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Over the past few years, policy makers have sup-
ported the development of organic farming at the
European and national level as a process that contrib-
utes to environmentally sound farming practices. In
Austria, about 9% of farms are currently under certi-
fied organic management, the highest percentage in
the European Union (EU). Several factors have con-
tributed to this: the activities of organic farmers’
associations; the early inclusion of guidelines for
organic crop production and animal husbandry in the
Austrian Codex Alimentarius; government support
through direct payments for organic farms during and
after conversion; the early commitment of super-
market chains; and the establishment of a private
organic marketing company (Vogl and Hess, 1999).

Within the EU, the ongoing changes in the Common
Agricultural Policy have shifted farm income support
from product price intervention to direct payments
not linked to production (Dunne and O’Connell ,
2003). However, if direct payments for organic
farming are seen by European governments as a nec-
essary tool to reward farmers for the preservation of
public goods, they are at the same time the subject of
critical discussions. As a result, market instruments
that support demand, such as labels for organic prod-
ucts and the marketing of these products, are gaining
importance. Because organic farming currently is the
only farming approach that is supported by an ex-
plicit legal definition and international agreements, it
has an edge over other ecolabels. The defined stan-
dards are intended to promote consumer confidence
and prevent an undermining of the market through
fraudulent trading.

Structure of Certification in Austria

EU regulations

With the European Council Regulation (EEC) Nr.

2092/91 and its amendments (henceforth called the
“EU Regulation”) the EU has created the regulatory
framework for the organic farming sector in Europe
(Lampkin et al., 1999). The EU Regulation identifies
the production methods that are permitted as well as
those that are prohibited, and lists all the inputs that
may be used. It also includes processing rules that
must be satisfied for a product to be labeled
“organic.”

The EU Regulation also specifies the inspection and
certification regime that is obligatory for operators
involved in putting organic products on the market. It
requires that all operators involved in the production,
processing, packaging and labeling of organic prod-
ucts be officially registered, inspected and certified.
Member States must establish an inspection system
operated either by private certification bodies satis-
fying the quality standard EN 45011 (the European
version of ISO Guide 65), or by public certification
authorities. These certification bodies must be
supervised and a system of information exchange
between the certification bodies and the public
authorities must be set up to communicate irregulari-
ties and infringements found during inspections.
Given the differences in conditions and traditions
within Europe, some issues within the EU Regulation
may be decided at national level.

The EU Regulation, which was passed in June 1991
and implemented as of January 1, 1993, is legally
binding in all Member States and must be fulfilled by
any imported product. So far, it has been amended
more than 40 times in an effort to increase the
specificity of the regulations and close loopholes,
thus reducing the room for interpretation. One of the
major amendments to date (EEC 1804/99) covers
production, labeling and inspection of the most
relevant livestock species (cattle, sheep, goats, horses
and poultry), as the original EU Regulation covered
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only products of plant origin. The amendment also 
explicitly excludes genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs) and products derived from them from 
organic production.  

Organic food products can be imported from non-EU 
countries when it can be ascertained that the 
production rules and the inspection measures for 
organic foods comply with or are equivalent to the 
EU Regulation. This can be ensured by access to the 
“List of Third Countries.” To be included in this list, 
the applicant country must already have enacted 
organic farming legislation and have a fully 
functional system of inspection and monitoring. By 
the end of 2002 the list comprised Argentina, 
Australia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Israel, New 
Zealand, and Switzerland. Exporters from countries 
not on this list need an import permit. To be granted 
such a permit, exporters apply for inspection of the 
operators by an EU-inspection body or an EU-
assessed national body (Kilcher et al., 2001). 

Implementation in Austria 
Since 1983 Austria has had a national legal definition 
of organic farming that covers both plants and live-

stock within Chapter A.8. of the Austrian Codex 
Alimentarius. In preparation for the accession to the 
EU in 1995, the EU Regulation was implemented on 
July 1, 1994. Whenever an amendment of the EU 
Regulation is published, it replaces the respective 
Austrian Codex Standards, as was the case when 
animal production was regulated by the EU in 1999.  

