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Abstract

The paper first contains a brief overview of the role of organic agriculture in 
the sustainable development and the state of the sector in the world and in the 
EU. The following is an analysis of the organic production structure and export 
results in Serbia and an assessment of the organic policy and legal framework 
in light of their harmonization with the EU. Priority measures for improvements 
within the organic sector are given in the conclusion.
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Introduction

Research related to the planetary boundary framework has found that the lev-
els of anthropogenic influences of four biophysical processes / features of the 
Earth’s system (climate change, biosphere integrity, biogeochemical flows and 
land-system change) have exceeded the established limits. The last three have a 
strong regional dynamics, in particular, nitrogen and phosphorus that accumu-
late in the areas of intensive agriculture to affect the global nutrient flows. This 
allows redistributive measures to be taken to maintain the globally aggregated 
boundary value (Steffen et al., 2015).

According to the Report of the Food and Land Use Coalition (FOLU, 2019), the 
obligations arising from the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 
Paris Agreement on Climate Change motivate people to build a new system of 
food and land use based on environmental protection and health, food security 
and social justice improvements. This assumes, inter alia, a large-scale shift 
to productive regenerative agriculture that, combining traditional production 
practices with advanced precision farming technologies and bio-based fertiliz-
ers and pesticides, moves sustainable agriculture from being “non-degrading” 
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to being “enhancing” (FOLU, 2019; Burgess et al., 2019). Organic agricul-
ture belongs to the set of regenerative agricultural systems and practices (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation and SYSTEMIQ, 2017; Burgess et al., 2019). Further-
more, according to the Rodale Institute (2020a, 2020b), based on three pillars 
(soil health, animal welfare and social justice), and committed to continuous 
innovation and improvements towards best practices across the set of sustain-
ability dimensions, regenerative organic agriculture and related certification 
system go “beyond organic”.

The FOLU position on the need to “scale regenerative farming practices, and 
gradually integrate them into mainstream agriculture to make it more sustain-
able” (FOLU, 2019), is in line with IFOAM and SOAAN Organic 3.0 concept 
that promotes “increasing adoption of organic principles in mainstream agricul-
ture in order to improve global sustainability through growing the organic sec-
tor (certified and non-certified) while making it more sustainable”. This strat-
egy requires: innovation fostering, continuous progress towards best practice, 
multiple options to assure transparent integrity3, building alliances for common 
sustainability goals4, farm-to-consumer empowerment, and true value and cost 
accounting (Arbenz et al., 2016).

EU organic legislation defined organic production as “an overall system of farm 
management and food production that combines best environmental and climate 
action practices, a high level of biodiversity, the preservation of natural resources 
and the application of high animal welfare standards and high production stan-
dards in line with the demand of a growing number of consumers for products 
produced using natural substances and processes” (Reg. (EU) 2018/848). 

Organic systems generate lower yields compared to conventional agriculture, 
but organic price premium results in greater profitability (Crowder, Reganold, 
2015; Clark, Tilman, 2017). It is necessary to scale up certified organic pro-
duction and short supply chains to secure a consumer-derived price premium 
(Burgess et al., 2019; Filipović et al., 2013; Popović, Mihailović, 2020), as well 
as organic research and innovations, and their dissemination and adoption (EIP-
AGRI, 2013; Pérez-Ruíz et al., 2014; Röös et al., 2018).

According to FIBL and IFOAM 2018 data, there were 2.8 million organic pro-
ducers in the world, of which in the EU almost 330,000, most in Italy (more than 
69,000). A total of 71.5 million ha (1.5% of farmland) was organically managed, 
3	 Including participatory guarantee systems (PGS) for short supply food chains and alternative 

