Barbarians at the gate

Listeners to BBC Farming Today the other morning may have been rather

surprised to hear a director of a major organic certifier telling the world that due to

the pressures of the "credit crunch", with the organic market proving

a little tough and feed prices so high, he was prepared to give

organic livestock producers something of a holiday.

Not a trip to Lanzarote or even the sun-kissed Seycelles - oh no -

this was a production holiday from the crippling travails of being a

"proper" organic farmer. You know, that minor inconvenience of rearing

your stock on feed that hasn't been soaked in pesticides, rendered

down from decaying livestock or, Heaven forbid, compounded by someone

who hasn't paid an organic certification fee.

And, even better, this vacation comes with the promise of rapid

re-entry to full organic status once the storm clouds have cleared.

How is such a move supposed to encourage the development of thriving UK organic cereal production? What message does it send to consumers and others about organic commitment? Has UK organic agriculture descended from high principle to flip-flop market tracking? How does this reward those loyal farmers and growers who nurture their organic systems through thick and thin?
And the rationale behind this absurd idea? "With

the downturn in the organic market we have a stark choice - we either

hold fast and find that we lose some farmers because economically they

can't continue, or we allow some way of enabling farmers to stay as

part of our movement and find ways of not compromising their

environmental and welfare outputs while enabling them to stay viable.

Given that we talk so much about organic being a movement, and people

being on a journey and transition, suggests to me that we can't be too

black and white about who is in and who is out - if we want people to

be on a journey then they have to be on the train, not kicked off."

Whether or not Defra approves this mad plan, the very fact that some

crazy, "at all costs" debate is taking place to protect the "movement"

and keep people on "the train" is disturbing enough. Forget LEAF, forget “Conservation Grade”, there is no grey scale of calibration between organic and conventional production. Quite simply, either you're organic or you're not. Get on the train or get off.
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