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ABSTRACT

Aim: This paper attempts to close the research gap on the reasons for discontinuing organic farming in
Poland. The goal is to explore the aspects that make Polish farmers cease organic farming and the barriers
and factors which condition their re-embarking on the organic path. Methodology: This paper relies on data
from a survey of 134 Polish farmers who moved away from organic farming. This study was carried out with
former farmers who ceased organic farming between 2014 and 2018. It comprised two stages: the first was an
interview with a non-random group of 18 farmers who discontinued organic farming. The second stage used
a diagnostic survey with an original questionnaire administered to farmers who shifted away from organic
production. The survey was conducted in 2021. Initially, 534 questionnaires were sent by mail. As the return
rate was low, the procedure was repeated twice. As a result, 134 questionnaires were received back out of
1,569. Results: The study found the following to be the key reasons for discontinuation: end of the five-year
period of financial support, high production costs, insufficient levels of support, low yields, and un-profitable
production. The “committed pragmatic farmers” was the most prevalent of the three types covered by the
study. The drivers of their decision to go organic included both economic (financial support and incomes) and
environmental aspects. However, the key reasons for ceasing organic farming were of a financial (end of the
five-year support period) and institutional (burdensome bureaucracy and inspections) nature. Conclusions:
Although certain countries witness considerable discontinuation rates, there is a relative scarcity of papers
dealing with this issue. Poland is an example of a country which has seen an acceleration in the shift away
from organic farming over the recent years, resulting in a drop in the area of organic farmland (by 185,000
ha from 2014 to 2018).

Key words: organic farming, reasons for discontinuing, financial support, institutional environment, barriers
to shifting back, Poland
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INTRODUCTION transformation processes to preserve the sustainability
of natural resources for current and future generations.

One of the most pressing challenges facing the This is especially imperative for sectors that have a
world today is finding viable solutions to counteract direct environmental impact due to the very nature of
the effects of global environmental degradation. Sev-  their operating and production activities. The systems
eral sectors must undergo environmentally oriented poised to undergo an environmental restructuring in-
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clude food economics, with a particular focus on ag-
riculture, as it plays a special environmental role due
to the direct link of agricultural production on ecosys-
tems, food safety, and rural area conditions. Agricul-
ture has long been based on the maximization of eco-
nomic benefits (profits and income) at the expense of
disequilibrium in ecological and social systems. That
model was partly stimulated by an agricultural policy
that supported the quantitative growth of agricultural
production, resulting in agricultural practices becom-
ing increasingly intensive and intensifying environ-
mental degradation.

In order to reduce environmental harm, agriculture
must be viewed as a sector which enables the opera-
tion of different methods of natural resource manage-
ment, including not only those based on the primacy
of short-term economic efficiency criteria, but also
alternative options related to rational usage of natural
resources. One of the key arguments for the new mod-
el of agriculture, one which enables the operation of
farming systems with different goals and characteris-
tics, focuses on the need to restrain the negative envi-
ronmental impacts of industrial farming [Nicolopou-
lou-Stamati et al. 2016]. Another important argument
looks at the need to increase the role of agriculture as
a sector that provides public goods such as environ-
mental well-being, biodiversity, and rural viability.
The above testifies to the need for shifting away from
an agricultural system based on the productivity para-
digm to one committed to economic, environmental,
and social balance. An important role in these proc-
esses can be played by organic farming, as suggested
in the European Green Deal goals — which assume that
the share of organic farmland in the European Union
will grow to no less than 25% by 2030 [European
Commission 2022, Kowalska and Bieniek 2022].

Organic farming embodies environmental, market,
and social values [Seufert and Ramankutty 2017]. It is
an agricultural production system that adheres most to
the principles of a sustainable economy as it combines
the most environmentally beneficial practices with
high levels of biodiversity, natural resource protec-
tion, and high standards of animal welfare [Gomiero
2008, Lynch 2009, Scialabba 2010, Leifeld 2012, Lee
et al. 2015, Skinner et al. 2019]. Consumers view it
as a source of food that is healthier than that sourced
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from conventional farming [Smith and Paladino 2010],
although the literature is not unanimous about it. Some
studies found organic food to have a lower content of
nitrates and nitrites [Rutkowska 2001] and a greater
content of phenyl compounds [Carbonaro 2002] and
pesticides [Tasiopoulou 2007].

Organic production principles and standards have
a variety of economic and environmental consequenc-
es. The yields of organic farming are 30-50% lower
than those of conventional farming, making produc-
tion less profitable. This is one of the key barriers to
organic farming development in the context of the
growing competitiveness of different agricultural
systems [Maeder et al. 2002, Adanacioglu and Olgun
2021, De Ponti et al. 2012, Ponisio et al. 2015, Seufert
et al. 2012, Muga 2022]. Smaller production volumes
per unit of land mean that organic farming can be of
limited importance globally as one of the alternatives
to conventional farming.

Organic farms do not use chemical inputs such as
mineral fertilizers or plant protection products and
have a lower livestock density, which affects energy
consumption levels, making it less than in other ag-
ricultural systems. This is especially important in the
context of today’s energy crisis and the need to make
each sector of the economy more energy-efficient. As
demonstrated in one study [Gomiero 2011], organic
farming uses 10 to 70% less energy per unit of land
and 15 to 45% less energy per ton of production than
conventional agriculture. Higher energy consumption
per production unit was recorded only for organically
grown potatoes and apples. A study carried out in Ger-
many [Kustermann and Hiilsbergen 2008] found that
energy consumption per hectare was much smaller
(2.75 times) in organic farms than in conventional
ones. Other research projects focused on fodder plants
and cereals revealed that organic farms used 50% less
energy than their conventional peers [Hoeppner et al.
2006]. As corroborated by various studies, organic
farming demonstrates lower energy consumption
than the conventional plant production system — espe-
cially when it comes to field crops (cereals, legumes,
oilseeds, and forage) — on both a per-hectare and per-
unit basis. However, the comparison was inconclusive
for poultry and fruit farming [Pimentel et al. 2005,
Halberg et al. 2008, Alonso and Guzméan 2010, Lynch
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et al. 2011]. Different results were obtained in a study
into direct energy consumption (fuel, electricity, heat,
and other direct energy sources) in organic and con-
ventional farming systems [Redlichova et al. 2021].
It follows from a Czech research project that organic
farms use, on average, more direct energy per produc-
tion unit than conventional ones. Direct energy con-
sumption per EUR 1-worth of production was dem-
onstrated to be 1.7 times greater than in conventional
agriculture. However, the study adopted a narrow ap-
proach limited to direct energy consumption — which
reflects only a part of energy uses related to organic
and conventional farming systems.

