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Abstract

The organic agricultural sector of Uganda is among the most developed in Africa in terms of its professional institu-
tional network and high growth rates of number of certified farmers and land area. Smallholder farmers are certified
organic through contract production for export companies using a group certification scheme (internal control system
- ICS). The ICS is a viable and well-accepted tool to certify small-scale producers in developing countries all over
the world. Difficulties in certification are still stated to be among the main constraints for Uganda’s organic sector
development. Therefore, this paper reports a qualitative case study comprising 34 expert interviews in two organic
fresh-produce export companies in central Uganda, aiming to explore the challenges which underlie organic certifi-
cation with ICS. The study shows that farmers cannot be labelled as ‘organic by default’ but deliberately engage in
organic production as a marketing strategy. The small quantities purchased by the organic companies lead to a difficult
marketing situation for the farmers, causing production and infiltration risks on the farm level. These risks require
increased control that challenges the companies organizationally. The risks and control needs are a reason to involve
farmers in ICS procedures and innovatively adapt the ICS by means of a bypass around formal perspective restrictions.
The paper discusses different perspectives on risks, risk control and certification.

Keywords: contract farming, group certification, internal control systems, organic agriculture, organic certification,
qualitative research, Uganda

1 Introduction

Certified organic agriculture for niche export markets
is an opportunity for ‘developing’ countries like Uganda
to increase the income of smallholders, to access mod-
ern agricultural knowledge, and to preserve the environ-
ment (Lyons & Burch, 2007; Johannsen et al., 2005;
UNCTAD/UNEP, 2008). The organic agricultural sec-
tor of Uganda is considered one of the most developed
in Africa in terms of its professional institutional net-
work, high growth rates, large area with 212,304 ha cer-
tified land, and 180,746 certified small-scale producers
in 2008 (Willer & Kilcher, 2010).

The social and environmental effects of sustainabil-
ity certification schemes have been documented exten-
sively. For example, Bolwig et al. (2009) have proven
income advantages of organic coffee farmers under con-
tract production in Uganda. Taylor (2005), Tovar et al.
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(2005) and González & Nigh (2005) have given ex-
amples of how the world market structures and the
certification process can lead to the risk of exclusion
and disempowerment of smallholder producers from
sustainability-oriented niche markets. Certification may
also act as a non-tariff barrier for exporting countries
(Martinez & Bañados, 2004). Group certification sys-
tems reduce certification costs by an estimated ten times
(AgroEco & Grolink, 2008, p.76). Barrett et al. (2001)
have argued that these systems can provide a space for
organizational learning, building trust and developing
internal monitoring and verification systems required
for accessing export markets. Therefore, the key re-
quirement for linking smallholders in developing coun-
tries to organic export markets is certification through
group certification schemes based on an internal control
system (ICS). This locates the responsibility for regu-
lar trainings, inspections, documentation, produce sep-
aration and tracing in the hands of producer organiza-
tions, be it cooperatives or export companies working
with contract farmers. The international federation of
organic agriculture movements, IFOAM (Lechleitner &
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Eisenlohr, 2004), has defined the ICS procedures and
developed clear producer guidelines.

Most certification-related research has focused on the
role of the organic and other certified niche markets in
the economic and political system, while concentrating
on coffee production by cooperatives in Latin America
(compare González & Nigh, 2005; Mutersbaugh, 2002;
Raynolds, 2009; Taylor, 2005; Tovar et al., 2005). How-
ever, little research has been conducted in Africa, with
the exception of the mentioned study by Bolwig et al.
(2009), on fresh high value products or in contract pro-
duction. Mutersbaugh (2002) has described the effect of
an ICS on the social relations among farmers in a Mex-
ican coffee cooperative, outside of this, not much has
been documented on the functioning of group certifica-
tion within the producer groups.

A starting point for interpretations concerning or-
ganic certification in Uganda is the notion that farmers
are ‘organic by default’ (e.g. Gibbon, 2006), which im-
plies that they are subsistence oriented, apply traditional
production techniques and can not afford or access ex-
ternal inputs, thus having no alternative to organic pro-
duction. However, this concept is neither defined, nor is
it proven that it adequately reflects the situation of cer-
tified organic farmers. On the other hand, increased and
long-standing difficulties with group certification have
been perceived by the professionals involved in certi-
fication and stated as a constraint for the development
of the organic sector in Uganda. A difference between
the formal perspectives taken by different institutions
such as certification bodies and ICS management could
cause this persistence of certification difficulties. The
framework for interactive policy-making by Wagemans
(2002) is a tool for analysing formal perspectives of in-
stitutions and their consequences.

Therefore, this study follows an explorative approach
to understand the challenges which underlie organic cer-
tification faced by fresh-produce exporters in Uganda
and their contract farmers. We answer this question by
examining the following sub-questions:
(1) Does ‘organic by default’ adequately describe the

situation of the participating farmers?

