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Organically Farmed vs Locally Produced: Revolution and Reality

C. Gilsenan

The green organic food revolution is emerging in Ireland
out of growing concern for environmental and social issues.
In its efforts towards a sustainable food and farming system
the Irish government have made a commitment to organic
producers and growers to support the organic sector under
Harvest 2020 (DAFF, 2010). The Irish government have
set a target of 5% of agricultural land under organic
production by 2020. Teagasc and Bord Bia have been
heavily involved in promoting and developing export
markets for the Irish organic sector. Multiple retailers as
well as discounters have thrown their weight behind the
organic revolution too by endorsing the ‘buy local’ and
organic movement, to differentiate themselves from
competitors. Restaurateurs, chefs and owners play an
important role in promoting the use of organic foods and
supporting the producers. Individual chefs will form a part
of a producers sales, ie, Darina Allen of Ballymaloe, Enda
McEvoy of Loam and ]J.P McMahon of Aniar.

Organic agriculture is characterized as a system of
farming, which focuses on the use of renewable resources
and preservation of the environment, but avoids or largely
excludes the use of synthetically-produced chemicals or
fertilizers, herbicides, insecticides, fungicides, or any other
pesticides, growth hormones or growth regulators (Codex
Alimentarius Commission, 2001). In order to sell organic
produce in Ireland, it must be certified as such. Multiple
retailers currently dominate the organic retail sector
accounting for seventy-five percent of the 99.1 million euro
market value (Bord Bia, 2016a). Seventy percent of organic
produce on shop floors of the Irish retail market is
imported (Western Development Commission, 2016).
Despite the well-publicised benefits of organic produce,
Irish retail sales dropped slightly from 104 million euro in
2010 to 99.1 million euro market value in 2014 (Bord Bia,
2016a). This could be attributable to the fact that is organic
revolution is considered elitist and is only a lifestyle choice
for those you can afford it (Alexander, 2014).

Roger Cohen (2012) echoes Alexander’s sentiments in a
scathing attack on the organic revolution.

Organic has long since become an ideology, the
romantic back to nature obsession of an upper
middle class able to afford it and oblivious, in their
affluent narcissism to the challenges of feeding the
planet whose population will surge to 9 billion
before the end of the century and whose poor will
get alot more nutrients from two regular carrots
they can buy for the price of one carrot. (Cohen,
2012).

Organic food is a major trend and it is also a multi-
million euro business. Advertisers would have Irish
consumers believe organic produce comes from idyllic
small farms, from rugged farmers using traditional farming
methods (Levitt, 2016). However for the most part this is
far from the truth. Lund et al. (2013) have coined the term
‘conventionalisation’ of the organic food market, as a result
of organic produce becoming part of the globalisation
process when demand increased and could not be met by
national supply alone. Local food has gained attention as
an alternative to the current globalised food system. It is,
by contrast, an opposition trend, leading to more proximity
in food production and local food should be consumed as
close to the point of origin as possible (Hempel and
Hamm, 2016). Local food, reflects a desire to bypass
conventional agriculture and return to small scale
production, while growing a connection with land and its
producers through concern for provenance for the food
that is eaten (Ricketts-Hein et al., 2006). Bord Bia (2015b)
reported seventy percent of Irish consumers believe buying
local is important, while fifty percent admit to purchasing
local produce at least once a week. This move towards
shortening the food supply chain challenges the notion of
the imported organic produce on the supermarket shelves.
The rationale behind shortening the supply chain for food
produce relates to the concept of food miles (Seyfang,
2008). By doing this, the distance food travels between
being produced and consumed is significantly shortened,
and thereby, one might expect a reduction in energy and
pollution associated with transporting food around the
world. In a study conducted by Bord Bia (2015b), sixty
percent of Irish consumers were aware of the term food
miles, yet only 11% of those people surveyed believed it
maybe be an indicator for environmental impact. Yetin a
study conducted by Nielsen (2007), 7 in 10 people surveyed
believe local food to be of a higher quality, feel more
confident in the safety of locally produced food and know
the source of their food.

It is clearly evident that there are two significant trends
emerging here, an increased demand for local produce and
an increased availability of organic. This paper examines
the motivations and values that Irish consumers may hold
around the ideas of organic and local food.