The control and certification process for farms, prod-
ucts and processors and the accreditation process for 
certification bodies is characterized by a tripartite 
approach (Figure 1), where each ministry focuses on 
a specific agenda. First, the Federal Ministry of 
Social Security, as the central Competent Authority, 
implements the EU Regulation and focuses on its 
main goal of protecting consumers from fraud and 
producers from unfair competition. Second, the Fed-
eral Ministry for Economic Affairs and Labor ensures 
that inspection and certification activities comply 
with EN 45011. Third, the Federal Ministry for Agri-
culture, Forestry, Environment and Water Manage-
ment focuses on environmental conservation. It ad-
ministers the Agri-Environment Program of the EU 
(EEC 2078/92), offering direct payments to certified 
organic farmers participating in the program. 

 

 

   Figure 1. Overview of bodies involved in control, certification and standards for organic farms and products  
   in Austria. 
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The Ministry of Social Security has a coordinating
role with regard to the EU Regulation, including
limited administrative and legislative powers. Actual
implementation is devolved by the Austrian Food Act
to the nine State Governors, acting through their
respective State Food Authorities. A State Food
Authority issues a provisional approval pending
accreditation of the certification body. When ac-
creditation is achieved, the certification body receives
final approval from the state where its head office is
located and further approvals from the other states
where it intends to operate and has submitted an ap-
plication. In Austria all certification bodies operate in
more than one state. Supervision of the private certi-
fication bodies is carried out by each state, with the
supervision of administration and documentation
taking place in the state where the certification body
has its head office. There is no cross-supervision
between states and the intensity and approach to
supervision differs from state to state (European
Commission, 2001). Supervision only covers the
certification of legal requirements, as private stan-
dards are not within the supervisory role of state
authorities.

The State Food Authorities, as well as the Federal
Agencies for the Surveillance of Food Safety, are
also in charge or analyzing food samples for residues,
levels of contamination, nitrate content, etc., within
their food monitoring programs. These programs are
not specific to organic products but may include them
in their sampling procedures.

The Subcommittee for Organic Farming of the
Austrian Codex Alimentarius Committee, which is
located within the Federal Ministry of Social Secu-
rity, plays an important role as it is the forum to dis-
cuss rules and criteria on aspects not yet covered by
the EU Regulation. Its bi-monthly meetings are
attended by officials from all i nvolved authorities as
well as representatives of all stakeholders (e.g., con-
sumers, producers, and retail interest groups). The
wide membership ensures that the decision process is
transparent and decisions have broad support. Once
consensus is reached, the Subcommittee advises the
Plenary of the Austrian Codex Alimentarius Com-
mittee. This Plenary has the power to decide which
standards are to be published in the Codex. These
standards do not have the status of a law, but are an
objective professional expert statement. The Sub-
committee also advises the representatives of the
Federal Ministry of Social Security in their negotia-
tions on the EU Regulation in Brussels.

An amendment of the EU Regulation (EEC 1935/95),
which took effect in 1998, was interpreted in Austria
as requiring certification bodies to be accredited.
Therefore the Austrian Accreditation Service, which
is part of the Ministry of Economic Affairs, grants
accreditation following an assessment of the certifi-
cation body’s quality management manual, a two-day
office audit, and a one-day witnessed inspection, i.e.,
an on-the-spot inspection of an operator. The purpose
of accreditation, which is granted for five years, is to
confirm that the certification body has established a
quality management system according to EN 45011,
as well as qualified staff and the necessary resources.
As part of its supervision duties, the Accreditation
Service audits the certification bodies annually,
which can include witnessed inspections or re-
inspection of a sample of operators.

Accreditation led to a harmonization of the certifiers’
operation procedures, such as the content of contracts
with clients, information policy towards clients,
education and training of staff and inspectors, sepa-
ration between inspection and the certification deci-
sion, handling of complaints by organic farmers, and
documentation requirements (Vogl, 2000).

