especially when reference can be made to
a regional origin and cultural/ culinary heritage. An example of developing such a
nice market is Beemster cheese (Cf. Box 7.5), although it concerns a ‘polder’ and
not an island.

Box 7.5 The development of the brand ‘Beemsterkaas’
CONO is a mid-sized dairy cooperative based in the Beemsterpolder (The Netherlands), a
polder created in the 17th century and granted UNESCO World Heritage status in 1999.
CONO, a bulk producer of cheese, suffered from severe competition from big companies (the
latter using new and very efficient production methods) and faced a financial crisis in 1995.
The company decided to change its marketing strategy and distinguish its product in the market. CONO developed an own brand name for its cheese, produced in a semi-artisanal manner, the ‘Beemsterkaas’. It negotiated with wholesalers and retailers for a selective choice of
market outlets, developed a ‘paper look’ package and put a lot of effort into promoting its
brand name. By well organizing its market outlets, CONO made it possible to allow a higher
margin for all parties involved compared to other labels, including farmers.
One of the features that determines the quality of the Beemster cheese is the ‘soft’ butter fat
contained in the milk, which is a characteristic of cows grazing outside, living on a diet of
grass and silage without fodder maize. The dairy provides an economic incentive for farmers
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who maintain these traditional practices of outdoor grazing, contributing to maintain the
cultural heritage of the area. Research indicates that milk from grazing cows has a higher
concentration of Conjugated Linoleic Acids (CLAs) than milk from cows that are stalled indoors
all year round. Although CONO is stimulating outdoor grazing is does not intend to use this
health issue in its marketing strategy, as claims for healthy cheese could back-fire on them.
CONO is entitled to use a Protected Denomination of Origin (PDO) for its cheese, but does not
use it as it does not distinguish them from their competitors. They use their own brand name,
focusing on high quality and taste as major values and linking these to positive attributes
such as the slower and more natural cheese maturation process, promotion of traditional
practices of cow grazing, the UNESCO World Heritage Site and having obtained the status of a
preferred supplier (since 2001) to the Dutch Queen.
Source: Oerlemans and Hees, 2006.

Fruits and vegetables
Locally produced (organic) fruits and vegetables may have specific qualities because of ecological conditions (taste, specific varieties). Competition of island fresh
produce with fresh produce from the mainland may be difficult, unless island fruits
and vegetables distinguish themselves from mainland products by product qualities
or marketing channels (e.g. self-picking, ‘box system’).
‘Sea vegetables’ are vegetables that are more or less salt tolerant. Glasswort is a
well-known delicatessen as is sea lavender. Other crops are sea kale and spartina
grass. In Mexico organic glass-wort is produced and exported to the US and the EU.
Glasswort production takes place in European countries (e.g. on the island of Texel
in The Netherlands) but is not yet very developed. Glasswort may be grown on
fields irrigated with seawater. Information about the required ecological conditions
and suitable production methods is scarcely available. However, it may be an interesting niche market that could be further explored and combined with ecotourism and with regulated cutting or picking by visitors. Options to combine it with
nature conservation are currently being explored, e.g. promoting certain birds or
protection against erosion by planting hedges with salt tolerant species. Currently
the market is still small, but demand is increasing (Van Schaik et al, 2006). In this
niche market, the uniqueness of the product and the smell and taste of the sea
may be major selling points.
There are various initiatives to use seaweed in various types of products. An inspiring example of using seaweed to sell the smell and taste of the sea is the ‘Marine
Pastis’ (see Box 7.6).
Box 7.6

