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Introduction 
Our food and farming systems need to respect planetary boundaries, be climate-neutral, circular, 
diverse and fair. They need to be prepared for the rapid digitalisation of our economies, which brings 
new opportunities but also comes with risks. To achieve this, all actors need to change the way we 
produce and consume our food. Policy makers have a crucial role to play in this transformation. Their 
role is to ensure a common, integrated and holistic approach to food and farming policy. An approach 
that has a long-term vision for the future, harmonises goals, strategies and actions across sectors, 
prioritises investment for public goods, explicitly tackles climate change, and engages diverse actors 
in making this happen. 

Organic and agroecology are leading the way in the circular economy transition and contribute to 
food security and sustainable management of natural resources on a global level. TP Organics is 
convinced that research and innovation in organics and agroecology can enable the transition of our 
food systems towards a more sustainable future for all. This paper describes the priority challenges 
of TP Organics for the first Work Programme of Horizon Europe. They have been selected from TP 
Organics’ Strategic Research & Innovation Agenda1 that was published in December 2019. The 
Strategic Research & Innovation Agenda is the result of an intensive participatory process held in 2018-
2019 which included workshops at the Organic Innovation Days 2018 and the TP Organics’ Science 
Day at Biofach 2019 as well as an online consultation that attracted more than 100 responses. The 
research priorities outlined in the Strategic Research & Innovation Agenda reflect the knowledge and 
innovation needs of farmers, processors, companies, and civil society groups. The organic and 
agroecological stakeholders are eager to work with researchers to tackle these needs and transform 
the food and farming systems of Europe. 

The challenges put forward in this paper need to receive appropriate support at EU level, in particular 
through Horizon Europe, the European Partnerships and Missions as well as EIP-AGRI, in order to 
leverage the potential of organics and agroecology. Within Horizon Europe, Cluster 6 “Food, 
bioeconomy, natural resources, agriculture and environment” is the most relevant cluster to address 
the challenges. 

The challenges were selected according to the following criteria: 

• Relevance for EU policy, in particular European Green Deal and Farm-to-Fork strategy 

• Relevance and urgency for organic and agroecological food and farming 

They are grouped under the two main intervention areas Agriculture, forestry and rural areas, and 
Food Systems, as defined in the Orientations towards the first Strategic Plan for Horizon Europe 
(version 12/2019)2. For each challenge, a portfolio of actions is presented. 

All actions put forward in this paper are expected to be delivered in a multi-actor approach. As the 
challenges and expected impacts are highly interconnected, systems-based approaches should be 
encouraged, including multi-actor involvement as well as inter- and transdisciplinary approaches. 
Social innovation and Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems (AKIS) will be key drivers to 
accelerate the uptake of results. 

  

 
1 https://tporganics.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/ifoam-sria-full-version-final.pdf 
2 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/research_and_innovation/strategy_on_research_and_innovation/documents/ec_rtd_orientations-he-strategic-
plan_122019.pdf 
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Intervention area 1: Agriculture, forestry and rural areas 
Portfolio 1: Better farming policies for diverse and vibrant rural areas 
Challenge 

Sustainable agriculture, including organic farming, can only thrive if farmers are properly rewarded 
for the food and other public goods and services they provide. To stay in business, farming must be 
connected with a diverse and vibrant rural economy that is also attractive for other entrepreneurs. 
Yet, the provision of public goods is not necessarily reflected in farm subsidies and the prices paid by 
consumers. Besides, consumers cannot be expected to pay for everything, as high prices are one 
important barrier for the development of the organic market. Value generated by farmers does not 
stay in the rural area but is extracted by actors downstream in the supply chain. Through 
methodologies that take into account externalities and reward the provision of public goods (e.g. true 
cost accounting, accounting for natural capital and ecosystem services), public subsidies and direct 
payments to farmers could be coupled to the delivery of public goods and ecosystem services while 
taxes and emission certificates could be linked to negative externalities of agriculture. To cover a wide 
range of policy objectives, business development strategies and cooperative models of food 
processing and marketing can be useful in strengthening local rural development and motivating 
young entrants, thus addressing the lack of generational renewal in the EU.  

