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1. Introduction and aims  

The main aim of this project was to provide a basis for the creation of an international network of 

farmers and scientists, to jointly elaborate new and interdisciplinary approaches to health 

measurement and health research in ecological agriculture. This will ultimately serve to improve 

health effects in the entire food system. To provide a common ground for the development of this 

network, the second aim of this project was to identify which principles, strategies and methods 

organic farmers have adopted that make them successful in relation to health management on 

their farms. This has led to the identification of best practice examples in each project country with 

regards to health and managing healthy agricultural systems. Building on this experience in practice 

and on findings from a former research project reviewing health concepts in ecological agriculture 

(funded by the Ekhaga Foundation, project code 2011-74), this project has produced a set of 

transferable statements to increase the direct translation of organic principles into practice and 

improve the communication and demonstration of health concepts among all stakeholders. It has 

further initiated the creation of a best practice network of health in organic agriculture, and has 

connected farmers and scientists for future collaboration to increase health effects in organic 

agricultural food systems. 

The objectives of this project were: 

A Selection of best practice examples in the UK, Germany and Austria  

B LŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ principles of health 

C Identification of commonalities within and across the three countries  

D Identification of priorities and wider transferability of approaches and principles  

E Scientific evaluation of outcomes and definition of research needs  

F Development of training guide/recommendations  

This end-report presents the methods used and results found during this 2-year project, describing 

how all six objectives were met. 

1.1 Background and literature 

Health is closely linked to agriculture, for example through nutrition and food quality, pesticides, or 

concerns over health of farm animals. However, despite its importance, health in agriculture 

remains poorly defined or subject to strong disagreements among and between disciplines. This 

lack of a clear concept, definition and methodology creates a vacuum in which potentially 

misleading claims about the health effects of agricultural practices can be made. This is particularly 

relevant as the debate around agricultural production systems is intensifying to determine how 

best to respond to various global stresses such as climate change, global population increases, 

changes in human demographics, changes in lifestyle and diet, biodiversity losses and resource 

limitations. Since all of these stressors on agriculture are linked to health issues, and health is such 

an important universal goal, it needs to be clear what is meant by the term, and how health can be 

assessed and measured.  



As stated by Lady Eve Balfour in the mid-twentieth century (Balfour, 1945), a key hypothesis of 

organic agriculture is the connectedness of soil, plant, animal, man, ecosystem and planet through 

health; e.g. human health is dependent on healthy soil, plants and farm animals. However, most 

debates around health have remained disconnected so far; research tended to focus upon health in 

individual domains (e.g. soil, plant, animal, human and environment), or in relation to specific 

production practices (Vieweger and Döring, 2015). Although also the philosophical literature on 

health concepts around human medicine has had little impact on health questions in agriculture, 

research over the last four to six years has brought up a number of novel developments both in 

terms of conceptual development (e.g. Döring et al. 2012; Huber et al. 2010) and by producing 

intriguing insights into how the health of soils, plants, animals and man are linked through various 

mechanisms. At the same time, recent developments in global food policies (e.g. Foresight report, 

нлммΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜύ ŀƴŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ό²IhΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜŀƭǘƘ 

Assembly, 2012) necessitate a common and more comprehensive approach to assess health in 

agricultural systems, and agricultural impacts on health. 

The findings of recent research show some significant differences between organic and 

conventional farming systems (Blanco-Penedo et al., 2012; Garmo et al., 2010; Haskell et al., 2009; 

Magkos et al., 2006; Lund and Algers, 2003; Weller and Bowling, 2000). Lund and Algers (2003) 

point out that organic farming research tended to be preoccupied with practical issues, and has 

perhaps neglected overarching issues or questions that link the domains as a whole. This research 

might reflect the structural divisions within disciplinary science more than divisions within organic 

farming practice, in which the health of the domains is interconnected.  

Studies have often compared organic to conventional farming, attempting to determine which 

production system produces more positive health outcomes within individual domains; often 

focussing on human health, but also the environment, the delivery of public goods etc. Nutritional 

content of organically produced food products in particular, has often been shown to be higher 

than in conventional products, as some recent meta-analyses have found (Baranski et al., 2014; 

Palupi et al., 2012; Brandt et al., 2011; Hunter et al., 2011). Such studies also show the significant, 

inherently lower content of pesticide residues in organic food products compared to conventional, 

particularly all fresh produce; due to the fact that pesticide use is largely avoided or prohibited in 

organic food production. With regards to environment health, the scope is broadened and a wide 

variety of agro-ecological indicators are evaluated (e.g. Lampkin et al., 2015). Looking at 

biodiversity as an example, the latest meta-analysis reviewed over 90 studies (Tuck et al., 2014) and 

selected species richness as a measure of biodiversity, specifically focussing on birds, plants, 

arthropods and microbes. This study found that organic farming practices increase species richness 

by 30% compared to conventional, taking standardised measures of land-use intensity and 

heterogeneity across all studies into account. 

