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A wise man once said: "You are what you eat!" But if you could survey the quality and content of modern food products, you would be shocked to learn about the traces of additives in our bodies and the causes of our illnesses. Today, close to 500 artificial additives are officially permitted in the manufacture of food products in Russia. 

Forty percent of Russian produce and almost 90 percent of foreign foods contain genetically modified components. Against this background a real need arises for healthy food for our citizens. Other countries similarly suffer colossal damage caused by these problems.  As an example, unhealthy foodstuffs cost Germany nearly 14 billion euros a year in health costs, according to a German government report. An argument has been made that this challenge could spark a modern environmental makeover of the food processing in these countries.

The solution to the many problems engendered by the lack of healthy food can be found in organic farming, which simultaneously will encourage intensive development and  increased public awareness among those who have difficulty finding healthy food. The whole-foods sector of the world economy is a 35-billion-dollar-per-year industry, and it continues to grow. The leaders in the development of organic farming are Austria, Sweden, Italy, Denmark, Finland, and Germany. Currently, Russia is not a major player in this process. But at the governmental level at least, there is interest in stimulating the development of organic agriculture in Russia.

Russia's Ministry of Agriculture is studying the profitability of the long-term development of organic food processing; in fact, export of organic produce to Western Europe appears to be one of its priorities. Even now, much exportable organic produce  is being grown, such as cereals and edible oil products. Our wild plants may be most promising for exports. However, serious problems exist with regard to the labeling and certification of organic produce.

During the last decade, the phrase "environmentally friendly product" has been used widely in the Russian market. Unfortunately, it discredits itself in that it is used without the underpinning controls of 'environmentally friendly' manufacture and certification. This results in the proliferation of products falsely labeled as environmentally friendly, which answer this description neither qualitatively nor quantitatively.

Another widespread myth is that because of the economic crisis in Russian agriculture, by default it is already manufacturing organic products due to the very fact that much less fertilizer and fewer poisonous chemicals are used.. This can definitely be seen in a comparison of Russia with Germany, where eight tons of fertilizer are used on one hectare of land, while in Russia, this figure is 1.5 tons.  Interestingly, 15 million tons of fertilizer produced in Russia are exported to Western Europe every year.

However, a series of tests has shown that Russian agriculture is not by any means de facto organic. Moreover, due to the complex nature of its farming methods and environmentally unfriendly transportation and agricultural waste recycling technologies, it is not possible for Russian agriculture to be converted suddenly to organic methods. A considerable amount of adulteration still exists within the system.

According to another myth, the agricultural produce being sold by "grandmothers" in street markets is environmentally friendly. The reality is quite the opposite. A number of experiments and tests have shown that significant amounts of nitrates, pesticides and other harmful substances can be found in these products. Organic agriculture is not being developed due to the poverty of the majority of farmers and mini-farmers in Russia.  On the contrary, it requires initial outlays and specific knowledge. 

Unfortunately, in Russia, the majority of farmers and kitchen gardeners are self-taught, and make unsystematic, inconsistent use of various methods of agriculture. However, organic farming in Russia is definitely in the process of development. Today it is moving in three directions: on the governmental level, via the web of civil society and activity groups, and via large-scale agriculture oriented toward the wholefoods market of Western Europe. Below we describe each level separately.

The Government Level
On 10th May 2005, President Putin signed an agreement with the EU on "Road Maps." This agreement includes the creation of four "Common Spaces" for the EU and Russia. Article 6 envisages collaboration toward the adoption of more environmentally friendly industries. The agreement should provide a real stimulus toward cooperation with European countries to develop organic agriculture in Russia. Efforts are now being made in Russia to establish environmental certification, which will provide for monitoring at all levels: from seed production to the end product. The system of certification is similar in principle to the European system. A law on "technical regulation of environmental agricultural practice, utilization of nature, and labeling" is simultaneously being developed. Unfortunately strong lobbying interests of large-scale multinational companies and Russian agricultural producers which use a massive amount of genetically modified organisms and fertilizers are involved in this process. They are trying with full force to weaken this law.

The Farm Level
According to many economists, the cost of organic produce in Russia is lower than in Western Europe. For that reason, many large-scale farms are looking in the direction of the European whole foods market, and working toward  European standard certification for all their products. In Russia, 8000 hectares have been officially certified organic. . This figure is expected to increase from year to year.  

The Level of Civil Society and Gardener Associations

A substantial portion of agricultural vegetable produce in Russia manufacturing is grown not by farmers, but by holders of small plots of land. These include dacha gardens, kitchen gardens alongside homes, and plots at former collective farms. As a rule, these growers are not educated in farming methods, and make use of fragmentary knowledge. However it is this produce, consumed by the majority of the Russian population, that inspires so much concern with regard to the lack of healthy foodstuffs. Many civil society organizations and associations of  dacha gardeners have realised the necessity of using environmentally sound methods of cultivation. In this vein, the nonprofit organization VIOLA has since 1995 been actively conducting a program to disseminate Biointensive growing methods in Russia. These activities are carried out with financial and informational support of the US-based project Biointensive for Russia. In ten years of activity, several hundred people have been taught these methods, which not only yield healthy foodstuffs, but also enrich and improve the fertility of the soil.

The problem of a lowering in the fertility of Russian soil is becoming ever more serious. Only organic farming can offer the solution, to increase the quantity of micro flora and nutritional elements in the soil by natural methods, without the use of chemical fertilizers.

In today's Russia the seed of another trend in the development of organic cultivation is sprouting – the birth of a market for organic products. Thus far, unfortunately, only one store selling organic produce has emerged. It is situated in Moscow on Gruzinskaya Street and is known as the "Red Pumpkin." All products on sale have certification to show that they are free of biological additives and are certified organic. The  drawbacks of this store are the high prices and absence of Russian produce. But we hope that it is the first step leading to the growth of a broad network of such stores across Russia.