Scope 

1. Measuring agricultural sustainability and public goods in EU agriculture 

Research should focus on improving and broadening sustainability assessment tools. Reliable, 
standardised and rigorous methodologies to assess the sustainability performance of farms should be 
further developed and used to i) compare the performance of organic versus conventional food 
systems, and ii) make sustainability tangible for farmers, enabling them to develop sustainable farm 
strategies in line with the CAP objectives. Through the collection of data from many localities and 
supply chains from different geo-climatic areas in Europe, the application of these different 
methodologies will strengthen the evidence base on the delivery of public goods by a range of farming 
practices, including organic farming. This evidence will provide a robust basis for the design of 
innovative policy instruments to reward farmers’ provision of public goods, and to disincentivise 
negative externalities, e.g. N-surpluses. 

2. Opportunities for young entrants in local sustainable food systems 

Comparative case studies in selected countries and both urban and rural regions should evaluate 
initiatives such as local food hubs, organic districts, eco-regions, community kitchens, food education, 
and short supply chains and identify success factors, citizen engagement and value added for primary 
producers and along the supply chain. Research should develop new business models for sustainable 
local food supply, young entrants and (women) farmers, considering land access, advisory and 
mentoring support, the distribution of risks and rewards, fair working conditions and the potential of 
capital grant schemes. Ambitious policy recommendations for supporting new entrants should be 
developed at all levels – from local authorities to European policies. 

3. Business models and labour dynamics of value addition through food and feed processing 

Labour dynamics, farm-household system performance, rural employment, livelihoods and wellbeing 
of all those involved in organic food processing and marketing should be assessed in different regions 
of the EU. The factors for the success or failure of typical value-chain models should be analysed at 
different stages of growth, including individual business development models, the knowledge and 
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skills required, investments and the distribution of risk, economies of scale and added value along the 
supply chain. The findings should inform new guidelines on business models for local operators that 
help improve decision making. 

Expected impact 

• Robust methods to compare different farming systems and practices and advances towards a 
common framework for measuring sustainability and the delivery of public goods  

• Guidelines for improved public goods delivery of food systems and integration into policy 
making, especially the CAP, through effective impact indicators and incentives for farmers  

• New opportunities for young farmers and entrepreneurs in sustainable local food networks 
and decision-making support for developing innovative business models which emphasise 
diversity and resilience  

• Enhanced rural development through increased competitiveness of small farms, local food 
processing and the development of the organic sector  

• Measures to improve the attractiveness of work in organic food and farming 
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Portfolio 2: Organic plant health 
Challenge 

To increase yields in organic crop production while providing excellent ecosystem services, suitable 
and effective crop health management strategies are required which improve resilience against 
weeds, pests, diseases and abiotic stress. Functional biodiversity, biological control and locally 
adapted varieties are key, as is optimal nutrient management. Better understanding of the plant-
associated microbiome will provide important options to improve plant health and reduce the use of 
external inputs. More diversified, locally adapted cropping systems and agroecological management 
methods are necessary in organic production to increase crop resilience and yield stability while 
improving product quality, biodiversity and soil health. To control important endemic, emerging or 
invasive pests and diseases, a range of novel biocontrol tools and technologies needs to be provided 
which would reduce the dependency on controversial substances and allow for upscaling of organic 
farming. Solutions for plant health must be compliant with organic principles, safe for humans and the 
environment, economically viable and scalable to foster further growth of the organic sector. 

