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Europe’s oldest long-term trial in organic ar-
able farming set to continue 
 
Long-term farming trials are under great financial pressure. Hence the focus of 
research is increasingly shifting towards short-term schemes. But the Agro-
scope Reckenholz-Tänikon Research Station ART and the Research Institute of 
Organic Agriculture FiBL are bucking the trend. The internationally renowned 
long-term DOK trial in Therwil (Basel District, Switzerland) permits comparative 
study of organic and non-organic cropping systems, and will continue. It is a 
key trial site for essential research on sustainable agricultural production. 
 
The directors of the Agroscope Reckenholz-Tänikon Research Station ART and the 
Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (FiBL) have decided to jointly continue the 
long-term trial on organic arable farming in Therwil (Basel District, Switzerland). For 
Urs Niggli of FiBL and Paul Steffen of ART, the deciding factors were that this is the 
oldest system comparison trial of its kind in Europe and that it can still yield many 
valuable results on the ecological processes in organic farming systems. 
 
Organic arable farming put to the test for 28 years 
For over 28 years, biodynamic (D), bioorganic (O) and non-organic(“konventionell” K) 
production of arable crops such as wheat, potatoes, maize, and grass-clover leys 
have been compared at the same site with an experimental design in line with farm-
ing practice. Initially the aim was to clarify whether organic arable farming is feasible 
at all given natural pressures from weeds and diseases and whether it would produce 
sufficient yields. The results showed that good, high-quality yields can indeed be 
achieved.  
During the past ten years, the focus has been on the issues surrounding sustainable 
farming. A fertile soil is the basis of all agricultural production. Various research 
teams are therefore trying to understand the ecological processes taking place in the 
soil, at the soil surface, and above the soil within the model systems of the DOC trial. 
It is thanks to the long-term nature of the trial that it has been possible to observe the 



 

 

impact of the different production methods on different parameters of the soil. The 
results have shown, for example, that the organically managed plots contain 25% 
more soil micro-organisms and have higher long-term soil fertility than the non-
organic plots. This is due to the quantity and type of organic fertilization and the acid-
ity of the soil. The organic plots also exhibit greater species diversity. The results 
have been published in Science (2002). 
 
Treasure trove of data for the future 
A huge database has been established by researchers throughout all these years. 
They will continue to provide answers to questions relating to the dynamics of soil 
fertility and climate change. How do the different production methods impact on the 
humus content of the trial plots? Do production methods influence plant health? New 
research techniques may also yield indications as to how production methods impact 
on the quality of the food produced. There is keen interest, both nationally and inter-
nationally, in using the DOK trial to answer additional questions.  
As a result of this intensive research within the DOK trial, Switzerland not only leads 
in the consumption of organic produce but is also a global leader in research on the 
principles of organic farming.  
 
 
Contact/Questions: 
Andreas Fliessbach, FiBL Research Institute of Organic Farming, 
+41 (0)62 865 72 25, andreas.fliessbach@fibl.org 
David Dubois, Agroscope Reckenholz-Tänikon Research Station ART, 
+41 (0)44 377 72 20, david.dubois@art.admin.ch 
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