Availability

Organic products are increasingly been sold through
mainstream distribution channels in the retail sector
(Tobin et al., 2011). The following list shows multiples
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Fig. 1: Importance of buying local produce when food shopping
(Adapted from Bord Bia, 2015b)

accounted for seventy-five percent of the 99.1 million euro
market value, discounters eight percent and independents
two percent (Bord Bia, 2015a).

e Multiple Retail accounts for €74million
e Discounters accounts for €13.9 million
Symbols account for €7.9 million
Independents account for €2 million

Several of Ireland’s supermarket chains have endorsed
the ‘buy local’ and organic movement, and have introduced
initiatives to differentiate themselves from competitors
using the food miles issue to promote their stores as
environmentally friendly. Supervalu announced almost
seventy-five percent of the products sold on their shelves are
either produced or sourced in Ireland (Supervalu, 2016).
Lidl ran an advertising campaign for their locally sourced
produce (Lidl, 2015). While, Tesco Homegrown project
aspires to support Irish local suppliers and producers, Tesco
also label produce that has been air-freighted (Tesco, 2016).
Despite retailers support and pledges to organic producers,
only fifty-four percent of Irish consumers claim to have
ever bought organic food (Bord Bia, 2015b). Having said
that, this has grown from thirty percent in 2003. In the
same study, it has shown Irish consumers are visiting
supermarkets on average 3.4 times per fortnight, local
butchers 2.3 times per fortnight (20% more frequently
than in 2014), local fruit and vegetable shops 2.1 per
fortnight, farmers markets 1.7 times per fortnight (20%
more frequently than in 2014) and gourmet shops 1.7 times
per fortnight. It is believed that increased sales may not be
due to attitudinal changes amongst consumers regarding
the benefits of organic consumption but rather reflects
changes in increased availability of a differentiated range of
products in a wider range of outlets (Lund et al., 2013;
Coley et al., 2009). As with previous years, vegetables and
fruit remains two of the most commonly purchased types
of organic food, while yoghurt and poultry continue to be
popular organic items.

In a study conducted by Bord Bia (2015b), it was
documented that seventy percent of Irish consumers
surveyed believe that buying local is important, which is a
18% increase since 2005 (Fig. 1) Furthermore, it has been
mentioned that since 2010, there has been a 5% increase in

for those who look for Irish products and a 7% increase for
those who choose local products (Bord Bia, 2014).

Price

Perceived expense is a particularly important factor for
determining consumer acceptability and merchantability of
organic produce in Ireland. Despite the fact that monthly
disposable income may have increased by fifty euro in 2014,
almost half a million adults have nothing left once all bills
are paid (Pope, 2014). Irish consumers are as concerned now
about how much they spend on grocery shopping as they
were in 2010 (Bord Bia, 2014). Consumers who were
content paying premium prices of up to 25% for food
because it was organic are now finding price differences of
more than 10% too expensive (Pope, 2009). Similarly, in
Europe, several authors have indicated that price is a
significant deterrent and dominant barrier for consumers to
purchasing organic food (Padel and Foster, 2005; Roitner-
Schobesberger et al., 2008). Commonly organically farmed
foods in Ireland sell for higher prices than local or
conventionally produced foods and this may be explained
by higher production and transportation costs, as well as
lower yields associated with organic agriculture (Gopinath
etal.,2009). In a study conducted by Sirieix et al. (2011), it
was found local food was not expected to be as expensive as
organic produce, nor more expensive than conventional
food. This would suggest that the trade-off between quality
indicators, moral beliefs and perceived expense which all
strongly affect organic food choices could be less pertinent
for local food. Furthermore, most comparative studies
relating to consumer’s willingness to pay (WTP) for organic
and local food also reveal stronger preferences for locally
produced food (Costanigro et al., 2011; Wirth et al., 2011;
Onken et al, 2011). In support for local foods chef patron
Raymond Blanc of Michelin starred Le Manoir aux
Quat’Saisons is reported to have said organic food is both
elitist and expensive, while applauding McDonalds for
supporting British farmers incorporating free-range eggs,
pork and beef on their menus in England (Alexander, 2014).