In recent years, the organic sector has increased in
importance in line with the growing demand for envi-
ronmental public goods and high-quality food. This is
reflected in the sector’s 15-20% annual growth rate.
Between 2004 and 2019, the area of organic farm-
land worldwide increased from circa 30 million ha to
72.3 million ha, and the total area of organic agricul-
tural land grew by 69% over the last decade [Willer
et al. 2021]. In 2019, the global market for organic
food was worth EUR 106 billion, with more than half
(68%) being shared between three countries: the US
(EUR 44.7 billion), Germany (EUR 12 billion), and
France (EUR 11.3 billion). Market growth is mostly
witnessed in the US, European Union (EU) countries,
and China. In EU countries, it was worth EUR 41.4
billion in 2019, with a 39% share in the global market
for organic food. Despite the relatively high growth
rates recorded in the market for organic food, some
countries witnessed a decline in the number of organic
farms in certain periods.

LITERATURE REVIEW

While there is a noticeable increase in organic
farming in many countries, the phenomenon of revert-
ing to conventional farming persists. For example, in
Germany, between 2007 and 2010, every 11th organic
farm converted back to conventional farming [Heinze
and Vogel 2012]. The average withdrawal rate from
organic farming by producers in the EU was 7.3%
in 2005 [Llorens Abando and Rohner-Thielen 2007].
The development of organic farming is influenced by
the increase in the number of new organic farms and
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the number of entities opting out of this form of ag-
riculture. Therefore, designing an effective policy to
promote organic farming requires understanding the
factors driving development and the reasons for aban-
donment.

The shift away from organic farming is not a com-
monly addressed problem. One of the major reasons
for that is the difficulties in accessing contact details
of farms that discontinued organic production — hence,
studies mostly focus on existing organic farms rather
than on those who cease. The most frequently ad-
dressed aspects of existing holdings are the determi-
nants of conversion [Kallas et al. 2010, Sapbamrer and
Thammachai 2021], socioeconomic characteristics
of farmers [Flaten et al. 2010, Azam and Banumathi
2015], farmers’ typology [Darnhofer et al. 2005, Lap-
ple and Van Rensburg 2005], and attitudes towards
and motives behind going organic [Cranfield et al.,
2010; Sriwichailamphan and Sucharidtham 2014].
In turn, when it comes to farmers who discontinued
organic production, studies focus on the reasons for
discontinuation [Sierra et al. 2008, Alexopoulos et al.
2010, Ferjani et al. 2010, Koesling et al. 2012, Heinze
and Vogel 2017] and emphasize the complexity and
diversity of farmers’ decisions to shift away from the
organic system. As shown in a study by Rigby et al.
[Rigby et al. 2001], factors such as age, education,
gender, farm size, and membership in producer asso-
ciations impact how likely a farmer is for re-embark
on the organic path. Klonsky and Smith [Klonsky and
Smith 2002] found that smaller farms and vegetable
producers are more likely to discontinue organic pro-
duction. Regouin [2002] identified several reasons for
moving away from the organic system, including the
discontinuation of farming operations, the absence of
outlets, insufficient production profitability, and re-
strictive regulations. A number of studies [Rigby et al.
2001, Ploomi et al. 2006] demonstrated that the deci-
sion to discontinue was driven by insufficient levels
of subsidies and profitability and by amendments to
regulations and requirements [Sierra et al. 2008, Kirn-
er et al. 2006]. According to a comprehensive litera-
ture review by Sahm et al. [2013], such decisions are
a combined effect of multiple factors, with economic
ones being of key importance.

The shift away from organic farming was witnessed
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in Poland, too. In the years immediately following the
accession to the European Union and the introduction
of financial support under the CAP, there was rapid
quantitative growth of organic farming. It primarily
means that despite an increase in the number of organic
farms and in the area of organic farmland, the supply
of organic products remained low. In 2004-2019, the
share of organic farms covered by support measures in
the total number of organic farms fluctuated between
87.1% (2018) and 98.3% (2011 and 2012) [Zielinski
2021]. Over that period, the share of agricultural land
supported under the CAP in total area of organic farm-
land varied in the range of 74.8% (2019) to 95.2%
(2010). The growth in the number of organic farms
and agricultural land area was particularly sharp be-
tween 2004 and 2013. In that period, the growth rates
were 619% for the number of organic farms (going up
from 3,705 to 26,598) and 710% for the area of organ-

ic farmland — from 82,730 ha (0.5% of the total area of
agricultural land in Poland) to 669,969 ha (3.7%).

The situation changed in 2014 with the breakdown
in the organic farming growth trend; that year marked
the first drop in the number of organic farms and in
the area of organic farmland. From 2014 to 2019, the
net decline in organic farms was between 1,500 and
2,000, totaling 8,000 [IJHARS 2021]. In 2013-2018,
the area of organic farmland decreased by 185,000
ha, from 670,000 ha (in 2013) to 485,000 ha. In 2019,
following a five-year decline, the area under organic
crops grew to reach 509,000 ha, whereas the number
of farms dropped to 18,600. The increase in the area of
organic farmland with a concurrent drop in the number
of farms may be indicative of a restructuring towards
a greater average farm size. Of note is the spatial dif-
ferentiation of the phenomenon of withdrawing from
organic farming (Table 1).

