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 While on holiday in Greece recently, I couldn’t help but notice what appeared to be one organic olive orchard after another. That started me wondering about organic farming on Greece: How important is it? Does Greece perhaps lead the world in organic olive production? 
Fortuitously I had just received a copy of “The World of Organic Agriculture” to review. Published by Earthscan under joint sponsorship of IFOAM – the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements, and FiBL – the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (and supported/ endorsed by several other agencies also) - this meticulously researched hardback volume gives all of the answers. I soon found that 7.6% of Greece’s agricultural land is under organic farming, which makes it (relatively) the 6th most organic nation in the world and the 15th most important absolutely. In terms of organic olive production, a trawl through an annex showed me that Greece is second only to Italy 
This book is packed with information, charts and graphs on organic agriculture. Sometimes it takes a while to interpret a set of data – but that is no fault of the editors. The reader must learn to separate out absolutes and relatives. Which is the most organic country in the world for example? Well that could be either Liechentstein (29% of its agriculture; but only about 1,000 ha in total) or Australia (12,000,000 ha; but only 2.8% of its farmland). It depends how you look at it.
What comes through clearly is how – based on the most recent information from 138 countries – organic agriculture continues to grow very rapidly worldwide, with a total of more than 30,000,000 hectares (0.65% global farmland) now organic. This represents a quadrupling in area in the last 10 years. But of course this phenomenon is not evenly spread. Oceania/ Australia has added the most organic land since the last survey in 2005, whilst the proportion of organically – as opposed to conventionally – managed land remains the highest in Europe and is still strongly growing. Africa (there is a dedicated chapter to each continent) has a relatively weak dataset, to match its relatively undeveloped organic sector. On this vast continent, only 1% of the world’s organic farmland is to be found – 0.05% of Africa’s farmland. The chapter author points out that the development of this sector represents a viable way forward for certain smallholder farmers: this reviewer agrees.
There are interesting nuggets of information throughout. Investment in organic agriculture is highest (absolutely; in Europe) in the Netherlands. Germany has, by far, the largest domestic market for organic food (absolutely; within Europe). Swiss people, however, spend most per capita on organic food on the continent. Organic grassland? Go to Germany or the UK which lead Europe in this respect. 
This is an excellent reference volume. Don’t expect lengthy discussion, or be scared of “organic evangelism”: do expect facts and figures. And the data herein does not just extend to hectares, but (as the title tells us) trends as well. Trends in terms of increases in areas, of course, and numbers of countries with certification schemes, but also developments in new sectors – for example the growing importance of organic aquaculture and “organic wild collection” of products. The book is backed up by a website (www.organic-world.net) where all the data can be found, and is complemented by the websites of the various sponsors/ supporters, especially IFOAM and FiBL. Read organic!
William Critchley, Amsterdam, June 2008
