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The potential of organic agriculture for climate 
change mitigation 

 

Organic sector discussed with DG Environment and DG Agriculture about the 
future of food supply in times of climate change – organic companies presented 

their products 

 
Organic agriculture bears a high potential for climate change mitigation and adaptation. 

Future food supply in times of climate change and increasing energy prices will depend on 

efficient resource use. Sustainable food security requires changes in food consumption 

patterns. These were the main conclusions of the lively debate between panel and 

auditorium on the Organic Day in the European Commission’s Directorate General for the 

Environment on 20 April 2010. 

 

Organic farming’s impact on soil life 

Christopher Stopes, the President of the IFOAM EU Group, presented the objectives of 

IFOAMs work to promote the adoption of ecologically, socially and economically sound 

systems that are based on the principles of Organic Agriculture1, which are the principle of 

health, the principle of ecology, the principle of fairness and the principle of care.  

He underlined the need to come to sustainable agricultural practices and sustainable diets in 

order to secure food supply on a long term.  

 

Urs Niggli, Director of the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture FibL2, presented research 

results that show a higher diversity of species on organically managed land, increased soil 

aggregate stability and higher amounts of carbon sequestered 3(presentation in Annex of 

this document). Soil quality and fertility are higher in organic agriculture as compared to 

conventional agriculture due to more active use of organic matter. He addressed the fact 

that conversion to organic farming impacts yields, yields in European commercial farming 

will decrease. In contrast, the conversion to organic practice can increase yields in the 

context of subsistence farming, because organic farming is the best practice for low external 

input farming. Therefore a global conversion to organic farming would still secure a fair food 

                                                 
1
Principles of Organic Agriculture http://www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/principles/index.html  

2
 Research Institute of Organic Agriculture www.fibl.org  

3
 IFOAM and IFOAM EU Group papers on climate change: 

http://www.ifoam.org/partners/advocacy/CC_Campaign.html  

http://www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/principles/index.html
http://www.fibl.org/
http://www.ifoam.org/partners/advocacy/CC_Campaign.html
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supply, but would mean the need to switch to more plant based diets in industrialized 

countries. 

 

EU policies towards best climate practices 

Ladislav Miko, Director of the Directorate Nature within DG Environment and soil biologist, 

underlined that more has to be done in Europe to preserve the quality of Europe’s soils as 

one-third of topsoil has been lost over the last 30 years. A European framework for soil 

protection4 as proposed by the European Commission with the Directive for the protection of 

soil would be a significant step towards future soil fertility and would also impact the climate 

change mitigation capacity of soils. He questioned the capacity of conventional farm 

practices to secure soil fertility on a long term perspective, as soil structure and soil micro-

organisms are not 

sufficiently maintained. 

 

Jean François Hulot, 

Head of Unit for Organic 

farming in DG 

Agriculture, mentioned 

that yet about 4% of 

farm land in Europe is 

converted to organic 

farming. The conversion 

to organic farming is based on market demand and farmer’s decision and a conversion of all 

EU land cannot be expected in the next years, incentives have to be set to implement best-

climate practices also on conventional farms in order to meet the European objective to 

reduce EU greenhouse gas emissions by at least 20% (compared to 1990). The first pillar 

payments of the Common agricultural policy (CAP) requires a set of basic best practices from 

the farmers; the second pillar of the offers the possibility for member states to support 

organic farming as well as other best climate practices. 

  

During the open debate, agricultural models to secure food supply and the maintenance of 

ecosystem services were discussed as well as the role of a diverse landscape mosaic for 

biodiversity. Anna Barnett from DG Environment pointed on the fact that unsustainable 

agriculture practices cause high external costs, for example to clean ground water from 

                                                 
4
 EU Commission, Soil thematic strategy: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/three_en.htm  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/three_en.htm
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pesticides. The question how many animal products can a diet contain in order to be 

sustainable was further specified: Large areas in the EU are grasslands. These lands should 

not be converted into arable land as they are home to a rich diversity of species and 

sequester a lot of carbon. Therefore, a clear differentiation has to be made between animal 

products from grasslands/roughage feed (as it is a widely spread practice in organic farming) 

and imported feed/feed produced on arable land with often high energy input. Regarding 

the fact that production of chemical fertilizers requires high energy inputs and comes with 

NOx emissions led to the assumption that these kind of fertilizers might become much more 

expensive in the future so that organic products that require low-external-input will have an 

comparative cost advantage.  

 

Organic taste and diversity    

To present organic stakeholders and their products and services, an exhibition was set up in 

the atrium of the DG Environment building. European Commission staff members passing by 

as well as the participants of the 

seminar came to taste the 

products at display, talk to their 

producers and build up their 

picture of organic farming in 

Belgium and Europe. 

Besides of IFOAM EU Group the 

following companies and 

organisations participated: 

Pajottenlander (Organic fruit 

juices) www.pajottenlander.be, 

Belvas (Organic and fair trade chocolates) www.belvas.be, Bioforum Flanders and Wallonie 

(organic food and farming association Belgium) www.bioforum.be, Julienne (Organic fruit 

and vegetable box scheme) www.julienne.be, Soil and More (Large-scale composting and 

carbon assessment) www.soilandmore.nl, Biolé (Cooperative of Belgian organic milk 

producers) www.biole.be and TerraBio (Organic Farmers Market, Organic fruit and vegetable 

box scheme) www.terrabio.be.  

http://www.pajottenlander.be/
http://www.belvas.be/
http://www.bioforum.be/
http://www.julienne.be/
http://www.soilandmore.nl/
http://www.biole.be/
http://www.terrabio.be/
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Organic farming – build up soils to cool down 
the climate 

The production of healthy and tasty organic food can contribute to mitigate climate 
change and to halt soil degradation 

 
Organic farming is a comprehensive approach to make food production sustainable – and 

therewith contribute to solutions regarding the “future challenges”. 
 

