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Abstract 
 

The globalization and industrialization of food sector created a need for food 

traceability. Alternative food networks, such as organic farming, can serve this purpose by 

offering an alternative to the conventional food and by regaining the trust between the 

producer and the consumer.  

Organic agriculture is assumed to be more sustainable than the industrial one. 

However, there is a misconception of the concepts “sustainable agriculture” and “organic 

farming”. In Hungary the contradiction of high export of organic raw materials and high 

import of processed organic food from the main export countries was experienced in the 

1990s. But lately the import volume decreased, and the high export remained combined with 

low domestic organic consumption.  

It is important to see how the actors involved in the organic sector perceive the 

sustainability of the Hungarian organic sector. The research question is: How do different 

actors perceive sustainability in the Hungarian organic food sector in the light of conventions 

theory? In order to find the answer 10 actors with different profiles were interviewed. Semi-

structured qualitative interviews were carried out. 

Seven different conventions based on Thévenot et al. (2000) served as the analytical 

tool. The respondents showed low understanding of such concepts as sustainability and 

sustainable agriculture, as well as their contribution to sustainable development.  

A main conclusion of the study is that the actors closer to the field, i.e. farmers and 

food processing companies, show more consideration towards the environment, rural 

development and sustainability. Green, domestic and civic conventions are for them as 

important as market and industrial conventions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keywords: Organic farming, sustainability, conventions theory, Hungary 

 



   III 
 

 

Acknowledgement 

 

 

I would especially like to thank my supervisor, Ulf Jonsson, Professor at the Economic 

History Department of Stockholm University, for his comments and suggestions. 

 

Further, I also would like to thank for my colleagues in the thesis group for giving me 

valuable feedbacks and supporting me at difficult times.  

 

Big thanks for the contribution of all the interviewed companies, thanks for devoting time to 

my thesis and for sharing thoughts with me. 

 



   IV 
 

 
Table of contents 

1. Introduction   ___________________________________________________________- 1 -
1.1. Problem statement   ________________________________________________________ - 3 -

1.2. Aim of the thesis   __________________________________________________________ - 4 -

1.3. Research question   ________________________________________________________ - 5 -

2. The conceptual and theoretical framework   ___________________________________- 6 -
2.1. Concepts   ________________________________________________________________ - 6 -

2.1.1. Sustainability   _________________________________________________________________ - 6 -
2.1.2. Sustainable agriculture   _________________________________________________________ - 7 -
2.1.3. Organic Farming   ______________________________________________________________ - 8 -
2.1.4. Sustainable agriculture vs. organic farming  __________________________________________ - 8 -

2.2. Previous studies   __________________________________________________________ - 9 -

2.3. Conventions Theory   ______________________________________________________ - 10 -

3. Case study   ____________________________________________________________- 13 -
3.1. Development of Hungarian agriculture   ______________________________________ - 13 -

3.2. Organic farming in Hungary   ______________________________________________ - 14 -

4. Methodology   __________________________________________________________- 16 -
4.1. Literature review   ________________________________________________________ - 16 -

4.2. Qualitative interviews   ____________________________________________________ - 17 -
4.2.1. Data generation   ______________________________________________________________ - 18 -

4.3. Critical reflection of the methods and data sources   ____________________________ - 20 -

5. Empirical findings   _____________________________________________________- 20 -
5.1. Market conventions   ______________________________________________________ - 20 -

5.2. Industrial conventions   ____________________________________________________ - 24 -

5.3. Domestic conventions   _____________________________________________________ - 25 -

5.4. Civic conventions   ________________________________________________________ - 29 -

5.5. Opinion and inspired conventions   __________________________________________ - 30 -

5.6. Green conventions   _______________________________________________________ - 30 -

6. Analysis   ______________________________________________________________- 34 -
6.1. Sustainability perceived by the actors   _______________________________________ - 35 -

7. Conclusions   __________________________________________________________- 39 -
References   ______________________________________________________________- 41 -
Appendix 1: Interview questions   ____________________________________________- 47 -

 



   - 1 - 
 

 

 “Learn from the birds what food the thickets yield; 

Learn from the beasts the physic of the field; 

The arts of building from the bee receive;  

Learn of the mole to plow, the worm to weave.” 