(2) What risks on the level of production and purchas-
ing of organic products from farmers do the compa-
nies need to control?

(3) How do the companies manage the ICS to handle
these risks?

(4) How does the formal perspective of the involved in-
stitutions influence the organic certification in the
sample companies?

This paper concentrates explicitly on challenges, and is
not a balanced representation of the functioning of ICS
in general or the sample companies.

2 Methods

2.1 Research approach

Following the constructivist paradigm, meanings are
bound to an organizational and cultural context, i.e.
they are “. . . not in reality but in people” (Wagemans,
2002, p.246). Qualitative research methods accommo-
date this perspective by being open to the way people
interpret and structure a problem (Froschauer & Lueger,
2005, p.225; Snape & Spencer, 2003, p.5), which is
very relevant for research within a producer organiza-
tion. Qualitative research that is open to emergent ideas
is especially appropriate when the aim is explorative,
i.e. to provide initial understanding about a problem
(Koschnik, 1992, p.1221). The qualitative approach
stimulated us to formulate open-ended research ques-
tions, focus on two sample case studies, emphasize a
circular research process (see Flick, 1995, p.61) and val-
idate the results by consulting with the participants.

2.2 Sampling and Data Collection

We analysed the certification letters issued to eight
Ugandan organic export companies from 2005 to 2007
(provided confidentially by an international certification
body). The incompliances identified by external inspec-
tors were grouped into three severity levels and six the-
matic categories (Figure 1). Two of these companies
(further referred to as companies A and B) were selected
as case studies because they showed an average distri-
bution of certification challenges. Since the companies
were active in two overlapping growing areas, the case
studies focused on two farmers’ groups from each com-
pany (further referred to as farmers’ groups A1, A2, B1
and B2), one in each of the two overlapping districts
(Table 1).
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Fig. 1: General description of farmers growing pineapple and
other diversified crops
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Table 1: Interviewees in the case studies.

Personnel Farmers district 1 Farmers district 2

Company A General manager & field officer 6 of group A1 9 of group A2

Company B General manager, production
manager & field officer

8 of group B1 7 of group B2

Others External inspector
3 consultants (A, B and C)
3 company managers (C, D, E)

(8 of two groups for pilot study)
Double registered farmers

The individual interviewees were selected by theoret-
ical, purposive sampling based on their “expert knowl-
edge and judgments about the research subject” as de-
scribed by Meuser & Nagel (1991, p.73, translation).
An expert is defined as someone “who is in any way re-
sponsible for the draft, implementation and control of
problem solutions or who has privileged access to infor-
mation about groups of persons or decision making pro-
cesses” (Meuser & Nagel, 1991, p.73, translation). We
grouped the participants into three types of experts ac-
cording to a distinction by Froschauer & Lueger (2005,
228pp): Farmers participate in the ICS and have thus
obtained expertise on the ICS practices through their
own experience. Out of the four farmers’ groups, we
selected six to nine farmers representing different age,
gender, economic status and responsibilities within the
groups and contacted them through the companies’ field
officers. The employees and managers of organic export
companies have obtained expertise through their con-
tact with the experience of others and different depart-
ments of the organization. All staff members directly
involved in the ICS procedures were interviewed. As
a third group, the external experts provided theoretical
expertise supported by secondary experience. The inter-
views with consultants, an external inspector and man-
agers of other companies focused on specific questions
arising from the case studies and aimed at illustrating
and commenting on the research findings.

The in-depth interviews were oriented at the problem-
centred interview following Witzel (2000). This inter-
view type stimulates narratives on the subjective ap-
proach to a problem that are enriched by dialogues,
thereby it deals with and revises the comprehension (in-
formation, interpretations) on the side of the interviewer
(see also Helfferlich, 2005, p.74). We conducted the in-
terviews from June to August in 2008 using a flexible
topic guide and a digital recorder, and in the case of
farmers together with an interpreter. We interviewed the
managers of both sample companies twice, once at the
beginning and a second time at the end of the case stud-
ies to discuss the findings from the field. In these inter-
views, we increase their openness by confronting them
with our findings and desisting from digital recording.

2.3 Data analysis

The audio records of the interviews, including notes
and observations, were transcribed combining verbatim
and paraphrased transcripts, as described by Meuser &
Nagel (1991, p.83).

