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Asian culture in the past evolved farming in harmony with nature. Mystical traditions manifested people’s respect for nature; there was culture in agriculture. All these became practically extinct over vast lands put under modern farming for the last 50 years. But organic farming, as we know today, has built upon that age-old care for the soil and biodiversity. It is what we now call as concern for agroecosystem health. Respect for nature permeates the framework of sustainability of organic agriculture. Unknown to people in the past, their mystical traditions have been consistent with the necessity of maintaining environmental quality. But being rooted on tradition does not mean that organic agriculture is backward agriculture.

Organic agriculture has been imbibing selectively from discoveries and advances of science. Why merely imbibing? This is so because research agenda of public institutions have not addressed the needs of organic production. Without scientific breakthroughs, organic production cannot move up the extent of its contribution to world’s sustainable development. If so, why do we remain as peripheral watchers on the works of science? Why are we contented on selectively adapting what we perceive as relevant to organic production? This is a challenge that arose from a myth or false notion that organic agriculture (OA) is backward. Briefly, the following sections list two sets of myths: myths as false notions by those who neither practice nor appreciate organic farming and myths as expressions of the ideals of practitioners.

False-Notion Myths

· OA is backward agriculture.

· OA depends on animal manures; farm produce are loaded with pathogens.

· OA is agriculture by neglect.

· OA will impoverish and starve the nation.

· OA needs no intensive research.

· OA is restrictive agriculture.

· OA came from the North; it is inappropriate for the South.

· OA is exploitative; organic products are for the elite.

· OA is export-oriented; it takes food away from the rural poor.

Practitioner’s Myths

· OA is ecological agriculture; it regenerates the land, regains biodiversity and restores productivity.

· OA is sustainable agriculture in practice.

· OA produces quality food for society.

· OA contributes to agroecosystem health.

· OA alleviates rural poverty; it provides diverse sources of food and income to the farming household.

· OA is largely promoted by civil society; it comes along with capacity building, popular education, enterprise development, social awareness, and social cohesion.

· OA principles and practices are embodied in a guarantee system that has reached international recognition.

Obviously, the false-notion myths are obstacles that the Asian organic movement must overcome. The challenge is formidable because those are myths largely coming from agricultural workers and officials in government, from the expansive network of workers in agrichemical business, and from farmers addicted to agrichemicals.

Role of Civil Society


Notwithstanding the obstacles, nongovernment organizations (NGOs) quietly worked with farmers and farmer organizations in rural development projects anchored on sustainable or organic agriculture. Slow diffusion of their work received much needed impetus from the 1992 Earth Summit. In like manner, an impetus to organic farming came from of the formation of the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements in Asia (IFOAM-Asia) which had its first general assembly in South Korea in 1995.  It was preceded by the second IFOAM-Asia conference (first conference was held in Japan in 1993). 


The Asian participants in 1995 witnessed a strength demonstrated by the Korea Organic Farming Association (KOFA); it was an inspiring experience to them.  Through KOFA’s persistence and hard work, it was able to draw support from government. Growth of Korea’s organic industry increased with increase in government support. Subsequent activities of IFOAM-Asia raised people’s awareness on the economic, social and ecological objectives of organic agriculture. Except for China where government spearheads the development of its organic industry, civil society has been and continuous to be the moving force of an organic movement in Asia. Where before, NGOs meekly worked with farmers in the countryside, now, they engage government for cooperation and support.

Potential of Organic Farming for Poverty Alleviation


Three-fourths of the world’s poor live in Asia. The poor do not have the opportunity to access resources and basic services; they have low functional literacy.  Poverty is known to be the cause of food insecurity, malnutrition and famine. Less known are the equally debilitating social inflictions brought about by  poverty like  fear, powerlessness and indignity.  Poverty is also a rural phenomenon; it dominates the agriculture sector. Furthermore, rural poverty brings about environmental stress. Millions of landless and near landless in the lowlands kept migrating into the uplands, hilly lands and highlands. They follow the path of commercial loggers; finish off the remaining vegetation and till the land. Continuous cultivation without ecological management eventually leads to soil erosion, siltation of rivers and waterways, and even genetic erosion.


The problems are enormous but the organic movement offers with utmost confidence that organic farming is a right option for the alleviation of poverty and environmental stress. An outright premise however is that farmers have security of land tenure. Another essential premise is a common understanding of what organic agriculture is and its ecological, economic and social objectives. Such holistic concept  is best demonstrated in organic farms developed by farmers who have imbibed the principles and objectives of organic agriculture. In terms of definition, the ecology- oriented definition of Codex Alimentarius Commission is cited here.


Definition.  “Organic agriculture is a holistic production management system which promotes and enhances agroecosystem health including biodiversity, biological cycles and soil biological activity. It emphasizes use of management practices in preference to the use of off-farm inputs. This is accomplished by using, where possible, agronomic, biological and mechanical methods as opposed to synthetic materials, to fulfil any specific function within the system”  (FAO/WHO Codex Alimentarius Commission). Further implications of having a healthy agroecocyctem are added here. Agroecosystem health sustains optimum production, economic benefits, quality food and quality environment. Agroecosystem health is also an outcome of a farmer’s passion to pursue  the principles and objectives of organic agriculture. To this farmer, organic farming is a lifestyle.  


