Experiences with organic food in public procurement in Norway

Ljubljana, Slovenia, April 20th 2009

Liv Birkeland, independent consultant

liv.birkeland@neasonline.no

Organic food and farming in Norway

Certified organic area in Norway did in 2008 amount to 4 % of the total agricultural area. This equals about 40 000 hectare organically managed land. If the area in transition is taken in to account, the actual figure is 5 %.

Agriculture in Norway is dominated by milk production in some areas (South, West and North) and cereal production in others (East and Middle). Organic agriculture is even more dominated by milk production. To establish an economically and agronomically sound production of cereals has proven to be hard, thus restricting the development of organic husbandry on several species.

The market for organic food is currently growing at a higher rate than is our production. This has lead to a great dependency on import, even on products that can be made under our agricultural conditions (including political and economical).

Egg is the most popular organic product in Norway right now, claiming nearly 5 % of the total egg market. Vegetables and dairy products are the second most important segments, each having a 2 % market share in 2008. In total, organic products account for 1.3 % of the turnover in the Norwegian food market.

Organic food and public procurement

The first project on implementing organic food in public procurement in Norway was at the St Olav’s Hospital in Trondheim. It started in 2002 under the direction of Liv Solemdal at the research institute Bioforsk Organic (formerly The Norwegian Centre for Organic Agriculture). The project ran until end of 2006 but the hospital kitchen is still eager to develop their involvement with organic food and is on average using 30 % of their purchases on organics. Gunnar Kvamme, the kitchen manager has all the way been an important, if not the most important factor for this success.

Even if this project had governmental support, a very significant change has happened since the start of the St Olav’s project. This occurred in 2005 when the present coalition government made its declaration of cooperation. In this a public goal of 15 % organic production and consumption within 2015 was stated. The declaration also proclaimed that the public sector has a certain responsibility in achieving this. This fuelled the launch of several projects, where the most important are:

· Økoløft i kommune: introducing organic and local food in more than 50 communes

· Økologisk mat i Forsvaret: “Armed with organics” – organic food in the Norwegian Defence

· KjøkkenØkologi: “Kitchen ecology”, advisory service for private and public kitchens

Norwegian lunch – in a box

Only a very few primary schools in Norway offer food to their pupils. Thus, most pupils will bring a packed lunch (sandwiches) from home and eat it in the class room during lunch break. There are several historical, social and political factors that have lead to this system and (much) generalized Norwegian opinions like:

· It is the responsibility of the individual parent to make sure that their child is fed and have proper food for the school lunch break

· Bread and milk is the optimal school lunch combination

· A warm meal for lunch is not at all necessary and might even make you obese

Subscription schemes for milk were introduced in the early 1970ies and for fruits around 1995. Organic milk and fruits are available for the pupils in some regions. The government has since 2007 made it possible for pupils at lower secondary levels (class 8-10 or 1-10) to have one free fruit every day. This was introduced as a first step to develop a free school meal in all public schools. But since then there has been little progress in achieving this goal.

In the beginning of last century, a warm meal was offered for pupils in the biggest towns in Norway. This system was especially targeted on pupils from economically disadvantaged families. The food was criticised for being unhealthy and of poor quality. Health experts also emphasised the advantages of whole grain bread, milk and vegetables.  The growth in private wealth came along with the increased demand for investments in school buildings, books etc., and compared to this the school soup seemed less appealing.  As the public priority changed, the idea of the lunch box gain support, and the free school meals disappeared around 1960.

There are both political and civil forces that try to reintroduce free food in public schools. These forces are fuelled by the concern for the pupils that are spending an increasing amount of time at school and the fact that Norwegian pupils have obtained low scores in the PISA tests.

iPOPY

Both agriculture and the school food system in Norway are quite different from what you’ll find in other European countries; at least the combination of the two is rare. This, of course serves as a great starting point for doing research!

The CORE Organic funded research project iPOPY (Innovative Public Organic food Procurement for Youth) was launched in 2007. Participating countries are Italy, Denmark, Germany, Finland and Norway. The latter is also leading the project, the project manager being Anne-Kristin Løes at Bioforsk Organic. The aim of iPOPY is:

“… to study how increased consumption of organic food may be achieved by implementation of relevant strategies and instruments linked to food serving outlets for young people in some European countries.”

You’ll find more information at the project web site www.ipopy.coreportal.org. I strongly recommend the various reports, articles and other publications from the iPOPY project. It is also advantageous to join the international network of people and organisations interested in organic food in public procurement that has been developed in iPOPY. 

