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Achieving sustainable solutions in food and 
farming
Sustainable solutions depend on finding ways of living within 
planetary boundaries. The goals of environmental stability, 
social equity and economic security, like the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, must be targeted together and in 
diverse ways. One approach is to encourage the uptake of 
cyclical and regenerative farming systems – these tend to be 
systems that stay within planetary boundaries.

A resilient, cyclical and regenerative system of farming, such 
as organic, is also consistent with the mitigation hierarchy 
proposed by Government1 :
• Avoidance: measures taken to avoid creating impacts 

from the outset, such as careful spatial or temporal 
placement of elements of infrastructure, in order to 
completely avoid impacts on certain components.

• Minimisation: measures taken to reduce the duration, 
intensity and / or extent of impacts (including direct, 
indirect and cumulative impacts, as appropriate) that 
cannot be completely avoided, as far as is practically 
feasible.

• Rehabilitation/restoration: measures taken to rehabilitate 
degraded ecosystems following exposure to impacts 
that cannot be completely avoided and/ or minimised.

• Offset: measures taken to compensate for any residual 
significant, adverse impacts that cannot be avoided, 
minimised and / or rehabilitated or restored, in order 
to achieve no net loss or a net gain. Offsets can take 
the form of positive management interventions such as 
restoration of degraded habitat, arrested degradation or 
averted risk, protecting areas where there is imminent or 
projected loss.

A ‘cyclical, regenerative’ systems approach works within 
this hierarchy. Organic farming systems build resilience, 
avoid and minimise harm, whilst at the same time enabling 
rehabilitation and restoration.

Public goods from farmers
There is now an expectation that where farmers receive 
subsidy payments, they should be expected to deliver public 
goods. Environment Secretary Michael Gove has indicated 
in his speech to the Oxford Farming Conference2  that the 

1  Department for Communities and Local Government (2016) 
Guidance: Natural Environment. https://www.gov.uk/guid-
ance/natural-environment
2  Michael Gove Speech Oxford Farming Conference 4th 
January 2018

Government is prepared to pay to support the delivery of 
public goods:

“We have to embrace change which secures a more 
sustainable future for those who will inherit what we have 
built,” he said, promising new support for those who “choose 
to farm in the most sustainable fashion”.

‘Public money for public good’ is a core principle guiding 
reform of the UK Domestic Agricultural Policy. Behind the 
catchy phrase is an acknowledgement that society needs to 
support food production based on the premise of resource 
conservation and the delivery of public goods, such as 
habitats for wildlife, flood resilience and good quality air, 
water and soil.

Public goods are defined by economists by their non-
excludability (you and I can both enjoy them) and their 
non-rivalry (if you use it, it doesn’t mean there isn’t any 
left for me). However, as far as the public goods from food 
and farming are concerned, it is relevant to also look at 
the converse: the ‘systemic failure’, that which places an 
additional external cost – cash or non-cash – on the final 
food product and through the value chain. In contrast to the 
goods, systemic failures are includable (I can’t avoid being 
included, I have no choice) and rivalrous (if you/I use it there 
is less of it for me/you). 

High biodiversity is a public good. This is non-excludable – 
everyone can enjoy high biodiversity, and it is non-rivalous – 
I can enjoy it and that doesn’t limit your enjoyment. However 
the converse, the systemic failure, is seen in the ongoing 
decline in such things as biodiversity, soil degradation, poor 
water quality, flooding and climate instability from which 
we all suffer. This current prevailing condition is therefore 
imposed upon me; I can’t avoid suffering from it. It is 
essentially ‘includable’. It is also ‘rivalrous’, in that if I exploit it, 
there will be less for you.