Scope 

1. Functional diversity and biocontrol for healthy crops, stable yields and better quality 

Research should investigate how crop health can benefit from more diverse cropping systems such as 
intercropping, relay cropping, variety mixtures and use of cover crops. Novel tools and technologies 
for effective pest control are needed at field and farm level as well as in the wider landscape to support 
diversity and abundance of natural enemies. Tools and techniques should be developed to facilitate 
efficient control of endemic and emerging/invasive plant diseases, with a focus on horticultural crops 
and viticulture. Projects should develop new techniques, equipment, tillage strategies and crop 
rotation systems for efficient and effective non-chemical weed control, especially in stockless arable 
and horticultural farming systems. Special attention should be paid to improving crop health in organic 
protected cropping systems, including through crop rotations, intercropping, green manuring and 
promoting a better environment for pest predators. Research should also focus on optimising soil 
fertility management to match nutrient availability with crop needs, and to improve nutrient use 
efficiency in general.  

2.  Microbiome and plant health 

Research should improve the understanding of plant-pathogen-microbiome interactions and explore 
scalable strategies to improve plant health. Targeted use of plant--microbiome interactions may 
include co-breeding of microbiome populations and varieties to improve resistance to biotic and 
abiotic stress, augmentation of beneficial plant and seed microbiomes via management practices, and 
use of specifically designed organic amendments such as compost, bio-stimulants and biological 
control agents to increase nutrient utilisation and resilience against biotic and abiotic stresses. A 
better understanding of the impact of management strategies on microbiome populations will 
facilitate the exploitation of the potential in crop rotations and mixed cropping systems in different 
pedo-climatic conditions. 

3. Breeding for plant health, yield stability and climate resilience in organic farming 

Breeding of new plant varieties and plant population for organic agriculture should improve yield 
stability, climate change resilience (against heat, cold, drought, temporal flooding, salinity), genetic 
plasticity to nutrient availability under low-input conditions, resistance to pests and diseases and weed 
suppression. Cultivars should be bred and/or tested in different crop rotations and mixed cropping 
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systems as well as under diverse climatic, geographic and soil conditions. Organic cultivars of a range 
of crop species should be tested in the upcoming temporary experiment for easier market access of 
organic varieties as foreseen in the new organic regulation. To ensure the use of more diverse cultivars 
and their end-products, including by small-scale farmers, the entire value chain must be involved in 
participatory breeding programmes. Coordination of cultivar testing under organic conditions should 

be strengthened at EU level. 

Expected impact 

• Improved understanding of the impact of intercropping, relay cropping, variety mixtures and 

use of cover crops on crop resilience, plant and soil health, yield stability and economic 

viability 

• Novel biocontrol tools and technologies to control key endemic, invasive and emerging pests, 

diseases and weeds, and to reduce dependency on controversial plant protection products 

• Facilitated exploitation of microbiomes in novel varieties benefiting from co-bred adapted 

microbiomes, improved performance of seeds amended with microbiomes, systematic use of 

optimised soil fertility amendments and improved crop management thanks to refined 

understanding of the functionality of plant-pathogen-microbiome interactions 

• New organic varieties, organic heterogeneous material and conventional cultivars that are 

better adapted to organic farming, showing higher resource use efficiency and resilience  

• Practical guidelines and decision-support tools to boost plant-microbiome interactions in 

plant breeding 

• Recommendations for regulatory framework to facilitate marketing of organic varieties  
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Portfolio 3: Organic approaches to sustainable animal production 
Challenge 