For data analysis, we used the software
MAXQDA2007 (VERBI Software. Consult. Sozial-
forschung. GmbH Marburg 2007) and followed the
procedures described by Ritchie et al. (2003, 229pp) for
descriptive and explanatory analysis. First, descriptive
analysis was conducted in an iterative process by
labelling text segments into categories of a flexible,
subsequently refined index and developing a descriptive
synthesis for groups of interviewees. Indexing and la-
belling refers to thematic categories that are, in contrast
to codes, neither predefined nor interpretative. The syn-
thesis distilled the essence of the original material while
maintaining largely original language and avoiding
interpretation. Second, explanatory analysis identified
explicit and underlying reasons and inferred an under-
lying logic. Specifically, we contrasted the views of the
different types of experts and the certification records
(representing the external inspector’s formal view) to
come to explanations where appropriate. This process
avoided inferring interpretations on the material before
a thorough understanding had been reached, which is
crucial in exploratory research (Ritchie et al., 2003,
229pp).

2.4 Description of the Case Studies

The two sample companies both purchase, process
and export tropical fruits that are produced by con-
tracted outgrowers in several districts in the central re-
gion of Uganda. The interviewed farmers are small to
medium sized, cultivate manually between 0.08 and 4
hectares (certification documents), and produce a com-
bination of subsistence food crops with a number of
cash crops for the export and local markets. The or-
ganic farmers of each locality form groups with 11 to 36
members, 10% of whom are women (certification docu-
ments). Both companies are rather small with less than
200 contracted farmers, and they received consultation
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and initial financial support from the development aid
program ‘Export Promotion of Organic Products from
Africa’ (EPOPA). Company A has been active in the
organic market for a longer time and finds itself in a
good market situation with the demand exceeding sup-
ply, while company B is in the opposite situation.

The companies’ ICS manuals specify the ICS proce-
dures and organic production rules; they follow the re-
quirements of importing countries but adapt them to the
local situation and the companies’ specific quality de-
mands. The producers are given the responsibility to
follow these production rules, to sell only their own cer-
tified produce and to keep sales receipts and a contract,
these responsibilities do not require them to be literate.
The organization of farmers into groups is not required
for the certification process, rather it has been promoted
by the EPOPA consultants and other NGO’s with the
objective to simplify purchasing, training, and inspec-
tion of large numbers of small-scale farmers. The com-
pany staff performs the main formal ICS procedures as
described by the guidelines (Lechleitner & Eisenlohr,
2004); inspections are carried out annually/biannually
for company A and B, respectively; trainings and yield
estimations are carried out annually.

According to the document analysis, the annual ex-
ternal inspections of the years 2005-2007 have marked
most notifications and warnings in the categories ‘in-
ternal norms’ (incomplete, not updated and missing
ICS documentation), ‘internal inspection’ (inadequate
quality, scope or documentation of the inspection) and
‘traceability’ (missing or incomplete records of the
product flow, inadequate maps). The categories ‘Train-
ing’ (insufficient knowledge of farmers), ‘production
methods’ and ‘processing’ (deviation from production
or processing rules) have received only a few notifica-
tions but no serious notifications or warnings.

3 Results and interpretation

3.1 Are the farmers organic by default?

The organic companies have approached the farmers
through contacts from traders on the urban markets and
have mostly selected farmers with no history of agro-
chemical use. Because of the approach through com-
mercial channels, there is a higher proportion of market-
oriented farmers among the organic farmers. All farm-
ers have been growing at least one export crop (coffee)
before joining the organic programs.

Traditional production techniques for the two export
crops have not been developed because they have only
been cultivated for five to eight years. Instead, farmers
narrate how they have learned the specialized growing
techniques associated with these fruits from friends and
family members. Also for crops with a longer grow-
ing history, the traditional production methods are of
decreasing value to the farmers as newly introduced

pests and diseases affect these crops. The sources of
knowledge on organic production methods are two in-
novative farmers in each group, and the trainings pro-
vided by the organic exporters and a few NGO’s. Con-
sequently, female, married farmers have difficulties in
accessing this knowledge, as they often do not partic-
ipate in trainings. The 2006 external inspection report
for company B even criticized that the internal inspec-
tor interviewed farmers’ wives for internal inspection,
because of their lack of knowledge. One reason is that
married women are normally not registered, but are re-
garded as part of the household represented by the hus-
band, who is mentioned on the registration list. He
attends the group activities and trainings, even though
field staff members verbally encourage women to par-
ticipate. Farmers themselves find that they need to learn
more about organic plant protection, weed management
and animal husbandry, while the managers of company
A and C and consultant C identify a lack of knowledge
on organic cultivation of non-export crops and organic
requirements beyond “not spraying”.

