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This report is submitted to Professor Graeme Hugo in his capacity as an advisor to Federal Environment 

Minister Tony Burke (Sustainable Population portfolio). Subject to appropriate feedback and support, the 

submission could be further developed, at a later date, into a report with recommendations to a cross-

section of government portfolios and NGO’s. 
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Virtue in Organic? Our answer Yes   

From S. Grimes (facilitator and spokesperson): community engagement alliance of researchers 

supporting practitioner-driven innovation and informed action connecting sustainable physical and social 

environments.  

The following points have been distilled from a meeting held on 24 October 2010 (for details see 

Appendix One). The attendees strongly urge that an informed research-derived strategy based on 

practical applications of a holistic vision be incorporated as part of the overall Australian policy response 

to contemporary environmental and social challenges.  

Holistic organic systems connect healthy sustainable soils with sustainable societies. They entail a low 

cost integrated approach which help address the socio-environmental challenges as recently focused on 

Environment Minister Tony Burke (yet affecting us all) namely water and related sustainable population 

issues. They also resonate across to Minister Greg Combet (Climate Change and Energy Efficiency) for 

their mitigation impact in these areas with applications for soil fertility and bio-diversity. 

1. There are a variety of modern day practices founded on the traditional template of holistic 

organic systems. They share the hallmark of the foundational system – connection and 

integration – which is soundly based in both practitioner and other evidence (refer to 

presentation by Sandra Grimes). 

2. Both soils and societies benefit from holistic organic and allied systems (refer especially to the 

science of soil health and its socio-environmental connections as presented by Maarten Stapper 

with special reference to mitigating the effects of climate change). 

3. Drawing on existing research and development, political leadership is urgently required to 

counter out-of-date negativity about these high-growth systems which are increasingly 

embraced by informed consumers and growers. It is also urgent that they be incorporated more 

effectively into government policy and implemented more widely to enhance socio-economic 

opportunities in rural and peri-urban areas.  

4. Our message to Minister Burke is a request that he lead the way by incorporating this innovative 

well-established integrated solution based on holistic organic systems as part of the overarching 

policy response to sustain Australia’s population in the face of today’s pressing socio-

environmental challenges. 

Please take the time to examine the summarised case made in Appendix One. Summary and support in 

Appendices One to Three. Further references: http://www.coserve.com.au/C3-Community.htm 

 

Spokesperson and Signatory: Dr Sandra Grimes 

Email: s.grimesustainability@hotmail.com  

http://www.coserve.com.au/C3-Community.htm
mailto:s.grimesustainability@hotmail.com
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WHO ARE WE AND WHAT BRINGS US TOGETHER?  

Dr Sandra Grimes, former organic farmer and affiliate of the University of Adelaide, has spent several 

years researching organic production systems, sustainability and social change. 

As meeting facilitator, she is the author of this report of a community engagement research initiative 

which met virtually on 24 October 2010.  

The impetus for this meeting evolved as a post-Copenhagen realization that community initiatives are 

important in sharing knowledge about ways of mitigating climate change. The focus herein is on 

understanding the impact of organic and allied systems which adopt an integrated holistic approach to 

climate change and other contemporary environmental challenges. 

A shared commitment to community engagement identifies those who have expressed interest in this 

initiative during its prolonged gestation. We aimed to reach an understanding and broad consensus 

about the message prior to getting it out beyond community, sectorial and portfolio boundaries.  

We are greatly appreciative to Dr Maarten Stapper as the keynote presenter to assist us with these aims.  

THE MESSAGE?  

There are no simple panaceas to today’s complex environmental problems which centre around climate 

change.  

The socio-economic circumstances of the industrial world dictate that we have to reduce complexity but 

we should remain alert to the lesson of holistic organic systems. These systems have through 

generations of practice evolved an integrated approach whereby caring for the soil links holistically to 

caring for environment and society. Their modern manifestations blend tradition and innovation.  

Policy interventions based on crossing boundaries can lead the way forward by increasing the capacity of 

organic and allied solutions which are soundly based and already in hand (“shovel ready”) to become a 

significant part of a low-cost, integrated policy response.  
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APPENDIX ONE: Meeting summary and presentations                               

Community Action Research Meeting Virtually 24/10/10 

Meeting Topic: ORGANIC MESSAGE (urgent) re CLIMATE CHANGE etc  

Agenda: http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/Virtual_Meeting_Agendav1.C.pdf  

With Dr Maarten Stapper as the keynote presenter, a virtual alliance connecting practice, research and 

action in support of the environment as a beneficiary of holistic organic systems was initiated to take 

forward the outcomes of the meeting.  

