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Abstract – The purpose of this study was to clarify the problems of Estonian organic farmers and find out their reasons for quitting. In March 2005 with the aid of a questionnaire 64 organic farming quitters were surveyed through telephone interviews. The main reasons were: financially not worthwhile and the compensation system is too bureaucratic and time consuming as well as other reasons.

Introduction

Organic farming in Estonia has increased significantly during the last 15 years. The acreage in 2004 was 46,000 ha, over 5 % of the total agricultural area (Statistical Office of Estonia). The Estonian Institute of Economic Research carried out a survey in 2005 which revealed that over half of consumers are interested in organic products (Lamp, 2005). According to the 2004 data of the Estonian Plant Protection Inspectorate, there were 810 registered organic producers. Compared to 1999, this is a 9-fold increase. The rapid increase is mainly due to intensive promotional work in 1999-2001, as well as to the growing state interest in developing organic farming (including area support for organic farming from 2000 onwards and support for farmer training). Most of the organic farms are concentrated in the regions with extensive agriculture. Nevertheless, a proportion of the organic farmers quits agriculture or returns to conventional farming. In March 2005 a survey was conducted among such farmers.

Methods

Using telephone interviews, 92 former organic farmers who had turned back to conventional farming were surveyed. 64 of them agreed to answer, but for various reasons 28 farmers did not respond. The respondents` farm size was mainly 10-20 ha (23 % of farms) and 20-30 ha (22 % of farms), but 7 % of farmers had more than 200 ha. Most of the organic farms were mixed farms (53 %), 42 % were involved only in crop production and 5 % in animal raising.
The aim of this questionnaire was to find out:

1) the motives for conversion to organic farming (grouped by time of organic farming);

2) how support payments were involved in making a decision to quit organic farming;

3) the main reasons for quitting.

Results and discussion

The different motives for converting to organic farming can be divided into four groups: environmentally friendly farming; the importance of producing healthy and quality food; the financial aspects of converting; and other motives. The highest ranking goal was caring for nature, i.e. sustainable and environmentally friendly farming. 34 % of respondents mentioned this as the main reason. The most important motive for 33 % of farmers was the financial aspect. The production of healthy and quality food for the farmers’ own family and consumers was important to 21 % of farmers. 12 % of respondents converted for other reasons.
The respondents reported multiple reasons for quitting (Figure 1). Depending on the period of time being an organic farmer, different factors affected the decision of revert. 23% of respondents were involved in organic farming for 4 or more years. The other reverting farmers were involved less than 3 years. The earlier organic farmers were more strongly motivated by food quality and sustainable and environmentally friendly farming issues. Financial reasons (organic support payments included) were relatively more important among the late entrants. It could be presumed that after the state had started to support organic farming many conventional farmers turned to organic farming.
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Figure 1. The main reasons for quitting organic farming.

Farmers were also asked about their satisfaction with the support system. Most of them said that it facilitated their farming, 23 % of farmers were satisfied, but 30 % of the respondents answered that it was not enough. Mainly, the farmers who had less than 3 years of organic farming practice were dissatisfied. At the time of the changeover from conventional to organic farming, the crop harvest diminishes and it is hard to survive. 

Starting in 2000, the state supports organic farmers by paying per hectare subsidies under agri-environment programme. The payment rate is the same for the land in conversion and for organic land but differs according to the crops grown. From 2004 the support is paid under 5-years contracts. In 2004 the support rates were following: 

· 96.89 EUR for arable land (in rotation), 

· 73.88 EUR for permanent grasslands (0,1 animal unit/ha, at least 50% of farm animals organic), 

· 240.56 EUR for vegetables, berries and orchards 

During several years the state has been supporting some training of farmers and advisors, preparation of information materials, incl. organic farming magazine. State has supported few international development projects dealing with organic farming. Most of supported activities have been focussing on primary production, the other parts of food chain, processing and marketing, have received much less attention. It should be also mentioned that many projects supporting organic farming development have been initiated by private NGOs (Vetemaa et al., 2005).
The most common marketing channels are direct sales from the farms, and supplying hospitals, schools, kindergartens and local shops. Very few farms sell processed products. Here there is great potential for development. In addition, a relatively high proportion of the organic products are not sold as organic (eg large dairies do not package and market organic milk separately), or they are sold without an organic label (even when the farm is certified and has the right to use a label). The Estonian Organic  Producers Union, established in 2000, aims to offer marketing possibilities.
Taking into account the present agricultural situation, the expansion of the organic sector in 2000 and 2001 and the high level of consumer interest, there is great potential for the rapid development of the sector in the near future (Vetemaa et al., 2005).
Conclusion

The results are based on 64 interviews with the organic farmers who had turned back to conventional farming. According to the respondents, sustainable and environmentally friendly farming and financial motives are the most important reasons to convert. The financial aspect and other causes are also the most important reasons for not converting.
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