The farmers find that profitable organic production re-
quires a good amount of external inputs, namely coffee
husks and animal manure for fertilizing organic fields,
as well as locally unavailable seeds and planting ma-
terials of the new fruit crops. Furthermore, the labour
requirements in organic agriculture are increased, espe-
cially for transporting mulches and manures and weed-
ing; only group B1 grows a cover crop promoted by the
organic exporter to suppress weeds. Underlining the im-
portance of labour limitations, one farmer states: ”you
cannot expand the garden when you are dealing with
organic” and another farmer has even reduced the size
of her field to cope with weeding. Most farmers hire
labourers from time to time, but especially farmers who
cultivate larger fields or who have a small own work-
ing capacity (for example single women or elderly) rely
strongly on hired labour. For farmers who use a high
proportion of hired labour, the costs for manual weed-
ing are up to five-fold those of applying all-round herbi-
cides (125,000 USH ∼ 50¤ as opposed to 25,000 USH
∼ 10¤ per hectare). Labour prices have doubled in the
last four years (from 2,000 to 4,000 USH per day, ∼
0.80 to 1.60¤), while the price for organic produce has
stayed constant in the same time period. Herbicides are
available in all small trading centres and used by several
non-organic farmers. Because of the costs for planting
material, labour and organic fertilizers, the organic pro-
duction requires capital while first yields and earnings
of the perennial fruit crops begin after one to five years,
depending on the crop.

Consequently, even though most farmers have never
used agrochemicals, they cannot be labelled as organic
by default, rather they have deliberately decided to en-
gage in organic production as a marketing strategy.
They assess the option of organic production and the re-
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quired high financial and labour investments following
pragmatic arguments like practicability and profitability.

3.2 Risks and control needs for the companies
The companies as ICS operators perceive and deal

with a number of risks for the organic product integrity
on the farm level. For the organic crop itself, some farm-
ers consider using herbicides for the above-mentioned
cost reasons; companies find this highest on-farm risk.
Most of the 21 farmers who have been noted to use her-
bicides in the last two years (certification records 2006
to 2007), have sprayed because they have deliberately
been converted to conventional farming (farmers group
B2). Moreover, farmers might apply agrochemicals in
their other crops, especially in beans, maize, or exotic
vegetables, for example in the form of treated seeds. In
general, the risk for contaminating the export crops by
agrochemical application on other crops (‘split produc-
tion’) is low (external inspector). However, both compa-
nies require whole farm conversion and certify all plots
in order to allow for crop rotations, thus the practices
with other crops are relevant for certification. The man-
ager of company A even tells farmers that they cannot
sell organic produce if they grow vegetables; since agro-
chemicals are seen as indispensable to their cultivation,
for example when only treated seeds are available. In
contrast, farmers find that their practice with other crops
does not affect the organic fruit crop.

The market situation for the organic fruit crop is criti-
cal to the farmers’ commitment and interpretation of the
organic rules (consultant C, external inspector). Con-
sidering the above-mentioned high costs involved in or-
ganic production, the profitability remains low when
farmers can only sell a small proportion of their pro-
duce as organic, even if price premiums are lucrative.
The groups A1, A2 and B2 can only sell 10-15% of
the available produce to the organic companies, because
the companies’ export orders are less than the number
of registered farmers produce. Keeping a high number
of farmers registered allows the companies flexibility in
case their demand increases, as it has happened for the
fruit produced by group B1, but it is also advantageous
in the competition with other organic exporters for farm-
ers in the same area, since formally farmers may be reg-
istered with only one company.

The groups in district 2 are able to cope with the
low demand from the organic exporters by selling their
produce to traders, especially those from neighbouring
countries. These conventional buyers, who pay immedi-
ate, high, “abnormal” prices (manager company A) for
large volumes during off-season are a problematic com-
petition for the organic exporters. Furthermore, their
demand motivates farmers to produce one crop in both
organic and conventional quality for different buyers
(‘parallel production’), which group B2 has commonly
agreed to allow to its members in future, although none
of the farmers practice it yet.

In the product flow, the companies perceive and ex-
perience a high risk for infiltration of uncertified pro-
duce: it is mentioned in both companies’ risk assess-
ments, is considered a “much greater” risk than all on-
farm risks by company B, and was experienced by com-
panies B, D and Ef. Infiltration of conventional pro-
duce has happened twice in farmers’ group B1, the only
group of which the company demands more produce
than their production capacity. The company had repeat-
edly scheduled the dates for bulk purchases too late af-
ter the main harvest, such that a majority of the produce
had spoiled and a small proportion was sold to traders.
This brought both the purchaser and the farmers into a
conflict of interest: the purchaser needed to find enough
produce to fulfil his order and some farmers opted to
compensate their lost profits.

These incidents illuminated gaps in the tracing sys-
tem because the purchaser made the infiltration untrace-
able in the documentation by forging purchase receipts.
He was not controlled by other company staff, which
gave him “many ideas” for misuse (manager company
B). Both companies allow purchasers to perform their
work alone without any supervision. In company A,
even the chairperson of one farmers’ group purchased
and transported produce to the company by himself, us-
ing public transportation.

