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Abstract The paper presents the concepts, criteria,  procedures and some methodologies to increase stakeholders involvement and participatioin in organic research Projects in the European Union, based on the experiencie and practise of the IFOAM EU Regional Group (IFOAM-EURG), in transnational Organic research Projects, enfatising in achivements, dificulties and trends for the future

Introduction

Since the beginning one the main aims of the International Federation of Organic Farming (IFOAM) has been the coordination of research and the dialogue between the agricultural practice and the researchers. Organic farming research has a system orientation, is inter-disciplinary in nature, links to societal concerns and is committed to improving the knowledge base of beneficiaries of that research. The relevance of farmers’ science by experience and wealth of indigenous knowledge has proven to be very useful in developing research in organic agriculture. The “pioneer” role of organic farmers in the dissemination of new management skills and techniques is recognized (Niggli, 1996). Furthermore, other farming systems can profit also from research on organic farming as the majority of organic agriculture research can be applied to other farming systems.

BACKGROUND

In the European Union Members States, there is still until now a lack of information exchange between researchers, Organic Farming institutions and organic farmers.  Also the number of research projects in organic farming, which has been funded by the EU is still small, however has grown in the last years. Stakeholder’s involvement in organic research projects has been not considered a relevant aspect in the evaluation of the submitted projects proposals for the previous European Union Research Frameworks Programmes. 
On the other hand, in some countries and in certain Organic Research Institutions, stakeholder’s participation in the projects was seen slowly as an important element to improve organic research quality.   For this reasons the IFOAM EURG has increased the communication with the DG Research. This work have made possible to initiate several research themes in the 6th Framework Research Programme, where some research consortiums  have applied successfully.
STAKEHOLDERS PARTICIPATION IN ORGANIC RESEARCH PROJECTS AND IFOAM EURG CONCEPT
The IFOAM-EURG and its previous working group, founded in 1992, have been periodically discussing research topics for the organic farming sector in the European Union. In 1999 the European Commission asked the IFOAM-EURG to submit its views on the main priorities on research and development for organic food production related to EU's FAIR5-Projects. The required list was delivered based on input of the IFOAM- EURG members, a consultation with researchers and other stakeholders in organic agriculture as well on several reports on the state of the art of organic agriculture research (FAO, 1997, FAO, 1998). The elaborated list was meant to serve as a tool for the EU Commission to judge applications for research projects and to influence the on research policies for organic food and farming. 

These proposals for research priorities have been revised in September 2004 and were again updated in 2005. In the last IFOAM EURG position paper the main emphasis was put on how to improve the environmental, health and quality benefits of organic farming. Research themes were proposed in the area of organic farming and climate change, biodiversity, quality, health and food security of organic produce, animal welfare, etc.., highlighting the special research needs of the new EU member countries (IFOAM EU, 2005).

In the above mentioned position paper the IFOAM EUGR is emphasising the benefit of stakeholder’s participatory involvement in evaluation processes as well as different phases of research projects (design, implementation, evaluation and dissemination). This can help to achieve a better understanding of the holism of organic farming, which is reflected by the 4 general principles of Organic farming approved by the IFOAM General Assembly in 2005: health, ecology, fairness and care (IFOAM, 2005). The IFOAM EURG has defined seven aims in organic research covering the two different levels of stakeholder’s involvement (influencing research policy makers through lobbying and advocacy and direct participation in Organic Research Projects), which are defined in a 3-years workplan for the next period (2006-08). 
The IFOAM EURG has also defined some criteria, working rules, and degrees of participation (as consultant, expert or partner) for participating in organic research projects. Preference is given to projects with high relevance for the development of Organic Agriculture in a European perspective, and on the further development of the Regulation 2092/91 with a strong stakeholder involvement. 

IFOAM EURG IN EU FUNDED ORGANIC RESEARCH PROJECTS

The research organic work of the IFOAM-EURG was mainly funded by the active participation of members of the Research Subcommittee supported by the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture, FiBL. 

In the year 2004 the IFOAM EU Group was taken for the first time, as a full partner of a policy support oriented Research Project (SSP) “Research to support revision of the EU Regulation on organic agriculture” (FP6-502397). This has given the opportunity to establish a new post for a Research Assistant, with the purpose to manage its tasks in the project and to bring the stakeholder point of views stronger in these projects. The IFOAM EURG is actively involved in other policy-oriented research projects (ORGAP – Evaluation of Action Plans for organic food and farming, since 2005 and Organic Wine ORWINE since 2006) and in Concerted Actions (like the EISfOM in the Advisory Committee). 

Main achievements are: a) IFOAM EURG members are now better informed, more involved and being regularly consulted for priorities and seminars by DG Research and several EU funded Organic Research Projects, as full partner (Organic Revision, ORGAP, ORWINE) or giving stakeholders inputs in several EU Research Projects (EISfOM, Organic Inputs, QLIF, EU-EEC-OFP, etc), ensuring a better link among this projects; b) Calls for new EU research projects of DG research consider now options to involve organic stakeholders in research.

Weaknesses in the IFOAM EU research work are: a) Difficulties in involving non IFOAM-EURG Boards members in organic research work, due the specialisation and work time needed; b) Irregular participation of IFOAM EURG Board and members in the Research Subcommittee discussions and tasks; c) Predominance of organic “research stakeholders” experienced opinion’s and the lack of some few European countries perspective.

TRANSNATIONAL COOPERATION IN ORGANIC RESEARCH

Some European Seminars and Workshops have been organised to share and to facilitate the development of trans-national co-operation in organic research (EC 2002 & 2004). In the last one, it was clearly stated that the dissemination and transfer of research results into organic farming practice and the needs of practitioners into research is organized until now only in few European countries. The need of better procedures for a dialogue among researchers, advisors, practice and consumers or processors, taking in account some national examples, was clearly pointed out. Key elements to improve trans-national cooperation were made in stakeholder’s involvement, identification of common problems, the organization and identification of the organic research needs and possibilities for trans-national cooperation.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Organic farming research historically has been done by farmers with low support from scientific institutions. Organic farmers have been for a long time and still now are developing practises by themselves. 

The IFOAM EURG has been influencing organic research policy of the European Commission by publishing position papers about organic research stakeholder’s priorities, after broader consultation. The efforts of this Group have been oriented to reinforce stakeholder’s participation in organic research. As result some trans-national cooperation projects in organic research consider now a different stakeholders involvement with several tools.

On the other hand, the IFOAM-EURG has developed some tools to facilitate stakeholder’s participation in the last two years, which are being applied with relatively success. 

Some recommendations of this experience are: a) Creation of specific thematic working groups or Network, for the different research topic; b) Reinforcing the promotion of pilot/demonstration farm projects and on-farm research projects; c) Organising european thematic workshops with interested organic stakeholders (including IFOAM EURG members) and invited experts; d) establishing an European Research Technology Platform for organic agriculture (Organic Science Council) in collaboration with the organic research community, will help to dialogue between scientists and stakeholders networks
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