food networks (IFOAM, 2017, 2019).
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mostly in Australia (35.7 million ha). The organic area increased by 2.9% compared 
to 2017. Liechtenstein, Samoa and Austria were the countries with the largest share 
of organic area in total agricultural land (38.5%, 34.5% and 24.7%, respectively). 
A total of 13.8 million ha (7.7% of farmland) was organically managed in the EU, 
mostly in Spain, France and Italy. The organic land increased by 7.6% compared to 
2017. In addition to Austria, eight other EU countries have a share of organic area 
in the agricultural land of more than 10% (Willer, Lernoud, 2020). One of the EU 
Farm to Fork Strategy objectives is to have at least 25% of the EU’s agricultural land 
under organic farming by 2030 (EC, 2020a). The global organic market amounted 
to almost 97 billion euros, of which the US 40.6 billion euros and EU 37.4 billion 
euros. French organic market recorded the highest growth (15.4%). Expenditure on 
organic food per capita was highest in Denmark and Switzerland (312 euros). Den-
mark had the largest share of organic in the food market of 11.5%. In 2009-2018, 
EU organic market has more than doubled (Willer, Lernoud, 2020). Organic food 
consumption increased during Covid-19 lock-in in Europe, and retailers expect at 
least part of that increase be permanent (Escodo, 2020).

Organic agriculture in Serbia

Organic production has a tendency to grow. In 2019, 6,119 organic farming cer-
tificate holders and their associates were engaged in organic agriculture (SORS, 
2020) as well as 21,266 ha of fully converted and in-conversion land (0.61% 
UAA compared to 0.44% in 2015) (Chart 1).

Figure 1. Organic land, 2015-2019. (ha)

Source: SORS, 2018, 2020.
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After the decrease in 2016 and 2017, in 2018 the organic arable land5 was in-
creased, and significant areas of meadows and pastures were included in organic 
production6 (Chart 2).

Figure 2. Organic land use, 2015-2018.

Source: MAFWM – DNRL, 2020.

The largest arable land in organic production in 2018 was occupied by fruits 
(43%), cereals (26%) and industrial crops (14%)7 (Chart 3).

Figure 3. Organic arable land use (ha)

Source: MAFWM – DNRL, 2020.

5	 Arable land here in a broader sense (incl. permanent crops).
6	 Data on organic land use in 2019 are not yet available.
7	 According to the preliminary MAFWM data, the order is the same in 2019, but with partly 

different shares (fruits 33%, cereals 30%, industrial crops 14%) (Jovanović, 2020).
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Climatic, relief, hydrological, geological and pedological features shape the 
spatial distribution of organic agriculture as well as types of farms and locally 
specific production practices, processing capacities, transport accessibility, 
market proximity, and eco-organic tourism potentials, especially within and 
around protected areas (Popović et al., 2011; El-Hage Scialabba, Williamson, 
2004; Filipović et al, 2013; Popović, Mihailović, 2020). 

Тhe Region of Southern and Eastern Serbia had the largest share in the total 
organic area in 2018 of 45.3%, the Region of Vojvodina 31.0%, and the Region 
of Šumadija and Western Serbia 23.5%. Organic fruit production was usually 
performed on small family farms, integrated with non-certified crop and live-
stock production and covered by the group certificate, mainly in the Region of 
Šumadija and Western Serbia (59.4%), in the Kolubara, Mačva and Rasina dis-
tricts, and in the Region of Southern and Eastern Serbia (36.7%), in the Toplica 
district. Cereals and industrial crops were mostly grown on farms specialized for 
organic field crops in the Region of Vojvodina (69.0% and 64.9%, respectively), 
in the South Banat and South Bačka districts, and in the Region of Southern and 
Eastern Serbia (26.5% and 33.7%), in the Zajecar district. Organic meadows and 
pastures are concentrated in the Region of Southern and Eastern Serbia (73.4%), 
in the Pirot district (MAFWM – DNRL, 2020). 

Rise in organic livestock herds, which took place on larger farms with integrated 
organic fodder production, was recorded in 2015-2019, especially in the number 
of poultry, sheep and bovines (Chart 4).

Figure 4. Organic livestock, 2015-2019, number of animals

Source: SORS, 2020; MAFWM – DNRL, 2020.
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According to the data for 2017, poultry (laying hens) was raised mainly in the 
Region of Šumadija and Western Serbia (58.8%), in the Zlatibor and Pomoravlje 
districts, and in the Region of Vojvodina (34.3%), in the South Banat district. The 
largest number of sheep was bred in the Region of Southern and Eastern Serbia 
(67.8%), in the Pirot district, and in the Region of Vojvodina (28.8%), in the 
North Bačka district, where the largest number of goats was also bred (70.5%). 
The Pirot district was the second area in the number of bovines in organic breed-
ing (13.5%), after the South Bačka district of the Region of Vojvodina (69.9%), 
known for certified organic milk production8 (MAFWM – DNRL, 2020).

