Substitutive vs. System Design

The whole system approach can be compared and contrasted with a “substitutive” approach.  If the rescue products such as chemically manufactured pesticides, herbicides and soluble slat fertilizers are seen as arrows in the quiver of conventional agriculture, then the substitutive approach is to simply find “organically acceptable” alternative products that take the place of the conventional products.  The paradigm or approach to the agricultural system may not be all that different from conventional.  In contrast, the whole systems approach encourages a deeper observation of the real causes of an issue and ideally means the construction of a system in which that issue would never come to problem status.  The Table below lists examples of the differences in approach (note Substitutive and Whole Systems correspond to Level 2 and Level 3 of conversion to a systems approach to organics as described in the article “Conversion”). 

Table: Different Approaches to an Issue (Conventional, Substitutive, Whole Systems)

Issue
Conventional
Substitutive
Whole Systems

Weeds
Herbicide
“Organic” herbicide or flame weeding 
Rotation design or competing ground cover

Insect Pests
Insecticide
Garlic/pyrethrum spray
Conservation Biological Control, healthy plants and diversity of crop plants

Fungal Pathogens
Fungicide 
Sulphur or Copper or Baking Soda etc sprays 
Good design for airflow, healthy plants and diversity of crop plants

Fast Nutrient Availability
Soluble Salt Fertiliser
Composted fertilizer, finely ground fertilizer, biofertiliser primers
Correct position of crop in a rotation, provision of organic material as required

Livestock Health
Drench
Cider Vinegar, probiotics
Diversity of feed plants, tonic plants available

Pragmatic vs. Idealistic

A Degree of Pragmatism

It is much easier to be idealistic about the agricultural system if the family is not dependent on each growing season’s farm income.  To some extent this can be factored into a farm plan e.g. income might include provision of services not directly related to farm produce.  But in most circumstances a certain level of pragmatism is likely to occur.  In other words, having a few substitutive arrows in the quiver can be an advantage.

An idealistic farm design may include a variety of plant species too wide for easy management.  Careful planning should ensure that the operation is going to be able to handle the diversity of products and not let a few of the crops fail due to lack of time and resources.  A degree of pragmatism might see a farm concentrating on a small number of major produce outputs that can provide a reasonably dependable source of major income while still maintaining a diversity of activity and plant species in field margins, shelterbelts and intensive growing areas.

Sustainability of Organic Premiums

As more growers convert to organic agriculture, the level of premium that is able to be commanded will generally reduce.  A reduction in premiums will provide extra pressure on many growers to be more pragmatic and less idealistic to be able to survive economically.

A point of concern for many existing organic growers is that as large or mega-scale farms convert to certified organic production, the price and premium for organic produce will reduce dramatically.  These larger farms have a greater economy of scale and increased mechanization resulting in produce that has lower monetary cost.

The mega-farm is seen by many to run counter to some of the principles of organic agriculture and the direct financial cost of megafarming does not fully account for the social effects on rural areas, the environmental effect of the farming method and the requirement for fossil fuels.  Economic survival of smaller organic farms may rely more and more on direct selling and creating a market advantage based on the style of farming rather than just the lack of pesticides/chemical fertilizer.  There is also scope for smaller farms to concentrate more on crops and value added products not so suited to large scale farming. 