The Ministry of Agriculture is in charge of imple-
menting the Agri-Environment Program (based on
EEC 2078/92), which in Austria encompasses 31
schemes, including organic farming. Farmers can
take part in the program through a voluntary five-
year contract. The program is administered on behalf
of the Ministry by Agrarmarkt Austria (AMA), which
also administers other direct payments to farmers
within the Common Agricultural Policy. The Techni-
cal Inspection Service of AMA controls the proper
application of the schemes, for which farmers receive
direct payments. Within these controls, 5% of farm-
ers participating in the scheme “organic farming” will
be inspected each year, with farms selected according
to a risk assessment system.

A subsidiary of AMA is AMA Marketing, which,
among other things, licenses the AMA organic logo,

administers the AMA quality seal (not
organic), and is in charge of ad campaigns
in support of Austrian agriculture. The
AMA organic logo exists in two versions:
one is colored red, white and black and
indicates that the majority of its ingredients
are of Austrian origin. The other is black

and white and indicates that the ingredients originate
mainly from foreign countries.
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There are seven accredited certification bodies oper-
ating in Austria, which are either non-profit or for-
profit private organizations. Shares are held by pri-
vate citizens, by enterprises that work in the inspec-
tion business at large, or by organic farmers’ associa-
tions. The inspectors visit farms annually and proces-
sors several times per year, mostly unannounced.
Inspection and certification may be performed by the
same body, but within the body these two steps have
to be administered by two different people (inspector,
certifier) in two distinct steps. A certificate is granted
by the certification body only if the inspection report
is complete and plausible, and fulfills all legal re-
quirements. Farmers must have such a certificate to
receive direct payments for organic farming and to be
allowed to label produce as organic.

Besides the legal regulations, private standards, e.g.
those of an organic farmer association or a private
label, also are certified. The private standards reflect
specific concerns and interests of the respective
group. For example, farmers highly concerned with
animal welfare join an organic farmers’ association
with regulations on animal keeping, breeding, feed-
ing and veterinary medicine that are stricter than the
EU Regulation. These farmers and their association
advertise their approach to organic farming to gain a
comparative advantage, for example biodynamic
farmers, organic farmers of certain regions, and cer-
tain processors and retailers.

Bio Ernte Austria is the most power-
ful organic farmers’ association,
with about 50% of all Austrian or-
ganic farmers as members. Its stan-
dards are stricter than those of the
Austrian Codex. As early as the

1960s, the association started to establish an inspec-
tion system and to advertise their organic brand.

‘Ja! Natürlich’ is the best known trade
label in Austria and belongs to the
supermarket chain Rewe (Bil la, Mer-
kur). Most of the products of Austrian

origin sold under this label are produced by farmers
belonging to Bio Ernte Austria. All organic farmers

delivering to this and to other labels
(e.g. ‘Natur pur’ of Spar) have to
fulfill additional requirements that go

beyond the EU Regulation, Austrian Codex standards
and farmer associations’ standards. Conversely, the
retailers also are bound by a contract with farmer
associations to purchase organic products from
Austrian farmers first, and foreign products only if

domestic ones are not available.

Appraisal of the Austrian Implementation

Over the four years since accreditation was imple-
mented, inspection and certification of organics in
Austria have evolved into a highly professional and
transparent system, not least because of the accredi-
tation requirement and its accompanying supervision.
However, although the first steps for harmonization
of the work of the certification bodies were success-
fully implemented, several areas of the certifying
system still have potential for improvement. These
include: harmonization of certifiers’ internal guide-
lines and procedures for sanctions; improved infor-
mation exchange between state and federal authori-
ties; and tighter supervision in certain areas.

Harmonization

Although certification bodies do not define their own
set of standards, there can be differences in the inter-
pretation of the EU Regulation because of several
imprecisely worded passages, resulting in internal
guidelines drafted by the certifiers. These are cleared
with the State Authority, but might not be shared
with other certification bodies, leading to differences
in interpretation and application of the regulations.
However, standardized certification requirements
based upon harmonized guidelines and sanctions are
necessary, given that the certifiers are in competition
with each other. This competition can result in a
pressure to take advantage of the latitude left in the
EU Regulation and lead to a customer-friendly inter-
pretation and leniency. This is particularly tempting
when the customer is not a small family farm, but a
large operation or retailer, as inspection fees are
based on the size of the operation. It therefore is
important that supervision also ensures that the certi-
fication bodies are economically independent so as to
be able to exclude a large customer (Vogl, 1998).