Some comparisons suggest that the diversity of management approaches at farm level has a 

greater impact on the health of livestock than farming system (Sossidou et al., 2015; Marley et al., 

2010; Langford et al., 2009; van de Weerd et al., 2009; Tuyttens et al., 2008; Valle et al., 2007; 



Horning, 1998;), as well as on soil (Arnhold et al., 2014), environmental impact (Schneider et al., 

2014) and on product healthiness (Huber, 2014; Dangour et al., 2010; Dangour, 2009).  

Two key discussions which are of particular relevance to this project have developed alongside 

these studies: The first is an ongoing conversation within the organic research community about 

what health means and how it should be measured. Existing models of health do not reflect what 

the organic principles mean by health, partly because of the interconnected nature of organic 

health, but also due to the characteristics and goals that define health in and across domains 

(Vieweger and Döring, 2015; Huber, 2014; Döring et al., 2012;). For example, it is argued that 

animal health in organic systems is strongly connected to wellbeing (Vaarst and Alroe, 2012; Vaarst 

et al.Σ нллпύΣ ǘƘŜ άǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊέ όVetouli et al. 2012; Lund, 2006), and 

resilience (Huber et al., 2010); in addition to biomedical indicators (Thomsen et al., 2012; Mugnai et 

al., 2011; Wagenaar et al., 2011), which are often related to productivity and efficiency (Pieper, 

2012; Mueller and Sauerwein, 2010; Volling et al., 2010; Fall et al., 2008; Valle et al., 2007).  

As discussed by Vieweger and Döring (2015), the indivisibility paradigm in organic agriculture can 

be seen to imply that there can be no health in a farming system unless the system as a whole is 

healthy, in which case the study of health in each domain must be seen in relation to the health of 

the whole. This discussion runs parallel to similar discussions about the meaning of naturalness 

(Vetouli et al., 2012; Verhoog et al., 2003) and sustainability (Alrøe et al., 2005), highlighting that 

the organic movement finds it necessary to clarify and differentiate their position relative to 

current uses of these concepts.  

Secondly, the findings that management approaches play a key role in health outcomes has 

encouraged researchers to call for systemic practices (van Bruggen et al., 2016) and participatory 

studies of health in organic farming (Kahl and Rembialkowska, 2014). Health outcomes of all 

farming systems therefore depend to a great extent upon the knowledge, skills, attitudes and 

opportunities of the individual farmer working within the specific conditions of his or her farm, and 

on the context of national and international socio-political and economic environments (van de 

Weerd et al., 2009; Oppermann et al., 2008; Tuyttens et al., 2008; Cabaret, 2003). 

Therefore, cross-talk and interdisciplinary debates about health in agriculture are urgently needed 

to develop holistic concepts, criteria and methodology for health ΨƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘΩΦ A crucial first step 

is the clear identification and demonstration of health concepts in organic farming practice. 

Focussing this approach on testing, monitoring and demonstrating health concepts of successful 

best practice farmers can lead to a better understanding and communication of health and its 

impact on the whole food system.  



2. Material and methods 

2.1 Identifying best practice farms in each project country (addressing objectives A+B) 

The first step of this project was to identify which principles, strategies and methods organic 

farmers have adopted that make them successful in relation to health management on their farms.  

In each of the three partner countries Austria, Germany and the UK, we have identified five organic 

best practice farms. With each of these national working groups, we have jointly established what 

their individual and personal visions, strategies and principles of health are.  

The work focused on the three partner countries, which represent various environmental 

conditions in Europe (e.g. climate, soils), but also various economic conditions (e.g. market share of 

organic products, land area farmed organically) and cultural/social variations. In each of the three 

countries, five best practice farms were identified, with whom the later tasks of this project were 

developed (workshops and guidance material). The five farms should reflect a variety of growing 

systems (mixed farms, horticulture, arable, dairy etc.); they were not chosen to be representative 

for each country, but are seen as examples and case studies. The number of participants was held 

low, to maximise individual involvement and outcomes during the workshops.  

