
ORGANIC GROWERS OF IRELAND 

The Organic Growers of Ireland would like to thank the Joint Committee on Agriculture 

Food and the Marine for the opportunity to speak today on organic farming.  

About OGI and sector profile 

The Organic Growers of Ireland (OGI) was founded in 2008 and currently has a membership 

base of just under 200 organic growers.  The organisation was established to:  

• Represent the needs and views of Irish organic growers 

• To support effective and dynamic promotion of organic product 

• To identify training needs  

• To share practical and market information and facilitate networking between members 

• To improve access to technical information on organic horticulture 

• To encourage new entrants to organic horticultural production 

The OGI is open to organic growers in all 32 counties. Our membership base is diverse and 

ranges from growers operating on less than 1 hectare selling produce direct to consumers and 

local markets, to growers operating over 50 hectares with field scale production units 

supplying into larger retail markets including the retail multiples and catering sectors. 

Certified organic growers represent about a third of commercial growers in Ireland and 

increased by 30% between 2017 and 2020. 

Research has shown that organic farms attract a more diverse gender mix with many organic 

horticultural units and mixed farms being operated by women. This is reflected in the OGI as 

an organisation with a high female membership base.  

Growing market demand 

The demand for organic vegetables and fruit continues to grow in Ireland. Research on the 

market sales conducted by Bord Bia showed that in September 2020 there was a 38% 

increase in sales of organic fruit and vegetables (based on the previous 52 weeks) in the retail 

multiples in Ireland.  
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This is confirmed by OGI members both small and large who have seen a huge growth in 

demand for Irish organic produce year on year. Covid-19 has contributed to the increase in 

demand but the growth trajectory was well in place before Covid-19 and has not shown signs 

of abatement.  

A recent industry report commissioned by the EIP project Maximizing Organic Production 

System (MOPS) found that in the five years from 2015-2020 there was steady growth of up 

to 20% each year in the volume of organic vegetables sold through the Irish retail multiples, 

this increased by 25% in 2020, and it projects further growth of 10-20% during 2021. 

Throughout the MOPS research the multiple retail buyers demonstrated a high level of 

support for Irish organic growers and are keen to support the sector as they see further growth 

potential.  

It is more difficult to collate data on direct sales however the majority of OGI members are 

selling direct to consumers, and therefore have real contact with consumer needs and trends. 

Even the larger OGI members supply direct to consumers via box schemes, online sales in 

conjunction with supplying the larger multiples to ensure business resilience within their 

family farm models. Consumers are requesting more and more Irish grown organic 

vegetables supplied at local level as they see the benefits across a broad range of areas such 

as personal health, climate change mitigation, and preservation of biodiversity levels to name 

just a few. Irish consumers want greater supply of local organic produce and we need to 

ensure that organic growers are equipped to increase in line with market demand both locally 

and nationally.  

The year-on-year growth trends in organic fruit and vegetable production is hugely positive 

for Irish organic growers, however in order to realise the potential outlined the OGI feel that 

support must be increased in a number of areas to make this happen, otherwise we will be 

reliant on organic imports to satisfy market demand, and that will mean loss of business to 

Irish growers. 

Education, Training & Research 



Through stakeholder engagement the OGI have identified shortcomings in terms of 

education, training and advice that is available to organic growers nationwide. In the Strategy 

for the Development of the Organic Sector document published in 2019 one of the objectives 

outlined was the establishment of third level education programmes in organic farming and 

horticulture. This has not evolved and potential commercial organic growers who wish to 

undertake third level education in organic horticulture cannot advance beyond Level 6 in the 

QQI National Framework, as there are currently no progression routes available. Due to the 

lack of options many growers are choosing to seek educational qualification outside the 

country notably in the UK. This is something that the OGI feel must be addressed in the short 

to medium term to respond to the needs of Irish growers and enable the continued expansion 

of the sector to meet market demands. 

In order to combat the limitation in organic training the OGI designed an Organic Farming 

Internship Programme in 2014. The programme is now in its seventh year and 48 interns have 

completed the programme to date. This internship programme is funded by the Department of 

Agriculture Food and the Marine (DAFM), and the OGI are very grateful for this support 

from DAFM. It has resulted in the development of an entry route for many interns into 

employment in the organic sector and in tandem it has increased production at farm level for 

many of the participating farms.  

In conventional horticulture labour is a growing concern due to rising employment costs and 

difficulties in attracting skilled entrants to the workforce. Therefore; the ongoing financial 

support for the Organic Farming Internship Programme is hugely important to foster 

indigenous skills and opportunities within the organic horticulture sector here in Ireland.  