The following summaries of the meeting presentations directly support this report (as authored by 

Sandra Grimes). An edited record of the meeting should be available on a special-purpose website 

planned for the near future. Meanwhile refer to the temporary webpage for downloads of 

presentations, relevant material and links to related sites.  

Further references: http://www.coserve.com.au/C3-Community.htm 

Specially selected as an evidence-based highlight for this submission is the Organic Federation of 

Australia (OFA) Biodiversity Statement May 2010: 

(http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/OFA_Biodiversity.pdf)  

Presentations  

Dr Sandra Grimes – University of Adelaide (2003-2009); former farmer (Organic Conversion BFA 1998)  

Presentation Summary (24 October 2010):  

By way of introduction to the meeting, Dr Sandra Grimes established a practitioner-derived delineation 

of the concept of holistic organic systems. It has modern application as the basis for alliances that cross 

boundaries from holistic and certified organic to a range of other allied practices which also exemplify 

holistic principles, such as the biological farming systems discussed by Maarten Stapper. Biologic, bio-

dynamic and permaculture systems are among the very close allies of organic systems, often closely 

identified with one another.  

One significant evidence-base for holistic organic practices is now located in the State Library of SA. The 

archive represents a repository of over 30 years of practitioner-driven organic knowledge and 

constitutes part of the evidence for holistic organic systems as a grass roots initiative in organic research 

and development.  

Within Australia, the circumstance whereby organic research and development is largely self-driven from 

within the sector itself is little enough changed today, with institutional bodies such as the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS) offering little useful statistical data on organic farming and allied systems.  

http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/Virtual_Meeting_Agendav1.C.pdf
http://www.coserve.com.au/C3-Community.htm
http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/OFA_Biodiversity.pdf
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Refer also to the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation (RIRDC) recently reported to 

have cut its dedicated organic research allocation but note their new website on Organic Knowledge:  

(http://www.organicshub.com.au/OKH/Home.html) 

Special Note: (communication between S. Grimes and J. Woodlands)  

The system established by the State government to manage natural resources in SA (including 

community-based NRM Boards) is one arm of government that recognizes holism as a useful guiding 

principle for relevant policy and strategy purposes – cf the concept of ESD (ecologically sustainable 

development) as an integrated scheme to manage natural resources (thanks to Jill Woodlands for this 

information).  

The development of significant synergies between NRM strategies and holistic organic systems is flagged 

as a matter warranting further investigation as an outcome of this meeting with special reference to 

cross-portfolio communication and policy recommendations. 

(http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/SA-StateNRMPlan-2006.pdf) 

 

Dr Maarten Stapper – Research and Farming Systems Agronomist (biological-organic farming systems) 

Presentation Summary (24 October 2010):  

Healthy, living, self-organising soils are the foundation of life on Earth. Soil biology feeds and protects 

plants, generates soil carbon, maintains soil structure, recycles nutrients and improves availability of 

water. Thus resulting in enhancement of soil fertility and food quality, drought tolerance, plant 

resistance to insects and diseases, and improved stock health.  

Soil carbon is of critical importance and needs to be maximised through capture from atmosphere by 

green plants and appropriate management practices. Carbon improves soil fertility and slows changing 

climates through lowering CO2 in the atmosphere. 

Biological farming can improve soil carbon ten times faster and to higher levels than under current 

farming practices where nitrogen fertilisers and herbicides limit carbon storage in soils. Higher soil 

carbon greatly increases productivity and helps in slowing climate change. Healthy, biologically active, 

living soils are resilient and adapt to a changing climate while remaining productive. 

Maarten proposed a research project for measuring relative farm production using paired farms with 

different management regimes and across various farming regions. A project of this type is a valuable 

practical outcome from both a scientific and profile-raising perspective to further demonstrate the value 

of HOSE (holistic organic and allied systems for the environment) as an integrated food production 

system that addresses a suite of today’s environmental challenges, including climate change. 

 

http://www.organicshub.com.au/OKH/Home.html
http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/SA-StateNRMPlan-2006.pdf
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Meeting Discussion 

Following the presentations, the meeting moved into general discussion which included a contribution 

from Alan Chalmers who came into the meeting as a late replacement (see Appendix Three). 