(Alexander Pope) 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

This chapter gives us an introduction to the complexity of food globalization and the 

need for alternative food networks, such as organic farming. Furthermore, the problems are 

defined and the research question the thesis aims to answer is set.  

 

The saying goes: “You are what you eat”. Food is much more than just the most 

important source of nutrition fundamental for the normal function of the body: it is culture, it 

is a way of self-expression, and it is a way of life. 

The globalization of food started already with Columbus but became stronger in the 

twentieth century when foreign influence of the local cuisine was experienced all over the 

world (Kiple, 2007). The globalization of food economy led to the restructuring of farms in 

the USA (Allen and Sachs, 2007:6). A shift to more flexible systems of production, the aim 

for higher profits and the permission of freer flows of goods across national borders helped 

the globalization (Phillips, 2006: 39). And now, the ten largest food companies are controlling 

almost the half of the food sales in the States (Allen and Sachs, 2007: 7). 

The industrialization of the agricultural production was a result of the Industrial 

revolution. The mechanization of food production, the organized transportation and 

distribution were the beginnings of the industrialization process (Kiple, 2007: 215). Industrial 

agriculture served its aim after the Second World War, namely to increase the volume of 

agricultural production in order to feed the hungry population. The quantity was increased 

over quality with the help of chemicals, monoculture and mass production. This production-

driven model led to devastating environmental, social and health consequences. According to 

some scientists industrial agriculture sees the farm as a factory that uses huge quantities of 
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fossil fuels, fertilizers, pesticides, water and topsoil, and produces not only food stuff and 

livestock, but huge amounts of waste as well (Horrigan et al., 2002: 445). Another concern 

regarding industrial agriculture is that fossil fuels are the main energy inputs used (ibid: 448). 

Lots of energy is required along the supply chain: production – especially meat production – 

transport, processing and packing (ibid). Biological innovations, such as genetic modification 

(GM) of the crops are also meant to increase the extent of the production. GM crops are on 

the market since 1996 and already in 2007 they were grown on 114,3 million hectares (ha) 

worldwide (ISAAA, 2008). This is 7.6% of the total present 1.5 billion ha of agricultural land 

used in crop production (fao.org, retrieved 09.05.2010). Certified organic land counted for 

‘only’ 2.3% of total agricultural land (35 million ha) in 2008 worldwide (organic-world.net, 

retrieved 09.05.2010). Some of the health consequences of consuming GM food are still 

unknown, while one health concern is that the food can contain new allergens previously not 

eaten by humans (Horrigan et al., 2002: 452). But the main concern again is that the large 

transnational companies control the market.  

 

These are only some of the concerns regarding industrial agricultural production. It is 

very likely that this kind of production method is not sustainable in the long run. Fortunately, 

there are different food networks serving as the alternative for industrial agricultural system.  

The globalization of food systems created a need for quality food that is traceable by 

the consumers. Such food systems are the alternative food networks, which Goodman et al. 

(2009) describe as “new and rapidly mainstreaming spaces in the food economy”. Usually it 

means that the supply chain in these networks is shorter, and the food is locally produced or 

bought directly from the producer. Such networks can be short food supply chains, organic 

farms, fair-trade products, localized markets, quality, and premium foods. Morgan et al. 

(2006) discuss in what sense the Alternative food networks are alternative. There are different 

approaches to answer that question. Some scientists say that there is one common thing in 

these networks: that they are all against conventional production and want to regain the trust 

between producer and consumer (ibid). Localization of food systems is assumed to be a good, 

progressive and desirable process in contrast to globalization (Hinrichs, 2003). However, it is 

a complex issue and it is time and space specific, furthermore the social and environmental 

relations of a particular area have to be examined first (ibid). 

One example of an alternative system is organic farming. Organic farming is assumed 

to be more sustainable than industrial agriculture. But there is very often a misconception of 

what sustainable agriculture and organic farming really is. Many might assume that organic 
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farming is a synonym for sustainable agriculture, but in fact, organic production is not always 

necessarily sustainable.  

