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NEVILLE HOBSON: Welcome to the www.BusinessAssurance.com podcast on organic farming. My name is Neville Hobson.

This podcast is the inaugural podcast in the new Food section of businessassurance.com. This section contains news, events podcasts and resources on topics relevant to the food safety industry. Further, there is a blog section, with Cor Groenveld, the Lloyd’s Register Quality Assurance (LRQA) food expert, being the section editor. Lastly, there is a standards section that includes information and links to all food safety relevant standards and schemes. 

This episode focuses on organic farming, described by Wikipedia as “a form of agriculture which avoids or largely excludes the use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, plant growth regulators, and livestock feed additives. As far as possible, organic farmers rely on crop rotation, crop residues, animal manures and mechanical cultivation to maintain soil productivity and tilth to supply plant nutrients, and to control weeds, insects and other pests.”
The Soil Association is a UK membership association with charitable status which sets standards for organic food and farming, promotes organic products to consumers and advocates and campaigns for organic food.

The Soil Association was founded in 1946 by a group of farmers, scientists and nutritionists who observed a direct connection between farming practice and plant, animal, human and environmental health.


NEVILLE HOBSON:

We talked to Gundula Azeez, Policy Manager at the Soil Association, at the Corporate Climate Response Conference in London. She gave us an insight into the beginning of the organic farming movement.


01:41
GUNDULA AZEEZ:

The organic movement is about delivering health and sustainability and optimising production at the same time. People often think that its something quite new, it’s only in the last few years they’ve seen organic foods in all the supermarkets and that’s great. But actually we have been around for about sixty, seventy years now. 

It was the pioneers of the organic movement at the beginning of last century that actually developed the idea of organic farming and funnily enough it was around the same time that there was the idea of conventional, what we call now conventional chemical based farming where they’re using inorganic fertilisers and other chemicals. 

So until that time, agriculture was traditional, it wasn’t optimised and then there were two different ideas, one was to optimise organic matter and use natural processes and then you optimise the health of the soil, the health of the crops and the animals and you actually don’t need to use chemicals in the same way, and the other was to use chemicals. 

So both ideas were around but one took off, it was a quick fix approach and that appealed to the government, and the government subsidised the use of fertiliser for example, and we were sort of around in the background for decades developing our system, doing research.


NEVILLE HOBSON: 

Gundula went on to talk about the Soil Association’s work in standardising the organic farming industry in the UK and across Europe.


02:54
GUNDULA AZEEZ:

In the 1970’s we then developed standards, we realised we needed to somehow formalise a little bit what actually organic farming was about. So we set down initially just on five sheets of paper, what the standards were. They have developed over the years; there is now a whole file of standards covering the practices that organic farmers do. And then because we realised if you want to trade, that as a lot of food is now traded in the market place, consumers have lost connection to the farmer, you actually have to guarantee that it’s organic. We are charging more for our produce in the market place, so people are going to, they need some assurance. So we then developed ‘Certification’ and the Soil Association is now the main certifier of organic food and farming in the UK.  

The market is now worth 1.7 billion pounds and we certify seventy, eighty percent of that. Another interesting thing that has happened, is that the standards that we developed were put forward at a national level and then at European level and adopted in law, and this now means that unlike almost any other food claim, if you are selling food as organic it has to meet these standards legally and have been certified by an organisation like us, so you have assurance that it really is organic. 

NEVILLE HOBSON:

Gundula addressed the key issue of organic farming and climate change.


04:08
GUNDULA AZEEZ:

Organic farming was a system that was designed to be the most sustainable way of producing food. Initially it was designed to do things like avoid pollution, maintain wildlife and avoid impacts, negative impacts on soil for example. 

Climate change is something new, and so of course we are asking ourselves, and the public should be asking, does organic farming deliver significant benefits to climate change. 

Intuitively you feel, it probably does, that it is less intensive, it’s more natural, but what are the issues, is this true. Well we have been looking at this for the last couple of years and everything, well pretty much everything suggests that it does. 

NEVILLE HOBSON:
    Lastly, She explained the key benefits that research has shown organic farming to offer in the fight against climate change.


04:54
GUNDULA AZEEZ:

Organic farming can make a positive contribution to climate change, there are three main areas in which it helps compared to non-organic farming. One in terms of energy efficiency and other greenhouse, and reducing greenhouse gases generally. We know from detailed lifecycle analysis studies that organic farming is about 30% more energy efficient per ton for vegetables and for cereals, about 25% more energy for livestock crops, and that’s significant. 

The main reason is because it doesn’t use nitrogen fertiliser which is produced in an industrial process in a very energy intensive way, actually from fossil fuels, and few people know that. 

The other benefit for climate change is in terms of soil carbon. Few people are aware, but climate change is actually a result of burning fossil fuels and also the huge release of soil carbon from agriculture over the last few centuries. So it’s really important that we maintain the soil carbon that we have got and actually try and increase it. And unfortunately the use of fertiliser, inorganic fertiliser means farmers have abandoned maintaining their soil carbon. By its name, organic farming is all about maintaining soil carbon, so we are actually keeping that high level of carbon in the soil. 

The other benefit which is really significant is about adaptation and this flows on from the soil carbon. If you’ve got high levels of soil carbon, that’s the same as saying you’ve got high levels of organic matter in your soil, that means a healthier soil with a healthier structure and it will hold water much better, like a sponge holds water, and then that gives you two really important benefits for society. It reduces, by holding the water, it means that you’ve got much more water for the crops, you don’t need so much irrigation and its much more resilient to drought and it also means that in periods of heavy rainfall, the water is going to be absorbed and you’re not going to get the same level, the same risk of flooding.

06:54
NEVILLE HOBSON: 

You’ve been listening to a www.BusinessAssurance.com  podcast on organic farming, brought to you by Lloyd’s Register Quality Assurance, LRQA. For more information on LRQA, visit www.lrqa.com.

For more information about the Soil Association, visit www.soilassociation.org. 

I’m Neville Hobson thanking you for listening to this inaugural podcast in the new Food section of the www.BusinessAssurance.com  website. 

We welcome your input and feedback on this podcast or any other relevant topic. To share your views, click “add comment” at the bottom of any page at www.businessassurance.com.
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