The selection of the farmers was a 2-step process, with an initial online survey launched in each 

country, followed up with interviews and discussions with a variety of external experts familiar with 

the particular farms (advisors or consultants, representatives of farmer organisations, etc.). This has 

finally enabled informed decisions on the farm selection; based on statements of the farmers 

themselves, but also based on feedback from others familiar with the individual systems. 

2.1.1 Online survey of farmers in Austria, Germany and the UK  

An online survey was launched in the beginning of the first project year, which was widely spread in 

the three partner countries Austria, Germany and the UK. The survey asked farmers to participate 

and answer questions on how they manage health on their farm, what outputs of their system they 

believe to be healthy, why they decided to produce organically in the first place and what changes 

in health they have noticed over the years of running the farm organically. The questions were 

formulated in German and English, and the respective answers were then, first per language, and 

then jointly evaluated by the project team (all fluent in both languages). Where translations were 

unclear or tricky, the team discussed the possible meanings and messages of certain statements in 

more detail, to ensure a clear comparison of results. The results of the survey can be found in 

section 3 below. 

Based on the various answers of this survey, the project team has extracted and aggregated a list of 

statements from the farmers, which could be potential principles of health. In the different 

quantitative and qualitative answers, the team searched for patterns, underlying themes and 

commonalities, based on which it was possible to identify and formulate visions, philosophies and 

strategies of the farmers. This survey summary and formulation of key-statements over all 

countries was initially performed by the three project partners Rebecca Paxton, Ralf Bloch and Anja 



Vieweger individually, and then merged during a discussion of all project partners to produce a list 

of ten health statements, formulated as strategic suggestions on how to improve health in a 

farming system. They are presented in full length and further explained in section 3 below. 

2.1.2 Expert interviews and criteria for best practice farmer identification 

To gain more in-depth background information and discuss the first conclusions on potential best 

practice farmers based on the survey answers, as well as to broaden the scope also to farmers who 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΩ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ǿƘƻ 

were asked to support the selection process of best practice farmers and make suggestions based 

on their experience in working with them. 

The experts were given the following short introduction to the project and then asked to suggest 

potential best practice farmers, of whom they thought would fit very well in the range of criteria 

further below: 

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ όLCh!aΣ нллрύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ 
health of soil, plant, animal ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ 
of such connections and who have managed to consider and improve the health of their system in all 
these areas. The best practice farmers we are looking for will therefore not be highly successful solely in 
one particular area, such as for example animal welfare/husbandry, while neglecting another such as 
their soils. Ideally they will be successfully managing good to excellent health in all of the disciplines. We 
would like to ask for your help in identifying these five best practice examples in your country. Among 
your wide contact network of practitioners, growers or farmers, can you make a suggestion of one or 
more persons who we should get in touch with to collaborate in this maǘǘŜǊΚ /ŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜ ŀ ΨōŜǎǘ 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ŀ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩΚ tƭŜŀǎŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ ȅƻǳ 
think they are best practice examples.  

The experts were given a list of criteria, developed by the project team specifically for this task, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨƧǳŘƎŜŘΩ ǳǇƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎΣ ŀǊŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ 

important and optimally should all be fulfilled by the person(s) they suggested. 

The selected farmers should: 

- have a clear vision of the health aspects/concepts on their farm (a clear view of what 
makes the farm healthy) 

- be aware of the impact of their actions and practices on health (health effects and outputs 
of their system) 

- be aware of where there are health deficiencies in the system, and be prepared to 
improve them continuously 

- manage a stable level of health on their farm for several years already (longevity and 
success of their methods) 

- be open to share their own philosophies with others and be interested in learning from 
other farmers 

During in-depth interviews with the various experts, as well as follow-up phone calls and visits to 

some individual farms, the selection was narrowed down to a short-list of farmers. The final 

selection of the best practice farmers in each country was based on all the information gathered in 



the steps above and then finally on their willingness to join the project and their ability to attend 

both the national and the international workshops. 

The selected male and female farmers in each country are shown in the table below. 