Animal production is ever more criticised for its negative environmental impact, in particular 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and nutrient leaching. While evidence is mounting that consumption 
of animal products needs to decrease, animal systems do have an important role for the circularity of 
farming systems, maintenance of natural grassland and provision of animal protein. The organic 
approach to animal production adopts a systemic approach, aiming at closed nutrient cycles, self-
sufficiency of feed production and healthy animals that are fed and kept in agreement with their 
natural characteristics and needs, such as forage and grazing as an important feed source. It can serve 
as a model for sustainable animal production, offering solutions for cattle production, monogastric 
animals and aquaculture. Similarly, double-purpose breeds can be an efficient way to reduce GHG 
emissions if better management increases the longevity of animals. Recent EU-funded research results 
presented at COP25 confirm that extensive animal farming and pastoralism reduce GHG emissions 
and may contribute to climate change mitigation3. Systemic solutions, herbal medication and new 
feeding concepts can help phase out contentious inputs and reduce the use of antibiotics, 
anthelmintics and synthetic vitamins while securing animal health and welfare. More natural 
husbandry systems can be designed for monogastric animals (pigs and poultry). With regards to the 
rising demand of seafood, organic aquaculture can play an important role, but there is a need to 
reduce pressure on, and hence preserve, marine resources. Increasing aquaculture production in a 
sustainable way requires availability of sustainable high-quality and nutritious fish feed. 

Scope 

1. Integrated milk-and-meat production on grassland  

Integrating dairy and meat production contributes to climate protection. Management schemes for a 
long productive lifespan of ruminants, increasing the numbers of targeted cross-bred calves for 
fattening, should be developed, based on (re-)evaluating double-purpose breeds or crossbred 
schemes. Calf rearing should be integrated in a way that minimises the needs for antibiotic use. 
Forage-based feeding systems for ruminants need to be developed which balance dietary needs 
through a diversity of roughage sources rather than imported concentrates, also taking advantage of 
the effects of plant secondary metabolites. The best use of grassland (or mixed stands of grass-
legumes) should be enabled. The connection between grassland biodiversity, resource efficiency and 

animal health and welfare should be optimised, including by using modern technology-based pasture 
management. New forage conservation, storage and feeding techniques and holistic systems should 
be developed under various environmental and economic conditions to optimise resource use 
(including permanent grassland) and minimise nutrient inputs (in the form of imported grains or soy) 
and GHG emissions. They should serve as tangible pilot enterprises for the development of ruminant 
production in Europe.  

2. Sustainable concepts for organic and low-input monogastric systems 

The “naturalness” of animal husbandry in monogastric systems needs to be reconciled with feed and 
resource efficiency. Systems should be developed and evaluated in which animals are kept in more 
natural environments to boost animal health and welfare while avoiding ecological side-effects like 
groundwater eutrophication. Management and stocking density must allow for natural animal 
behaviour and ensuring part of the nutritional needs with natural vegetation. The use of fermented 
feeds could increase natural B-vitamin supply in monogastrics but requires systematic evaluation. New 

 
3 https://vimeo.com/377291008 
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methods of recycling nutrients into feeds must be adapted to organic farming and low-input systems. 
The potential of integrated plant-animal production systems leading to enhanced biodiversity should 
be further explored in terms of impacts on biodiversity and successful husbandry and management 
measures. Likewise, the suitability of pure-breds (double-purpose for poultry) versus high-yielding 
hybrid animals within low-input animal-friendly husbandry should be evaluated. 

3. Herbal medication for livestock 

Clinical research on herbal medication for livestock is scarce, mainly due to low profit margins of 
herbal veterinary medicinal products or herbal feed additives. Treatment with medicinal plants is 
particularly promising in young animals whose diseases are one of the main reasons for antibiotic use 
in livestock. While gastro-intestinal nematodes in ruminants have been addressed in several European 
projects, preventive and alternative control measures for other in- and external parasite species are 
largely missing for grazing livestock. Self-medication by animals should be further investigated as it 
can form the basis of preventive strategies to reduce antibiotics and anthelmintics, and to mitigate 
metabolic imbalances by feed selection. Multi-actor development of a toolbox of management 
protocols for consistent and effective disease and parasite control will enable flexible approaches. 

