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Abstract – The ongoing changes from an agricultural to a rural society require from farmers to redefine their position. Organic agriculture provides a value system, which is well accepted by non-agricultural rural stakeholders and can therefore be a potential starting point for territorial sustainable development. In Austria the approach of eco-regions (Bioregioen) provides such an approach. The paper gives some preliminary results on the preconditions necessary for the establishment of such an approach building on the results of an ongoing national project. Furthermore different strategies how to position the organic agenda within the framework of various regional development strategies are discussed. 

Introduction

The rural is not the agricultural any more (van der Ploeg et al 2000). But the rural is nothing without the agricultural. This means that farmers have to reposition themselves in a changed rural social network. Organic farming shares a very positive recognition among many non-agricultural rural (and urban) stakeholders. Therefore organic faming has a potential to forge new alliances for sustainable rural development. In Austria the concept of eco-regions (“Bioregionen” in German) has been part of the rural development debate since several years. The idea of eco-regions means in the Austrian context a sustainable regional development approach based on the principles of organic farming which are transferred and applied also to other economic sectors. This territorial approach follows largely the lines of a culture economy (Ray 1998). A list of regional development initiatives with organic farming as a component counts for 2002 already over 30 groups in 23 micro-regions (Schermer, 2003). Various action groups have started to propose this concept and to call their region a “Bioregion”. The idea to merge “organic” and “region” meets the interests of different stakeholders:

· Organic farmers hope to reduce the exchangeability of their products in indirect marketing channels. This danger is increasingly felt in connection to EU-enlargement.

· Representatives of the agricultural sector want to avoid decoupling of food production from the maintenance of the cultural landscape.

· The retailers want to increase trust into their products and foster long term consumer relations.

· Consumer organisations expect more traceability and food safety from organic products out of a specific region.

· Environmental NGOs support the decrease of food miles by regional production in addition to the environmental friendly production method of organic farming. 

· Regional development agencies aim to increase the regional added value while strengthening regional identity at the same time. They want to profile the region better in the ongoing “competition of regions” especially by creating additional programs for tourist activities.

· Due to the heterogeneous interests of the different stakeholders there is a high variation in the expressions an eco-region can take. There is a high interest by the proponents of the concept to develop a more unified approach in order to prevent misuse of the term and watering down of the idea. 


This contribution looks at the processes of transforming the sectoral approach of organic farming into a territorial one. 

Material

Parallel to a number of actors on the ground in various regions who use the term for their regional initiatives the concept has also attracted academic interest (Schermer and Kratochvil, 2003; Schermer, 2006). 


A national funded project was set up to monitor four regions in different stages of eco-region development. The regions vary in structure, geographic location, size and degree of development in order to capture at least part of the variation. Two of the regions were using the term “Bioregon” already for some time while the other two were still in the preparatory phase. 


The project aims to serve regional stakeholders as well as administrative institutions. While the organic farmers in concerned regions want to codify the approach in order to prevent free riding of other initiatives and probably eventually even tie support systems for regional development to the concept, the administrators expect to receive better tools for project assessment and project planning. Therefore the project analyses the synergy potentials with other programs for sustainable local and regional programs like Leader, Agenda 21, natural parks etc. 


So far a number of workshops were held in the regions to discuss the specific objectives and scope of the concept. In a participatory approach indicators for the development of eco-regions are developed with the concerned regional actors. Monitoring of concrete actions will allow following the processes of social network development.

Results

The project runs from 2004 to end of 2006. I want to focus here mainly the processes of a territorial formation of organic farming on a small scale regional level, building on a preliminary comparison of the four regions involved.


The presence of a high percentage of organic farmers (above the national average) was mentioned as the most important precondition for the establishment of an eco-region in all discussions. However, the monitoring of the process of development has shown that this is not enough. It needs furthermore also a regional organisation of the organic farmers. This is necessary to defend the interests of the organic farmers against other regional or conventional farming actors who might try to hijack the concept for their own purposes. Moreover this organisation should not have primarily economic goals (like a production cooperative has), but is should be a networking organisation in order to team up with non agricultural stakeholders. 


This implies also that the delineation of the region has to be clear. Regional identity usually centres on administrative, cultural historical or natural boundaries or combinations of thereof. So far it seems that two of the above mentioned categories have to be preset simultaneously. The biggest problems are faced in regions where administrative boundaries are crossed. This underlines also the importance of support systems which are largely offered on the administrative level. 


The clear positioning of organic farming in relation to conventional farming is crucial. This seems to be self evident, but in regions which have a very “nature near” image, as most permanent grassland regions have, it is not so easy. The problematic depends furthermore on the degree of involvement into the same structures for instance for processing and marketing. If the interests of organic and conventional are intrinsically mixed in the same institution it becomes difficult to avoid misuse of the organic image and the emergence of a “creative conflict” (Michelsen et al. 2001) is prevented


Organic farmers have to develop a clear, commonly shared vision not only for the development of the organic sector, but for the development of their region. Only if they are clear about their specific value system they can communicate it to other regional stakeholders. Based on the organic value system the farmers group can work out a territorial vision for development. This territorial vision mainly starts from the agricultural sector and the food chain but gradually includes other sectors like natural resources, renewable energy, environment, tourism, mobility etc. Building on this vision other stakeholder groups can be actively involved. 


Although the initiative starts mostly from agricultural actors whose prime intention is to develop marketing channels, a territorial approach is only successful if the new networks are forged not only vertical along the supply chain but also horizontally to actors who are not primarily market partners. These networks have also to show a certain degree of stability and durability to be effective. 


There are different strategies for organic initiatives to position themselves in a region depending also on the presence of other initiatives. Eco-regions can be proposed by organic initiatives to build a specific framework for the further agricultural development in a sustainable direction. In this case the approach remains rather sectoral. 


To initiate a territorial approach two possible strategies have been identified: 

· Eco-regions can be proposed to provide a framework for sustainable regional development across various economic sectors or 

· they can be placed into an existing territorial development frame (e.g. a Leader region or a biosphere reserve). 


In the first case the strategy requires a strong territorial oriented organisation structure of organic farmers. As the first objective of regional organic farmers’ organisations is often an economic one, regional development is not part of their agenda. It seems to be more realistic to find a position within a given regional development structure which has a compatible value system. 

Conclusion
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