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Organic farming stands for sustainable yields

Jurn Sanders, Robert Hermanowski

Organic farmers forego maximum yields in favour of the environment. Nevertheless, a sufficient
global food supply would be possible if humanity ate less meat and less food was lost. Organic
farming also strives for higher yields — but in a sustainable way.

Yields in organic farming are lower than in conventional farming. One of the main reasons for this is
the absence of chemically synthesised pesticides and easily soluble mineral fertilisersl!2l. On average,
the yield level of arable crops in Central and Western Europe is between 10 and 40 % lower than that
of conventional agriculture-5l. The differences in yield vary considerably and depend heavily on the
intensity and management of organic and conventional farming, the location and the crop. In principle,
it can be assumed that the more intensively conventional farming is practised, the greater the difference
in yieldBl. It should also be taken into consideration that organic farms use part of their land for the
cultivation of nitrogen-fixing legumes such as clover grasses. These areas are then only available for food
production to a very limited extent[67,

Maximum yields burden the environment due to high use of inputs

In the discussion about yield differences, too little consideration has been given to the fact that the
high yields in agriculture sometimes have a considerable impact on the environmentl89. This is where
organic production has an advantage. As organic farming uses fewer external inputs and production
intensity is overall lower, the environment is less impacted compared to conventional productionl!®-
131. Specifically: fewer greenhouse gas emissions and pollutants are emitted as a result of the system-
approach, fewer nutrient surpluses are produced and biodiversity is promoted (see also chapters 3-9).
In view of the fact that the planetary boundaries are currently being exceeded, organic farming can
therefore help protect natural resources and the environment, which is a prerequisite for sustainable
and resilient food productionl!4!31.

Securing the world's food supply requires a change in food consumption

In order to ensure global food security parallel to a growing world population, it is estimated that
global food demand will increase by 35 to 55 % by 2050 compared to 2010 if consumption habits are
not adjustedl'él. From this perspective, the lower yields in organic farming would need to be critically
assessed. However, a continuation of the existing consumption patterns of industrialised countries is
undesirable. For health reasons, it would make more sense to consume less animal-based foodI!7l. In
addition, around a third of food produced globally is currently thrown away or lost due to poor
infrastructure in storage, transport or cooling chainsl'8l. Halving meat consumption in line with the
nutritional recommendations of the German Nutrition Society!!?] would free up 900,000 hectares of
arable land in Germany alone, which is currently used to grow animal feed[?0l. In addition, the amount
of arable land required in Germany could be reduced by a further 700,000 hectares if 50 % less food
was thrown away(20l. If there was a corresponding change in eating and consumer habits at a global
level, it would be possible to meet the global food demand using organic production methodsl2'l.
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Organic farming also wants higher yields, but sustainably

Organic farming also strives to increase yields through the development and implementation of
innovative methods. In this regard, various production technology approaches are being discussed:
further advances in breeding, better nutrient management, mixed cultivation of crops or the
development of new machinery and organic fertilisersi22l. In addition, IT applications to improve
systemic management[?2] and sector-specific information and training programmes on organic farming
provide opportunities for increasing yields. It is important to note that yield increases in organic farming
should not be at the expense of the environment, but should take planetary boundaries into
consideration.

Area potentials through changes in consumer habits

waste

less food less meat
50%, 50% consumption

700 000 ha 900 000 ha

arable land for food arable land for food

V7

freed-up arable land in Germany for food

arable land freed-up

© FiBL

Halving meat consumption and food waste would free up |/7th of the arable land in Germany that is
currently being used for growing animal feed.

Calculation based on data from BMEL and Wirz (2017).
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