The fact that research into organic crop production is non-existent is a huge limitation on the 

sector. To date it has been the organic sector itself who has sought to fill the gap to some 

extent.  In particular, some OGI members have participated in a three-year EIP project MOPS 

which is one of the first EIP projects in the EU that is based on developing organic markets 

and the supply chain. The project led by the Irish Organic Association seeks to work 

collaboratively with organic growers to improve continuity of supply and address import 



substitution. The absence of research for crops grown in Irish conditions combined with the 

lack of advisory services available to organic growers (which is limited to the private sector) 

makes expansion and development difficult for growers in the sector.  Therefore, with 

growing interest in organic horticulture the OGI would like to see greater collaboration 

between growers, the national advisory body and interested universities. 

Support schemes  

A number of schemes offered through the current Rural Development Programme that 

support farm investments and market development remain important for supporting the 

sector. However, the OGI would like to see CAP supports broadened. For instance, the option 

for Member States to offer a Small Farmers Scheme under the CAP is something that the 

OGI believe should be considered for implementation in Ireland under the new CAP Strategic 

Plan. The introduction of a Small Farmers Scheme would be a welcome option for small 

operators. The OGI understands that 15 Member States have implemented this scheme under 

the last CAP and offer payments ranging from €500-€1,200 s an annual payment. The OGI 

feel that this would be particularly beneficial to small scale organic producers operating 

under 1-3 hectares. 

Larger organic growers (i.e. with a minimum area of 1 hectare) can currently avail of 

schemes including agri-environment schemes, the organic farming scheme (OFS), the 

Organic Capital Investment Scheme. This is obviously something that the OGI would like to 

see continued and expanded in the next CAP Strategic Plan. In terms of new land use 

schemes the OGI would like to see a wider range of fruiting crops included under the 

agroforestry option of the Afforestation Scheme. This includes a greater range of perennial 

soft fruits and crops such as hops to support the growing domestic craft brewing industry.  

In addition, the possibilities for organic growers to avail of supports to add-value to their 

enterprises through the LEADER programme should be enhanced. The availability of a broad 

range of schemes and support measures is critical to the continued development of rural 

organic horticulture businesses.  



Organic seeds 

One area that the OGI would like to bring to the attention of the Joint Committee on 

Agriculture Food and the Marine, is the issue of organic seed production. The organic 

regulations require that organic growers use organic seed, however a derogation system is in 

place allowing growers to use non-organic non-treated seed if organic seed is not available. 

This derogation option will be removed in 2036 as part of the new organic regulation which 

come into force on January 1st 2022 in Europe.  

Brexit has highlighted the difficulty in sourcing organic seed as the majority of Irish growers 

source their seed from companies based in the UK. In practice organic growers sourced their 

seed in the later part of 2020 avoiding supply issues for the 2021 growing season. While this 

resolved the issue for this year, it is not a long-term solution. In light of this some indigenous 

seed companies increased their organic seed offerings, which was welcomed by growers, 

however it is difficult to source a broad range of seeds in terms of varieties and volumes 

available. Furthermore, ambitious targets have been set by the EU Commission’s Farm to 

Fork Strategy to increase organic land area to 25% by 2030. This indicates that the current 

availability of organic seed must increase substantially in the coming years, to not only meet 

current but future demands.  

There is some interest in the seed industry in expanding current offerings and the OGI would 

like to see this supported at national level in consultation with the sector. A national organic 

seed database is obligatory for Member States but common short-comings are the lack of 

real-time data updates and lack of direct access by seed suppliers. The OGI would like to see 

national investment in organic seed production, variety trails and organic seed breeding 

programmes developed to meet the requirements for organic seed in Ireland. The OGI feel 

that participatory approaches at local level involving farmers and growers, plant breeders, 

researchers and seed companies should be encouraged as should public/private partnerships 

to increase organic seed production as well as collaboration with Irish universities.  

 



Market development and promotion 

Sales of Irish organic vegetables and fruit are a resounding success story, there are numerous 

winners in this narrative, Irish consumers & growers, the environment and retailers. 

Brexit has offered further opportunity to Irish organic growers to supply expanding market 

demand and growers both big and small must be assisted in increasing supply at farm level. 

There is potential to explore the development of organic producer groups for relevant growers 

in the sector.   

The OGI would like to see a dedicated marketing campaign at national level to support organic 

horticulture and to champion the role of the grower (both big and small) to generate greater 

and sustained awareness about the numerous benefits of supporting organic production. 

We need policymakers and the organic sector to work together to ensure that we build on this 

success into the future.   

 

 