Table 1. Number of organic farmers and agricultural area under organic farming in 2013-2019 in voivodeships

Number of organic farmers

Agricultural area under organic farming

Voivodeships 2013 2019 Decrease in absolute 2013 2019 Decrease in absolute
numbers numbers
Dolno$laskie 1,189 690 499 37,455 28,898 8,557
Kujawsko-Pomorskie 415 387 387 11,152 7,733 3,419
Lubelskie 2,129 1,951 178 40,819 28,829 11,990
Lubuskie 1,422 860 562 54,693 40,835 13,858
Lodzkie 528 509 19 10,342 9,290 1,520
Matopolskie 1,838 721 1,111 17,005 9,747 7,258
Mazowieckie 2,609 2,241 368 63,445 43,490 19,955
Opolskie 88 63 25 3,542 3,271 271
Podkarpackie 1,750 1,040 710 29,506 13,757 15,749
Podlaskie 3,407 2,864 543 63,548 51,642 11,906
Pomorskie 893 525 368 28,721 20,819 7,902
Slaskie 242 129 113 7,220 3,557 3,663
Swietokrzyskie 1,207 637 570 15,123 8,894 6,229
Warminsko-Mazurskie 4,235 3,239 996 116,199 107,507 8,692
Wielkopolskie 1,006 727 279 41,616 27,734 13,882
Zachodniopomorskie 3,640 2,054 1,586 129,586 101,639 27,947
Poland 26,598 18,637 7,961 669,969 507,637 162,332

Source: [Condition... 2015, A report... 2021].
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The largest decreases in organic agricultural land
were recorded in the following voivodeships: Zachodni-
opomorskie, Mazowieckie, Podkarpackie, Wielkopol-
skie, and Lubuskie. Together, these five voivodeships
accounted for 56% (91,000 hectares) of the total de-
cline in organic agricultural land in 2019. The high rate
of abandonment of organic farming during the years
2014-2019, indicated by a decrease in the number of
farms by 30% and the agricultural land area by 24%,
raises a research question about the reasons behind the
significant regression of organic farming in Poland.

In the rapid development period of Polish organic
farming (2004-2013), it was easy to access organic
payments under the Rural Development Program
(RDP) upon meeting minimum organic requirements.
Also, the amount of support was decoupled from the
organic production volume. With extremely benefi-
cial and readily available payments, organic farming
embarked on a path of rapid quantitative growth. That
system also contributed to some adverse develop-
ments, such as hundreds of hectares of non-producing
walnut orchards and permanent pasture which served
no actual purpose [NIK 2019]. The pre-2013 condi-
tions for support are a testament to the inefficiency of
then-applicable mechanisms stimulating the develop-
ment of organic farming, in a context of some farm-
ers failing to duly comply with organic production

standards and making insufficient use of the potential
for increasing the supply of organic products in the
market [Golinowska 2013]. The deficiencies of the ag-
ricultural policy implemented at that time to stimulate
the development of organic farming are also reflected
by low production volumes, insufficient supply, and
permanently high price levels despite the sharp in-
crease in the area of organic farmland.

The regression period 2014-2020 witnessed the
introduction of changes to the criteria for supporting
organic farming under the RDP. The primary purpose
of these amendments was to increase the supply of
products and to couple the cultivation of organic fod-
der plants on arable land and permanent pastures with
animal production. From 2015, no less than 30% of
harvested organic agricultural crops, vegetables, herbs,
and fruits had to be processed, sold or delivered to oth-
er farms. As regards forage crops cultivated on arable
land and permanent pasture, a requirement was intro-
duced that all harvests be fed to animals or be delivered
for sale or to other farms, and the minimum livestock
density was initially set at 0.3 LU/ha of agricultural
land (0.5 LU/ha of agricultural land from 2019). Polish
organic farming demonstrates low production volumes
(Table 2), with a prevailing share of cereals for grain
production (41%), and a small amount of rye and win-
ter cereals and mixtures of oats and spring cereals.

Table 2. Structure of organic crop production in Poland in 2019

Specification Tons %

Cereals for the production of grain 271,901 41.0
Mixtures of rye and winter cereals 103,480 15.6
Mixtures of oats and spring cereals 62,652 9.4
Dried leguminous plants and protein crops for the production of cereals 25,567 3.9
Grain maize yield and mixture of corn cobs 17,031 2.6
Root crops 17,069 2.6
Barley 5,428 0.8
Fresh vegetables 70,398 10.6
Strawberries 7,443 1.1
Temperate climate fruits 82,460 12.4
Total 663,708 100.0

Source: own study based on Eurostat 2023
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Previous instruments used in stimulating the
growth of organic production proved to be inefficient
and failed to trigger the expected supply effect, which
is one of the key problems facing the Polish market for
organic food [Hermaniuk 2016, Gorska-Warsewicz
2021]. In Poland, organic food accounts for a small
percentage of total food sales. In 2019, the estimated
value of the market for organic food was EUR 31 mil-
lion (i.e., 0.5% of the total food market), making Po-
land the world’s 19th-largest organic food market. In
the last few years, it has grown at a two-digit rate be-
tween 10% and 20%, reaching as high as 30% in 2020.
Nearly every fifth Polish resident (23%) buys organic
food but spends a small amount (around EUR 8 per
year) on it [Rynek zywnos$ci 2019]. The insufficient
supply of processed domestic products is an intrinsic
characteristic of the Polish market [Kociszewski 2014,
Smoluk-Sikorska 2021]. The growing demand side of
the market is not enough to stimulate domestic organic
production, especially processed products. The short-
ages in the organic supply chain are the consequence
of multiple socioeconomic and technical barriers, the
identification of which has so far only been addressed
in a few studies [Kotoszko-Chomentowska and Stal-
giene 2019, Luczka and Kalinowski 2020, Drygas et
al. 2019]. Their authors pointed out key obstacles such
as overly burdensome bureaucratic procedures which
condition the grant and maintenance of organic pro-
duction certificates and a strong instability of eligibil-
ity requirements for organic payments. The studies
also indicate the institutional barriers to the develop-
ment of organic farming in Poland, attributable to the
Ministry of Agriculture and its agencies.