Using seaweed as a sea flavour

The ‘distillerie du Plessis’ in Quimer (France) has been working on regional products for a long
time. They produce spirits, aperitifs and liquors such as the cider brandy, the ‘Pommeau de
Bretagne’, and liquors from regionally grown fruit. The company wanted to develop a new
product with a regional product image, and decided to create a pastis with a marine flavour.
CEVA, the European research centre for algae, developed a fresh algue concentrate to be
incorporated in the pastis. The product was launched in 1998 as ‘Algane d’Ocean’. Recently
toffees with algae were developed, the ‘caramels marins’. These products are marketed as
‘produits du terroir’ of Britanny. Also cosmetics and toiletries using seaweed are offered as
regional products.
For more information: www.ceva.fr; www.bretagneterroirs.fr
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Fisheries
Fishing is an activity obviously associated with islands. Sustainable production
methods can be used as an additional selling point to distinguish the product in the
market (Cf. Box 7.7).

Box 7.7

Waddengold – Let’s try Harder

Fishing is still an important economic activity on the northern islands of the Netherlands, the
so-called Wadden islands. The Wadden sea is an international important nature reserve. To
make small-scale fisheries more sustainable, a certification programme started. In 2005 certified shrimps and fish (Thick-lip Mullet) were introduced onto the market and sold under the
label ‘Wadden gold’. The fish is sold in about 50 ‘nature shops’ in the Netherlands. ‘Waddengold’ is a regional brand for producers from the Waddensee region that include a guarantee
for origin and sustainability, in accordance to the guidelines of ‘Authorized Regional product’.
Results to date indicate that fishermen are satisfied about their efforts. They received considerable recognition for their work to proof the sustainability of their specific fishery in the Wadden sea. One of their objectives of certification was to secure their future as fishermen in this
nature reserve.
Although the product (smoked mullet fillets) was well received in the local market, a considerable proportion of the produce is still sold as ‘conventional’. Major reasons are:
•

The fish (mullet, in Dutch: harder) is not well-known among Dutch consumers;

•

The distribution channel does not allow yet reaching many consumers. Fish is not (yet)
generally seen as a product sold in a ‘nature shop’. Consumers visiting these shops are
not purposely looking for fish. These shops do not yet have an assortment of fish products. Consumers tend to buy fish in specialized fish shops or in supermarkets.

•

Small-scale production leads to relatively high costs of processing and distribution.

•

The product gets a high price for export (almost all mullets caught in the Netherlands are
exported to France where it is a known and well-appreciated product).

•

Marketing of the product was not well taken care of when starting the certification procedures and a follow-up project has not yet started due to funding problems.

See also www.waddengoud.nl

The example of Harder fish indicates that market introduction is a step-wise process: consumers need to know the product and distribution channels should be appropriate to reach consumers.
Apart from fishing in a natural habitat, fish is also ‘cultivated’ in fish farms. Promising initiatives for more sustainable practices are taking place (Cf. Box 7.8).

Box 7.8

From ‘Salmon natural choice’ to organic salmon

Framgrod, a company based in the Shetland Isles, started in 2000 with ‘Shetland Salmon
Natural Choice’. This salmon is produced on farms selected for their remoteness as well as
minimal impact on the environment. Reducing the density of fish in cages, using feed from
sustainable sources and not using chemical treatment gave the fish a premium of 10-30%. In
2005, Framgrod introduced the fully certified Organic Brand, describing it as the natural progression from the Natural Choice product. The market price of organic salmon is around 50
percent above that for conventionally farmed salmon.
Source: www.shetlandmarine.com
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A number of small salmon producers in Shetland have also achieved organic status.
The move to organic is in response to poor prices for conventional salmon as well
as growing market demand for a better, more natural product (Cf. 7.9).

Box 7.9

Organic salmon production and processing

The development of organic salmon farming in the isles builds on the success of Shetland's
first small organic fish farm, Balta Island Seafare Ltd, which received certification from the
Soil Association in the 90s. More farming sites are expected to receive organic certification,
including those farmed by Skerries Salmon, a small cooperative-based on the very remote
island group of Out Skerries. There is also a certified packing station at the Ronas Voe fish
factory, in Northmavine, which belongs to local firm Aquafarm. Organic salmon fillets and
portions are also being processed at a factory belonging to SCAF Ltd, in Aberdeen. Expectations are that the organic salmon market will grow, although remaining a niche market. This
could be a lifeline for smaller companies.
Source: www.shetlandmarine.com

Organic salmon is marketed and distributed both locally and to the mainland. In
addition to supplying to supermarket chains, new marketing channels are also explored (Cf. Box 7.10).

