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Introduction
In the Strategic Plan for Organic Agriculture 2013-2017, the Department of Agriculture 
and Fisheries of the Government of Flanders and several other organisations commit 
to developing and strengthening organic farming as one aspect of making the Flemish 
agriculture more sustainable.

With the ‘Research strategy for organic food and farming in Flanders: 2013-2014’ the Flemish 
organic research and knowledge network (the “FORK network”) aims to contribute to 
making this strategic plan a reality. The research strategy describes areas where research can 
contribute to the further development of organic agriculture as an example of the agro-
ecological agricultural model.

The strategy reflects what actors along the (organic) food supply chain think is important and 
what knowledge needs they have. This will be a starting point for writing research proposals 
that are driven by sustainability and innovation.

The FORK-network opts for demand-driven research, carried out through a co-creative 
process, with room for cooperation between different scientific disciplines and expertise, 
and where the farmers and other actors along the supply chain are also actively involved in 
planning as well as in implementing the research.

Vision
Our food production and consumption are facing big challenges concerning the environment, 
economy, climate, health, animal welfare and world food supply. We need to transform to a 
agro-food system that reduces the use of external resources, makes more sustainable use of 
our soils and is resilient and ensures a stable food supply in times of increasing instability and 
unpredictability.

Agriculture is extremely vulnerable at this time. The use of external inputs constantly 
threatens to disrupt the natural balance. Organic agriculture therefore opts for the 
development and the implementation of autonomous, self-regulating systems, which 
operate on the basis of agro-ecological principles and are capable of preserving the proper 
balance in natural processes with a minimum of inputs.

Over the years, a number of key relations between food production and consumption have 
been lost. The relation between crop production and animal production is often missing. 
Primary production often shows little connection with the natural environment of the 
ecosystem.  And many modern consumers have no relationship with the origin of their food. 
To restore these relations, an integrative approach is needed which focuses on the total 
system. It is important to involve the entire supply chain in this process.

To achieve self-regulatory agro-ecological farming systems in a sustainable supply chain, 
research is needed that starts from insight into individual successes to encourage wider 
implementation, among others. Organic agriculture limits itself to the use of natural inputs, 
which makes it possible to study the self-regulation of the internal (eco)system. Organic 
agriculture can thus play an important role in research in the field of agro-ecology and its 
underlying processes.

When looking for answers, sustainability in all its meanings and at all levels has to be 
considered. In addition to ecological and social sustainability, researchers should also keep 
economic viability, productivity, legal certainty and a long term development vision in mind. 
In this way, the sum of all areas is more important than the progress made in just one aspect.
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Research aims

Robust organic production systems

Primary production: a systemic approach
The current challenges are related to achieving high and stable production in equilibrium 
with the ecological and social capacity of the production system. Attention is given to 
optimising soil fertility, increasing biodiversity and implementing the best environmental 
practices and strong standards in the field of animal welfare. Organic agriculture as an agro-
ecological production system strives for optimal use of natural processes to limit input from 
outside the production unit and to limit losses to the environment.

Innovative strategies and technologies

Technological and process innovations should provide solutions regarding productivity, labour 
efficiency, product quality, environment and health. Optimal and farm specific combinations 
of green manure, innovative combinations of crops (such as agroforestry), efficient crop 
rotations and rational fertilisation strategies need further development. In addition, new 
types of production units that combine intensification of the organic production with 
multifunctionality and/or new forms of cooperation offer opportunities to close the nutrient 
cycle on the regional level.

Organic agriculture, nature, landscape and environment

Organic agriculture is recognised for its values related to preserving soil fertility, closing 
cycles, encouraging natural animal behaviour, conserving natural elements and improving the 
quality of the landscape and the environment. Research can help to understand and optimise 
the interaction among all of these elements.
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Flexible organic chain systems

Development of market and consumption
To achieve stable market development, products should be available with a price/quality ratio 
that meets consumers’ expectations and a price that covers the costs of the whole chain. 
Optimisation, coordination, and cooperation based on the characteristics of the organic 
chain are necessary. Shorter and/or transparent chains, based on consumer confidence, and a 
greater proximity between producer and consumer can be stimulating.

Socio-economy and society
Profitability, limiting risks and good competitiveness are central in the quest for economic 
sustainability. Economic sustainability cannot be separated from the social and ecological 
sustainability of the organic sector, however. Organic agriculture needs production, 
distribution and trade that is transparent and fair and brings the actual social and 
environmental costs into account.

High quality food
The organic consumer expects ‘whole’ foods, where no vitamins, minerals or other elements 
need to be added. Therefore, further insight in the nutrient content of crops and products, 
the losses throughout the chain and its relation with the agricultural production method is 
needed. Processing of organic products is more than working with organic ingredients alone. 
It requires its own, flexible approach that must still largely be developed.
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Research approach and 
coordination

Accomplishing this research strategy for organic food and farming starts from a co-creative 
process, which looks for synergy between scientists and actors in the field. System oriented 
research requires an integrated approach, where different disciplines and experts work 
together. Active involvement of farmers and other actors in the (organic) sector ensures that 
different types of knowledge and experiences are shared. Because they can give valuable 
input and may be willing to do research on their own farm or in their own company, farmers 
and/or other actors in the chain feel more involved in the research.

This concept leads to more successful innovation, bridges the gap between scientists and 
practitioners and responds to the recent developments within regional and European 
research and innovation policies (EIP, H2020). 

In Flanders, three networks support research and knowledge and information exchange for 
the organic production: NOBL (Netwerk Onderzoek Biologische Landbouw en voeding), CCBT 
vzw (Coördinatiecentrum praktijkgericht onderzoek en voorlichting biologische teelt) and BBN 
(Biobedrijfsnetwerken). 

Together they form the foundation of the Flemish Organic Research and Knowledge network 
(the FORK-network). As initiator, the network commits to realise this strategy through a co-
creative process, where possible in collaboration with researchers studying conventional and 
organic agriculture.

The network is open to all questions from researchers, policy makers and practitioners 
about research design and implementation and the dissemination of research findings for 
the organic food and farming sector. The network wishes to facilitate the development of 
demand-driven participatory and trans-, multi- and interdisciplinary research.
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NOBL
stands for Network for Organic food and Farming Research. The network brings together researchers, 
policymakers, and representatives from (organic) farmers unions and other agricultural and food 
networks to share knowledge, ideas and experiences and to formulate advice on priority research 
topics and the organisation of research for organic food and farming in Flanders.

Lieve De Cock
lieve.decock@ilvo.vlaanderen.be
Tel. +32 (0)9 272 23 52
www.nobl.be 

CCBT
stands for Coordination of applied research and extension on organic farming in Flanders. It 
coordinates and stimulates research and dissemination activities on organic farming in six applied 
research centres. The CCBT launches small-scale research projects fi nanced by the Flemish Government. 
Farmers are involved in determining the topics of these research projects.

Carmen Landuyt
carmen.landuyt@ccbt.be
Tel. +32 (0)9 381 86 86
www.ccbt.be 

Biobedrijfsnetwerken 
brings together organic farmers of the same subsector (poultry, dairy cattle, beef cattle, vegetables & 
arable crops, goats, berries and greenhouse crops). The farmers of each network meet regularly to share 
their technical knowledge and experiences or exchange information with advisors and researchers. 
BBN drives research via its cooperation with CCBT and NOBL.

An Jamart
an.jamart@bioforumvl.be
Tel.  +32 (0)3 286 92 65
www.bioforumvlaanderen.be
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