Bord Bia (2014) documented there has been a five
percent increase in the number of consumers who look for
Irish products, and a seven percent increase for those who
choose local products since 2010. While, it has been
documented there has been a slight reduction in organic
purchasing behaviour since 2011 (Bord Bia, 2015b).
Interestingly, in the same study it was shown that 55% of
Irish consumers have never purchased organic produce.
Against an economic backdrop where price remains a
primary concern, the propensity to buy Irish and local
where possible remains high (Bord Bia, 2015a).
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Fig. 2: Logos to identify certifiable organic and sustainable food products

Labelling

In Ireland, organic labelling must include the code number
of the inspection authority or the body to which the
operator is subject, the producers name, address and/or
license number, the appropriate organic logo (Fig. 2) and/
or the name of the relevant certifying body and the words
certified organic (Gilsenan, 2010).

In addition to certifiable organic labelling, a variety of
environmental and sustainable labels appear on products in
Irish supermarkets. In terms of sustainable seafood, the
most recognisable environmentally friendly labels on food
packaging is the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC,
2016) and Friends of the Sea (Friends of the Sea, 2016).
The Fairtrade logo is recognised as leading social and
sustainable quality mark. When a food product carries the
fairtrade logo, its certification ensures that all ingredients
that can be sourced as fairtrade are fairtrade. A carbon or
water footprint label informs the customer of the total sum
of the green house gas emissions (COze) or water used
throughout the product’s lifestyle from manufacture to
consumer use and disposal.

According to Bord Bia (2015b), 60% of Irish consumers
claim to be environmentally conscious, yet only 42% of the
individuals surveyed recognised the term ‘sustainable
produce’. Although organically produced food is labelled
with national and/or international organic certification
logos, there are no common regulations or standards for
local food in Ireland, and by consequence, it is more
difficult to correctly identify local food than it is to identify
organic food. In the same study, it was reported under a
third of all consumers surveyed always check for symbols of
quality on Irish producers. Ergéniil and Ergoniil (2015)
believe most consumers are not familiar with legal organic
certification logos which are placed on packages of organic
food. While, Hempel and Hamm (2016) believe that
consumers do not necessarily rely in labels in the purchase
decision, either because they don’t trust them, or because
they don’t know the standards behind them and they are
confused by the multitudes of labels.

Food miles

The food miles concept is based on the premise that the
further food travels between farm and plate the greater its
negative environmental impact must be (Seyfang, 2008).
Bord Bia (2015b), reported sixty percent of Irish consumers
claim to have heard the term ‘food miles’ (Fig. 3). Since 70%

of organic produce on
the Irish retail market is
imported (Western
Development
Commission, 2016), it’s
not surprising the topic

has gained significant
attention. In the advent
of global warming, environmental awareness emerges as a
key factor for consumers, while many retailers are choosing
to capitalise on this opportunity (Chen 2010). In a study
conducted by Bord Bia (2015b), it was reported that 43% of
Irish consumers sometimes check for country of origin,
while, less than 33% always check. Kemp et al. (2010)
indicate that country of origin is well down the list of
considerations that motivate consumers when purchasing
food in the supermarket. In the same study, of those
surveyed 19.3% stated that they wouldn’t buy produce from
outside their country origin due to the contentious issue of
food miles. Despite the fact, the majority of organic produce
on the Irish market is imported, intuitively, one might
imagine local food has a lower carbon footprint, but that
may not always be the case. Food miles have been linked to
carbon accounting, it was reported that sea transport
accounts for only 12% of CO: emissions arising from food
transport into the UK, compared to 72% of CO2 emissions
attributable to road transport within the UK (DEFRA,
2005). DEFRA also point out that air transport has a very
high climate change impact per tonne whereas sea transport
is relatively efficient. To put this into context for the Irish
consumer, if a customer drives a round trip distance of more
than 7.4km in order to purchase their organic vegetables,
their carbon emissions are likely to be greater than the
emissions from the system of cold storage, packaging,
transport to a regional hub and final transport to a
customer’s doorstep used by large scale vegetable box
suppliers (Coley et al., 2009). Furthermore, Carlsson-
Kanyama (1998) stated that it would be better for Swedish
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Fig. 3: Irish consumer’s awareness of food miles
(Adapted from Bord Bia, 2015)
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retailers to source Spanish tomatoes than Swedish tomatoes,
because the Spanish tomatoes were grown in open fields,
whereas the local produce were grown in fossil fuelled heated
greenhouses, creating greater carbon emissions outputs. Itis
clearly evident that carbon emissions, are dependent on a
number of factors such as method of production, method of
transportation, storage, time of year etc.