On a future occasion, more time needs to be allocated to discussion (as per pluses and minuses of virtual 

meetings).  

Our intention to attend to strategies for shifting the message beyond organic boundaries as part of the 

contemporary climate change debate is reflected on the last page in the section: Finally … 

Getting the message out … 

 

OFA Climate Change Workshops  

(As conveyed to Tim Marshall, Deputy-Chair of the Organic Federation of Australia) 

During the course of planning for this meeting, the Organic Federation of Australia (OFA) has been 

rolling-out a series of Climate Change Workshops for producers at various venues around the country. 

The Organic Federation of Australia obtained funding from the FarmReady Industry Grants program to 

undertake a project to assist organic producers to understand climate change risks and actions they can 

take to mitigate the risk.  

(http://www.ofa.org.au/pages/Climate-Change-Workshops.html) 

It was anticipated that a report of the OFA Workshops may be available for the meeting through the 

ministrations of Tim Marshall (OFA Deputy Chair and Director of TM Organics). However, with some 

workshops still on-going, an external report was not available for distribution at the time the meeting 

was held.  

With thanks to Tim Marshall for his interest, we would welcome a development whereby, when 

available, a report of the OFA Climate Change workshops could go forward to Professor Graeme Hugo as 

advisory to the Sustainable Population portfolio of Federal Environment Minister Tony Burke. If so, this 

could take the form of an adjunct document to this report or alternatively go forward independently. 

One point of substance by way of editorial comment here, that while the FarmReady Industry Grants, as 

an example of government assistance are a welcome development for the primary production sector 

and deserving of congratulations to the successful applicants, dedicated funds for organic research and 

development are urgently needed to increase the capacity of a sector which still continues to be 

significantly self-driven in relation to research and development See S. Grimes presentation: 

(http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/SGrimes-Presentation-20101031rev.pdf) 

http://www.ofa.org.au/pages/Climate-Change-Workshops.html
http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/SGrimes-Presentation-20101031rev.pdf
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APPENDIX TWO:  

Organic or Not? Insight or Not ?   

Responsible governments need to recognize and promote Australia’s story of how since prior to the 

1970’s (in South Australia and elsewhere), at first holistic, then subsequently certified organic systems 

have engaged in innovative practitioner-driven and science-affiliated research, development and 

education initiatives which tackle a range of socio-environmental problems. The story of certification 

well exemplifies this little-recognized capacity for self-driven achievements by organic producers acting 

both locally and globally to provide consumers and the wider society with a reliable benchmark for their 

products.  

A small advisory structure made up from leading representatives of the national organic and allied 

sectors headed by an independent chair would make a good contribution to the Sustainable Population 

and related portfolios to assist with turning around the misinformation that too often goes without 

challenge under the guise of community views.  

Given what is at stake here by way of repairing environmental damage, the public sector including 

government representatives should be seen to more vigorously defend and promote a system of sound 

knowledge and practice that helps re-dress environmental damage, including climate change.   

It is over time for this body of knowledge (see next page) to inform the selective views and 

misinformation evident among some of the audience of recent SBS Insight program on Organic or Not? 

(televised 12 October 2010).  

Indirectly interesting about the Insight program was that it drew attention to the processes whereby a 

valuable body of knowledge and practice which is much needed as part of our overall environmental 

solutions can have its credibility side-lined (albeit not the intention of the producers of the program).  

Practicing politicians may perhaps recognize the effect of otherwise healthy marketing rivalries at work 

here.  

Practicing politicians might also recognize that with a little massage in favor of the organic message, the 

bush itself would become the beneficiary of increasing the capacity and reach of organic and allied 

systems with the consequence of widening socio-economic and environmental opportunities. 
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Specially selected as an evidence-based highlight for this submission is the Organic Federation of 

Australia (OFA) Biodiversity Statement (2010); also take the link for a browse of the OFA website:   

(http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/OFA_Biodiversity.pdf) 

Also informative are the websites of the well-established organic certification bodies – for example, refer 

to the Biological Farmers of Australia (BFA) enquiry submission on climate change in our downloads. 

Check the website of the National Association of Sustainable Agriculture in Australia (NASAA) which in 

2005 in Adelaide was local host to the international conference regularly held by the well-credentialed 

IFOAM as landmark organic events (see IFOAM link in the OFA website). 

