Bryanston Organic Market PGS: Small beginnings, big dreams
In the last two decades, organics have become more mainstream and a need arose to regulate and control the industry.  This resulted in legislation and/or control measures being developed in many countries to control and certify organic production.  While this offered much needed credibility to the industry and assurance to customers, the “certified organic” industry left an increasing number of small and micro growers out in the cold.  The cost, administration and audit-trail requirements of organic certification excluded these growers from formal certification.  They were doing the “right thing” by growing organically, but lacked the “stamp” to make them formally organic.  At the Bryanston Organic Market, this was felt keenly by the small growers and producers.  They needed to offer their customers organic assurance, but were outside the formal certification sphere.

They were not alone.  World-wide, in developing countries like Brazil and India, a similar need for small-scale organic assurance arose.  IFOAM, the global representative body of organic agriculture, formulated guidelines of a participatory, peer-driven guarantee system now known as PGS (Participatory Guarantee System). A PGS makes it possible for growers to establish trust in their product by retaining a direct link between grower and consumer, while having a formalised set of standards and a review system driven by growers and customers, resulting in the assurance of organic integrity.  Costs are kept down by relying on volunteered participation by growers and customers alike, and a streamlining of processes and administration.  Bryanston Organic Market Management was introduced to PGS in November 2005, and recognised the value of such a system to regulate their market.  After preliminary work by the Market Management, the following steps were taken:
An introductory presentation of PGS principles were made to a general assembly of stallholders.  The principles of PGS were highlighted, and an initial Q&A session was held.

1. Customers were polled to establish their assurance needs.  They highlighted the following as their main requirements, in descending order of importance:

1) No pesticide use.

2) GMO – free.

3) Informational signage.

4) Local products.

5) No artificial fertiliser.

6) Better communication by stallholders.

7) Certification.

It was clear that certification was an assurance tool, but not the most important.  Better practice and communication were higher priorities.

Based on this feedback, growers were convened to set up the guidelines for PGS members:

1) A code of conduct governing production practice, customer service and inter-grower relations were drafted and accepted.

2) An assessment procedure and membership requirements were agreed upon.

3) The IFOAM Guidelines for PGS was adopted as the operational framework.

4) The South African draft regulations for organic production were accepted as production and assessment guidelines.  These standards are currently also used by Ecocert-Afrisco and BDOCA-(Debio) for local third-party certification.
5)  Growers had to identify and invite interested customers to join the PGS process.

6) The Market Selection Committee was appointed as the moderator and administrator of the PGS.
7) Based on the draft standards, it was agreed that the word “organic” was only allowed to be used for labelling third-party certified products, and that the PGS would have to develop another labelling standard or mark.  This process is not finalised.  The confusion around the use of the word is not resolved, and remains one of the challenges for the Bryanston Organic Market, the PGS and the industry in general.

In February 2006, the first PGS farm assessments took place.  A group consisting of growers, market management, customers and our PGS mentor, Mr. Stephen Barrow (Lindros Whole Earth Consultants) visited the first four farms within 30kms of the market.  Participants had the chance to question the farmers, walk around the farms, and share and gain knowledge on the challenges of growing good quality produce in the South African Highveld.  After input from all participants, a report for each grower was generated, highlighting a number of minor operational changes to be adopted by the growers, and they were awarded PGS endorsement.  This meant that their products were deemed to be grown according to organic principles, and therefore compliant with PGS and Market requirements.  No conversion periods were required, as all these growers have been growing organically for between 3 and 30 years, and were visited previously by representatives of the Market Selection Committee, as part of a compliance procedure now being replaced by PGS.
In July 2007, the PGS visited three grower groups in Limpopo Province.  To see the women of Nkomo Village in Giyane growing a range of vegetables - from beetroot the size of one’s fist to knee-high spinach - with water and Nguni cow manure was inspirational.  In an area that has been overgrazed and overused, challenged by limited resources and unemployment, these women were creating food security and selling their excess on to the open market.  These products are transported to the Bryanston Market in a number of innovative ways, as a structured system is not available to the farmers.  Family, friends, available pick-ups and trucks are all utilised to get the products to the market.

The Bryanston PGS supports this kind of initiative, and offers marketing space to the products as another level of access to a community in need of support.  With this kind of support, growers like these could develop into fully-fledged members of a PGS system like ours.  While systems and paper trails are currently rudimentary, the grower groups get much needed financial input through the market, and upgrading and development of farming practice, record-keeping and administration become possible.

The result of the PGS process has been positive:  Growers are becoming part of a managed process and assurance system, customers have a transparent window into the backroom of organic production, and organic agriculture gains by opening the door to small feeder groups.  The PGS is not designed to replace formal third-party organic certification, but rather as an alternative sister-system in smaller markets where assurance by direct producer-consumer contact is possible.

Wherever products are retailed through a third or fourth party, as in the major retailers or export, organic assurance is only possible through a formalised and accredited certification agency, which can vouch for the management system of farms often situated a great distance from the end consumer.

In the case of the Bryanston Organic Market, or a street market in Brazil, the “spirit” of organics is evident in the interaction between the positive and committed grower and his keen customer – and the PGS is a living project, an embodiment of the roots of organics, adapted to serve the needs of a developing organic industry.  Third-party certification is the big brother, ensuring that standards are maintained in an expanding formalised industry, while PGS could be seen as the older sister, or even mother, protecting and nurturing a baby industry.  These babies may one day grow up to show the Big Brothers the way into a sustainable future.
In South Africa, the efforts of B.O.M., Ecocert-AFRISCO, Grolink AB and others have lifted the profile of PGS.  We have achieved recognition in the draft legislation as an alternative to third-party certification.  PGS is defined in the preamble, and further acknowledged and circumscribed under the chapters on labelling and usage of the term organic.  PGS is allowed to describe its products as “produced according to organic principles”, as long as it complies with the organic standards, and may have a descriptive notice at point of sale.  It may not, however, label produce as “organic”.  This compromise is some victory for PGS, and would hopefully be endorsed in the final legislation.  There is, however, a few role players objecting to this recognition.  These objections need to be addressed to the satisfaction of all role players for PGS to continue growing, and a national network needs to be set up for PGS or PGS-type organisations.  In this way, they will know that they are not alone, and that there is a future for them in organics.