10 public goods are specific to farming in the UK:

• Agricultural landscapes

• Farmland biodiversity and the protection of pollinators

• Water quality and availability 

• Soil functionality

• Climate stability

• Air quality

• Resilience to flooding

• Rural vitality 

• Food security 

• Farm animal welfare and animal health

Public Goods and Benefits through Organic Systems

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/natural-environment
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/natural-environment


Helping organic business succeed
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the animal climate change emissions may (but not necessarily) 
be higher per kilo or litre. It is, of course, these very same 
features that go to meet the justifiable ethical demands from 
a proportion of society. Secondly, organic crops can tend 
to yield less (though this varies hugely according to crop 
type, soil and climate), in part as a result of the prohibition 
of manufactured nitrogen. Consequently, external costs are 
‘internalised’ by organic farmers whilst consumers and citizens 
benefit from the provision of the resulting public goods. 

If organic production was recognised and rewarded by society 
for the value it provides through the multiple public goods it 
delivers, then organic food would be more accessible to all.

A fair reward for public goods through an 
increase in agro-ecological and organic 
farmland
Farming techniques adopted and developed since the 
Second World War and encouraged by farm support policies 
have led to several systemic failures. This is evident in the 
continued decline of biodiversity, soil degradation and poor 
water quality, and those failures come at a cost to society.

We can no longer put clean water, biodiversity and climate 
challenges on hold whilst we sort out soils, any more than we 
can sort out biodiversity issues but ignore other challenges. 
We require a cyclical and regenerative approach to food 
production which addresses many of these challenges 
simultaneously. With that in mind, we propose that: 

• Organic farming is recognised as a distinct farming 
system, through which a number of public goods are 
delivered simultaneously by virtue of the fact that a farmer 
is, simply, farming organically

• The delivery of these public goods to be rewarded 
adequately. The costs for these public goods should not 
be paid by organic consumers, as happens currently 

• Increased agro-ecological farmland should be prioritised 
in the UK DAP, it is recommended that agro-ecological 
farming should account for around 20% (1 acre in 5) 
of the UK agricultural land area, with organic farming 
representing half of that

Government must take this opportunity to integrate organic 
within a new and innovative UK DAP. Our food system 
faces multiple challenges which will require a diverse set 
of solutions. Right now, organic production provides one 
approach which represents a cohesive, well-defined and 
regulated strategy toward resource conservation and 
regenerative food production. Government can recognise and 
value organic food production with the UK DAP accordingly.

Any new policy should reward practices that contribute to the 
delivery of public goods – biodiversity, soil fertility, water and 
air quality, reduced GHG emissions and better animal health 
and welfare. At the same time, it should discourage practices 
that contribute to poor public good outcomes. Organic would 
be able to benefit from the way in which it can deliver multiple 
outcomes simultaneously. 

The table below summarises the way in which certified 
organic production meets a range of environmental 
public goods. Detailed proscriptions for measures must 
be developed. These should provide the right incentives 

Success or failure in the delivery of each of these public 
goods depends on the practices adopted by farmers. The key 
thing to note is that both public ‘goods’ – systemic success, 
and public ‘bads’ –systemic failures, all arise from complex 
‘system’ level interactions. Consequently, we have to think 
in a systemic way if we are to overcome the failures and 
mitigate the unintended consequences.

Characteristics of organic farming systems – 
delivering a low cost entry point for delivery 
of public goods
The organic system is defined in internationally agreed 
organic standards. There is good consumer recognition 
of organic products in the market. The organic market is 
continuing to grow, particularly amongst young and engaged 
consumers worldwide. Organic operators are regularly 
inspected, verified and certified against organic standards 
(and this cost is paid for by the market).

Organic farming therefore delivers multiple public goods 
simultaneously in a structured and well enforced way. The key 
characteristics from the point of view of the delivery of public 
goods (benefits) are ‘resilient’, ‘cyclical’ and ‘regenerative’. 

Organic farming is a systematic, regenerative farming 
approach that combines modern science and technology 
with traditional farming practices to maintain long-term fertility 
of the soil, use less of the Earth’s finite resources whilst 
producing high quality, nutritious food. Organic techniques 
have been developed from an understanding of and 
research into soil science, crop breeding, animal husbandry 
and ecology. By farming in this way, the organic farmer 
simultaneously delivers many of the public goods that Mr 
Gove alludes to.