Box 7.10 Organic Salmon by mail and on the menu
Loch Fyne organic smoked salmon is sourced from an organic farm in the Hebrides. The product is certified by the Soil Association. It is a product from Loch Fyne Oysters, which started
as a small oyster farm at Loch Fyne in Argyll. Nowadays it is also selling seafood (oysters,
smoked salmon), meat and game by a nationwide mail order service. Loch Fyne is linked to
the Loch Fyne Restaurants, a chain of seafood restaurants in the UK.
Source: www.regionalfoodanddrink.co.uk, www.lochfyne.com

While North Sea cod is being taken off the shelves by ethical retailers because it is
over fished, Shetland's cod farmers have started to produce organic farmed cod
(see Box 7.11). The organic cod will be supplied to Tesco and other retailers and
restaurants, fetching high prices on a par with top quality wild fish.

Box 7.11 Developing organic cod in collaboration with relevant stakeholders
Farmed cod fillets are firmer and whiter than wild-caught cod, partly because they have no
parasitic worms (present in one in five wild cod), and partly because they have not been
stressed in a trawl. Johnson sea farms plans to be producing 12,000 tons of organic cod in the
coming years - about half the present legal catch of wild cod in the North Sea. They have
deliberately involved the Organic Food Federation, the Soil Association, the Marine Conservation Society and the RSPCA in cod farming right from the start to make sure that it is farmed
in an environmental way also guaranteeing animal welfare.
Source: www.johnsonsseafarms.com

36

Non-food sector
Production and use of niche agricultural products (seaweed, herbs, fruits) may be
combined with other products and services, e.g. eco-tourism, self-picking and processing, beauty farms etc. (see Box 7.12). Use of seaweed as a basis for animal feed
is also in development (Luiten, 2004).

Box 7.12 Niche products using local resources
There are a number of small-scale businesses in Scotland using locally sourced seaweed species, e.g. ‘Dianna Drummond Cosmetics’ in Argyll. Seaweed is hand picked to facilitate regeneration. Using the slogan ‘Simplicity and seaweed’ Diana Drummond offers moisturizers,
creams and lotions and a special ‘Man collection’. Products can be ordered by mail or on-line.
There are plans for small-scale fertiliser production. These type of enterprises could offer
employment generation and income for the rural/crofting economy.
Sources: www.scotland.gov.uk; www. Dianadrummond.com

Research and Development is being conducted on using seaweed as a raw material
in the production of bio-plastics and bio-composites. The objective of this programme is to solve two problems: the arrival of washed-up seaweeds and marine
plant matter on beaches and the elimination of plastics on beaches (see
www.ceva.fr).
Promising avenues
Examples and experiences demonstrate that island products produced in a sustainable manner respecting the environment and the landscape may have a chance of
success. Factors contributing to the success are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Product qualities that differentiate the product from similar products (taste,
appearance, emotional appeal, etc.);
Branding of the product to give it an image and position it in the market;
Guarantee that the production and processing occur to well established and
certified standards;
Initiative from individual entrepreneurs, willing to start experiments and taking
risks;
Collaboration with other farmers and enterprises to offer an assortment of
products and reinforce product image;
Appropriate, innovative and cost-effective ways of marketing and distribution
(e.g. through restaurant chains, order by mail and internet, etc.).
Collaboration with and support from relevant stakeholders (NGOs, government
bodies, etc.) who are willing to stimulate local sustainable production.
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8