Exports of organic products in 2018 amounted to 27.4 million euros, and it 
was dominated by frozen raspberries (58.1%), frozen blackberries (10.1%), 
apple concentrate (8.5%) and frozen cherries (5.6%). The largest share of 
exports was placed on the EU market, to Germany 27,1%, the Netherlands 
12.7%, Austria 11.2%, and Italy 9.9% (MAFWM – DNRL, 2020).9 The do-
mestic market mainly consists of market niches of larger cities. Imports are 
dominated by processed products, which are sold through large retail chains.

Political and legislative framework

The unavailability of inputs and short length of the lease of state land for organic 
production, lack of storage capacities in vegetable production, low level of pro-
cessing and inadequate packaging of fruits, lack of certified slaughterhouses and 
dairies in organic livestock production in southern Serbia and undeveloped short 
supply food chains are the main weaknesses of the organic sector (Simić, 2017; 
PPD for Development, 2018). 

The goals of organic agriculture development (National RDP 2018-2020, Of-
ficial Gazette of RS, 60/18) are aimed at solving these obstacles, primarily the 
goals related to: support for organic production as an integral part of national 
(and local) agricultural and RD programs and IPARD support; intensification of 
applied research in organics (including linkeage with EU organic research and 
innovation programs); and organic market development with emphasis on con-
tinuous adjustment of control and certification systems to EU standards, within 
the process of harmonization with the EU acquis.

8	 Farma Organica, https://farmaorganica.rs/?lang=en.
9	 According to Customs Administration, organic exports in 2019 amounted to 29.75 million 

euros and consisted mainly of frozen raspberries, apple concentrate, frozen blackberries and 
frozen cherries. More than a third of this value was realized in Germany (Vujanac, 2020).
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The EU Regulation on organic production and labeling of organic products 
(2018/848), which will apply from 2022 (EC, 2020b), inter alia, provides for: 
strengthening and harmonization of production rules, phasing out a number of 
exceptions and derogations, strengthening the control system with stricter pre-
cautions and vigorous supply chain checks, extended list of organic products, a 
system of group certification for small farmers, and phasing out the system of 
unilateral equivalency in trade with third countries and shift the recognition of 
control bodies to the compliance regime. A new Action Plan on organic farming 
is expected in early 2021 (EC, 2020c).

System of control and certification of organic products in Serbia was harmonized 
with EU regulations (Simić, 2017), but further adjustments are needed (ECA, 
2019). The new Rulebook on control and certification in organic production 
and methods of organic production (Official Gazette of RS, 95/20) regulates in 
more detail the control in organic production and corrective measures in case of 
irregularities. The Rulebook also regulates the organic production of wine and 
revises the list of active substances in plant protection products permitted for use 
in organic production, expanding the list of these products and increasing their 
availability. A new Law on organic production is expected by the end of 2021 
(PPD for Development, 2020).

Conclusion

Having regard to the global strategic framework for organic agriculture and new 
organic legislation in the EU, growing demand for organic products on the world 
market and good production and market prospects, but also serious obstacles for 
organic operators in Serbia, the following priority measures for improvements 
within the sector stand out: continuous harmonization of the legislative frame-
work for organic production with EU legislation; legislative and financial support 
to the production, processing, control and certification of organic products; and 
funding and promotion of organic research and innovation, and their dissemina-
tion and adoption, in order to increase productivity and market competitiveness. 
The promotion of group certification is particularly important for large number 
of smallholders. However, many of them, especially those in protected areas, 
tourist areas and urban agriculture remain outside the third-party certification 
and are not able to realize organic price premium. It is therefore necessary to 
strengthen short supply chains and alternative food networks, promote local 
partnerships and support the development of participatory guarantee systems.
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