Table 1: Selected best practice farmers for this project in each country 

Germany Austria United Kingdom 

 

Fridjof Albert, 
Hof Marienhöhe 
www.hofmarien 
hoehe.de 

 

Marion Aigner-Filz, 
Porrau 
www.lebendiger 
acker.at 

 

Richard Gantlett,  
Yatesbury House Farm 
yatesbury.webs.com 

 

Godehard Hanning, 
Kirchhof 
www.kirchhof-
oberellenbach.de 

 

Martin Hotter,  
Sankt Veit im 
Pongau 

 

John Newman,  
Abbey Home Farm 
www.theorganic 
farmshop.co.uk 

 

Ina Hoyer + Diana,  
Bunte Kuh UG 
www.diebunte 
kuh.info 

 

Maria Vogt,  
Obersdorf 

 

John Pawsey,  
Shimpling Park Farm  
www.shimpling 
park.com 

 

Manfred Kränzler, 
Schönberghof 
www.schoenberg 
hof.de 

 

Fred Zehetner,  
BOA Farm  
www.beefcattle.at 

 

Adrian Steele,  
Chapel Farm 

 

Johann Pfänder,  
Pfänder-Hof GbR 
www.pfaender-
hof.de 

 

Christoph Zehrfuchs, 
Kroisbach 
www.zehrfuchs.at 

 

Iain Tolhurst,  
Tolhurst Organic 
www.tolhurst 
organic.co.uk 

    

 

Mark Measures,  
Cow Hall 
www.organic 
measures.co.uk 

Note: For the farmer group in the UK, one additional farmer and advisor was invited, Mark 

Measures, Director of the Institute for Organic Training and Advice (IOTA); because most of the 

selected best practice farmers in this country mentioned his name during their in-depth interviews, 

and that they have learned from him over the years, or were advised by him during their 

conversion period to organic. 

http://yatesbury.webs.com/
http://www.kirchhof-oberellenbach.de/
http://www.kirchhof-oberellenbach.de/
http://www.diebunte/
http://www.beefcattle.at/
http://www.pfaender-hof.de/
http://www.pfaender-hof.de/
http://www.zehrfuchs.at/


2.2 National workshops with best practice farmers (addressing objectives B, C and D) 

During two-day workshops with the identified best practice farmers in Germany, Austria and the UK 

in autumn 2015, the presentation and comparison of individual health strategies of the farmers 

aimed to identify possible commonalities and differences in their personal visions or philosophies. 

The list of ten health statements derived from the survey answers was now used as basis for these 

discussions. The farmers in each country were asked to analyse each statement in detail and decide 

(1) whether they can agree or not, (2) wish to adapt certain sections, (3) change specific wording, 

(4) discard the statement entirely or (5) add a completely new one to the list. In the following, 

impressions of the three national workshops are shown, in order of the date of the events. 

The workshops were organised by the local project partners Rebecca Paxton (AT), Ralf Bloch (DE) 

and Anja Vieweger (UK); Anja Vieweger travelled to all three locations to facilitate the workshops, 

and to ensure continuity and as similar preconditions for the discussions as possible for the 

comparability of outcomes. 

All discussions during workshops were recorded, to enable an in-depth qualitative analysis of the 

outcomes later. The outcomes of the discussions during these national workshops and the 

identified commonalities and differences between farmers and countries are shown in sections 3 

below. An example agenda of the UK workshop can be found in annex A. 

  



Austria 

The first workshop was held in Austria, on 12th and 13th November 2015; and was hosted by Fred 

and Dani Zehetner, BOA Farm, one of the five best practice farms selected in Austria. All five 

selected Austrian farmers attended, as well as Anja Vieweger and Rebecca Paxton from the project 

team for workshop organisation and facilitation. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Photos of the best practice farmer workshop in Austria, at BOA Farm, 12 + 13 November 2015 

  



Germany 

The second workshop was held in Germany, on the 16th and 17th November 2015; hosted by one of 

the German best practice farms, Godehard Hanning, Kirchhof. All five selected German farmers 

attended, as well as Anja Vieweger, Ralf Bloch and Johannes Bachinger from the project team for 

workshop organisation and facilitation. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Photos of the best practice farmer workshop in Germany, at Kirchhof, 16 + 17 November 2015 



United Kingdom 

The third workshop was held in the UK, on the 26th and 27th November 2015; hosted by one of the 

British best practice farms, John Newman, Abbey Home Farm. All six selected British farmers 

attended, as well as Anja Vieweger and Lawrence Woodward from the project team for workshop 

organisation and facilitation. 

 

 

Figure 3: Photos of the best practice farmer workshop UK, Abbey Home Farm, 26 + 27 November 2015 


















































































