Future of sustainable farming on
islands _____________________________________________________________
According to the ‘Happy Planet Index’ of the British New Economics Foundation,
islands score higher than average on happiness, life expectation and environment.
Topscorer (2006) is the island of Vanuata, with an economy based on small-scale
agriculture and tourism. Is this the prospect and the way forward for ISLA islands
as well?
Organic production certainly contributes to a more sustainable use of natural resources. It does not necessarily protect cultural heritage if compliance standards
are not initiated or well specified. To sustain organic production, premium prices or
other incentives to compensate for higher production costs of organic agriculture
are essential.
To realise premium prices, marketing and distribution are of utmost importance.
However, in practice the importance of marketing and distribution is often underestimated. Market opportunities need to be well studied and explored beforehand.
Examples indicate that organic products from islands may not gain sufficient market purely on the basis of using sustainable production methods.
Niche (organic) products may have a higher chance for success than ‘bulk’ (organic) products that are also produced on the mainland, where it can be produced
at lower costs and in bigger quantities. Island products will be easier to sell and
may fetch higher prices on the basis of their ‘island image’ than purely on the basis
of the qualification ‘organic’. A so-called ‘multi-claim’ product may have more
chances of success than a ‘single claim’ product. ‘Claims’ may be characteristics
such as originating from the island, unique product qualities, taste and smell of the
sea, healthy, produced in a manner that respects island natural resources, landscape and cultural heritage, telling the story of the island, benefiting the island
economy, etc.
To develop sustainable agriculture and fisheries, a step-wise approach is recommended:
1
Assessment of the situation
•
Establishment of sustainability profile for various agricultural products, using sustainability indicators accounting for local conditions
and island specifity; the internationally sustainable clusters may be
used as a starting point.
•
Cultural heritage inventory: unique traits of the island reflecting the
cultural identity of the island, e.g. certain agricultural products
(sheep, algae, etc.) and production methods that shaped the landscape and the local economy.
•
Selection of products that have distinct possibilities to be developed
and positioned as a sustainable island product. Results to date indicate that promising areas are fisheries, island specific food products
(vegetables, fruits, meat) and non-food products.
39

2

Identification of potential
•
Inventory of relevant actors playing a role at local, regional and national level regarding sustainable agriculture and cultural heritage
and their willingness to promote it and invest in it: policy makers,
nature conservation organizations, farmers, tourist operators, etc.
It is helpful to involve different organisations right from the start
when developing plans, such as certification organizations, animal
welfare and environmental NGOs, marketing organizations, etc.
•
Options for combining agriculture with new functions of the island
(tourism, nature conservation, other services such as care farming)
and possible ways of collaborating with relevant institutions (tourist
board, nature organizations, health institutions, health insurance
companies, etc.).
•
Degree of interest of existing farmers and fishermen, potential interest of others to take up farming activities (other entrepreneurs,
young people) and possibilities for collaboration between farmers.

3

Development of product innovation, chain management and marketing
strategies
•
Develop new niche products (organic and not organic) that are
unique compared to products from the mainland. Cultural heritage
can be a major selling point in product positioning and branding.
•
Marketing and distribution channels: depending on the type of
product (fresh, processed) and storage facilities select appropriate
and cost-effective market outlets. Collaboration between producers
and other enterprises (restaurants, etc.) may reinforce marketing
efforts while reducing road miles and transport costs.