4. Increasing the sustainability of organic aquaculture 

To develop truly sustainable feed ingredients for organic aquaculture, strategies to increase 
alternatives to fish meal and oil without utilising marine-sourced feed ingredients or those competing 
with human nutrition are needed. Waste nutrients should be assessed for safety regarding pathogens 
or contaminants and their potential for recycling into high-quality feed. Closed nutrient cycles in 
aquaculture can be achieved by adopting and improving existing multitrophic species systems which, 
especially in Europe, have only been implemented on a limited scale. Projects should also address the 
specific challenge of organic juvenile availability, including with regards to imported species of high 
economic importance. The reasons why different actors do not adopt environmentally friendly 
production systems should be scrutinised, and strategies to address them need to be developed. 

Expected impact 

• Development of more robust cattle breeds with longer life expectancy and less GHG emissions 
that grow well on lower-grade feed products such as roughage and grass 

• Reduced impact on biodiversity and improved landscapes through housing in natural 
environments, sustainable husbandry and management systems and better-balanced animal 
production, resolving the current disconnection between feed, animals and animal products 

• Mitigation of climate change through extensive livestock management systems and 
pastoralism that lower GHG emissions 

• Lower drug resistance through reduced use of allopathic veterinary medicinal products and 
more natural, feeding systems and, consequently, increased animal welfare and health 
through the opportunity to self-medicate and correct metabolic imbalances, as well as lower 
mortality rates for calves, piglets and chickens in appropriate production systems 

• Improved producer and consumer awareness in terms of the relation between specific quality 
standards and production systems for monogastric animals 

• Increased uptake of polyculture and integrated trophic production systems in EU aquaculture, 
availability of sustainable feeds for aquaculture, development of organic juvenile production, 
diversification of seafood consumption and revaluing of local and underused fish species 
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Portfolio 4: Strengthening organic knowledge and innovation systems 
Challenge 

Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems (AKIS) are key for the implementation of organic and 
agroecological practices and may contribute to supporting the resilience of farms. However, as the 
organic farming sector evolved from a social movement and has followed different development 
trajectories in each Member State, the AKIS for organic farming are frequently neither well embedded 
in national innovation systems nor well connected between the Member States. The organic sector 
has a strong tradition of self-help groups and of producers, advisors and researchers working together 
to develop solutions. This is shown by the high proportion of Operational Groups of the European 
Innovation Partnership for Agricultural Productivity and Sustainability (EIP-AGRI) that work with 
organic and agroecological practices. Yet, little is known about how to foster effective and efficient 
innovation systems for the specific circumstances of the organic food and farming sector. Targeted 
advisory services are needed that cover a large range of technical solutions, networking, training and 
demonstration approaches. At the same time, organic advisory services are going to change 
fundamentally in the coming years. The complexity of information collected in (organic) farming leads 
to huge amounts of data that could be processed with the help of algorithms. Organic advisory 
systems that use digital methods are likely to be well equipped for effective knowledge exchange. 

Scope 

1. Strengthening knowledge and innovation systems for organics through networking and digital 
tools 

Research should foster the establishment of a permanent European network of organic advisory 
services and demonstration farms embedded in national and European innovation systems and map 
existing provisions and initiatives in advisory services and innovation support for organic farming. The 
needs for sustainability innovation and support of strategic and transformative change on farms as 
well as the preferences of different actors should be assessed. To strengthen organic AKIS, projects 
should explore the various mechanisms for promoting research and innovation, demonstration, 
coordination, networking, training and support infrastructure. Particularly the East-West divide in 
knowledge on organic farming must be tackled, and methods for increased knowledge exchange 
across Europe need to be proposed whilst respecting the regional diversity in climate, soils and cultural 
traditions. Building on and complementing the outcomes and activities at EU level (e.g. Organic Farm 
Knowledge, FarmDemo, NEFERTITI, EUREKA, CORE Organic) and national level, activities should 
explore the role and importance of on-farm research, farmer-led trials and multi-actor innovation, and 
how they can be complemented with online knowledge exchange, digitally supported farmer-field 
schools and knowledge reservoirs. Focus should be on the role of group facilitation in sharing 
knowledge between farmers with different levels of experience and on the integration of local 
knowledge into digital tools while protecting farmers’ rights and preventing data misuse. Projects 
should also examine how the algorithms of e-learning and e-advice systems could be adapted to the 
needs of organic farmers. Developers, users, researchers, practitioners, advisors, entrepreneurs and 
legislators need to discuss the compatibility of certain digital technologies with organic principles and 
develop joint approaches. 