The most important lesson learned

When presenting some experiences from introducing and working with organic food in public kitchens, it is clear from the above information that the reason for this presentation is not Norwegian excellence or impressive results in the field. Still, I hope that what we have learned from others and what we have learned from our own efforts might be of interest in a Slovenian setting.

Working with organic food in public catering is about working with the public; working with people. This is perhaps the most important lesson learned, that the success of such work is always about the success of the people involved, be it cooks in the school cantina, parents campaigning for better food, a teacher that is passionate about the organic school garden or local politicians eager to boost the local agricultural economy. It is always about on or a few passionate individuals. We have learned: Acknowledge and nourish them. It is these people that the development of organic food in public sector is most dependent of.

Involve and invest

Converting to more organic food in the school or kindergarten kitchen is a long process and will not be finalized by a one man show. The degree of success is strongly dependent on if and how you manage to involve all actors.

It is my experience that people working in public kitchens are very happy to be asked about their opinions and being offered relevant training. Inviting the kitchen staff to a join a 2 days seminar has proven to be a very efficient tool. This gives the opportunity to share important information, have discussions, build competence, share some good (food) experiences and be inspired. 

Discuss, decide and communicate

In such a seminar you’ll have the opportunity to discuss important questions like: Why is organic food a good idea? Why is it a good idea for this school? What are the factors that we like to emphasise?

To achieve support and loyalty to the decision on going organic, you have to identify and express the reasons why. At the St Olav’s Hospital, the social responsibility for the environment was emphasized. Gunnar Kvamme, the kitchen manager also stressed that the organic raw materials and the organic food served at the hospital should always have equal or superior quality compared to conventional raw materials and food. Otherwise it would be hard for the kitchen staff and the hospital management to accept extra costs and efforts with the organic products. This is how the introduction of organic food strengthened the kitchen’s main food philosophy on using high quality fresh ingredients, to achieve high quality, tasty food. When organic food adds to the overall goal, who can disagree?

Step by step

Do not try to do everything at once. Accept that you have to spend both time and energy if you are going to make a durable change. And do appreciate small but solid steps.

There are several strategies to choose from, on how to make it step-by-step. Many kitchens start by using one or two basic products, organic milk for instance. Others find that making an organic meal once a week is beneficial. In student cantinas it might be a good idea to have a special organic menu. Then it is up to the guest to decide what to eat and how much money to spend.

It is wise to study and discuss the various strategies and decided witch will serve your situation.

Shorten supply chains

Premium prices on organic produce might make it necessary to look for ways of reducing costs. Sourcing directly from a local farmer reduces costs because it cuts out the middleman in the supply chain. It might also strengthen the local economy and our understanding of how food is produced. By purchasing local and fresh food one will also reduce the kitchens reliance on expensive processed food.

The shortest supply chain for a school kitchen is when food comes from the school garden. The school garden is also the most powerful arena for the pupils to learn about food production, ecology, nutrition and how to respect and appreciate good and healthy food. It is also the place to educate effective ambassadors for organic food. Pupils having enjoyed the educational garden at Bioforsk Organic during a whole year will for sure ask their parents and relatives unpleasant questions on why there is no organic food in the fridge.

Support from above

Make sure that the initiative has support from the school management or other important authorities. Use findings from other schools and kindergartens that have been successful with organic food to lobby for backing and active involvement from the management. Do also use political strategies and national goals as arguments for your work. When the Norwegian Defence was to get funding for the work with organic food, the project manager used the statement from the coalition government actively. Later on, it has been a most welcome project for the Defence to point at, when being asked about how the organization is contributing to improving the environment and fulfilling governmental goals. This is another example on how the introduction of organic food might contribute to fulfil other objectives that is important for the organization.

Do not give in for price focus

Even if the conversion to organic food is joined by extra economic resources, the kitchen will have to work with a limited and often tight budget. This is a challenging situation worth being taken seriously. At the same time, remember that most kitchens have a potential on saving money by other strategies than reducing food costs. (The situation in most Western countries is that food costs comprise only a small part of the total costs). Some potential cost-saving strategies are:

· Ready-made meals

· Reducing waste

· Improved food ordering system

· Good kitchen management

· Efforts to reduce sickness absence

At the St Olav’s Hospital a new electronic food ordering system was introduced during the organic food project period. This reduced the total amount of produced meals by 20 %, and made it possible to achieve better food within the same budget.
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