Government agencies, nature conservation bodies and other organizations may
stimulate sustainable agricultural production on islands through the following:
•
Facilitate access to appropriate resources (land, water, use of certain facilities
and infrastructure);
•
Stimulate production methods that respect the environment and cultural heritage, e.g. putting these as conditions for using agricultural and grazing land
owned by nature organizations;
•
Assist in reducing initial financial risks (investments in buildings and equipment,
setting up of marketing channels) by subsidies, lower interest rates (‘green
banking’) or guaranteeing to buy a certain quantity for own use.
•
Make regulation flexible and location specific, reducing the administrative burden and offering opportunities to combine agriculture with other income generation activities (Care farming, Bed & Breakfast, etc.).
•
Reward farmers for ‘green services’ or landscape maintenance services, e.g.
through public-private funding (such as a ‘landscape fund’, adoption or sponsoring).
•
Contribute to the promotion of sustainable island products through appropriate
communication channels (e.g. stimulating eco-tourism).
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www.agriculture.gov.ie
www.agriholland.nl
www.ardalanishfarm.co.uk
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www.ceva.fr (about seaweeds)
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www.crofterscommission.org.uk
www.defra.gov.uk/farm/organic
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www.echttexelsproduct.nl (regional products Wadden Islands)
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www.organicmonitor.com
www.agencebio.org
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www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk (about care farming)
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www.johnsonsseafarms.com
www.lochfyne.com
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www.planorganic.com
www.regionalfoodanddrink.co.uk
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www.sopa.org.uk (organic farming pages)
www.scotland.gov.uk
www.scottishfoodanddrink.com (organic zone)
www.scottishislands.org
www.scotland.gov.uk
www.shetlandmarine.com
www.soilassociation.org
www.texelseasperge.nl (about regional products Texel island)
www.teagasc.ie
www.tiengemeten.com
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Ouestionnaires
Questionnaires concerning organic farming and marketing, filled out by project partners:
•

Natuurmonumenten, Roel Posthoorn

•

Shetland Island Amenity Trust, Alain Blain

•

Nadair Trust, Eleanor Shaw and Nicola Welsh

•

Bere Island Projects Group, John Walsh

Consulted persons
Mr. Alain Blain, Shetland Amenity Trust, Shetland
Mr. Fonch Conseil, organic farmer, GAEC Finistère
Mr. Patric Dion, Centre d’Etude et de Valorisation des Algues (CEVA), France
Mr. Gerald Cartaud, Inter Bio Bretagne.
Mr. Pascal Gillard, Certification manager Irish Organic Farmers and Growers Association,
Mr. J. Hassink, researcher care farming, Wageningen University, The Netherlands
Mr. P. Jean, Director Association Iles-du-Ponant
Mr. Aeneas and Ms. Minty MacKay, Ardalanish Organic Farm, Isle of Mull, Argyll and Bute
Ms. Lyn Matheson, Soil Association
Ms. Erell Pellé, entrepreneur Ile de Kemenez
Mr M. Regenermal, Maire de Groix
Mr. Andy Reid, Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Affairs Department, Edinburgh
Mr. Charles Sidgwick, Scottish Agricultural Colleges, Oban
Ms. Eleanor Shaw, Nadair Trust Touris Information Centre, Argyll
Ms. Lucy Soumison, Argyll UK Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group
Mr. David Younie, Senior Organic Farming Specialist, SAC Consultancy, Aberdeen
Mr. John Walsh, Bere Island Projects Group, Community Centre Bere Island
Mr. Donald Watson, Scottish Organic Producers Association, Edinburgh
Resource persons from the following organizations were contacted, but they did not respond:
Soil Association, Edinburgh
European Forum for Natue and Pastorilisation
Jolly’s Fish and Farm Produce, Orkney
Teagasc, Carlow
Shetland Organic Producers Group, Tingwall
Irish Island Federation (Comdhhail Oileain na hEireann)
Treshish farm, Isle of Mull
Highlands and Islands Organic Association
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ISLA ORGANIC FARMING STUDY

Introduction
CLM (The Netherlands), working together with Ironside Farrar (Scotland) and Agro Eco Consultancy (The Netherlands) has
been commissioned by DLG, Netherlands to undertake the Organic Farming Study within Theme 3 of ISLA: Cultural and
Natural Landscapes.
The key aims of the project are:
1 To discuss and evaluate strategies for sustainable agriculture on islands providing good incomes
whilst protecting natural resources.
2 To develop approaches for marketing island-specific organic production.
3 To draw-up recommendations and best practice solutions.
The research findings will help to inform the Transnational Working Group TWG3 and provide a valuable resource for TWG
and the partner agencies. There will be further discussions and further opportunities for partner inputs at TWG meetings
before developing the Final Report.