2. Strengthening the resilience and innovation capacities of the organic sector 

To strengthen the resilience of farming systems, it is crucial to better understand the factors that 
enable them to cope with uncertainty and surprise, buffer shocks and respond to emerging challenges 
in a flexible way. Flexibility in the face of unexpected changes requires knowledge of the 
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interdependencies between the components of the farming system. Research should consider the 
impacts of production practices on the agro-ecosystem and social cohesion, analyse the impact of 
specialisation and diversification at both farm and regional levels, identify additional approaches to 
close nutrient cycles in order to stabilise and increase yields and explore how diverse farm types, 
production methods, market types and marketing channels can help address a broad range of societal 
demands while strengthening resilience. Special attention should be paid to networks and governance 
systems that enable social learning and experimentation since resilience and adaptability depend on 
information flows, managing connections and active engagement of all relevant stakeholders. 
Activities should cover different geographical and climatic conditions and also include Associated 
Countries and non-European Mediterranean countries.  

Expected impact 

• Better integration of local knowledge in digital tools and of organic research results in AKIS 

systems to support knowledge reservoirs 

• Better understanding of the levers that farms can use to strengthen their resilience and 

provision of sustainability transition models for agriculture 

• Characterisation of the governance systems and funding schemes that encourage learning, 

experimentation and collective action in organic farming 

• Recommendations for policymakers on how to strengthen agricultural resilience at regional 

level and boost regional, national and EU-wide innovation systems for organic farming  

• Active and effective participation of the organic sector in EIP-AGRI through improved 

cooperation between scientists, farmers, advisors and industry from local to European levels 
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Portfolio 5: Circular and climate-resilient organic farming 
Challenge 

Climate change mitigation and adaptation are main objectives of the European Green Deal and the 
Farm-to-Fork Strategy. They depend on accelerating the transition of our food systems towards more 
sustainable models. This transition in turn depends on the development of circular food systems that 
integrate diverse animals, plants, soils and human beings in efficient nutrient and carbon cycles. 
Organic farming is pioneering the design of circular and climate-resilient systems. Strengthening 
organic approaches can generate knowledge that can make the whole of agriculture more sustainable.  

Scope 

1. Carbon sequestration and soil management for mitigation and adaptation to climate change 
in organic farming 

Research into arable and horticultural farming systems and soil management should include 
conservation tillage and soil coverage for improved soil quality and climate mitigation and adaptation. 
Special attention should be given to developing techniques and appropriate equipment for controlling 
and suppressing weeds in conservation tillage without using herbicides. Designing and assessing 
arable and horticultural cropping systems in terms of yield stability, diversity, carbon sequestration, 
fossil fuel reduction and economic viability in different climatic zones in Europe will moreover serve 
the revision of the CAP in which public goods provided by farmers will be directly remunerated. 

2. Organic inputs and circular economy 

Research should explore the synergies of organic farming and the circular economy at the level of both 
input production and substitution as well as the re-design of production systems towards circularity. 
Better utilisation of by-products and alternative inputs could reduce the dependency on imported 
protein feed and increase local feed sufficiency for (organic) animals. Circular approaches for 
maintaining soil fertility as well as integrated animal-plant production systems need to be developed 
to increase their adoption among European farmers. Special attention should be given to the 
assessment of contentious waste products used as fertiliser (e.g. sewage sludge). New methods and 
circular products for more effective natural plant protection must be assessed. Projects should make 
a sustainability assessment of the proposed circular strategies and products and consider the socio-
economic factors that determine adoption, as well as consumer attitudes and the regulatory and 
political dimension of these new circular products and production methods. 