Poverty alleviation.  Diversified and integrated organic farm systems (DIOFS) provide the household with diverse sources of food and nutrition in time and space and, consequently, with diverse sources of income. Farm diversification is also a strategy to reduce risk of complete crop loss due to natural calamities. Yield levels and income from DIOFS depend on farm size, weather conditions, soil fertility, water management, kinds of crops/livestock in the diversification system, and prevailing market prices of farm produce. An example chosen here is a 3.5 ha rainfed farm on Negros island, Philippines. Negros is mainly a sugar-producing island where big landowners have dominated for centuries. Seasonal farm workers live on less than $1 per day. 

Some lands have been put under agrarian reform and the farmer (Dolfo Oray) in the example is an owner-cultivator. He was a conventional farmer caught in debt trap; his family had to survive on less than $1 per day. He learned about the principles and practices of sustainable agriculture and organic farming from NGO workshops and training sessions.  He was sufficiently convinced that diversified organic farming is a way to regenerate his land (eroded and acidic) and give him a way out of dire poverty. He carefully made a farm plan and started the conversion process in 1994. By 1999, a case study done by Medina (2001)
 showed that the farmer has developed 10 agrozones. Paddy fields (wetland rice) occupy about one-third of the farm; various agrozones under rainfed conditions occupy the rest.

Overall, the farm has 28 kinds of crops (annual and biannual), 314 fruit trees of 20 kinds, 22 timber trees, 17 kinds of medicinal plants, and 8 kinds of livestock including fish. Such diversity is a built-in check for widespread pest infestation and crop loss due to inclement weather.  Daily food for the family mostly come from the farm and the livestock not consumed remain as farm assets. These were not included in the calculation of the farmer’s net income which came out to be about $2.50 per day. This income is for miscellaneous expenses and savings. In contrast, an adjacent conventional farm (3.8 ha) planted to sugarcane (65 % of farm), rice and corn produced a net income of $2.3 per day which is used primarily for daily food expenses.  Comparison of the rice crop common to both farms, showed that the return on investment (ROI) for organic rice was 2.8 while that of conventional rice, 1.45. These farms are located on  eroded land with acidic and low fertility soil. 

In another case study where  the rice farms were located on more fertile soil, organic rice gave an ROI of 3.48 while conventional rice, 2.53 (Mendoza, 2001)
. 

Functional literacy.  Organic farming is a way by which farmers are challenged to sharpen their minds. Where functional literacy is low, NGOs devise alternative approaches to education and skills training such as field schools, trial farms, farmer-to-farmer training, study visits, and season-long training. Alternative ways are necessary for organic farming because the farmer designs and operates the farm and farming systems based on the principles and objectives of organic farming. An organic farm should be ecologically productive; likewise, it should provide utmost economic benefits. An organic farmer is inquisitive, innovative, resourceful, hardworking.

An example of an alternative school is the School of Organic Agriculture of the Institute of Integrated Rural Development (IIRD) in Aurangabad, India. A woman-farmer who finished from this school immediately applied what she learned to her farm. With visible and on-farm results, she started to teach other farmers in her village not only on organic farming but also on how they can set up their alternative for rural financing. Another example is the trial farm as learning center for farmers in MASIPAG. Originally, the trial farms (set up by farmer organizations) were used for variety adaptability evaluation and rice breeding. The farmers decided to do trials and selections  under zero agrichemical input. When they have developed an initial set of new rice cultivars (actually organic seeds),  they expanded their activities  into organic rice farming and used the trial farms as learning centers for other farmers. The farmer-trainers (farmer-to-farmer training) are those who were primarily in charge of the trial farms.

Social cohesiveness. Owing to the holistic orientation of civil society, it imbues farmer groups or farmer organizations (F0s)  with social values that make them aware and sensitive to the needs and problems of  fellow members and their community. In the process of  working together, they develop cohesiveness and mutual inspiration to achieve their  goals. These are  organizations which have developed farmer-leaders who are capable of advocacy and lobbying at local, national or even international level. They are also active in sharing their  knowledge and experiences with more farmers. 


In MASIPAG, social cohesiveness is evident from its organizational growth. The small group of  4 F0s and 3 NGOs in 1987 increased into a network of >400 F0s and >30 NGOs in 2000. The network has farmer-leaders  capable of advocating farmer perspectives on issues like agrarian reform, intellectual property rights, farmers rights, and genetically modified crops. Study and analysis of these issues among farmers themselves usually contribute to social cohesiveness.