Despite some adverse developments witnessed
over the last years in Polish organic farming (i.e., the
decline in the number of farms and the area of agricul-
tural land), the market for organic food is expected to
grow steadily at an annual rate of up to 20% by 2030.
It will be driven by a growing consumption of organic
food and the improved availability of organic products
[MRiRW 2021]. In that period, the potential of Polish
organic farming is expected to be used with a focus
on the domestic market to trigger a stronger-than-ever
supply effect. It means the need to reverse the unfa-
vorable developments that have occurred over the re-
cent years, namely the decline in the area of organic
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farmland and the number of farms. It is, therefore, im-
portant to investigate why farmers discontinue organic
farming and the factors that make them re-embark on
the organic path. The research gap in this field was the
reason to continue the study to answer the following
questions:

1. What are the socio-demographic characteristics of
farmers who shifted away from organic farming?

2. What are the main reasons for discontinuing or-
ganic farming?

3. What factors play a positive/negative role in their
future re-embarking on the organic path?
Answering these questions has both a cognitive

and a practical dimension as it may provide an impor-
tant source of information for strengthening the inter-
nal and external factors having a restrictive effect on
the shift away from organic farming. This is Poland’s
first research project undertaken to explore the dis-
continuation of organic farming among three types of
operators: “committed”, “pragmatic”, and “committed
pragmatic” farmers.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study was carried out with former farmers
who ceased organic farming between 2014 and 2018.
It comprised two stages. The first was an interview
with a non-random group of 18 farmers who had dis-
continued organic farming (selected from a contact list
kept by the General Inspectorate of Agri-Food Trade
Quality). The purpose of the interviews was to pre-
liminarily explore the motives behind the decision to
convert to organic farming and to convert back from it,
as well as the barriers to re-embarking on the organic
path. The information collected this way provided an
initial basis for preparing the actual survey. The sec-
ond stage used a diagnostic survey with an original
questionnaire administered to farmers who had shifted
away from organic production.

The survey was conducted in 2021. Initially,
534 questionnaires were sent by mail. As the return
rate was low, the procedure was repeated twice. Con-
sequently, 134 questionnaires were received back out
of the total of 1,569. Access to contact details of farms
who had discontinued certified organic production
was granted by the General Inspectorate of Agri-Food
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Trade Quality for the duration of this study. The re-
cipients of survey questionnaires were farms compli-
ant with the requirements of the relevant regulation
[Regulation EU 2018]. The questionnaires were sent
to farms located in all voivodeships (as per their spa-
tial distribution over the Polish territory).

The questionnaire was composed of 23 questions
divided into two groups. The first one included the
basic characteristics of farms (gender, age, education,
farm size, farming experience, and farming type) and
addressed the farmers’ socio-demographic profile. The
second consisted of questions about the motives for
going organic, the relationships with the market and
sales aspects, the reasons for discontinuing organic
production, and the factors encouraging the farmers to
re-embark on the organic path. Some questions were
open and allowed the interviewees to extend and com-
ment on certain answers.

The survey questionnaire identified three types of
organic farmers based on the prevailing motives and
goals of going organic. Identifying organic farmer types
was partly based on the division used by Fairweather
[1999] and Darnhofer et al. [2005]. Fairweather [1999]
identified five types: “committed conventional” farm-
ers, “pragmatic conventional” farmers, “environ-
ment-conscious but not organic” farmers, “pragmatic
organic” farmers, and “committed organic” farmers.
The farmers’ preferences and goals, impact on farming
methods, and strategies and values were the criteria
used in defining the types listed above. The same ty-
pology was employed in Darnhofer et al. [2005].

This survey identified three types of organic farm-
ers: “committed” (1), “pragmatic” (2), and “pragmatic
committed” (3). An explanation of the criteria used in
identifying the types could be found in the question-
naire. According to the assumptions, the “committed”
(ideological) type means farmers who prioritize envi-
ronmental, ethical and health values and standards in
their decision-making process. Type I is remarkably
environmentally aware and follows a unique environ-
mental ideology. The “pragmatic” type of farmer, in
contrast to the “committed” type, consists of those
who prioritize economic benefits such as profitabil-
ity, cost management, and price premiums. They fo-
cus on maximizing their income and revenue when
choosing their farming methods. On the other hand,
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the third type, known as “pragmatic committed”, is
a blend of both previously mentioned types. These
farmers don’t have a dominant motive in their deci-
sion-making process. Instead, they simultaneously
pursue both environmental and economic goals, shap-
ing their farming methods to harmonize with both of
these objectives.

Based on the presented descriptions, the survey
asked the farmers to associate themselves to one of
the three farm types. In this study, the largest share
of farmers (56%) declared to be “pragmatic commit-
ted”, 26% viewed themselves as “pragmatic”, whereas
“committed” had the smallest share of 18%.

Men accounted for more than half (57%) of the
interviewees (Table 3). The share of men was par-
ticularly high (75%) in the “pragmatic” type. The av-
erage age of the interviewees was nearly 55 years.
A large part (47%) of the “committed” type were
people close to retirement age (aged over 60), which
—in Poland — is 60 years for women and 65 years for
men. The demographic structure of the respondents
can significantly impact the distribution of answers to
many questions asked in the survey. 47.6% and 31%
of the interviewees had a tertiary and a secondary
education, respectively. These figures can be consid-
ered high — especially the tertiary education rate. The
greatest share (57%) was represented by farmers with
a relatively short record of organic farming (up to
five years, which coincided with the period of access-
ing financial support under the RDP). Ranked sec-
ond were farmers with a track record of 6 to 10 years
(31%); those with a 16-year or longer history ranked
at the bottom (12%). The oldest farm was established
in 1980. The average area of farms surveyed was
19 ha, which is 9 ha less than the average size of or-
ganic farms in Poland (28 ha) and 8 ha more than the
average size of all farms.