Expected impact 

• Extensive data on carbon sequestration potential of different soil management practices 

• Reduced climate impact and increased productivity, resilience and multifunctionality of 
organic farming systems through carbon sequestration, diversification, reduced tillage 
combined with effective weed management and increased soil quality 

• Closed nutrient cycles, re-integration of livestock and crop production, increased local feed 
sufficiency, re-localisation of (organic) production  

• Increased use of recycled inputs (e.g. feed, fertilisers) that are appropriate for organic 
production and new circular products that allow the phasing out of contentious inputs in 
organic agriculture and more sustainable alternative inputs for mainstream agriculture 

• Better dissemination and better communication to EU consumers and civil society on how 
improved circularity increases the sustainability of (organic) farming 
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Intervention area 2: Food Systems 
Portfolio 6: Towards a European Market Observatory for organic food & farming 
Challenge 

Market transparency in the organic food sector remains a challenge when it comes to collecting, 
analysing and pooling data at European level. This includes electronic data on product volumes and 
values, product flows in the internal market, estimates of the retail sales markets, import/export data, 
price data, data on certificates, practices for fraud prevention, and data on availability of organic 
inputs. Information on farm-gate and retail prices, the differences in structure of the supply chains, 
and the added value and farmer share in supply chains remains scarce. Yet, reliable and accessible 
market data are an essential requirement for investment decisions of operators who are considering 
entering the organic sector. In view of rapidly increasing numbers of operators, research needs to 
address the integrity and reliability of organic certification and control systems, including organic 
imports. On the consumer side, consumer survey data relating to organic markets need to be pooled, 
exchanged and analysed for an EU-wide market perspective which also identifies changes in trends 
over time. The gathering of organic market data should be a long-term effort going beyond the lifespan 
of a single project; hence a permanent European Market Observatory for organic food & farming 
should be established. 

Scope 

Activities should investigate the state of organic data collection and the availability of data both for 
policymakers and operators, in the EU and at Member State level, including primary production, prices 
(farm level, retail), national retail sales volume and value and international and intra-European trade 
as well as the data sources and their funding models. Building on the outcomes of the Organic Data 
Network project and other projects will ensure better design and use of national databases related to 
the organic market and the availability of organic inputs. Fraud prevention and a more reliable and 
efficient control system also require production volumes and areas by country and region, yields, 
harvest failures due to weather events, import and export volumes, number and timing of inspections, 
as well as systematic routines to check production and export data against imports. The feasibility of 
setting up a permanent European Market Observatory for organic food & farming should be assessed. 

Expected impact 

• Increased harmonisation and standardisation of data collection on the EU organic sector  

• Increased cooperation between public and private data providers at Member State and EU 
level to foster harmonisation of data collection both at farm, supply chain and consumer level  

• Collection of new data and information as regards organic production at farm level  

• Policy recommendations to improve efficiency in data collection  

• Increased use of statistical data about the organic sector by policymakers 

• Fraud prevention and increased transparency of the EU organic sector 

• Recommendations for establishing a permanent European Market Observatory for organic 
food & farming 
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Portfolio 7: Safe and sustainable organic food 
Challenge 

Organic consumers demand pure products, wish to avoid additives and GMOs and prefer gently 
processed food with minimum packaging. At the same time, consumers’ knowledge of contemporary 
food production is low, and nutrition skills are in decline. EU regulations provide processors with a 
framework for organic food production. The use of food additives is regulated by a positive list while 
processing methods are not further differentiated. Formulations reducing or phasing out additives 
typically correspond with increased processing; hence these issues must be addressed together. 
Natural food additives that are in line with the principles and objectives of organic food and farming 
are required, as are innovations along the food supply chain to tackle food and packaging waste. 
Particularly in the organic sector, there is a strong need for innovations that reduce waste by minimal 
and reusable packaging and optimise the logistics, storage and distribution of food to reduce 
environmental impacts and shorten value chains. Moreover, while minimising the levels of 
contamination of organic products is essential to maintain consumer trust in organic food, methods 
currently come with extra costs. The presence of unauthorised substances in organic products 
requires investigation by control bodies and operators. The non-harmonised approach towards 
pesticide contamination of Member States poses additional difficulties for international trade of 
organic food. 

