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Executive Summary

This publication reports on the first extensive social science study of organic agriculture in
California. The overall goals of the research were to 1) examine the development and
contemporary character of the California organic sector, especially to explain the nature of its
recent growth; 2) identify patterns in producers' agronomic, labor, and marketing practices in
relation to variables such as scale, tenure, farming history, and crop mix; and 3) demonstrate
how existing and proposed regulatory structures influence both the overall structure of the
sector and individual management of production. The major empirical contributions include
bringing together existing but heretofore uncorrelated data on the scale and structure of the
sector and in-depth interviews and on-site observations with over 150 producers.

The following are the major findings of the study which are discussed in this report:

1) The structure of the California organic sector closely parallels that of California agriculture
at large in that both are extremely bifurcated. There are two significant exceptions: one is that
organic production thus far is more heavily devoted to produce crops, which substantially
lowers median farm size; the second is that there are proportionately more growers who pursue
organic production as a hobby, or for supplemental income. Both exceptions tend to expand

the bottom end of the structure.

2) The top end of the structure is dominated by a handful of pioneers in organic production
who have greatly expanded their operations. A key strategy pursued by these firms is to bring
conventional growers into various contractual marketing relationships. Yet, entry of
conventional “agribusiness” is tentative, protracted, and there is a significant amount of exit as
well. Consequently, the organic sector is tending toward oligopsony in the sense that a few
buyers control a large amount of production.

3) A fundamental axis of differentiation within the California organic sector is geographic.
Since recent growth in organic production is substantially based on conversion from
conventional production (although often partially for any given farm), cropping, labor, and
marketing practices are starting to replicate conventional production at the regional level.

4) Growers are entering into organic production for both social movement and economic
concerns. The most oft-cited reason for conversion is that growers are seeking price premiums
or higher value cropping strategies. In addition, many growers are being pulled into
contractual arrangements by large scale organic growers and processors who have the most
financial stake in seeing the industry grow. A sizable proportion of growers are entering into
organic production because of the changing regulatory climate around pesticide use and/or
because they themselves are concerned with the ways in which conventional farming is

practiced.

5) The California organic sector is heavily weighted toward land ownership, due to the
preponderance of small-scale back-to-the-landers, residential real estate holders, gentlemen
farmers, perennial crop growers, and long time farm families (the first three of which have
substantial overlap). Yet, the fact that the large organic vegetable grower-shippers lease land



in the same way conventional ones do suggests that all else being equal, organic tenure patterns
follow those of conventional agriculture.

6) Farming practices are heavily influenced by the ways in which organic production is
regulated. The regulatory emphasis that has been given to allowable inputs in the form of a
“materials list” has encouraged many to practice organic farming at the minimum level.
Third-party certification, most often employed by mixed and large growers, reinforces this
effect. Many of the growers who have most whole-heartedly adopted agroecological methods
do not certify, maintaining legal status by registering with the state.

7) Organic regulation has important effects on the scope and structure of the sector. The
uneven development of organic technologies means that many growers convert to organic
based on the relative ease of certain crops. Organic regulation has also created barriers to
entry, the most important of which is the required three year transition. Many growers
attempts to minimize the required transition periods for conversion by bringing marginal, i.e.,
abandoned or “virgin” land into organic production. As new entrants have increased
competition and brought prices down, there is growing tension between upholding such
barriers to entry to protect existing participants and growing the sector for its ecological
benefits.



Study Overview

Within the last fifteen years, the organic sector has changed dramatically, now the subject of
headline news. Bolstered by several food “scares” and a renewed politics of consumption,
organic food provision has become one of the most profitable and dynamic segments of the
agro-food sector. Within California, it is widely believed that sales have grown 20 percent
each year, and the number of practicing growers and acres in production both have multiplied

at least fifteen fold.

While seemingly a sign of incontrovertible success, this growth has deepened the tensions
between the organic movement and the organic industry.' First of all, as the sector expands,
there is more price competition. Growers who have come to depend on the organic price
premium find themselves having to compete more fiercely or find other ways to uphold the
premium. Second, and related, as so-called conventional growers enter the fray, there are
growing debates around the meanings of organic production. In effect, new entrants have
destabilized what others have considered organic ideals. Increasingly, these tensions are made
manifest in regulatory battles where debates are often fought in terms of growing the industry
for its basic environmental and food safety benefits versus protecting existing participants by
raising the organic label to a higher and/or broader standard. Arguably, this is what underlay
many of the debates that occurred when the USDA first released its proposed federal rule for
organic production in 1997, although the public was more focused on what was known as the
Big Three (genetically-engineered organisms, irradiation, and sewage sludge).

These debates depend on presumptions that heretofore had not been proven empirically. For
instance, so-called purists presume that newer growers are entering solely to seek value, while
more longer term growers are in organic production as a political commitment. They also
assume that small scale growers farm closer to an agro-ecological ideal, while larger growers
do the bare minimum to be organic. And there are ardently voiced feelings that different
certifiers holds growers to disparate standards and that some of the newer certifiers are
enabling the entry of dubiously organic growers. Newcomers make their own assumptions,
namely that most organic farmers are idealistic hippies without business sense or real farming

experience.

While there is some truth to all of these characterizations, this report will show that there is
less distinctiveness between the purists and the newcomers than is often presumed. Many of
the patterns observed have a regional basis, having to do with crop specificities and biophysical
features, the timing and mechanisms by which land was brought into production, and the
existence of institutional support for organic. Organic regulation, with its focus on allowable
inputs, has encouraged all producers to practice organic production at the minimum. Indeed,
because of the uneven availability of efficacious inputs, the ability to move into the organic
sector has less to do with how growers manage production than what crops they grow.

'The lines between movement and industry were already muddied by the reality that most organic producers sell
their products and thus are subject to a market logic. In general, this distinction is more an analytical divide that a
clear mapping of certain players, as many producers are inclined to mix both movement and business perspectives

in any given discourse.