According to the ICS guidelines, yield estimates are
the main measure to avoid infiltration, these are made
annually and restrict the maximum amount of purchases
from a specific farmer. However, in the described case
the estimates were not effective because they do not re-
flect the availability of certified organic produce. Out-
side sales are not documented (and farmers hold back
information about their marketing activities), and it is
not clear how much produce is actually harvestable at a
given moment. Therefore, infiltration is possible with-
out oversupplying the quantities estimated for the entire
harvest. Consequently, company B has changed the pro-
cedures to something we like to term ‘field estimates’:
The field officer determines the quantity of produce that
is actually in the certified field just one or two days be-
fore the company comes to purchase from the farmers.

The ineffectiveness of the tracing system is further il-
luminated by the farmers in group B2, who are secretly
registered with three organic companies at the same time
and even sell their certified organic fruits to company
D through its registered organic farmers and vice versa.
Furthermore, four farmers of groups A2 and B1 have
contracts with two and three organic exporters, in order
to increase the quantity they can sell to organic com-
panies, and are thus certified multiple times by vari-
ous ICS. In district 2, where farmers are more market
oriented and many organic companies are present, this
practise is very common (underlined by the external in-
spector). Although the farmers take care to sell only
certified organic fruits, the companies, external certifiers
and consultants (A and B) disagree with this practise be-
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cause it impairs the traceability. As the external inspec-
tor states: “. . . it creates room for the producers to go and
play this game [selling inorganic produce]”, for example
if only one of the companies detects a non-compliance
of a double-registered farm household. Since farmers
register different household members with the different
companies, only spot checks of external inspectors can
detect this practise. On the other hand, the companies
tolerate some known cases and consultants and certifiers
have different opinions about handling this issue.

3.3 ICS management
In consequence of the above-described risks, the

companies have intensified the internal control when
compared to the documented ICS procedures. In addi-
tion to the formal annual or biannual inspections, all the
visited companies carry out frequent informal checkups
(for example company B every 6 weeks, company D ev-
ery month, others irregularly). Furthermore, company
B has changed the procedures and increased the fre-
quency of the yield estimates, and it requires at least two
staff members to purchase the products of the farmers’
jointly. Additional inspections and control measure for
purchasing staff are neither assessed by the external in-
spection (certification records), nor required by the ICS
minimum requirements. Thereby the organic companies
have greatly increased the workload for the field staff
and employ many field staff, one field staff member is
in charge of less than 100 farmers. Consultant C seems
to be unaware of this workload as he finds that field of-
ficers work efficiently and cost-effective when they are
assigned to 300 to 500 farmers, which cannot cover the
additional controls. Besides a high workload, the field
staff members have poor employment terms such as the
employment on a daily basis (in company A).

Both companies have experienced a constantly high
degree of staff turnover in the last three years, such that
achievements in staffmanagement and trainings are reg-
ularly lost. In company A this is the case for field of-
ficers and in company B it occurs even in higher staff
levels. For example, one staff member has changed
from company B to company A and then to company
D. Reasons are changes in management (company B),
conflicts and adaptations after the end of EPOPA sup-
port (company A) or deviations by staff members (both
companies). Therefore, companies A and B work with
only two and three ICS-staff members, and had each an
equal number under training. Along with competition
for trained personnel, staff fluctuations and difficult tran-
sitions from EPOPA support to own management can
be found in many Ugandan organic companies (external
certifier, consultant B).

The high workload and the apparently never-ending
transitional situation, which lead to a reliance on few
staff members, help to understand the shortcomings in
the ICS management that are reflected in the certifica-
tion documents. In both companies responsibilities are

not clearly separated, conflict of interest, for example
between training and inspection, is not avoided, and the
internal inspections are insufficient in terms of quality
and scope, for example when a field officer inspects up
to 13 farmers in one day.

All five interviewed companies have developed an-
other strategy to cope with the perceived need for fre-
quent control. They involve farmers in the control ac-
tivities, i.e. encourage a social control among farmers
to balance their own control gaps. Both interviewed
farmers’ groups of company B have an elected officer
for that task, called ‘policeman’ or ‘discipline officer’.
They visit the group members in at least monthly inter-
vals and collect information from fellow farmers, and so
far, they unsuccessfully demand compensation for time
and fuel from the company. Company A, on the other
hand, hardly draws on the official group organization,
but works with a parallel structure of selected individual
farmers. It has assigned the former group chairpersons
to inspect fellow farmers and to organise purchases and
training, and it compensates their efforts. The lack of
these farmer inspectors’ legitimation by a group deci-
sion may be a risk for internal conflicts. Farmer control
has lead to reporting of a number of deviations, for ex-
ample group B1 has found a farmer applying herbicides
and a double certified farmer. However, conflict may
arise between a shared interest of the group such as the
collective marketing interests in group B2, and the need
to report deviations, such as parallel production.