Communication

Currently there is limited communication, coordina-
tion and data exchange between state and federal
authorities involved in supervising certification bod-
ies or analyzing food along the food chain. This not
only inhibits the prompt tracing of irregularities, it
also impairs the forwarding of relevant information to
concerned authorities and agencies. An example is
that according to EN 45011 a list of certified products
must be published, but because of data privacy
concerns, these li sts are not made public in their
entirety in a timely fashion. Another example is that
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currently each certification body provides the State
Authority with a confidential l ist of all operators it
certified. The data regarding termination of a certifi-
cation contract is thus kept up to date by the State
Authority, but not publicized or communicated to
relevant bodies (e.g., AMA, as farms are only eligible
for direct payments for organic farming if they have a
valid contract with a certifying body). A major
impediment to the free flow of data are the strict
provisions of data privacy protection; currently there
is no consensus on how they should be interpreted in
the context of organic certification.

Supervision

Two authorities are currently in charge of supervising
certification bodies: the Accreditation Service and the
State Authorities. Based on a supervision plan and
using a specially trained team, the Accreditation
Service audits certification bodies every year to
ensure they comply with EN 45011. Although this
supervision focuses primarily on issues of quality
management and documentation, two technical ex-
perts for organic farming ensure that quality manage-
ment and operation procedures reflect and respect the
EU Regulation and Austrian Codex Standards.

Supervision by the State Authorities does not have
such clearly defined procedures. For example, an EU
evaluation mission noted that there were no written
supervision plans for 2001 (European Commission,
2001). Also, the State Authorities barely challenge or
assess the quality of the technical work of the certifi-
cation bodies, either through evaluation of operators’
files or certification decisions or through witnessed
inspections or re-inspection of a sample of operators.

However, given several potential conflicts of interest
involving certification bodies, there is a need for tight
supervision. For example, because some farmers’
associations hold shares of certification bodies, there
can be a perception that organic farmers inspect
themselves. This would contradict the requirement
that certification bodies be independent, that is, that
they cannot be influenced by the interests of farmers,
associations, traders, processors or retailers, even if
these are their customers. Indeed, unless close con-
tacts between certifiers and processors or retailers are
avoided or supervised, it is conceivable that a poten-
tial problem is covered up by quietly withdrawing the
products from the shelves to avoid negative publicity.
These issues currently are partially addressed through
the supervision by the Accreditation Service, which
includes procedures to assess the independence of

certification bodies and their employees from farmer
associations, institutions, and dealers in organic
products or inputs for organic farms (Vogl, 1998).

Regulations

Some of the problems in the certification of organic
products are due not to flaws in the organization of
accreditation, certification and supervision, but to
loopholes left in the EU Regulations or the methods
of inspection defined there. Indeed, not all organiza-
tions involved in the market for organic foods are
included in the certification system, particularly the
trade, which does not yet fall under the scope of the
EU Regulation as long as it does not produce, pack,
process or label organic products (The Organic Stan-
dard, Nov. 2001, p. 8). Also, the EU Regulation does
not include specific statements regarding the inspec-
tion procedures to be followed with regard to trade
and processing of animal feed (KdK, 2002).

The EU Regulation, acknowledging the possibility of
supply shortages in the still-developing organic mar-
ket, includes the provision that to some extent con-
ventional products can be used in feedstuffs until
December 2003. This provision creates a gray zone
that can lead to errors and even entice fraudulent
behavior, as recent incidents in Austria have shown
(Purkarthofer, 2002)

The methods of inspection stipulated in the EU
Regulations, such as the requirement that each
operator be visited once a year, have also been criti-
cized. The current system can mean that too much
time is spent inspecting production that is full y com-
pliant, while too little is spent on cases with real
problems (Rundgren, 1999). It might be more effi-
cient to visit some operators frequently, but others
only every 18 months. This could go hand-in-hand
with the introduction of a risk-oriented system such
as the HACCP principle (Hazard Analyses Critical
Control Point), that is, points where there is a high
probabili ty that improper inspection may allow or
contribute to a loss of organic integrity (Heinonen,
2001).

