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Abstract – This paper presents the results of network analyses of organic farming policy networks both at the national and the European Union (EU) level. In order to arrive at conclusions for the further development of organic farming policy in the EU, these network analyses results are integrated with macro and micro level features of policy analysis.

Introduction

In modern industrial societies a multitude of actors is engaged in the policy-making process. Public actors, such as state governments and administration, as well as private actors like interest groups and other non-governmental organisations interact with each other, thus forming a network in which policy issues are discussed and decisions are prepared (Birle and Wagner, 2001).


From a policy analysis perspective, such networks are a meso-level concept, as distinct from a macro-level and micro level concept (Marsh, 1998).

At the micro level, individual actions and decisions of network actors will have an impact on how a network develops. And the network structure will open up options for actors or constrain their activities. At the macro level the broader political and economic structure in a country will influence the development of policy networks (Thatcher, 1998). Networks are likely to influence policy outcome at this level that, in turn, will feedback on the broader context of the policy network (Daugbjerg and Marsh, 1998).


The present paper will in turn take the network perspective, the macro-level perspective and the micro-level perspective and ask what they can contribute to our understanding of the impacts on organic farming policy development.

Network analyses were conducted in 10 old and new EU member states and Switzerland as a basis for cross-country comparison. At the EU level, additional qualitative interviews were carried out and a web based survey among stakeholders was undertaken.
Meso level – the network perspective

From our analyses at both the national and the EU level we can see that organic farming policy networks are not far developed where this policy domain is comparatively “young”. First, the EU-level network of the discussion on the EU Action Plan for Organic Food and Farming is small and loose. Second, we found large and/or dense networks in old EU member states and Switzerland (CH) whereas in new EU member states they are smaller and relatively loose. 


The extent to which a network has an influence on policy outcome may depend on how far it is developed. All the same, the direction of this influence will be determined by the most powerful actor in the network. 

At the EU level, the IFOAM EU Group as the only organic farming organisation at this level is recognised broadly as the representative for organic farming and the network is strongly centralised around this actor. However, its resources are limited. As a consequence, its central role in the network cannot fully be transferred into a strong impact on EU policy outcome and the network structure might indeed constitute more a constraint than an option for a successful lobbying for organic farming policy by relying on a poorly-equipped actor.


At the national level, we find the organic farming organisations in different positions of the organic farming policy networks (Moschitz and Stolze, 2006). The national networks furthermore differ according to whether or not the central position is taken by an actor alone or shared with other actors. We can thus identify an order of countries with respect to the potential of organic farming organisations to influence policy outcome. Organic farming organisations have the highest “political” potential in CH, the Czech Republic (CZ) and Denmark (DK) where they hold the central position in the network as monopoly. However, this potential is limited in CZ where the network as a whole is still relatively loose. This group is followed by Germany (DE), Italy (IT), Austria (AT) and England (ENG) where the organic farming organisation shares the network centre with another actor. The organic farming organisations’ potential for influencing policy outcome is limited in Hungary (HU), Slovenia (SI), Estonia (EE) and Poland (PL), as they do not play a central role in these networks.

Macro level – the broader context

Two aspects at the macro level are worth considering for their effect on the development of organic farming policy networks. Firstly, we are interested in the relationship between organic farming policy and the broader context of the general agricultural policy. Secondly, the political and socio-economic preconditions of the countries and the EU are determinants for the development of an organic farming policy network. 


For both the EU and the national level we can, on the one side, state that there is a limited interest of agricultural policy actors in the sub-domain of organic farming policy. At the EU level, our research showed that environmental and consumer interest groups (though open towards organic farming) have a different policy focus and organic farming plays only a minor role for them. The Commission does not have a common position towards organic farming, and the most central interest group in the general agricultural network at the EU level, the “Committee of Professional Agricultural Organisations in the European Union” (COPA), plays an ambiguous role when it comes to organic farming. At the national level, the interest of general agricultural policy actors for organic farming policy is limited in all countries surveyed, although there are some exceptions in countries with a dense network.

On the other side, activity of organic farming actors in general agricultural policy is limited. National-level organic farming organisations have a relatively weak position in general agricultural policy. However, in most of the old member states and CH, organic farming organisations are more involved in general farming policy than in the new EU member states. 


With regard to the socio-economic context, we can distinguish between old and new EU member states. In the new EU member states institutions changed importantly in the course of the transformation and the accession process. Such a change could potentially be used by organic farming policy actors to enter political debate. Moreover, in all new EU member states, the adoption of the EU acquis communitaire, and with this, of the Regulation (EEC) No 1257/1999 on agri-environmental programmes laid the basis for a (financial) support of organic farming. Along with this, state bodies became engaged in organic farming policy (Moschitz et al., 2004). The framework conditions of organic farming are divers in the old EU member states and CH, but institutions are in general further developed than in the new member states (Moschitz et al., 2004).

Micro level – actions of actors

In what concerns the micro level, we will concentrate on the potential of organic farming organisations to influence the organic farming policy network.


At the EU level, the IFOAM EU Group has a clear emphasis on political work. Yet, due to a lack of resources, it faces important limitations with regard to fulfilling the role as the only organic farming advocate at the EU. It should also be mentioned that, although at the whole the political context at the EU seems not too favourable for establishing an organic farming policy network, single units in the DG AGRI might well be more open to this policy issue than others (Moschitz and Stolze, 2006).


At the national level, the situation varies between the countries. For all old EU member states and Switzerland, Moschitz et al. (2004) observed a political recognition of organic farming. We can thus conclude that organic farming organisations are at least to some extent politically active there. Such a recognition is lacking in most of the new EU member states. Only in CZ, could the organic farming organisation make use of the institutional changes at the macro level and, in consequence, successfully took the central position in the policy network.
Conclusion

From our research we can conclude that analysing the relations between institutions engaged in organic farming policy reveals how this policy field is structured and who the key players are. The integration of the three levels of analysis is a promising step leading to a deeper understanding of organic farming policy development.
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