Nonetheless, this would suggest that in relation to CO2
emissions and the negative impact of food miles some ideas
behind the promotion of localism in the food sector will to
be reconsidered. Purchasing the most geographically local
produce does not necessarily mean the lowest carbon
impact (Coley et al., 2009).

Taste properties

There is a growing volume of literature comparing the
sensory quality of Irish organic and conventional produce.

Gilsenan et al. (2011) showed that in a comparative
study of the physicochemical properties and sensory
components of Irish grown organic and conventional
cherry-vine tomatoes (cv. Amoroso), the preference was for
the conventional tomatoes. The preference for the
conventional cherry-vine tomatoes was influenced by sugar
content and sweetness. Consumer sensory evaluations of
Irish organic and conventional potatoes (cv. Orla) revealed
no significant differences were evident for the sensory
acceptability attributes of appearance, aroma, texture and
taste (Gilsenan et al., 2010). Similarly, no sensory
significant differences were apparent between the Irish
grown organic and conventional carrots (cv. Nairobi) for
the sensory parameters tested (Gilsenan, 2010). From a
market-orientated perspective, Tobin et al. (2013) found no
statistically significant differences between the properties
of a range of organic and conventional fruit and vegetables
available to the Irish consumer. Admittedly, in the latter
study, the focus was on a comparison of organic and
conventional vegetables available to the Irish consumer,
and the vegetables were sourced mostly in retail outlets.
Differences in basic environmental factors affecting plant
development, crop nutrition, pest control, crop varieties
grown, crop maturity, harvest dates, and post-harvest
practices may have contributed to variability in results had
these conditions been controlled. Nonetheless, market-
orientated studies, do however, reflect the quality of
products in commercial outlets and are therefore more
applicable to the consumer.

This proves to be most interesting because research
studies have shown that Irish consumers perceive organic
food to be tastier than conventional produce and they are
willing to pay price premiums to obtain it.

Safety

One of the main drivers of organic vegetables is the
differentiation between organic and conventional

vegetables with respect to pesticide use and perceived
pesticide residues. Bord Bia (2008b) stated that 73% of
organic consumers purchase organic produce as they
believe that it is free from chemicals and pesticides. Such
limitations in available pesticides and the restrictions on
their use should result in fewer pesticide residues in organic
crops relative to conventional crops (Winter and Davies,
2006). However, it is important to note that pesticide
residue levels authorised in conventional farmingare very
low, and are most often below the minimum detection
limits (Magkos et al., 2006).

According to Gibney (2012)

We have NGO’s on organic food, on anti GM and
on food miles, all of whom exert a significant
impact on the media and on the thinking of both
consumers and policy makers. Regrettably, the
scientific reality is rarely presented to consumers.
We find that the top 2.5% of any crop will have
pesticide intakes of between 0.1 and 10% of the safe
exposure dose established by the WHO, thus there
is zero public health risk from pesticide.

The Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Foods
(DAFF) through its Pesticide Control Service (PSC),
monitor pesticide residues in vegetables in Ireland to
ensure consumers are not exposed to unacceptable
pesticide residue levels. When pesticides are used in good
agricultural practices, unacceptable levels of pesticides
should not occur in treated vegetables (Department of
Agriculture Fisheries and Food, 2008).

Conclusion

There is slight shift away from the green organic revolution
and this could be attributable to the conventionalisation of
organic agriculture, as well as the Irish consumer’s desire for
greater consumption of fresh produce. Admittedly, there is
a growing interest in ‘localness’ as a desirable trait of foods.
It was found local food was not expected to be as expensive
as organic produce, nor more expensive than conventional
food. This would suggest that the trade-off between quality
indicators, moral beliefs and perceived expense which all
strongly affect organic food choices could be less pertinent
for local food. The concept of food miles has undoubtedly
served as an important ideological and political role in
highlighting the importance of carbon foot-prints on the
system. Nonetheless, the food miles argument has not had a
great influence on Irish consumers. In an effort at becoming
more visible on supermarket shelves, Irish consumers are
bombarded with a multitude of labels on packages, some of
which they are unfamiliar with or don’t trust because they
don’t recognise them. Finally, there is no conclusive
evidence about the taste or safety benefits of choosing
organic over local conventional produce. The organic
revolution is not delivering on what it is promising.
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