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When people talk about organic agriculture, the focus tends to be on ecological sustainability.  They talk about things like soil management and the importance of biological life in the soil; pest and disease management through diversity and crop rotation; the strict prohibition on synthetic fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides; and the struggle to keep organic agriculture GMO free.  It is these principles and more that contribute to the ecological sustainability of the organic industry.
  But what is often left out of the talk about organic agriculture is the economic and social sustainability that it also strives to achieve.  Together with ecology, these tenets make up the three pillars of sustainability.  Economically, they represent the triple bottom line: people, planet, and profit.  For the organic movement, or any sustainability movement, to be successful all three of these tenets must be considered.
  The organic movement, so to speak, has evolved extraordinarily over the past 20 years.  Still too often perceived as a “hippie movement”, organic agriculture has become one of the fastest growing sectors in North America.  In 2006, Canadian sales of organic products were $1 billion with 26% of retail organic food being purchased in BC.  So economically, what is the organic industry doing right and will it be sustainable?
  There are two important factors that contribute to the economic success of the organic industry in Canada: Canadian citizens are concerned about the effects of conventional industrial agriculture on human health and the health of the planet; and Canadians have a growing interest in buying more local food.   What organic farmers are doing is simply trying to meet the demand with the supply.  And because the demand is so high organic farmers are able to get a good price for their produce.  But it is not just demand that is allowing farmers to get a good price for their produce - the changing face of economics is also playing a role.
  The philosopher Adam Smith asserts in his 1776 book, Wealth of Nations, that people acting in self interest is better for society as a whole as this is what makes the free market successful.  Well, that self-interest can certainly be targeted as one of the factors contributing to the current world ‘recession’, and the free market is hardly proving to be a very reliable, or free, market.  

  So what are organic farmers doing that is different?  Well, it is not actually the farmers that are doing something different, it is their customers.  And what those customers are doing is not only looking out for their own self-interest, but also the interests of the farmers from whom they buy their food.  You might call it economic community building, and it brings the corrected view of Adam Smith‘s assertion to light: for an economy to be successful one must look out for others, for in looking out for others we are looking out for ourselves.
  Now I am certainly not trying to put consumers of organic products on some moral high ground.  But because of this belief or attitude, which includes willingly paying much higher prices for their food, these consumers are helping ensure the economic sustainability of organic agriculture.  And in doing so they are also ensuring its social sustainability.  This benefits consumers first and foremost by continuing to supply them with healthy, chemical-free food.  And for those that are buying direct from farmers, the relationships that ensue consumers stay more aware and more connected to their food.  For it has to be remembered, there will never be anything more important than food.
  It would be wholly incorrect to say that more people than ever in Canada are connected to their food and the farmers that grow it.  Such an assertion would be a grievous error in history.  It has only been in the last century or so that we have lost touch with the importance of food and those who grow it.  But this re-emergence of appreciating food as a giver life as opposed to solely a giver of pleasure is as important to the sustainability of organic agriculture as land stewardship and economic success.  It is this appreciation of food and those who grow it that contributes most significantly to the social sustainability of organic agriculture.
  So while the sustainability of organic agriculture will not be seen for years to come, the people who support organic farmers are helping ensure three pillars of sustainability are being adhered to in the organic movement.  As we head into the future much will occur to challenge the sustainability of organic agriculture and agriculture in general.  It will up to farmers and consumers to ensure these challenges are met. 
  Chris Thoreau operated a Certified Organic farm in Saanich for four years and just completed another year of an agro-ecology program at UBC with a focus on soil management and plant breeding. Chris can be reached at garlicpatch@gmail.com