Purpose of Questionnaire
•
•
•
•

Review existing practice
Identify issues and constraints
Involve key agencies and stakeholders
Seek innovative solutions

Topics of Interest
•
•
•
•
•

Extent of organic production
Economic sustainability/marketability of organic products
Alternative solutions
Regulation of organic farming and other policy schemes
Other issues

For the purpose of this study, we use the following definition of organic production.

Definition of Organic Production
Organic products are grown without using artificial fertilizers or chemical pesticides and they do not contain any artificial
aromas, colouring agents, flavourings or preservatives.
Organic farming standards are based on protecting the environment, nature and landscape and the welfare of animals.
European legislation sets the minimum standards throughout the EU that are guaranteed by organic certification.
Food or agricultural products certified as "organic" can be identified by different trademarks like the "Soil Association", "EKO",
or "Nature & Progress" Trademarks.
Source: Platform Biologica
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ISLA ORGANIC FARMING STUDY
1. The extent of organic farming
Existing situation
1.1. What is the total number of farms on the island(s) and the number of organic farms? What is the relative importance of the various types of
farms (arable crops, animal husbandry, etc? Please, present the data in the table below.
Non-organic farms
Total number of non-organic farms
on the island(s)
--------

Organic farms
Total number of organic farms on the island(s)
--------

Relative importance of various types of non-organic
farms (in percentage, or estimated)

Relative importance of various types of organic
farms (in percentage, or estimated)

Arable crop farms

:

%

Arable crop farms

:

%

Vegetable/fruit farms

:

%

Vegetable/fruit farms

:

%

Livestock farms

:

%

Livestock farms

:

%

Mixed farms: crops/ livestock
Fish farms/aquaculture
Total ha non-organic farms

Mixed farms: crops/ livestock

:%
:

%

Fish farms/aquaculture
Total ha organic farms

-------- ha

:
:

%
%

--------- ha

Of which:

Of which:
Privately owned (estimation):

%

Privately owned (estimation):

%

Owned by nature conservation organisation

%

Owned by nature conservation organisation

%

Other ….

%

Other ….

%

2. Economic sustainability/marketability of organic products

Type of production and market channels for the organic product
2.1. What are the main organic product groups produced on the island? Please present the data in the table below.
Fresh organic products
Fruit & vegetable products:

Processed organic products
Fruit & vegetables:

Dairy products;

Dairy products:

Meat products:

Meat products:

Other (products):

Other (products):

2.2. What share (%) of the fresh and processed organic produce is reserved for the island market? (Assuming that the rest of the produce is
destined for marketing on the mainland).
Fresh organic products
Processed organic products
Share of fresh organic produce sold on the island:
Main type of products:

%

Share of processed organic produce sold on the island:
Main type of products:
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2.3. What share of the organic produce is processed:
On farm

%

Off farm, but on the island

%

On the mainland

%

2.4. Does a specific marketing brand or label (referring to for instance ‘island production’ or ‘organic production’) exist for the island? If so, for
which product groups is it mainly used?

2.5. Can you give an estimate of the share that is sold through the following channels, for both fresh and processed products?
Fresh organic products
Total Retail sales
On farm sales
Farmers markets
Grocery shops (whole food)
Supermarkets
Other retail channels: …
Total Catering sales (restaurants, etc )
Total

%
%
%
%
%
%
%
--------+
100 %

Processed organic products
Total Retail sales
On farm sales
Farmers markets
Grocery shops (whole food)
Supermarkets
Other retail channels: …
Total Catering sales (restaurants, etc )
Total