Another aspect that could be considered is the inter-
nal quality management of operators (Rundgren,
1999). Indeed, if operators implement regular internal
sampling and analysis as well as complete traceabil-
ity of products, the burden of inspection costs could
be reduced. Inspections at enterprises that are certi-
fied according to a quality management norm, such
as the ISO family, already offer certification bodies a
deeper and more detailed insight into the flow of
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organic goods through the enterprise. Operators
might prefer such cooperation to complete legal
regulation (Browne et al., 2000).

However, while including quality management sys-
tems at the trader and processor level are a promising
approach, similar calls at the farm level (Bradley and
van Houten, 2000) do not seem helpful in Austria.
Indeed, because most organic farms are family farms,
the farmer has limited time and training. Also, the
farmer’s management decisions are highly dependent
on unpredictable external factors such as the weather
or market developments, making it unlikely that a
farm plan spanning several years and covering both
general management practices as well as planting
patterns and animal husbandry can be adhered to.
Thus, the AMA presently requires crop plans only for
the current year, since these are necessary to calculate
various direct payments.

Consumers’ and Farmers’ Perspectives

Limits of certification in ensuring consumer
confidence

Because consumers may be buying organic products
for reasons of health as well as environmental con-
cerns, high profile news stories of contaminated or
unsafe conventional food increase the demand for
them. It is then crucial to preserve the credibility of
organic labels so as not to undermine consumers’
trust in organic products. Certification has a key role
to play in ensuring that incidents similar to those
reported from conventional foods do not occur in the
organic food chain.

At the same time, the limits of certification as a way
to prevent loss of consumer confidence must also be
clear. Indeed, several legal provisions made to ac-
commodate industry needs and interests in a still -
developing market are a potential source of consumer
disillusionment. For example the AMA Marketing
organic logo, in accordance with the EU Regulation,
allows up to 5% of selected ingredients to originate
from conventional production, although the logo can
be perceived as implying 100% organic. Also, if the
product contains raw ingredients that cannot be pro-
duced in Austria, up to 30% of foreign organic ingre-
dients can be used, although the logo implies an or-
ganic product of Austrian origin. Although these
provisions are necessary to allow some leeway for
processors as long as the market cannot ensure a
continuous supply of organic products of the required
origin and quality, most consumers are not aware of

them and may feel cheated. In addition, AMA
Marketing was heavily criticized by environmental
organizations and the organic movement for its
choice of advertisements promoting regional and
national labels that could be perceived by consumers
as being organic although they are not.

A similar unresolved issue is the fact that the EU
Regulation stipulates that organic products must be
GMO-free. However what “GMO free” means has
not been clearly defined in many European countries,
leaving room for interpretation. In Austria the limit
for “GMO free” is 0.1 % of the total DNA within the
framework of “ inevitable contamination,” which is
not the zero-tolerance policy that consumers might
expect.

Another potential source of consumer insecurity are
organic products revealing traces of prohibited
chemicals. Because organic products are routinely
stored next to conventional products, cross contami-
nation is bound to occur, as is commingling when the
two kinds are processed in the same plant.

Besides these issues based on legal tolerance margins
and poor practices by processors and retailers, an-
other source of confusion is misleading labeling. The
EU Regulation states that words like “organic,”
“ecological,” “biological,” and shortened forms li ke
“bio” and “eco” must refer to organic production
methods; if that is not the case, the matter might be
handled as fraud. This also includes all terms that
might be understood by consumers as similar to the
above mentioned terms, e.g. “controlled,” “ inte-
grated” or “natural.” This has led to a significant
reduction of misleading and fraudulent advertising on
the Austrian market. Nevertheless, several companies
try to use the positive image of organic farming by
designing labels positioning their products close to
the organics.

This is especially true for companies with a trade-
mark that contain the terms “bio” or “öko” and that
was registered before January 1, 1995. They can use
this trademark until 2006, although it must be clearly
mentioned on the product that it originated from con-
ventional farming. However this is not always en-
forced (Mergil i, 2002). The likelihood of consumer
confusion is particularly high if the brand sells both
conventional and organic foods with li ttle difference
in package design.