A range of organic consultants are contributing their own informative websites and high on this list 

within South Australia is that of TM Organics: http://www.tmorganics.com    

Finally, a little time spent checking the websites of well-known enterprises from a fast-growing 

innovative industry reaps its own rewards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/OFA_Biodiversity.pdf
http://www.tmorganics.com/
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APPENDIX THREE:  

Science or Not? Action or Not?  Courtesy of Alan Chalmers 

Why are there not more answers based on more science (paraphrasing here Jenny Brockie’s question to 

the Insight audience)?   

Essentially (paraphrasing) science finds it hard to provide comprehensive and reliable knowledge of 

complex phenomenon while the notion of complete scientific proof is an elusive ideal (again to 

paraphrase: clever science only asks questions it can answer – namely simple ones). So because we do 

not have scientific evidence of a standard to satisfy a number of the institutional gate-keepers of this 

debate, we are often pressed not to take action to make change until the “good” science is in. 

But Chalmers takes us somewhere else when he comments that to wait for the science to catch up with 

the complex real world consequences it is trying to address translates too easily into a recommendation 

for taking no action at the expense of our future. Non-action has consequences just as specific actions 

do. We need to ask what is the scientific basis for non-action (for not changing)? 

Even if we stay in the ring of the precautionary principle, organic and allied systems constitute a sound 

practice which it makes good sense to adopt more extensively on a fast track basis.  

However we can have a higher bar for our case especially if we allow into the ring the evidence driven by 

practitioners themselves now backed by a growing body of responsible scientific evidence. Unfortunately 

Australian educational and research and development institutions have been relatively slow to sponsor 

and engage in independent scientific investigations of organic systems.  

Complex challenges such as climate change call for complex responses which cross institutional and 

other boundaries. The responses need to integrate what may be the incomplete solutions of science with 

practitioner knowledge itself located in complexity, not as single hit technological solutions.  

Finally collective solutions to the challenges need to recognize innovation and diversity of interests from 

differential socio-economic bases and not bow to dominant voices which may represent entrenched 

interests. Our communities should be encouraged to engage in informed, inclusive and diverse debate 

which is neither exclusively top down or bottom up but somehow balanced out, whether by ministerial 

direction, by Jenny Brockie and others in the media world, or by other means which engage communities 

such as the consumer education.   

NOTE: This section is produced with the assistance of Alan Chalmers from the Unit for History and 

Philosophy of Science (University of Sydney) and a forthcoming Australian Research Council (ARC) grant 

recipient (refer to website for more detail TBA). Our meeting was fortunate to have him contribute as a 

replacement for another presenter unable to attend on the day. He made available a presentation titled 

“Organics: Practitioner Knowledge or Science?” and joined the meeting discussion. 

(http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/AFChalmers-Presentation-20101024v2abr.pdf)  

http://www.coserve.com.au/PDF/VirtualMeeting/AFChalmers-Presentation-20101024v2abr.pdf
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Finally … Getting the message out …  

CC: Virtual Meeting Attendees/Apologies 

FWD: Clay, Heidt, Leu, Marshall  

FWD: Adams, Bickford, Bohnet, Bruer, Burch, Denniss, Dunn, Larsen, Lyons, Monk, Nettle, Paul J, 

Penfold, Schultz, Short, Windram, Winefield (request to get the message out) 

NOTE: with appropriate feedback and support, this submission can at a future date be further developed 

as a report with recommendations to go forward to a cross-section of government portfolios and NGOs. 

 

With thanks for your attention  Your feedback is welcome 

Sandra Grimes (Submission author)  Email: s.grimesustainability@hotmail.com 

Community Engagement Researcher & Meeting Facilitator (PhD University of Adelaide)  
Soil Association SA (Librarian – Research) 2004-8  
BFA certification (1998): former organic farmer (beef cattle) 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: broadly speaking indicated by the mailing list for this document (with thanks and 

apologies for this unorthodox short cut by way of acknowledgement). 

Special thanks to all who assisted, attended and for expressions of interest and 

goodwill 

 

 

 

 

All information in this document is current as at November 2010.  

First published November 2010  

Published by: Dr Sandra Grimes 

This document may also be downloaded from:  

http://www.coserve.com.au/C3-Community.htm  

All information contained in this document is copyright and may not be reproduced, distributed or 

published in any form without the prior consent of Sandra Grimes. 

mailto:s.grimesustainability@hotmail.com

