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Abstract

The African continent has experienced significant growth in the organic sector in recent years. This paper draws from in-depth interviews with fifty organic farmers across four selected countries – Egypt, Ghana, Kenya and Uganda – to document the socio-economic impacts associated with the uptake of organic farming practices. Our results demonstrate five benefits for farmers, farm families and surrounding communities arising from entry into organics: increased farm incomes; expanded marketing opportunities; empowerment of farmers; health benefits, and; sustaining environments. Our paper concludes with a series of recommendations to assist the on-going expansion of organics in Africa. 

Introduction 

The global South represents a burgeoning site for organic production, with around two thirds of new entrants to organics located in countries of the South (Parrott and Marsden, 2002). A number of African nations have experienced significant growth in organic production and the uptake of organic farming principles. The International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) has supported the expansion of organic agriculture in countries of the South for a number of years through its “IFOAM Goes Organic” (I-GO) Program, and in 2004 established an office on the African continent to assist local capacity building and training in organic agriculture across this region. This paper reports on a project commissioned by IFOAM to document the uptake of organic agriculture across Africa (Lyons and Burch, 2007). Through an analysis of case studies from Egypt, Ghana, Kenya and Uganda, we evaluate the socio-economic benefits for farmers and surrounding communities associated with conversion to organic practices. We conclude with a series of recommendations about future research and advocacy directions to assist on-going expansion of organics in the South. 
Organic Agriculture in Africa
Recent research estimates around one percent of the world’s certified organic land is in Africa, while African farmers comprise almost 10 percent of certified organic farmers (Parrott et al., 2006; Willer and Yussefi, 2007). Africa’s organic agriculture industry appears most developed in the East, and around fifty percent of Africa’s certified organic farmers are located in Uganda alone. In addition, about twenty percent of organic farmers are in South Africa, while nineteen percent are located in the North Africa region, and five percent in the West (Parrott and Elzakker, 2003). It is important to note these figures refer to the certified organic sector. Prior research suggests the informal or de facto organic sector comprises a much larger – and less well understood – component of the African organic movement. 

Farmers in Africa produce a diversity of organic crops (see Parrott et al., 2006). The majority of certified organic produce is destined for export markets, and accessing these markets is dependent on organic certification. At the time of writing, Tunisia was the only African country with certification comparable to the EU organic standard – the destination for the majority of Africa’s organic produce. As a result, the majority of African farmers rely on international organic certification services. This uptake of external standards and inspection services has been critiqued for establishing new forms of dependence for African farmers (Parrott and Elzakker, 2003). East African countries have recently formalised an East African organic standard, thereby establishing a regional organic certification service. This offers significant opportunities to improve the conditions of trade for East African farmers, by reducing costs and dependence on external auditors. 

Research Methods
The data presented in this report draw from in-depth interviews with a range of actors engaged in the organic sector across four selected countries: Egypt; Ghana; Kenya; and Uganda. Interviews were conducted with fifty women and men organic farmers, as well as representatives from NGOs, government departments and development agencies. A non-random sample of women and men organic farmers was approached to participate in this study. Farmers were selected to ensure a diversity of participants. African farmers’ experiences of going organic vary considerably, and it was important to ensure that sampling procedures would capture this diversity.  For example, we sought to include the perspectives of: both women and men; those certified and non-certified; those engaged in a range of crop and livestock production; those selling into export and domestic markets, as well as those unable to find markets for their organic produce; as well as large and small scale farm operations. 