Finally, confusing labeling also occurs because sev-
eral product groups, such as flowers, wine, textiles,
wild fish, and wild animals, are not included in the
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EU Regulation, so that organic claims can be made
with impunity. As a response, the Austrian Codex
Alimentarius Committee started to regulate these
sectors through national standards, as is the case for
the organic production of deer and fish.

Farmers’ need for clar ity

Several farmers’ associations, although appreciating
the need for inspection and thorough documentation
as part of the special status of organic farming, have
criticized the lack of harmonization in the documen-
tation requirements and the farm inspection methods.
Indeed, the criteria used and the sanctions imposed
by the Ministry of Agriculture differ in several points
from those of the Ministry of Social Security. The
differences are mainly due to the fact that the Minis-
try of Agriculture focuses on environmental protec-
tion, whereas the Ministry of Social Security focuses
on consumer protection. The situation is worsened by
the poor communication policy of AMA, because the
AMA Technical Inspection Service does not have to
follow EN 45011 and keeps its criteria for sanctions
confidential.

The AMA is thus often perceived by farmers as a
kind of “black box,” since they do not understand the
reasons for the differences in sanctions by AMA and
by certification bodies for the same facts (Vogl,
1998). It would be advantageous to design one
uniform structure and harmonize the required records
that farmers must keep. Inspection procedures of
organic certification and Agri-Environment Program
controls also could be harmonized. This would
increase the efficiency and effectiveness of
inspections and ease farmers’ administrative burden.

The multiple inspection of farms can also be a bur-
den. Each organic farm is inspected at least once per
year by a certification body. In addition it may be
sampled and controlled by AMA or by inspection
services of brand labels. Finally, it may be sampled
for inspection as part of the supervisory activities of
various authorities. Overall it has been estimated that
an organic farm could be inspected up to 11 times in
a year (Vogl, 1998). And that does not include
inspections in the framework of regulations that are
separate from organic farming, such as water laws,
food safety, hygiene standards, veterinary medicine,
and taxes. The possibility of coordinating such
inspections should be investigated.

Insuff icient extension services are also a pressing
issue in light of the ongoing updates of the EU
Regulation as well as the Austrian specifications

within the Agri-Environment Program. Although
these updates lead to a sustained improvement of
regulations, they also create a constant source of
uncertainty over whether a specific standard has been
changed, whether that change has taken effect, and
whether the farmer is risking sanctions. To secure
objectivity, independence, and the quality of deci-
sions, EN 45011 mandates that the certification bod-
ies cannot be involved in advisory services. The need
to inform organic farmers of regulations, standards
and their amendments is thus primarily covered by
employees of the organic farmers’ associations and
by the District Authorities for Agriculture. The Dis-
trict Authorities especially may have a very varied
understanding and interest in organic farming,
resulting in an uneven level of information made
available to farmers.

Discussion and Conclusion

In Austria, the densely woven web of inspection,
certification, accreditation and supervision ensures
that legal and private standards are adhered to. How-
ever, it must be recognized that certification is no
guarantee in itself and that ultimately its role is to
reconfirm that the producers and the processors are
keeping their guarantees (Rundgren, 1999). Certifi-
cation is thus no panacea, but only one part of a
quality assurance system ensuring the smooth func-
tioning of the organic market. This is all the more
true when considering that certification can only be
as good as the standards it is based on. The standards,
however, are only compromises between aims and
their technically and economically sound implemen-
tation (Heinonen, 2001). At the same time, it is not
possible to develop standards to cover all situations,
nor to standardize the handling of all possible viola-
tions (Rundgren, 1999).

The question, then, is how to ensure appropriate
inspection and certification while considering the
costs and administration involved. Indeed, consumers
will not continue to pay a premium if the certification
of organic products primarily ends up feeding a
growing bureaucracy and producing excess paper
(Baummann, 2001).