Consultants A and B stress that a strong internal or-
ganisation and social cohesion is required for dealing
with the above-mentioned risks for conflict, and for cre-
ating social pressure based on the knowledge that ”the
whole group suffers when there is a problem” (Farmer of
B1). However, these social capacities are not of special
concern to the companies or part of the trainings. The
degree of internal organization varies among the groups,
as indicated by group constitutions, legal registration,
membership rules, number of group offices, regularity
of meetings, and projects going beyond the organic busi-
ness. The social cohesion suffers from the leaving-out
of married women, conflicts in financial matters and a
high dependency on and resulting mistrust in the chair-
persons, who have usually been group founders and are
in office since then.

So far, the inspection by farmers is neither defined
in the ICS-manuals, nor regulated, and therefore the
frequency of the visits, the documentation or report-
ing procedures and the definition of responsibilities are
not transparent. The inspecting farmers do not receive
training or supervision, so their reliability is not en-
sured. For example, the most outlying farmer in group
B2 is never inspected. Consultant B and C underline
the need for documentation, at least showing when a
farmer was visited and found compliant or when devi-
ations were found. Otherwise, inspectors might reduce
their informal inspections to the extent that they loose
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control instead of increasing it (for example manager of
company B).

3.4 Formal perspectives of institutions

The analysis of the fourth sub-question draws on the
framework for interactive policy-making by Wagemans
(2002). Supposing that institutions such as the govern-
ment act “in the same way as a human being in terms
of sense-making”, they perceive only a limited propor-
tion of society that is meaningful within their formal
perspective. Needs and opportunities for change from
outside this perspective are not meaningful to the insti-
tution; therefore, problems are reinforced as long as no
‘bypass’ structure is created where new solutions can
be found. In the presented study, the company manag-
ing and implementing the ICS represents an institution
with a limited, formal perspective on the farmers’ activ-
ities and values related to the certification process. The
risks and their causes described in section 3.3 are not
perceived by the formal perspective of the ICS and are
therefore not controlled or counteracted, partly due to
the underlying assumption that farmers are organic by
default. However, the company staffmeasures their suc-
cess not only within the formal perspective but also by
the companies’ business activities. Additionally, com-
pany staff has a more personal relationship to farmers
and their locality. Therefore, they perceive problems be-
yond the formal perspective, such as the not externally
checked need for purchaser control, and develop adap-
tations and problem solutions to compensate gaps in the
formal control system.

However, the ICS management does not formalize
these adaptations in the ICS procedures in the risk as-
sessments or the internal regulations, but treats them like
a ‘bypass’ structure around the formal perspective. This
allows them to try out new procedures more flexibly, to
avoid increased control pressure from the external certi-
fier’s side and to withhold information on these internal
weaknesses from importers and consumers. The short-
comings of the initial set-up in controlling risks may
have lead the companies to use the ICS as a “marketing
tool” (mentioned by all managers) rather than a “man-
agement tool” for actively developing an internal quality
management.

The external certification bodies, on the other hand,
are an institution with a different formal perspective,
they are only to a small extent receptive for things hap-
pening in the ICS internally. The problems that the ex-
ternal certifiers perceive have to be handled within the
formal procedures, but since the causes of these prob-
lems go beyond the formal perspective, they are not
addressed and the same incompliances are reproduced.
Furthermore, there is a lack of capacity for the neces-
sary formal documentation because all human resources
are engaged in the bypass structure. In contrast to the
certifiers, the company staff does not consider documen-

tation a problematic aspect. As a result, many certifica-
tion conditions given to the companies have been open
since 2003 and 2005; and the comparison of the two
companies and the experience of the external inspector
do not indicate improvement of the formal ICS perfor-
mance over time.

Consequently, the interviewed external experts and
certification documents stress documentation and inter-
nal norms as major constraints and do not perceive the
efforts and struggles of the companies to ensure the or-
ganic integrity of their produce. The gaps in the exter-
nal certifiers’ formal perspective explain different ideas
about the number of field staffmembers needed, and the
use of not adapted, sometimes impractical standard doc-
uments by some consultants (consultant A, external in-
spector).

However, the company staff still has a different inter-
pretation framework than the farmers, for example they
perceive the farmers as mostly ’traditional’ rather than
’commercial’. Consequently, ICS staff is still not aware
of all issues possibly affecting the ICS, such as multiple
registration with other organic companies and crop infil-
tration. Communication problems between actors with
different interpretation frameworks are evident. The
relationship between staff and farmers is characterized
by top-down, persuasive communication and mistrust.
Company managers repeatedly criticize the “slow take-
up” and “closed minds” of the farmers, train them by
“telling them things at least twelve times” (company B)
and find the cooperation “difficult and tiresome”. This
distrust negatively affects the involvement of farmers in
the ICS.