Impacts Associated with the Uptake of Organic Agriculture in Africa 

The main reasons farmers in Africa make the switch to organic production are in many respects, the same as those that motivate farmers in developed countries: the desire to produce wholesome chemical-free food in a sustainable manner; the wish to reduce the reliance on expensive and increasingly scarce carbon-based energy-intensive farming methods; and the need to produce food commodities that will find a ready market and ensure a good income for the farmer (Lockie et al., 2006). In the African situation all of these issues are important, but some are more critical than others. While African farmers would benefit by avoiding the use of capital-intensive and chemical-intensive farming methods, the ability of organic agriculture to deliver a higher price to farmers for the crops they produce is particularly important – the global trading system is heavily weighted against the agricultural economies of the South. Moreover, the possibility of receiving a premium for organic produce is not only a major incentive to individual farmers (and to small farmers in particular), but also provides greater opportunities for communities to become more self-reliant, and to generate new education and economic opportunities. At the same time, organic agriculture offers new opportunities to maintain soil quality, enhance the productive base of agriculture, maintain biodiversity, as well as enhancing the control by farmers of inputs such as seeds. 

We provide a summary here of the main impacts farmers associate with the uptake of organic farming:

1. Increasing farm incomes: Farmers frequently stated that organic farming resulted in a reduction in the cost of farming, as they were able to replace expensive external inputs (including fertilisers and seeds) with organic inputs generally produced on the farm. Organic farmers were already familiar with composting, green manure crops and animal manure, and were able to utilise these inputs – at no cost – to maintain the organic farm. For some farmers, entry into organics also created new opportunities for on-farm income generating activities, by supporting the diversification of farming activities (eg. poultry rearing supplied both manure for the farm, as well as income through the sale of eggs and meat).  

2. Expanding market opportunities: Farmers also frequently stated that conversion to organic farming methods created new opportunities to participate equitably in international trade. Organics also created new market opportunities on the domestic market for farmers in some countries where there was a growing domestic demand for organic produce. The domestic market in Egypt, South Africa, Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania are all currently experiencing significant growth. 

3. Empowering farmers: Farmers reported receiving various levels of support during the conversion to organic farming methods. For example, farmers had participated in organic training programs, and had become members of local and/or national groups that provided a range of supports (including growing advice, market information etc). By joining an organic group for the purposes of group organic certification (via an Internal Control System (ICS)), farmers also gained access to communal equipment, as well as transport for their produce. Some farmers also stated that group certification provided new opportunities for collective bargaining power with buyers. 

4. Health benefits: The uptake of organic farming techniques enabled farmers to avoid exposure to hazardous agricultural chemicals. In addition, many farmers reported increases in rates of year round productivity on the farm, as well as increased incomes generated from the sale of organic produce. Both of these factors have improved the capacity of farmers to feed their families. 

5. Sustaining environments: The adoption of new organic farming techniques, including mulching, biological pest controls and crop rotations, has brought environmental benefits to both agricultural landscapes and surrounding environments. 

Conclusions
The results of this research demonstrate there is a range of social and environmental benefits associated with the uptake of organic farming in Africa. This paper concludes with a number of recommendations to ensure these benefits are realised, and to ensure these benefits are realised by the broadest number of farmers. These recommendations include: 

1. Expand donor and development agency support across all regions in Africa - to cover organic certification costs and development of international market links;

2. Expand domestic organic markets by providing financial and institutional support to local NGOs to engage in advocacy efforts to build local consumer recognition and demand for organic produce;

3. Build international recognition of national and regional African organic standards;

4. Support environmentally responsible value adding opportunities – including solar drying fruit facilities. These may further increase farmer incomes; 

5. Simplify and make transparent organic global commodity chains as a strategy to ensure farmers receive a fair payment for their produce;

6. Promote both certified and non-certified organic farming methods as a strategy to improve household food security. NGO organic training efforts purposely target some of their campaigns to vulnerable communities – including the food insecure, poor, and those farming on marginal land;

7. Target some organic training programs expressly towards women;

8. Include indigenous knowledges about sustainable agriculture into understandings of organic agriculture in Africa. This offers the opportunity to increase the successful uptake of organic techniques, as well as avoiding the imposition of western values;

These recommendations will support the development of organic farming in Africa in ways that bring social and environmental benefits to the greatest number of farmers. 
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