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Introduction

Organic farming is a sustainable production system.  It provides the opportunity of an alternative farming system based primarily on balancing inputs and outputs in a ‘closed’ system.  Organic farming requires: the consideration and application of production methods that do not damage the environment; a more respectful use of the countryside; concern for animal welfare and the production of high quality agricultural products. 

The organic production system is based fundamentally on sustainability and the achievement of a sustainable farming production system. Sustainability encompasses an appreciation and adoption of farming practices, which seeks to reconcile, on the one hand, the utilisation of a resource while respecting and appreciating the legitimate right of future generations to also have access to the same resource.  This concept in now an integral part of agricultural development and policy formulation where environmental considerations are now inextricably linked to agricultural reform.
Growth of the organic sector 

In the last ten years organic farming has developed from a marginal sector restricted largely to the local market, into a vibrant sector of national, European and international trade. The organic industry has been experiencing rapid growth throughout the world. To date some 56 countries, as diverse as Iceland and China, have implemented, finalised or initiated the drafting of organic production standards and regulations. Organics is now a worldwide system of food production with real markets; creating real opportunity for producers.

EU

Organic farming in the EU is rapidly expanding with average growth rates of 25% per year. In 2000 the area under organic management had reached 3.94 million ha, that is 2.9% of the total farmed area in the EU.
Ireland
Nationally organic farming, while growing steadily, has not attained the same penetration as other European countries. Approx. 1,000 organic operators are currently registered with the Department of Agriculture and Food and the area under organic farming is some 30,000 ha representing 0.7% of the utilisable agricultural area of the country (the average equivalent EU figure is approximately 3%). The Irish organic market is estimated to be worth €38 million or less than 1% of the total retail food market.  
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