4 Discussion and conclusions

We have shown that ‘organic by default’, as defined
in the introduction, does not adequately describe the sit-
uation of the producers we have studied (section 3.2).
Chongtham (2008) has classified farmers in a similar
study area in Uganda supporting this assessment. Gib-
bon (2006, p.9), in contrast, has argued that “the ‘or-
ganic by default’ nature of most agricultural production
in Uganda” makes certification problems unlikely, how-
ever the organic export companies in his interviews have
mentioned agronomic issues and higher risk for sup-
plier fraud as challenges in organic certification. More-
over, organic production in the studied situation is more
costly in terms of inputs, while specific organic pro-
duction methods are insufficiently known and applied.
This might be specific to fruit crops, since Bolwig et al.
(2009) have reported a different situation in a coffee out-
grower scheme, where 80% of the producers used such
practices and thereby realized positive revenue effects.
We suggest that due to the wrong perception of farmers,
external experts such as consultants, inspectors and cer-
tifiers, underestimate the investments required for devel-
oping organic farmers or ensuring organic production.
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The companies as ICS operators perceive and deal
with a number of production and infiltration risks, which
depend greatly on the marketing situation of the farmers
(section 3.3). A lack of demand from the company side
motivates farmers to reconvert and engage in parallel
production while a high, unreliable or badly timed de-
mand motivates some farmers and purchasers to involve
in infiltration. Seasonal availability of produce and non-
traceability of outside sales make yield estimates inef-
fective in controlling infiltration. Although the com-
panies studied are in contrasting market situations, the
procurement is problematic for all their farmers, irre-
spective of the 10%-25% mean organic price premiums
in Uganda (AgroEco & Grolink, 2008).

It is a common problem that niche markets cannot
absorb all produce of the certified exporters, for ex-
ample for fair trade companies (Taylor, 2005) and for
other organic exporting companies in Uganda (Gibbon,
2006). However, when dealing with commodities that
are storable and widely demanded, exporters are able
to buy regularly all produce from the farmers and sell
surpluses later and through conventional market chan-
nels; also yield estimates are more easily applied such
that crop infiltration plays a minor role, like Bolwig
et al. (2009) have reported. Specialized fresh produce
exporters lack both options to buffer demand instabili-
ties, which then directly affect the producers. Process-
ing does not improve the regularity of procurement, be-
cause the studied companies process on demand due to
a lack of financial and infrastructural capacities required
for regular, in advance processing. Competition by con-
ventional traders for produce, which we have shown to
limit the effect of yield estimates, is also well known
from Mexican coffee cooperatives (Schuster, 2006) and
has been described by Coulter et al. (1999, cited in Bar-
rett et al., 2001) as ‘side selling’ in conventional con-
tract production of high value horticultural products in
Zimbabwe. Furthermore, this study has described for
the first time that farmers register with more than one
organic company at a time and are thus part of several
ICS. Clarification of traceability ambiguities will likely
be required in future, but should take the importance
of farmers’ marketing opportunities into account. The
registration of both, male and female household mem-
bers is an essential measure with positive side effects on
women’s access to services.

As a result, companies trading non-commodities deal
with higher risks while relying on less powerful infil-
tration control. The effect of produce characteristics on
risks and risk control measures may reward a survey-
type research. More importantly, options need to be
found by which companies ensure a regular procure-
ment of appropriate quantities, which concerns logistics,
export marketing and finances.

To control the described risks, the studied compa-
nies have informally intensified ICS procedures beyond
minimum requirements and have employed significantly

more field staff members per number of farmers than
advised by a consultant (section 3.4). That is an ad-
ditional explanation for the ‘overstaffing’ that Gibbon
(2006, p.27) has identified common in smaller compa-
nies and has attributed to their spread-out working areas.
The specific measures reported here, namely increasing
informal inspection frequency, involving farmer control,
changing the yield estimation, controlling purchasers,
and adapting the staff structure frequently, are a promis-
ing innovations to consider for other companies and
their consultants. Yet the increased control challenges
the human resource management, especially in terms of
staff fluctuations. Thus, investment in specialized or-
ganic management staff is required but commonly lack-
ing in Uganda’s organic sector (Gibbon, 2006, p.25)
which has also been described by Schuster (2006) for
Mexican organic coffee cooperatives.

We have shown different ways in which the compa-
nies use farmers for additional control and some pos-
sible difficulties with it (section 3.4). Social control
can be approached and conceptualized in different ways
(see Chriss, 2007) but a more detailed investigation of
this aspect of the ICS is beyond the scope of this re-
search. Further research could help to assess the poten-
tial for greater farmer participation (demanded for ex-
ample by González & Nigh (2005) and for integration of
social control and certification (suggested by Källander
& Rundgreen, 2008, p.48); and it could clarify the role
of organizational and social capacities and ways to build
them. There are no measures to avoid conflict of inter-
est in the present set-up of informal inspections, such
that groups may “unite against an outside ‘enforcement
body’” (Källander & Rundgreen, 2008, p.78). We ar-
gue along with Mutersbaugh (2002) that support to re-
sponsible individuals and group structures in the form
of trainings, compensation and for example assistance
with official group registration, is necessary.