Over half of farmers surveyed (57%) switched
to conventional methods after discontinuing organic
farming. It is, therefore, reasonable to believe that
their decisions could be impacted by a cost-and-bene-
fit analysis of choosing an alternative agricultural sys-
tem in the context of evolving farming conditions. For
some of the farmers covered by this study, the analysis
indicated that superior benefits can be derived from
conventional farming.
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Table 3. Selected characteristics of farmers covered by the study

Specification Characteristics S(l;z;e C(O,;;g: tlt';d P(rF?}%;I;azti)c f(filgnr?lztltt:(:i
(Type 3)
Gender Women 42.6 38.9 24.0 50.9
Men 57.4 61.1 76.0 49.1
Age <30 3.0 - 4.1 3.8
31-40 9.1 59 12.5 9.4
41-50 253 17.6 25.0 30.2
51-60 29.3 29.4 29.2 32.1
>60 333 47.1 29.2 24.5
Education Primary/junior high
39 5.6 8.0 1.8
Basic vocational
17.5 22.2 28.0 9.3
Secondary 31.0 38.9 20.0 333
Tertiary 47.6 333 44.0 55.6
Area of the farm (ha) <5 11.8 11.1 8.0 13.2
5.01-10 22.5 27.8 20.0 18.9
10.01-25 343 27.8 32.0 30.2
>25 314 333 40.0 37.7

Source: own study based on survey data.

RESULTS

The results of this study suggest that different as-
pects guided farmers in making their decisions to go
organic. The interviewees were asked to indicate the
key motives behind switching to organic farming and
could add individual causes not specified in the sur-
vey. The questionnaire included both economic and
non-economic motives. The former includes financial
support for organic farming, profitability, production
costs, and price premiums — whereas the latter com-
prise environmental protection, interest in organic
farming, family health, and environmentally friendly
production processes.

The study found high levels of support (42%) and
environmental protection (38%) to be the respondents’
key reasons for going organic. Note, however, that gen-
erous support was important only to farmers classed as
“pragmatic” and “committed pragmatic” (indicated by
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72% and 52% of interviewees, respectively). “Prag-
matic” farmers also attached great importance to low
production costs (indicated by 52%). The “committed”
type declared family health (42%) and environmental
protection (33%) as the key motives. Conversely, they
found economic reasons (such as high support for or-
ganic farms, low production costs and owned resourc-
es of land and labor) to be irrelevant.

The top two reasons for discontinuing organic
farming (indicated by the same percentage of respond-
ents) are the end of the five-year support program
(42.3%) and burdensome bureaucracy and inspections
(42.3%) (Table 5). Other prominent causes are insuf-
ficient support (33%), low yields (30%), and low pro-
duction profitability (28%). The distribution of replies
relating to the causes for the discontinuation varied in
the function of farmer types identified in the study. In
the “pragmatic” group, the largest share of respond-
ents (60%) indicated the end of the five-year support
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Table 4. Key motives behind going organic

Specification Total Typfz TCycl);‘:rln)itted P(r%%;;azti)c Pragm?%(]:p (;o;r)lmitted
High support for organic farms 44.2 - 72.0 51.9
Environmental protection 38.1 333 28.6 45.2
Interest in organic farming 34.1 16.7 18.2 47.8
Family health 31.7 41.7 28.6 323
Low production costs 30.8 - 52.0 333
Environmentally friendly production processes 27.0 8.3 28.6 35.5
Green lifestyle and philosophy 22.1 11.1 8.0 352
Land and labor resources 17.1 - 18.2 21.7
Concern for animal welfare 15.9 25.0 7.1 16.1
High price premiums for organic food 14.4 5.6 24.0 13.0

Source: own study based on survey data.

program and low production profitability (52%). For
the “pragmatic committed” type, the top two reasons
were burdensome bureaucracy and inspections (50%)
and the end of the support program (48%). In turn, the
“committed” farmers found the key motive to be bu-
reaucratic regulations and inspections (28%).

Many farmers found the increase in payment rates
under the 2014-2020 RDP insufficient to operate
an organic farm in the context of growing require-
ments. This is corroborated by the distribution of the
respondents’ replies on how they view the organic

Table 5. Main reasons for discontinuing organic farming

farming support system (Table 6). The vast majority
of farmers agreed that the amount of payments was
small, both generally (41%) and with respect to cer-
tain crops (48%) (Table 5). Conversely, they differed
in their opinions on organic requirements and stand-
ards, ranging from “excessive” (48%) to “adequate”
(48%). Most interviewees (58%) had a negative view
of livestock density requirements and found them use-
less. This can suggest they lack sufficient understand-
ing of the organic farming concept, which is largely
underpinned by sustainable management of feed and

Specification Total C(o]{;l E:tltid P(r,?}%;;a;)c Pragm?{j;pceo;r)lmitted
End of the five-year support program 423 11.1 60.0 48.1
Burdensome bureaucracy and inspections 423 27.8 44.0 50.0
Insufficient financial support 32.7 222 40.0 352

Low yields 29.8 11.1 40.0 35.2

Low production profitability 27.9 5.6 52.0 27.8
Frequent amendments to organic

regulations 18.3 5.6 20.0 222

Low price premiums for organic products 17.3 5.6 8.0 27.8

Source: own study based on survey data.
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fertilizers. Nearly half of the farmers surveyed believe
the support-related administrative procedures to be
overly complicated and time-consuming (46%).

The farmers surveyed had a limited connection to
the market. While most of them declared to sell or-
ganic products (67%), the share of organic sales in
their total sales was extremely small — the greatest
part (38.6%) of interviewees indicated a minimum
level (i.e., up to 20% (Table 7)). However, two types

of farmers (“pragmatic committed” and “pragmatic”)
reported a high share of 43 and 46%, respectively. It
means that nearly half of the respondents recorded
a very small percentage of revenue from organic sales.
The “committed” type was more advantageous, with
every third farmer (the highest share) falling in the
bracket of 81 to 100%.

The study asked the farmers about the reasons for
the insufficient sales of organic products, assuming

Table 6. Opinions on the organic farming support system under the RDP

Specification

Evaluation criteria (in %)

Organic requirements and standards

Excessive 48.1

Adequate 48.1

Insufficient 3.8

—

Payment level

Adequate
11.1

Insufficient for some crops
47.8

Generally insufficient
41.1

Support-related administrative procedures

Too complicated and time-consuming
45.7

Needed yet time-consuming
40.2

Do not pose a problem
14.1

Livestock density condition

Needed
26.3

Source: own study based on survey data.