There have been some assumptions regarding organic production that distinguished it 

from conventional production, such as it is produced locally on small farms (Rigby and 

Cáceres, 1997). Originally organic farms had these characters but today these assumptions are 

inaccurate (ibid). 

Long distance transportation of the products is also a factor that has an effect on the 

sustainability of an organic agricultural system. The concept of food miles describes the 

distance a food has to travel from field to table, and it is one measure of the increasing 

conventionalization of organic food (Rigby and Bown, 2003:7). The contradiction of export-

import affects negatively the sustainability of an agricultural system. In some cases it can 

have negative environmental and social impacts when products, which could be consumed 

locally, get transported and consumed outside of the country, and, in contrast, products that 

could be produced domestically are imported to the country. Not to mention the energy used 

during the processing, packaging and transportation of organic food and the pollutants that are 

emitted during the journey (ibid: 8).  

 

1.1. Problem statement 
 

Quite a lot of research deal with the connection of sustainable agriculture and organic 

farming (Pacini et al., 2004; Ilbery and Maye, 2005; Gafi et al., 2006; Dantsis et al., 2009; 

Aerni, 2009). Studies have been carried out in different countries to analyse the sustainability 

of respective organic farming systems. But usually they focus on ecological indicators than 

paid attention to the actors’ perceptions. The studies mentioned above will be elaborated in 

section 2.2 Previous Studies. 

 

There is a profound contradiction in the Hungarian organic sector: in the 1990s almost 

90% of the organic products were exported to Germany, Austria and the Netherlands, and 

approximately 80% of the organic products consumed on the domestic market were imported 

from the same countries (organic-europe.net, retrieved 18.04.2010). The export products are 

mostly raw materials, such as wheat, corn and sunflower, and the imported products are 

processed food items (ibid). The percentage of imported organic food products however 
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decreased, since the number of food processing companies increased, but the export volume 

was still around 90% in the middle of 2000s (Biokontroll, 2004).  

 

In general, the environmental and social awareness of Hungarians is low. When it 

comes to food consumption, prices play a very important role in choice making. There is also 

a small segment of society which pays more and more attention to health and environmental 

aspects, and that can actually afford to buy higher quality food. My investigation focuses on 

how particular actors in the organic sector approach the question of sustainability. It is 

important to understand how they see the current situation of the organic agriculture and food 

production, how they account for their motives, how they characterize the role of 

sustainability in their work, and how they perceive their contribution to the maintenance of 

sustainability. We will also discuss what kind of written and unwritten conventions has an 

impact on their actions.  

 

In Hungary research that focused on the domestic and external markets of the organic 

sector was carried out in 2001 (Mokry). Since then studies were mainly stressing out 

consumer behaviour (Fürediné Kovács, 2006) and the motivations of farmers choosing 

organic (Fertő and Forgács, 2007). However, the importance of sustainability was not 

emphasized before in any of the studies. The question of the extent to how sustainability 

characterizes the Hungarian organic sector has so far not been addressed.  

 

1.2. Aim of the thesis 
 

The study aims to show how different actors approach sustainability, i.e. how 

important role the concept plays when entering the organic market, in their everyday work 

and how they can contribute to sustainable development. The thesis will also provide a better 

understanding of how the actors view the concepts, sustainable agriculture and organic 

farming. The study will also determine how different actors reflect on the contradiction of 

high organic food export and low domestic organic consumption.  

 

Furthermore, the thesis will serve as a valuable empirical input for conventions theory; 

we will touch upon how the actors interact with each other, how they are related to each other 

and to the institutions, and what the common values and rules of the market are.  
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The thesis will give us a better understanding of how different actors in the organic 

sector view their own situation and their own sector. The thesis will show a realistic picture of 

the Hungarian organic sector today and investigate the future perspectives. 

 

The focus will be on the Hungarian organic sector and particular actors involved in the 

sector, such as institutions, producers, food processing companies and distributors. All the 

companies chosen for the study are certified by the largest organic certifying and controlling 

body in Hungary, the Biokontroll non-profit company.  

 

1.3. Research question 
 

The research question is: How do different actors perceive sustainability in the 

Hungarian organic food sector in the light of conventions theory?  

 

By answering to the question and reaching the aims, the thesis can contribute to a 

better understanding of the relationship between sustainable agriculture and organic farming, 

and show how important is sustainability for different actors through different conventions. 