Governance. 
In a number of countries across Asia, there are now varying extents of influence on government at local and national  levels by the organic movement. An exception is China where the central government spearheads the development of the organic industry. It has created the Organic Food Development Center OFDC) and the Organic Tea Research and Development Center (OTRDC). Aside from catering to a growing domestic market, China’s export is also growing fast. Another country whose organic industry gets strong support from government is South Korea. This support however is an outcome of  persistent lobbying and advocacy by KOFA and Korea’s Consumer Organization. In other countries, government support is focused on standards, certification, and export market. To little extent, there are R&D projects on organic production. A National Program for Organic Production was launched by the Indian Ministry of Commerce and Industry  in 2000. Basically, it is concerned about local certification and accreditation. Exports are certified by foreign bodies. A national program has also been formulated recently in Thailand. Here, the government aspires to make the Thailand as the organic trade center in Asia.  In the Philippines, the Bureau of Agriculture and Fisheries Products Standards (BAFPS) is finalizing a draft on National Standards for Organic Production and Processing which was based on the Organic Certification Center of the Philippines (OCCP) standards. The latter was, in turn, based on the IFOAM Standards. The OCCP was launched in 2001 by more than 35 organizations (F0s and NGOs and private sector) and 10 individuals from government and academe. As OCCP obtained support from government (Department of Agriculture) for inspector training, it got  an office facility and secretariat assistance from the Center for International Exposition and Missions (CITEM).  

 
Environmental stress. The most widespread cause of low productivity in the uplands, hilly lands and highlands is the loss of the fertile topsoil by erosion. Sustained regeneration of eroded lands (exposed subsoil with very low organic matter) can be achieved through organic farming or gradual development of DIOFS. Being in the humid tropical region, 60 percent of the soils in Southeast Asia are acidic and contain  high amounts of iron- and aluminum-bearing constituents.  Sustained regeneration of the  soils can also be achieved through organic farming. Aside from improving soil fertility and soil structure, organic matter complexes tie up soluble iron and aluminum and inactivate the metal elements.  In the semi-arid regions of South Asia, vast area of heavy clay soils can also be regenerated by organic farming.  On intensely cultivated flatlands,  further pollution from agrichemicals can be arrested by shifting into organic farming.

Organic Guarantee System

The certification system distinctly sets organic agriculture apart from sustainable agriculture. However, organic certification system in Asia is relatively young. In South Korea, the government  has devised its own  certification system; it does not worry  about complying with international standards because  certified organic foods are all consumed locally. China also has local certifying bodies but export products are still certified by foreign agencies. It is only Thailand whose certifying body (nongovernment) was recently accredited by the International Organization for Accreditation Services (IOAS). India, Sri Lanka and Philippines export some certified products but certification is done by foreign agencies. Meanwhile, initiatives are being done for the establishment of local certification systems that  include group certification as a service to farmer organizations.


Aside from the organic guarantee, high market growth in Japan and South Korea is also attributed to educational campaigns being done by consumer organizations and evironmentalist groups. As they campaign for health hazards in chemical pollutants, they identify organic foods as alternative.  In other countries, such educational campaigns need to reach critical mass. Civil society has to be more active in this aspect. Promotional campaigns cannot avoid the issue of certification and labeling. Products for the unanimous market  need third party certification. However, it is equally important for consumer groups to promote local labels of locally produced products for their own local market. Here the guarantee is trust on the producers; this trust is built up in a number of ways like encouraging consumers to visit their farms and look into their production system. 

Organic Agriculture and the Local Economy


In rural communities, economic growth largely depend on growth of agricultural

production and growth of micro-enterprises (MEs) and small and medium enterprises (SMEs) based on agricultural as well as non-agricultural products.  These enterprises need the support of rural financing institutions, educational institutions and alternative capability building programs. The latter is a forte of civil society but it should strive to offer continuing education and skills development (horizontal and vertical). With good programs, these alternative programs  may grow into recognized institutions of learning for rural folks. It is a matter of social justice that those deprived of opportunity to acquire functional literacy shall have access to alternative ways of learning.


A primary concern of alternative schools is also a continuing education designed for farmers who are already active producers in the community. Their production system cannot be static; there is always room for improvement. Concerted efforts are needed towards ecologically productive farm systems. This reality opens the door for organic agriculture to contribute towards the improvement of the local economy. Organic farming is the backbone of the organic food and processing industry. When fully developed, the organic industry actually covers a whole range of economic activities like farm production, postharvest handling and storage, processing, product development, certification, distribution, and marketing. Moreover, the organic industry is unique. It is a business with inherent contributions to the health of people and the ecosystem.

In Retrospect 

The organic industry in Asia occurs at various stages of development. If the well organized industry in Japan is taken as a mature industry, then it is followed by South Korea, still on its way to maturity while China is seen as newly stepping into that way. Among those trying to emerge from infancy, India has the most number of NGOs promoting organic agriculture and now receiving considerable  government support. Thailand is also on its way to emerge from infancy through the efforts of civil society and the private sector. A big boost is the government’s aspiration to make Thailand as the organic trade center of Asia. Those at the infant stage like the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Malaysia, the organic movement is also led by civil society and the private sector which draw some support from government.


In countries saddled with rural poverty, organic farming has a great potential to draw  households out of dire poverty, food insecurity and malnutrition. If a local organic industry is developed, it means that organic production has the support of rural financial institutions and civil society, patronage by consumers, and a stable market. By then, the local organic industry is a broad-based pillar of a growing local economy. As it spurs local economy, it is quietly regenerating the land, increasing biodiversity and improving farm productivity.  
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