The concept for interactive policy-making by Wage-
mans (2002) has illuminated the formal perspectives
of the institutions ICS and external certifiers and has
shown that restrictions of these perspectives lead to self-
reinforcing certification problems (section 3.5). Be-
yond the concept, we have highlighted that company
representatives take up additional roles and perspec-
tives, thereby enabling innovations by means of a by-
pass around formal structures. Certifiers and consultants
stress documentation and internal norms as the main
certification constraints, because they do not formally
perceive the efforts and struggles taking place within
the companies and producer groups. The conclusion
that complying with the organic regulations in Uganda
is rather easy and only the demonstration of compliance
is difficult (for example by Van Elzakker, 2007), or that
the ICS is too rigid and needs simplification (AgroEco
& Grolink, 2008, p.75) does not fit the way the situation
is perceived by the organic companies.
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4.1 Conclusions
The ICS concept has proven a viable certification

tool that guarantees traceability of the organic products.
The challenges underlying the ICS application depend
upon the farming system, the situation of the producers,
the companies’ procurement, and their human resource
management. Fresh-produce exporters that contract not
by-default organic farmers face more risks than fre-
quently assumed, and therefore apply different and more
staff intensive control procedures. The study has shown
different perspectives on risks, risk control and certifi-
cation. It has additionally illuminated unnoticed, non-
formalized company innovations that await exchange of
experiences and interactive innovation management.
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Martinez, M. G. & Bañados, F. (2004). Impact of EU
Organic Product Certification Legislation on Chile
Organic Exports. Food Policy, 29, 1–14.

Meuser, M. & Nagel, U. (1991). Das Experteninterview.
Viel erprobt, wenig bedacht. In A. Bogner, B. Lit-
tig, & W. Menz (Eds.), Das Experteninterview. Theo-
rie, Methode, Anwendung. VS Verlag für Sozialwis-
senschaften: Wiesbaden.

Mutersbaugh, T. (2002). The Number is the Beast:
A Political Economy of Organic-coffee Certification
and Producer Unionism. Environment and Planning
A, 34 (7), 1165–1184.

Raynolds, L. T. (2009). Mainstreaming Fair Trade Cof-
fee: From Partnership to Traceability. World Devel-
opment, 37 (6), 1083–1093.

Ritchie, J., Spencer, L. & O’Connor, W. (2003). Carry-
ing out Qualitative Analysis. In J. Ritchie, & J. Lewis
(Eds.), Qualitative Research Practice. A guide for So-
cial Science Students and Researchers (pp. 219–262).
SAGE Publications: London, Thousand Oaks, New
Delhi.

Schuster, C. M. (2006). Interne Kontrollsysteme in
mexikanischen Kleinbauernorganisationen. Diploma
thesis. Technische Universität München, Weihen-
stephan.

Snape, D. & Spencer, L. (2003). The Foundations of
Qualitative Research. In J. Ritchie, & J. Lewis (Eds.),
Qualitative Research Practice. A guide for Social Sci-
ence Students and Researchers (pp. 1–23). SAGE
Publications: London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi.



22 S. Preißel and M. Reckling / J. Agr. Rural Develop. Trop. Subtrop. 111 - 1 (2010) 13-22

Taylor, P. L. (2005). In the Market But Not of It: Fair
Trade Coffee and Stewardship Council Certification
as Market-Based Social Change. World Development,
33 (1), 129–147.

Tovar, L. G., Martin, L., Cruz, M. A. G. & Muters-
baugh, T. (2005). Certified Organic Agriculture in
Mexico: Market Connections and Certification Prac-
tices in Large and Small Producers. Journal of Rural
Studies, 21, 461–474.

UNCTAD/UNEP (2008). Organic Agriculture and
Food Security in Africa. United Nations: New
York/Geneva.

Van Elzakker, B. (2007). Developing markets and ca-
pacities for organic products. The EPOPA Expe-

rience. Presentation. URL http://www.grolink.

se/epopa/publications/epopa%20wb.pps.
Wagemans, M. (2002). Institutional Conditions for

Transformations. A plea for policy making from the
perspective of constructivism. In Wheelbarrows full
of frogs. Social learning in rural resource manage-
ment (pp. 245–257). Van Gorcum, Assen.

Willer, H. & Kilcher, L. (Eds.) (2010). The World of
Organic Agriculture. Statistics and Emerging Trends
2009. IFOAM: Bonn, FiBL: Frick, ITC: Geneva.

Witzel, A. (2000). The Problem-Centered Inter-
view. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 1 (1), Art.
22. URL http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:

de:0114-fqs0001228.