Scope 

1. Consumer demand for minimal processing 

Research should investigate the potential for and application of natural additives, food enzymes and 
nutrient alternatives for organic food and synthesise available evidence of health impacts and safety. 
Furthermore, research should investigate behaviour and properties during processing and in end-
products, as well as determining changes in quality attributes. A comprehensive study will assess 
sourcing issues such as quality, guarantees and volumes as well ingredients across all sustainability 
dimensions. On the consumer side, the attitudes, beliefs and intentions regarding buying and eating 
food with/without additives should be studied. Consumer knowledge studies should assess knowledge 
levels, information and misinformation as well as food literacy with respect to synthetic and natural 
additives, their functions and links with processing. Ethnographic and consumer psychology 
approaches are encouraged. The impact of both formal and informal education and various forms of 
communication about additives, (organic) food production and processing should be investigated. 

2. Innovation for reducing food and packaging waste 

Research to address food and packaging waste in organic supply chains will provide in-depth 
understanding of organic stakeholders’ perception and behaviour, resulting in the design of new 
packaging material, processes and better performing value chains. Projects may also identify 
incentives for and barriers to the uptake of existing strategies, solutions and tools for minimal 
packaging and waste reduction, validate the benefits for users/buyers and measure their technical 
and economic performance. How to ensure consumer and societal acceptance and optimise access to 
and dissemination of results should be investigated, as should be policies and regulatory requirements 
aimed at reducing food and packaging waste along organic food chains. 

3. Dealing with contamination in organic products 

Research should identify critical contamination points along the whole organic supply chain (including 
production, transport, storage facilities, etc.) to increase the understanding of the main sources and 
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extent of contamination by non-authorised substances. Projects should also identify and develop 
effective and efficient methods to reduce the contamination with such substances, including how 
different landscape elements influence contamination patterns, in order to inform farmers about 
better landscape management to avoid contamination. Guidance for the organic sector on how to 
deal with contamination is needed to increase harmonisation at European level. Data should be better 
shared among all the relevant stakeholders (retailers, importers, control bodies, etc.) to allow for a 
more coordinated approach. The regulatory implications of the findings should be carefully considered 
to ensure effective communication with policymakers and informed policy decisions (e.g. regarding 
the establishment of thresholds, etc.). 

4. Digital solutions for transparency across the value chains 

Activities should focus on developing and providing end-to-end traceability through digital 
technologies to ensure traceability of every input and transaction from field to consumer. Blockchain 
can increase traceability, transparency, and consumer trust. A proper assessment of its potential 
impacts is needed given the lack of studies that examine the effects of this technology. Digital solutions 
could help reduce the need for centralised distribution infrastructure by allowing smaller 
consignments to be automatically routed to their ultimate destination in one journey. Projects should 
contribute to improving the governance of the data and tackle market imperfections, which will help 
facilitate collaborative approaches to reducing waste and increasing production efficiency. To shorten 
value chains, new business models that empower local and small business need to be developed. 

Expected impact 

• Better guidance and knowledge on organic food processing and additives for companies and 
consumers 

• A sustainable EU organic food market as well as shorter, more efficient and transparent food 
chains, contributing to consumer trust and efficiency of resource use and reuse 

• Better uptake of both technological and social innovations for the reduction of food and 
packaging waste in organic value chains 

• Reduced contamination of the EU organic agri-food chain, improved harmonisation in 
handling of contamination across Member States and increased flow of data among public 
and private stakeholders 
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