Three ways in which organic farming simultaneously delivers 
multiple public goods are firstly, organic standards prohibit the 
use of external sources of manufactured nitrogen, this means 
that rotations including fertility building and soil restoring crops 
deliver healthier soils and help mitigate against flooding and 
climate change. It also means that nitrogen fixing (legume) 
crops are used as a routine in combination with cover crops, 
helping avoid leaching of mineral nitrogen (and phosphorus) 
into aquifers and river systems. 

Secondly herbicides are not allowed and only a very limited 
number of naturally occurring insecticides and fungicides 
are allowed. This means that alternative methods to keep 
pests, diseases and weeds in check, whilst avoiding pesticide 
contamination of food, aquifers and river systems. 

Thirdly farm animals must be reared using extensive, welfare-
friendly husbandry, feeding that promotes good animal health 
and with a balance between crop and livestock production. 
Access to outside grazing is required providing the 
opportunity for animals to readily exhibit natural behaviours. 
Antibiotics are only used where needed, never on a 
prophylactic basis, so mitigating against antibiotic resistance.  

Taken together, these have profound implications that directly 
influence the delivery of environmental public goods. 

However, as is always the case, there are trade-offs between 
different system attributes. Firstly, extensive and welfare 
friendly livestock husbandry means longer production cycles 
and consequently higher-priced meat. Due to the longer life of 



O
rg

an
ic

 F
ar

m
er

s 
&

 G
ro

w
er

s 
Po

lic
y 

Pa
pe

r 2
a 

- F
eb

 2
0

18

to unlock the entrepreneurial capabilities of farmers and 
food businesses to match the investment by Government. 
Payments will be based on outcomes, with a sustainability 
assessment used to evaluate eligibility3. 

Organic production rules & the delivery of public goods4

Defra priorities for action
There are inherent advantages that Government could exploit 
by investing in an organic systems approach to providing 
the public goods that must now be a vital output, along with 
food, from our farms. The development of a new UK Domestic 
Agricultural Policy (UK DAP), one which is aimed at providing 
public goods, will signal the intent of Government to deliver 
on its promise to leave the environment in a better state than 
they found it. 

Defra are currently undertaking in depth analysis of post-
Brexit policy options through five work streams:

• Resilience

• Rural growth

3  FiBL (2017) Concept note: Towards a new public goods 
payment model for remunerating farmers under the CAP 
post-2020. http://www.ifoam-eu.org/sites/default/files/
ifoameu_policy_cap_post_2020_public_goods_payments_
concept_note.pdf 

4  Sanders, J., S. Padel, A Vieweger, M. Stolze, B. Huber, 
O. Schmid, L. Nocentini, A. Devot, T. Clement, J. Polakova, 
C. Keenleyside (2013) Evaluation of the EU legislation on 
organic farming. von Thunen Institute. https://ec.europa.eu/
agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/evaluation/market-and-in-
come-reports/2013/organic-farming/fulltext_en.pdf

OF&G Policy Paper - Public Goods & Benefits

• Productivity and growth

• Environmental outcomes

• Animal and plant health and welfare

These work streams can be considered from the point of 
view of the public goods and the current systemic failures 
discussed in this article. The work streams relate to both 
public goods potentially available and systemic failures that 
might arise from failing to provide the public goods. All are 
equally important, there is no hierarchy. The underpinning 
principle must be to secure a resilient food system in order for 
the Government to ‘grow more, sell more, export more’ in a 
sustainable way and within planetary boundaries at the local, 
regional, national and global levels.

http://www.ifoam-eu.org/sites/default/files/ifoameu_policy_cap_post_2020_public_goods_payments_concept_note.pdf 
http://www.ifoam-eu.org/sites/default/files/ifoameu_policy_cap_post_2020_public_goods_payments_concept_note.pdf 
http://www.ifoam-eu.org/sites/default/files/ifoameu_policy_cap_post_2020_public_goods_payments_concept_note.pdf 
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/evaluation/market-and-income-reports/2013/organic-farming/fulltext_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/evaluation/market-and-income-reports/2013/organic-farming/fulltext_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/evaluation/market-and-income-reports/2013/organic-farming/fulltext_en.pdf