Conventions theory can be a beneficial analytical tool in this context. The question will be 

answered by analysing different conventions that regulate the Hungarian organic sector, and 

by the perceptions of different actors concerning their motives, actions, cooperation, the 

contradiction of high export and low domestic consumption, and the future of the sector.  



   - 6 - 
 

 

2. The conceptual and theoretical framework 
 

This chapter gives a better understanding of the concepts of sustainability, sustainable 

agriculture and organic farming. Furthermore, it provides us with an overview of conventions 

theory that serves as an analytical tool later on. Previous studies are also presented in this 

section. 

 

2.1. Concepts 
 

The aim of the following section is to clarify the concepts and, if possible, to provide 

definitions. For long time scholars have discussed and tried to define the often much 

contested concepts of sustainability and sustainable agriculture (Schaller, 1993; Pretty, 1995; 

Hansen, 1996; Ikerd, 1996; Glavic and Lukman, 2007).  

 

2.1.1. Sustainability  

 

The first concept the thesis will deal with is sustainability. The verb to sustain 

originates from Latin from 1250-1300s and means to uphold (Oxford Dictionary, retrieved 

08.06.2010). Synonyms can be to carry, to bear, to maintain (ibid). There are many definitions 

existing for sustainability, and the meaning is different in different contexts and situations. 

The most known definition for sustainable development is the one defined by the Brundtland 

Commission, namely the development that “meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 1987). This 

definition focuses on the anthropogenic character of sustainability. There are some scholars 

who approach sustainability only from an environmental perspective and some only from an 

economic; very often the social aspect is missing. For some sustainability is persistence and 

the capacity of something to continue (Pretty, 1995: 1248). For resilience thinkers it can mean 

“the likelihood that an existing system of resource use will persist indefinitely without a 

decline in the resource base or in the social welfare it delivers” (Walker et al., 2006: 165). 

Further on, this definition of sustainability will be used in the thesis. 
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When we are discussing sustainability, the first step is to clarify “what is being 

sustained, for how long, for whose benefit, and at whose cost, over what area and measured 

by what criteria” (Pretty, 1995: 1248). When precisely selected criteria are used then we can 

analyse certain trends (ibid). The analysis of sustainability can work on farm or community 

level, but not likely at higher levels, such as districts, regions and countries (ibid). It must be 

emphasized that sustainability is time- and place-specific; what could work in one place at a 

time, may not be the right method in another place (Pretty, 1995: 1249). And this can be one 

reason why there is no common definition; sustainability can mean different in different 

situations, depending on time and space. As we can see, the concept of sustainability is very 

complex and differs in time and space.  

 

2.1.2. Sustainable agriculture 

 

Since there is no common definition of sustainability, we cannot expect to have one 

for sustainable agriculture. Ikerd already in 1996 on a conference emerged with new 

paradigms, which were based on mind, knowledge and thinking. He saw the future in 

ecologically sound and socially responsible products (Ikerd, 1996). The solution for the 

problems created by the industrial model is sustainable agriculture (ibid). As he describes, 

“sustainable agriculture must be ecologically sound, economically viable and socially 

responsible…, they must be individualistic, site-specific and dynamic…inherently 

information-, knowledge- and management intensive”. The model is biological in nature, 

which is characterized by complexity, interdependence and simultaneity (Ibid). He believes 

that the most important is to set back the personal relationship between producer and 

consumer because industrial agriculture separated them. “Sustainable agriculture is not so 

much a specific farming strategy, but it is an approach to learning about the world” (Pretty, 

1995: 1250). Sustainable agriculture can be seen as a process, moving towards something 

better but not as static, fixed set of rules.  
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2.1.3. Organic Farming 

 

Organic farming is on the other hand regulated by law. The 834/2007 European Union 

(EU) regulation defines organic production as “an overall system of farm management and 

food production that combines best environmental practices, a high level of biodiversity, the 

preservation of natural resources, the application of high animal welfare standards and a 

production method in line with the preference of certain consumers for products produced 

using natural substances and processes”. Furthermore, the regulation emphasizes the societal 

role of organic production, which on one hand means satisfying consumer needs, and on the 

other hand helping rural development. There are of course many definitions for organic 

farming, but since the thesis will focus on certified organic actors whose work the before 

mentioned EU regulation provides a legal framework for, the definition above will be used in 

the thesis.  