2.6. Please give an estimate of the main consumer groups in percentage of organic sales:
Islanders (for home consumption)
%
Visitors (for direct consumption on the Island)
%
Tourists (product to take to back to the mainland/gift market)
%
Others
%
Unknown
%
Total

100

%

Co-operation
2.7. Are there any farmers’ associations or forms of collaboration between farmers on the island?
Farmers’ associations:
Organic farmers association or collaboration:
Main subjects for collaboration (production methods, logistics, marketing):

2.8. Is there any active collaboration between (groups of) farmers and market organisations (wholesalers, retailers, restaurants)?
o
Yes
o
No
If yes, what kind of collaboration (goals, activities)?
2.9. Are there any forms of collaboration between farmers and nature conservation organizations (or other) on the island?
o
o

Yes
No

If yes, what kind of collaboration (goals, activities)?
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ISLA ORGANIC FARMING STUDY
Constraints to organic farming
2.10. What are the major constraints for developing organic farming and marketing of organic products? Please indicate and specify the type of
constraint (several responses possible):
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Agro-ecological (wind, temperature, salt spray, moisture levels, soil type, crop growing days etc.) :
Supply of organic products (quantity, quality, labour constraints):
Lack of interest for organic farming by producers
Producers lack information about organic farming
Demand for organic products:
Transportation:
Storage facilities:
Processing:
Packaging:
Disposal of waste:
Other:

2.11. Do you see any possible solutions to these constraints? For instance by improvement of production methods, co-operation or lowering of
costs anywhere in the production and marketing chain?

Opportunities and potential for island markets
2.12. What do you see as opportunities for organic farming on the island(s) and for marketing of organic island products?

2.13. Are there already any plans to make use of these opportunities?

3. Alternative solutions where organic farming alone is not economically sustainable

Combining other income generating activities with organic farming
3.1. In addition to organic farming other income generating activities might be explored to increase earnings on organic farms. Please indicate
what options exist. If possible can you also give a number of organic farms that actually implement these activities and give a brief
description of the type of activity?
!

Care farming: no. of organic farms ___
Description of activity:

!

Landscape and nature conservation: no. of organic farms ____
Description of activity:

!

Agro tourism: no. of organic farms: ____
Description of activity:

!

Energy generation: no. of organic farms: ____
Description of activity:

!

Other: no. of organic farms: ____
Description of activity:

3.2. Do organic farmers make use of volunteers for assistance on the farm? If so, for what kind of activities?
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4. Regulation (European and national)

4.1. Does a special standard certificate of ‘organic produce label’ exist in your country with demands additional to those required in the current
EU regulation (EU-regulation (EEC) nr. 2092/91)?

4.2. What are the national subsidy systems applicable for (organic) farmers (e.g. subsidies for nature conservation, conservation of cultural
heritage etc.)? Is there specific financial assistance to encourage organic farming?

4.3. Please indicate any developments concerning regulation expected in the coming years (subsidies, other policy issues)?

5. Analysis of organic products and marketing

5.1. How are the islands’ products currently being produced and marketed? Please, give an analysis of the Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities and Threats for organic production on the island(s) and the marketability of the organic products. Issues to consider might be
for example: interest of farmers to convert to organic farming, potential demand by consumers, prices of organic products, etc.

Strengths:

Weaknesses:

Opportunities:

Threats:
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5.2. Please comment on existing products and markets (or clients) for organic produce and give your ideas for potential or new products and
markets (new clients) below.

current
new

Product groups

Markets (clients, channel)
current markets
new markets

6. Relevant agencies and stakeholders
What agencies or development organisations play or could play a role in developing organic farming and related activities
on the island(s)? E.g. relating to research, information, marketing, etc. Please give relevant addresses:

7. Other Questions and Comments
Please attach any further comments and any relevant documents.

Return to: CLM, Att. Rita Joldersma, PO Box 62, 4100 AB Culemborg, The Netherlands
E-mail: r.joldersma @clm.nl
Your Name:
E-mail:
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