Table 7. Share of revenue from organic sales in total sales

Needed yet excessive
15.8

Useless
57.9

Specification Total C(O]I*l;rr::ti[;d P(r;‘f;)za;)c Pragm?}i;p ceogl;mitted
0-20% 38.6 25.0 42.9 457
21-40% 215 8.3 28.6 229
41-60% 9.2 16.7 7.1 5.7
61-80% 9.2 16.7 7.1 5.7
81-100% 21.5 333 14.3 20.0

Source: own study based on survey data
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that it could impact their decision to discontinue or-
ganic farming. In the long run, insufficient supply can
undermine the economic purposefulness of operating
an organic farm. Nearly half of the farmers surveyed
(41%) declared producing for their own needs as the
cause of supply deficiencies (Table 8). Other reasons
were the small production scale (20%) and market-
ing problems (12%). Production for their own needs
was identified as the cause of insufficient supply by
two farmer types: “pragmatic” and “committed” (the
greatest share of 47% was recorded in the “pragmatic”
group).

One of the goals of this study was to explore the
factors which condition the farmers’ re-embarking on
the organic path. The survey confirmed that the finan-
cial aspect (in the form of support) was of greatest
importance (Table 8). Nearly every third interviewee
(29%) indicated higher financial support as a factor
that conditions their switch back to organic farming.

It was of major importance to “pragmatic” farmers
(30%) and smaller importance to the “committed”
group (25%). The second important factor in shifting
back to organic farming is the development of local
outlets (22%). They play a crucial role in short sup-
ply chains in which producers have a greater share in
the margin and in the final price of products offered.
Moreover, the development of local markets contrib-
utes to reducing food miles, which is advantageous to
the environment and is particularly valued by highly
environmentally aware farmers [Kawecka and Ge-
barowski 2015, Luczka 2021, Wojciechowska-Solis
2022].

Many farmers covered by this study do not see any
opportunity for switching back to organic farming.
The top three barriers they identified are the difficul-
ties related to the administrative burden (28%), insuf-
ficient financial support (23%), and great volatility of
organic farming regulations (20%) (Table 10). Low

Table 8. Reasons for the insufficient supply of organic products to the market

Specification Total Committed Pragmatic Pragmatic committed
(Type 1) (Type 2) (Type 3)

Producing only to address the farmers’ own needs 41.1 44.5 46.6 37.5

Small production scale 19.6 222 13.3 25.0

Problems in selling the products 11.8 11.3 6.7 12.5

The farmers never considered marketing their products 9.8 11.1 20.0 4.2

Lack of demand in the local market 59 11.1 6.7 4.2

Other 11.8 - 6.7 16.6

Source: own study based on survey data.

Table 9. Factors encouraging the farmers to re-embark of the organic path

Specification Total C(og;r;iti[e):d P(r%i?;azti)c Pragm;l{j;p(;o;r)lmitted

Greater financial support 28.7 25.0 304 29.7

Development of local outlets for organic products 22.1 25.0 17.4 23.0

Increase in demand for organic products 16.4 20.0 13.1 14.9

Increase in organic food prices 15.6 15.0 21.7 13.5

Reduction of bureaucratic procedures 9.0 10.0 43 10.8

Other 8.2 5.0 13.1 8.1

Source: own study based on survey data.
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Table 10. Barriers to switching back to organic farming

Specification Total Committed Pragmatic Pragmatic committed
(Type 1) (Type 2) (Type 3)
Difficulties related to the administrative burden 27.7 36.4 25.0 28.0
Insufficient financial support for organic farming 23.1 18.2 25.0 24.0
Great volatility of organic farming regulations 20.0 18.2 16.7 24.0
Low profitability of organic production 13.8 13.2 14.5 15.0
Narrow development prospects for the farm 7.7 - 8.3 8.0
Development of conventional farming 6.2 9.0 8.3 4.0
Transferring the farm 1.5 - 4.2 -

Source: own study based on survey data.

levels of organic farming support and a heavy bureau-
cratic burden are the two answers given as both a rea-
son for discontinuing organic farming and a barrier to
switching back. It means that the interviewees attach
great importance to institutional conditions for devel-
oping Polish organic farming. Many farmers surveyed
have a negative opinion on the level of payments and
expect it to grow.

DISCUSSION

In this survey, there was a difference in age and
farm size between the interviewees and the total popu-
lation of Polish organic farmers. According to some
studies, these characteristics can play an important role
for farms that discontinued organic farming [Rigby et
al., 2001; Gambelli and Bruschi, 2010]. In this study,
the average age of the farmers was 55 years, seven
years above the average for the general population of
organic farmers. The survey does not corroborate the
thesis that older farmers are less inclined to discon-
tinue organic farming.

The holdings covered by this survey were 9 ha
smaller than the average area of Polish organic farms.
This is consistent with Ferjani et al. [2010], which
suggests that farmers who shifted away from organic
production operated on a smaller area than the average
size of organic farms. It can be explained by smaller
farms being less profitable than larger holdings. The
increase in organic requirements under the 2014-2020
RDP, especially with respect to livestock density,
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affected the costs of small farms and made their prof-
itability more likely to drop to a level unacceptable
to some farmers. In these circumstances, discontinu-
ing the farming business could have been a reasona-
ble thing to do — especially in the case of small farms
without animals. The above is corroborated in a study
by Zigtara and Mirkowski [2021], who claim that the
decline in the number of organic farms and in the area
of organic farmland in Poland was caused by high
requirements for animal husbandry and related or-
ganizational difficulties — in particular, in farms with
a smaller production potential whose users often have
an additional off-farm job.