 

2.1.4. Sustainable agriculture vs. organic farming 

 

There is an ongoing debate about the relationship of the terms “sustainable 

agriculture” and “organic farming” (Rigby et al., 2001: 26). Many scholars would say that 

organic is the only system to produce in sustainable way, while many would argue (ibid). It is 

e.g. enough if we just have a look at the Californian organic sector. In California, where the 

organic movement started, the production became much like industrial organic. Of course that 

organic food sector has its own characteristics that make it organic – e.g. no use of chemicals 

and fertilizers, the animals have the possibility to pasture outside, usage of renewable energy, 

etc – but all this happens on a large scale and some of the practices are closer to conventional 

methods. California, where organic agriculture is intensified, is thus an example of 

conventionalization thesis (Goodman et al., 2009: 208). As Guthman (2004: 307) writes, 

agribusiness would practice organic farming in a conventional way, and doing so it threatens 

the sustainable characteristics of organic production. According to Goodman (2009: 208), 

large-scale organic producers are integrated into the national and global commodity networks, 

while small-scale farmers serve localized markets.  
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It is important to see organic food sector as a complex system when it comes to 

sustainability because some aspects of the production might be sustainable, but the system as 

a whole can have more negative effects than conventional agriculture. For instance, a research 

showed how the soil fertility was destroyed in large areas by low input, chemical-free, 

unsustainable production practises, although the farmers were organic but only in terms of the 

inputs used (Rigby et al., 2001:27). That is why it is not enough to focus on sustainable inputs 

or tools because these are only one small parts of the system (ibid).  

 

2.2. Previous studies 
 

Studies were carried out in different countries with different aims regarding the 

sustainability of alternative or organic farming system (Pacini et al., 2004; Ilbery and Maye, 

2005; Gafi et al., 2006; Dantsis et al., 2009; Aerni, 2009). The focus countries or regions were 

Tuscany, Scottish/English boarder, France, Greece, Switzerland and New Zealand. The aims 

and methods of the studies differed; for instance in Greece it was the conventionalization of 

the organic sector, while in Switzerland and New Zealand the stakeholders’ perceptions of 

sustainable agriculture were analysed.  

Some relevant studies applied conventions theory as an analytical tool. Truninger 

(2008) analysed the trends towards ‘conventionalization’ and the tendency for ‘movement 

resistance’ in the Portugal organic sector by interviewing key actors of the market. Rosin and 

Campbell (2009) dealt with the ‘bifurcation’ and ‘conventionalization’ of the organic sector in 

New Zealand. A similar study was carried out by Renard (2003), who analysed Fair Trade in 

the light of conventions theory.  

 

Research about the domestic organic market and organic food consumption was 

carried out in Hungary, too (OszKő Tanácsadó Bt., 2002; Fürediné Kovács, 2006). A doctoral 

study from 2001 by Mokry has dealt with the following topics: problems with conventional 

agriculture, the domestic and external markets of Hungarian organic products, the comparison 

of prices of conventional and organic fruits and vegetables and the presentation of different 

organic subsidy systems.  

One research that is relevant to this thesis was carried out in 2007. A survey was 

conducted in order to understand the factors influencing farmers’ decision whether or not to 

adopt organic farming methods (Fertő and Forgács, 2007). The research showed that 
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education has a positive impact on the choice, while the size of the farm affects it negatively 

(ibid). The study was a quantitative study and involved a great number of farmers.  

We can see that the research in Hungary did not deal with the relations of sustainable 

agriculture and organic farming, neither with the importance of sustainability. In this way the 

thesis can help in understanding the chosen actors’ thoughts about the above mentioned 

concepts. Furthermore, not only farmers, but other actors involved in the organic food sector 

will be interviewed as well during the course of the thesis. The aim is not to give a 

representative result, but rather to see behind the scenes, to get to know more about the actors 

in qualitative terms. And the motives are only one part of the current research; the most 

important is how sustainability is recognized by the actors, what their opinion about their 

sector is. This thesis can help in better understanding of the current situation in the Hungarian 

organic sector and to provide insight into what can be improved and how the companies can 

be motivated to work for a brighter future.  