The organic agriculture movement arose from concerns about the destruction of natural 

resources by increasingly industrialised agricultural practices and has recognized the importance 
of functioning ecosystems from its beginning. In both its “principle of ecology” and “principle of 
health”, the organic movement underlines that “Organic Agriculture should be based on living 
ecological systems and cycles, work with them, emulate them and help sustain them.”  The care 

for functioning soils has always been a central point of concern for the organic movement – in 

the interest of enduring productivity: A sustainable way of farming and long term soil fertility 
highly depend on organic matter in the soil; a well managed soil is home to a high diversity of 

soil organisms which can bind organic matter and moreover deliver a stable soil structure so that 
it can play its important role for food production, nutrient and water cycle.  

 

By prohibiting the use of synthetic fertilizers and plant pesticides; by limiting the livestock density 
per farm and by requiring richer crop rotations, the European Organic Regulation guarantees a 

basis for the careful use of natural resources and reduced CO2 emissions. Many organic farmers 
go beyond these standards. They contribute to climate change mitigation by enhanced manure 

management, the cultivation of grass-clover within the crop rotation and by the use of innovative 
and reduced tillage practices. In climate change adaption to secure future food supply, organic 

agriculture also has a lot to offer: The use of a wider range of domestic species, breeds and 

varieties allows adapting to changing environmental conditions, whereas organically managed 
soils show a better resilience to droughts and floods. 

 

 
More to read:  
Organic farming as comprehensive approach to face sustainability challenges: 
http://www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/around_world/eu_group-new/positions/factsheet/Introduction.php 

Organic farming and the climate:  
http://www.ifoam.org/partners/advocacy/Cop15/IFOAM-CC-Guide-Web-20100128.pdf  
http://www.soilassociation.org/Whyorganic/Climatefriendlyfoodandfarming/Soilcarbon/tabid/574/Default.aspx  

EU policies could do better to significantly contribute to make 
farming more sustainable and to protect soils in their function in 
climate change mitigation through: 

- Setting clear environmental targets for the new Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP; under review now) and to focus 
the CAP on measures that follow a comprehensive 
approach to meet the environmental and socio-economic 
challenges, such as organic farming 

- Adopting and implementing a framework directive on the 
protection of soils 

http://www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/around_world/eu_group-new/positions/factsheet/Introduction.php
http://www.ifoam.org/partners/advocacy/Cop15/IFOAM-CC-Guide-Web-20100128.pdf
http://www.soilassociation.org/Whyorganic/Climatefriendlyfoodandfarming/Soilcarbon/tabid/574/Default.aspx
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Time: 11.30-15h 
Place: DG Environment Building, ground floor, atrium and conference room 

Organiser: IFOAM EU Group in collaboration with DG Environment 

 

Programme : 
 

Seminar 
12.15 to 14 h, Conference room 

 
Introduction  
Ladislav Miko, Director for Nature, DG Environment 
Christopher Stopes, President of the IFOAM EU group 
 
Presentation 
Urs Niggli, Director FibL: High sequestration, low emission, food secure farming - the 
potential of organic agriculture for climate change mitigation 
 
Panel Discussion: Shaping EU policies to meet the climate challenge in 
agriculture 
Additional panellists: 

 Jean François Hulot (European Commission, DG Agriculture)  
 Anna Barnett (European Commission, DG Environment) 

Moderation: Marco Schlüter, IFOAM EU Group 

 
Exhibit ion 
11.30 to 15h, Atrium 

 Stands: 
IFOAM EU Group- Organic Agriculture Movements in Europe – www.ifoam-eu.org  
Belvas  – Organic and fair trade chocolate - www.belvas.be 

Biolé  – Cooperative of Belgian organic milk producers - www.biole.be  

Bioforum  – Organic food and farming association Belgium - www.bioforum.be  
Diepenboomgard  – Organic fruit and veggie boxes, catering - www.diepenboomgaard.be  

Julienne  – Organic fruit and veggie boxes - www.julienne.be  

Pajottenlander  – Organic Fruit juice - www.pajottenlander.be  
Soil and More  - large-scale composting and carbon assessment www.soilandmore.nl  

TerraBio  – Organic Farmers Market - www.terrabio.be  

 
The IFOAM EU Group is the European working level within the International Federation of Organic 
Agriculture Movements. It brings together more than 300 organisations, associations and enterprises from 
all EU-27, EFTA and candidate countries. IFOAM´s goal is the worldwide adoption of ecologically, socially 

and   economically sound systems that are based on the principles of Organic Agriculture. 
 
The IFOAM EU Group acknowledges the financial support of the European Community, DG Environment 
throughout the year 2010. The sole responsibility for the event lies with the IFOAM EU Group, and the 
Commission is not responsible for the content of any information provided by IFOAM EU Group. 

 
 
Main sponsor of the IFOAM EU Group in 2010. 
 

http://www.ifoam-eu.org/
http://www.belvas.be/
http://www.biole.be/
http://www.bioforum.be/
http://www.diepenboomgaard.be/
http://www.julienne.be/
http://www.pajottenlander.be/
http://www.soilandmore.nl/
http://www.terrabio.be/
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Annex: 
 

Presentation Urs Niggli 
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High sequestration, low 

emission, food secure farming -

the potential of organic 

agriculture for climate change 

mitigation

Urs Niggli