The regulations, both at the EU and the Austrian
level, have so far focused on regulating production at
the farm level. However, most of the publicized ir-
regularities have involved organic products after they
left the farm. The initial focus on the production as-
pect can be seen as a response to an image where
organic farming was primarily made up of family
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farms engaged in on-farm processing and direct sell -
ing. However, this image is being overrun by reality:
as the market for organic products grows, industries
and supermarkets get involved and the volume of or-
ganic products being transported, stored, and indus-
trially processed and retailed grows considerably.

Thus the instruments needed to ensure organic qual-
ity have changed; in particular, the need for a cen-
tralized database has been voiced (KdK, 2002). Such
a database would combine the piecemeal information
that is available at various authorities and agencies.
The goal is to improve transparency and allow a
comprehensive analysis of the flow of organic goods,
which could then be traced along the complete food
chain, from farm inputs and production, through trad-
ers and storage, to processing and retail. This would
allow plausibility, product integrity and traceability
to be checked more easily and would dramatically
increase the efficiency of inspections.

To accommodate concerns about privacy of data, the
access to the database could be restricted to a limited
number of federal agents. A database alone cannot be
sufficient to address the issue. It is indispensable to
have dedicated government employees whose objec-
tive is not only to analyze the data but also to inquire
in cases of suspected irregularities as well as routine
tracing of product flows along the food chain. Such
an authority would address the weakest point of the
current certification system, namely organic product
flows across boundaries: between states, operators,
certification bodies, etc.

This authority should be at the federal level, as only a
government entity has the necessary legal authority to
enforce minimum standards (Lohr, 1998) as well as
the independence to ensure objectivity and uniform-
ity. Also, volume flow controls are about baseline
requirements, thus there is no need to adjust to re-
gional and local circumstances, which could be a
challenge to a central authority.

Despite some flaws in overall coordination, the cur-
rent system of private certification bodies has proven
robust. Indeed, as found in Sweden (Baummann,
2001), a private certification body has advantages
over a state one. First, in Austria most certification
bodies were created by organic farmers’ associations
or organizations rooted in the organic movement.
They therefore tend to be committed to the values of
organic farming. This is a benefit compared to
certification by public authorities, who tend to focus
on administrative matters rather than the correspon-

dence of values and regulation, as reported from
Denmark (Michelsen, 2001). Second, private
certifiers in Austria also tend to have employees
residing in their assigned region. This allows them a
more accurate assessment of a specific situation, such
as a drought that reduces seed availability. It also
allows certifiers to deal with the need to develop
different solutions to similar problems in different
environments, which is an integral part of organic
farming (Michelsen, 2001).

Local roots also ensure certifiers a better level of
information through their involvement in both formal
and informal communication networks. Thus opera-
tor peer-control can play a role in identifying
potential problems, and not limit control of an organ-
ic farm or processor to the yearly visit(s). As long as
supervision ensures impartiality of the certifiers,
these are valuable features of a certification system
that aims at doing justice to the needs of organic
farming.

For it must be acknowledged that organic farming
cannot be reduced to checklists, since it is also a
social and ecological movement. Standardized pro-
duction method and regulations have difficulties
coping with such a phenomenon (Rundgren, 1997).
Thus there is a great need for clarity and simpli fica-
tion in our understanding of what organic farming
really stands for, so that it to stands out as a real pro-
duction alternative and not simply as a production
method that complies with a set of more or less
transparent regulations (DARCOF, 2000).

In the present situation, where consumers in increas-
ing numbers are concerned about degradation of
standards, food quality, and so forth, it is easy to ask
for strict rules, high standards, and efficient inspec-
tion in organic agriculture. But often what consumers
expect is a higher moral standard: just as the organic
farmer should not exploit the soil or the li vestock, so,
too, the consumers hope that they are not exploited
when buying organically produced food (Kettlitz,
2002). Indeed, even if organic growth is based on
short-term concerns about health and food security, it
also responds to long-term concerns about our soci-
ety, a quest for old and new values, a search for the
truth behind notions such as “natural” (Haest, 2000),
and a need for authentic products (Kelterborn, 2000).
Therefore if standards, regulations and certification
procedures betray the core of what organic farming
stands for, it might well also betray the expectation of
consumers who are searching for an alternative.
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