The Organic Research Centre and “Organic Holidays”
Following the quite heated discussions just prior to Christmas over the floated notion of “Organic Holidays” or “Organic Lay-bys” some clarification of the Organic Research Centre stance on the issue is perhaps necessary.

Of course, as individuals and as an organisation we fully understand and sympathise with the plight of producers caught in the economic downturn. Many are having a hard time and feel threatened. Discussions though amongst producers at our conference at Harper Adams College (January 6th and 7th) illustrated concern, understanding and sympathy for economic difficulty but they generally also concluded that "Get out of jail free" cards (further derogations) are not the answer.

To deal first with the point that the ORC introduced this subject to the national media. In fact the issue was publicly aired first on BBC Radio 4 Farming Today on Tuesday December 2nd 2008 by Phil Stocker of the Soil Association (SA).

This is how the SA reported the item in its own news roundup of that day -

"Farming Today - Phil Stocker, Soil Association's director of farmer and grower

relations, is interviewed on the programme.

Website summary: Is the organic bubble about to burst?

The Soil Association is to allow dairy farmers to take a holiday from

producing organic milk to help them ride out the economic downturn.

It follows the announcement by milk buyer Dairy Crest which says

falling sales means it's cutting the amount it pays organic farmers.

DEFRA still has to approve the move but the certificating body says it

would also consider allowing beef and poultry farmers to do the same."

Whether or not the BBC edited this item unclearly, there was no compulsion for Mr Stocker – or anyone else - to appear and raise this potentially confusing and damaging "organic" scenario to a national radio audience. 

At this point many key policy players – including the ORC and OAMG – were not kept informed of this controversial proposal. So for the ORC and its key staff to be criticised for opening a public line of debate on "organic holidays" on BBC Radio 4 or in the pages of The Times is an inaccurate line of analysis. They were merely responding to what had already become a national, public issue and which already (December 2nd) carried the danger of damaging public confidence in what organic really means and what it stands for. 

1/ "You seem hell bent on returning organic to a niche exclusive club for a select group of consumers rather than hoping to supply a greater number of consumers with healthy, more welfare and  environmentally friendly." 

This seems to imply that the organic sector has become a "pathfinder" route for encouraging as many farmers as possible to ease off their intensive inputs. That might well be the effect that truly organic farmers and their actions (as defined by EU law and regulation) have on the rest of the farming sector, but it's not what consumers chiefly expect when they buy organic produce. 

They need confidence that an organic label means just that. There is a crucial difference between say LEAF and organic production. Only organic has legal definition – organic holidays not included.

The ORC has no agenda for a "niche, exclusive club" for organic production. All are welcome as long as they stick to the principled rules. Mindless expansion of the organic sector to satisfy what has been the voracious appetite of supermarkets to "green" their food offer is not sensible or sustainable. The marketing mess that apparently now requires organic holidays is evidence of that.

2/  "There will be no difference between any organic produce before or after this proposal is approved but your very public objection to this proposal has created confusion amongst consumers at a time when they need little encouragement to switch to purchasing a cheaper alternative." 

The chief difference is the fast track reversion to organic production once the market demand returns (six months) and which undermines the logic of longer, initial organic conversion. In addition this proposal illustrates a lack of economic sustainability for organic livestock production. We all talk at length about the true sustainability of organic production, but seem to fall at the first hurdle of economic downturn. Without economic sustainability all other sustainability measures are irrelevant.

3/ "Organic holidays avoid a collapse of the certifying companies, as they will continue to inspect and licence organic farms."
One might ask if the continued existence of multiple UK organic certifiers is a real driver for any policy development? The future financial viability of certifiers should never be allowed to impact on the on-farm production/environment realities of organic farmers and growers. It most certainly is not an issue for consumers to worry or care about.

There are many ancilliary issues running alongside the details of what developed into the organic holiday debate/row.

Why is the UK organic livestock sector so reliant on imported protein and cereal feeds? Why are organic producers so apparently exposed to fickle consumers (supermarkets and supermarket shoppers?) when a far more sustainable route lies in local food networks outwith big retailers?

How are committed organic producers/growers supposed to plan and sustain their business whilst others jump in and out at every economic twist and turn?

In our sector, debate is needed – heated or otherwise – to help to develop enduring policies, to afford real protection to UK organic production and to give it an enduring future.

