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Organic farming – the road to starvation. 

The belief that organic farming is good for the climate and produces better food is wrong. Only organic 

farming would be a disaster for future food security and would put further pressure on the 

environment at a very high cost, writes four researchers from the Swedish University of Agricultural 

Sciences (SLU),  

Many today believe that organic farming is good for the environment and that it also provides safe and 

healthy food. Sales increased by 30 percent during the first half of 2014 (DN 4/11) and the state 

supports organic farming with many millions. But virtually all popular beliefs about organic farming 

are incorrect. We discuss this in our book “The ecological dream.” Our conclusions in the book – 

based on serious research, our own and from others – are unambiguous: 

 Consumers get no better food or any better environment if they buy organic food. 

 The extensive subsidies for organic farming – about 500 million kronor a year – would 

have greater social benefit if used in improving the environmental effects of mainstream 

agriculture.  

 Organic foods are not free of toxins. 

 Organic food is not more nutritious than conventionally grown food.  

 Increased organic farming would severely affect food security, both in Sweden and 

worldwide. 

 Organic farming does not give a lower input of nutrients to surface and groundwater. 

 Organic farming is not better for the climate. 

The most drastic effect is that we will only produce half as much food on the arable land we have 

today. Official statistics show that agricultural yields decrease between 30 and 60 percent depending 

on the crops we grow – at least for grass and most of the potatoes. 

To compensate for the loss of food, we must cultivate a much larger area of arable land than today. If 

you calculate that yields are on average 40 percent lower in organic farming, it means that at 100 

percent organic growing needs acreage to be increased by a further 1.7 million hectares, from the 

current 2.6 million acres. That much arable land has never before existed in Sweden. For a rich 

country like Sweden, it is of course possible to import even more food, but what we then do is that we 

are exporting environmental problems linked to agriculture. Increased imports increases the demand 

on the world market with higher food prices and land-use change as a result. Since arable land is a 

limited resource, this will result in deforestation anywhere in the world and less food security for the 

poorest.  

What happens to the Baltic Sea? Research has shown that leaching from organic farming is at least as 

great as from conventional farming from the same surface area. Considering reduced yields leaching 

losses are about twice as high in organically farmed products than with conventional products. 
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It is often argued that the production of nitrogen fertilizer requires a lot of fossil energy and therefore 

is not environmentally friendly. But the fossil energy needed to produce nitrogen fertilizers are 

returned many times over by the yield increase resulting from the use of fertilizers. Modern 

commercial fertilizers could also usefully be made from bioenergy. We could even take a portion of the 

yield increase to produce this bioenergy, and we will still retain significantly more of the harvest for 

food compared to organic farming. 

It is also argued that organic products are climate-smart, but is this true? Conventional crops absorb 

far more carbon dioxide, and also provides greater crop residues in the form of straw and roots, which 

then lock up more carbon dioxide as humus in the soil. If the same amount of food produced 

conventionally in Sweden today were to be produced organically, the release of greenhouse gases 

would increase significantly. Conversion of natural land to arable in Sweden or abroad would create 

large emissions of carbon dioxide because the existing inventory stored in forest or grassland drops 

drastically if converted to cultivation. 

All agricultural methods come with their own problems and each has its own shortcomings. However, 

systematic environmental work for decades in Swedish agriculture has given us a much more 

resource-conserving and environmentally friendly agriculture and this has happened while while yields 

have increased. 

One hundred percent organic farming would be a disaster for future food security and would put 

further pressure on the environment at a high cost. Swedish agriculture needs support for targeted 

and effective environmental measures and continued knowledge-building. It will be impossible to 

achieve environmental goals through organic farming. A science-based agriculture without ideological 

overtones is the way forward. 
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Footnote: The authors are concerned with the book "The ecological dream" (Freedom of Thought 

2014) 

 