For the respondents, high levels of support and
environmental protection were the key reasons for
going organic. From the perspective of motives that
guided their choices, the farmers formed a heteroge-
neous group, as also confirmed by other studies [Lap-
ple 2013, Flaten et al. 2006]. While the financial mo-
tive was important to the “pragmatic” and “pragmatic
committed” types, it was of no relevance at all to the
“committed” group. This study suggests that the farm-
ers’ pragmatism, manifested in their being guided by
financial considerations, can make them more willing
to discontinue organic farming in the case of a dete-
rioration in access to payments or a decline in profit-
ability. This is consistent with the findings of many
authors [Flaten et al. 2010, Rigby et al. 2001, Plomi et
al. 2006, Kaltoft and Risgaard 2006], who identified
small financial benefits as one of the key reasons why
farmers switch back to the conventional system.
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The outcomes of this study suggest that the farm-
ers believe the reasons for shifting away from organic
farming to be mostly related to external factors. It is
confirmed by the distribution of replies to the question
on the reasons for discontinuing organic production and
on how the respondents view the organic farming sup-
port system. Of the reasons for ceasing, particular at-
tention is given to the institutional environment and its
underlying support system, administrative procedures,
and regulations. The study confirmed the assertion that
the decline in the area of organic farmland in Poland
was related to the farmers being primarily focused on
financial support during the applicability of low envi-
ronmental requirements [Brodzinska 2017, Jezierska-
Théle and Biczkowski 2017, Zuba-Ciszewska et al.
2019, Luczka et al. 2021]. Support was easily avail-
able under the 2004-2007 and the 2007-2013 RDPs,
which encouraged farmers seeking short-term goals to
undertake an organic commitment. It corroborates the
opinion that financial support has a substantial impact
on the decisions of Polish farmers regarding both the
conversion to and the shift away from organic farming
[Luty 2016, Drabarczyk and Wrzesinska-Kowal 2015,
Komorowska 2015]. The farmers’ support-seeking at-
titude resulted in a passive consumption of subsidies,
which did not create conditions for stimulating the en-
dogenous development of organic farms and strength-
ening their long-term sustainability framework. The
dynamic quantitative growth of organic farming was
short-lived because it only coincided with the period
of easily attainable environmental requirements for
many farmers. In that case, the decisions of support-
seeking farmers are a mere consequence of the support
policy [Brodzinska 2014]. Some studies suggest that
changes in that policy affect the farmers’ decision to
continue or cease organic farming [Nieberg and Kuh-
nert 2007].

This is corroborated by the Polish experience re-
lated to the development policy for organic farming.
It was amended in 2014 with new requirements, espe-
cially the need to market a part of harvests to trigger
a supply effect and to ensure a minimum level of live-
stock density in farms cultivating fodder plants on ar-
able land and permanent pasture. The new regulations
forced farmers to rethink their choices because many
of them, particularly the “pragmatic” group, believed
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that the organic payment rates were insufficient to run
an organic farm in the face of the new regulations. In
their subjective view, the marginal costs caused by new
requirements were greater than the marginal benefits
derived from increased organic payments. This study
shows that the farmer community were unanimous in
how they saw support for organic farming. According
to nearly half of farmers, the rates of organic payments
are insufficient, the administrative procedures are
overly complicated and time-consuming, and the live-
stock density requirement is useless. In turn, they were
more moderate in assessing the organic requirements
and standards, with equal numbers of interviewees
finding them to be excessive and adequate. Although
the farmers consider the levels of support to be low, it
is not reflected in official statistical data — which sug-
gests that organic payments have a large share in the
incomes of Polish organic farms (as they account for
80% of incomes derived from agricultural production)
[Ortowska 2019, Gotas 2016].

This study confirmed that organic farms faced the
problems of insufficient sales and market connec-
tions. Nearly half of farmers, especially the “prag-
matic committed” and “pragmatic” groups, recorded
a minimum sales volume, contributing up to 20% to
total incomes. Other studies also discovered the small
amount of marketable organic production, indicating
a large percentage of non-commercial holdings and
farms which marketed no more than 20% of their pro-
duce [Nowogrdodzka et al. 2013]. The small volume
of sales results in an unbalanced market that fails to
meet domestic organic food demand [Bryta 2016]. De-
spite having a quantitative growth trend, organic farm-
ing only produces tiny quantities of goods, while the
market for organic food expands as a result of goods
being imported from Germany, the Czech Republic,
Denmark, and many other nations. Considering its
potential, the level of consumer environmental and
health awareness, and the rising income of the people,
the sector’s development chances are not being fully
utilized because organic food makes up just about 2 to
3 percent of agricultural production.

Financial support for organic farms is strictly relat-
ed to administrative procedures, which are extensively
formalized and time-consuming while generating
additional costs and, therefore, can have an adverse
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effect on the development of organic farming. As dem-
onstrated in several studies, excessive formalization of
the conditions for organic farm certification and in-
spection, together with frequent amendments to regu-
lations, contributes to farmers discontinuing organic
production [Flaten et al. 2021, Kaltoft and Risgaard
2006]. This study confirmed that farmers’ negative
views of administrative procedures for farm certifica-
tion and inspection can affect their shift away from or-
ganic farming and may also pose a barrier to returning.
These reasons were particularly important to farmers
classed as “pragmatic” and “committed pragmatic”.

In the future, the situation of organic farming could
be considerably improved by the implementation of
the new strategic plan supporting the goals of the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy under the European Green
Deal. It simplifies the certification and inspection pro-
cedures (especially for small farms) and increases the
level of subsidies to organic crops in Poland by 30%
(on average), which can encourage farmers to go or-
ganic. From 2022, small farms can apply for a group
certification procedure and may choose a flat-rate or-
ganic payment. Note, however, that to ensure sustain-
able development of organic farming, it is important
not only to drive an increase in the area of land under
crops, but also to promote improvements in the farms’
economic condition, support the demand side of the
market, and build consumer trust. These measures will
enhance the farms’ market potential through invest-
ments in the processing sector and by shortening the
supply chain while also making greater efforts to in-
crease consumer awareness and enhance farmers’ and
consultants’ knowledge.

IMPLICATIONS FOR AGRICULTURAL POLICY

Our research reveals that a considerable number
of Polish farmers quit operating organic farms, with
the figure exceeding 8,000 between 2014 and 2019,
as a result of agriculture policy’s volatility in carry-
ing out its stated objectives. Therefore, we believe that
the reversal of regressive processes and the reduction
of resignation from organic farming is conditioned by
improving the efficiency of the organic farming de-
velopment policy in Poland. The experience gained
so far proves the high variability of the institutional
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environment in which organic farms functioned. The
quality of the conditions shaped by agricultural policy
is crucial for the future of organic farming due to the
important role of public support in stimulating its de-
velopment. Empirical research shows that for Polish
farmers, ecological subsidies as compensation for lost
benefits related to the choice of an ecological farming
system are one of the most important factors shaping
their profitability. These subsidies are significant for
organic farms involved in open-field production and
mixed-plant animal production. Without subsidies,
these farms can only generate a small income com-
pared to conventional farms [Zielinski 2022], mean-
ing that these farms are fully dependent on state aid.
For this reason, this support is crucial for most organic
farms, and the rules governing granting such aid, in-
cluding the conditions for granting it as such, should
be as stable as possible. Future rules changes should be
announced appropriately in advance, enabling farmers
to estimate future costs of adaptation to new conditions
of agricultural activity. Otherwise, institutional risk in-
creases due to the uncertainty of changes in state poli-
cy and regulations. This is confirmed by our research,
which indicates that farmers identified the instability
of regulations and administrative procedures as one of
the main reasons for abandoning organic farming.
Attaining the subsequent stages of development
for organic farming set by the European Green Deal
is a challenge for agricultural policy. The implemen-
tation of the goal set for Polish organic farming to
achieve at least 7% of the total agricultural land area by
2030 requires improvement of the current agricultural
policy — not only increasing its stability and efficiency
in achieving the goal, but also reducing regulatory and
administrative barriers to running organic farms.

CONCLUSIONS

Understanding why farmers resign from organic
schemes could be a major source of information for
decision-makers in further improving organic farm-
ing development policy. This can empower them to
make more efficient decisions that stimulate the insti-
tutional environment to generate favorable conditions
for the sustainable development of organic farming.
Future policies designed to promote organic farming
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are recommended to include a support mechanism that
reduces regulatory barriers and is committed to both
environmental and market-driven objectives.

The authors of this paper realize certain limitations
present in the research procedure utilized. One of the
ways to enhance the scope of investigations into future
studies is by exploring whether current organic farm-
ers intend to continue or shift away from operating
a certified farm.

To better understand the dynamics of organic farm-
ing development, it is also necessary to explore in detail
the connections between organic agricultural produc-
ers and their institutional environment. Furthermore, it
would be advisable to conduct a qualitative investiga-
tion into the reasons for shifting away from organic
farming with subject matter experts, particularly with
the representatives of agricultural consultancy centers,
agricultural chambers, industry unions and associa-
tions, and local governments. This would provide an
opportunity to increase awareness and knowledge of
the topic, which continues to be insufficient.
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EKONOMICZNO-SPOLECZNE PRZYCZYNY REZYGNACJI Z ROLNICTWA
EKOLOGICZNEGO: POLSKIE STUDIUM PRZYPADKU

STRESZCZENIE

Cel: Praca stanowi prob¢ wypetnienia luki w badaniach dotyczacych przyczyn zaprzestania uprawy ekolo-
gicznej w Polsce. Celem artykulu byto rozpoznanie przyczyn rezygnacji polskich rolnikow z prowadzenia
gospodarstwa ekologicznego oraz barier i czynnikow warunkujgcych powrdt do rolnictwa ekologicznego.
Metody: W pracy wykorzystano dane z badania przeprowadzonego wsrdd 134 polskich rolnikow, ktorzy zre-
zygnowali z uprawy ekologicznej. Badanie zostato przeprowadzone wsrod rolnikow, ktorzy zaprzestali eko-
logicznej uprawy w okresie migdzy 2014 a 2018 rokiem. Sktadato si¢ z dwoch etapoéw: pierwszy to wywiad
z grupg 18 rolnikow, ktorzy zrezygnowali z uprawy ekologicznej. Drugi etap to badanie za pomocg kwe-
stionariusza ankietowego, ktory zostal wypetiony przez rolnikow, ktérzy zrezygnowali z produkcji orga-
nicznej. Badanie zostato przeprowadzone w 2021 roku. Pierwotnie wystano 534 kwestionariusze. Poniewaz
odsetek zwrotu byt niski, procedura zostata powtdrzona dwukrotnie. W rezultacie otrzymano 134 zwrotnych
kwestionariuszy sposrod ogoélnej liczby 1569. Wyniki: Badania dowiodly, ze najwazniejszymi przyczyna-
mi rezygnacji z prowadzenia gospodarstwa ekologicznego byto: zakonczenie pigcioletniego okresu finan-
sowego wsparcia, wysokie koszty produkcji, zbyt niski poziom wsparcia, niskie plony oraz nieoptacalno$é
produkcji. Wérdd trzech badanych typow rolnikéw, dominowat typ ,,pragmatyczny zaangazowany”, ktory
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w wyborze ekologicznej metody gospodarowania kierowat si¢ zarbwno motywami ,ekonomicznymi w po-
staci finansowego wsparcia i przychodow, jak i motywami Srodowiskowymi, ale wsrdd przyczyn rezygnacji
z prowadzenia gospodarstwa gtdéwne znaczenie miat czynnik finansowy (zakonczenie pigcioletniego progra-
mu wsparcia) i instytucjonalny (ucigzliwa biurokracja i kontrole). Wnioski: W badaniach dotyczacych rol-
nictwa ekologicznego wazne znaczenie ma problem przyczyn rezygnacji niektorych rolnikow z prowadzenia
gospodarstwa ekologicznego. Jest stosunkowo niewiele opracowan z tego zakresu, pomimo ze skala rezyg-
nacji z rolnictwa ekologicznego w niektorych krajach jest znaczna. Polska jest przyktadem kraju, w ktorym
zjawisko wycofania z rolnictwa ekologicznego w kilku ostatnich latach nasilito si¢ i spowodowato spadek
powierzchni uzytkéw ekologicznych. W latach 2014-2018 spadek ten wyniost 185 tys. ha.

Stowa kluczowe: uprawa ekologiczna, przyczyny zaprzestania, wsparcie finansowe, §rodowisko instytucjo-
nalne, bariery powrotu, Polska
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