 

2.3. Conventions Theory 
 

Conventions theory originates from France and plays an important role in agri-food studies 

(Morgan et al., 2006: 19). The starting point of the theory is that “any form of coordination in 

economic, political and social life requires agreement of some kind among the participants” 

(ibid). Common perceptions of the structural context are to be built up (ibid). Storper and 

Salais (1997: 16) explain such perceptions as points of references, which are not based on 

written agreements rather on a common context that the actors build up during their 

interactions. They continue that the points of references are established by conventions 

between persons (Storper and Salais, 1997: 16). When interactions are repeated all over again, 

and they are successful, they become incorporated to routines and behaviours (ibid). Storper 

and Salais (1997: 17) discuss that convention is understood as a “rule which is taken for 

granted and to which everybody submits without reflection, the result of an agreement, or 

even a founding moment.” They continue that convention refers to presence of all the three 

dimensions mentioned above (Storper and Salais, 1997:17). Practices, routines, agreements 

and their associated informal and institutional forms can be seen as different kinds of 

conventions (Morgan et al., 2006: 20). Rules emerge within the process of actor co-ordination, 

as responses to problems (Wilkinson, 1997: 318). In conventions theory quality is more 

important than price and quantity (ibid: 322).  
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Salais and Storper (1992: 171) identify four ‘worlds’ of production, and they can 

namely be defined as “coherent combination of technologies and markets, product qualities 

and quantitative practices of resources”. These worlds of production are the following: the 

Marshallian market world for specialized dedicated products; the network market world for 

standardized dedicated products; the world of innovation of specialized generic products, and 

the industrial world of standardized generic products (Salais and Storper, 1992). According to 

them (Ibid: 182), a need for ‘translation’ of conventions between the worlds is emerging.  

The following approach will help our analysis. There are many authors who 

contributed to the conventions theory and identified the “existence of six types of conventions, 

arising from the six types of justification that serve to coordinate action” (Renard, 2003: 88). 

The mode of ‘justification’ was developed originally by Boltanski and Thévenot in 1991 

(Thévenot et al., 2000: 236). The basis of the approach are different ‘orders of worth’, each of 

them “support[ing] a different mode of coordination by means of a process of ‘qualification’ 

of people and things” (Thévenot, 2001:409). “Worth is the way in which one expresses, 

embodies, understands or represents other people”, it can be understood as a capacity of 

expression in general terms. (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991:132) 

Participants should determine quality in consistence with the specific worth. 

(Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991:130) “In order to be engaged as probe in justifications, objects 

need to be ‘qualified’ according to the particular order of worth. … This qualification of 

entities is more than a rhetorical characterization, but also involves material features.” 

(Thévenot et al., 2000:237) “Objects substantiate worth, but at the same time they impose 

constraints on test by calling for endowment with value.” (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991:131) 

States of worth can be established by the objects which refer to particular worlds or 

conventions (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991:131). 

“Tests are thus subjected to constraints that introduce into the objective order the sort 

of rules that govern the construction of a well-founded argument, requirements that we related 

earlier to the ordering of the common good” (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991:140) 

 

 

Originally Boltanski and Thévenot described six orders of worth, namely the market, 

industrial, civic, domestic, inspired and opinion worth (Thévenot et al., 2000: 237). Recent 

studies pointed out the emergence of ‘green’ worth, which can help us to analyse 
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environmental and sustainability issues, and in doing so it plays a very important role in the 

thesis (ibid).  

 

The following table shows us a summary of different conventions based upon different 

‘orders of worth’.  The table will help us to better understand the characteristics of the 

different conventions that will help the analysis. 

 
Table 1 : Six plus one ‘conventions’ 
 

Conven-

tions 
Market Industrial Domestic Civic Opinion Inspired Green 

Worth Price, cost Technical 

efficiency 

Esteem, 

reputation 

Collective 

welfare 

Renown, 

fame 

Grace, 

singularity, 

creativeness 

Environmental 

friendliness 

Test Market 

competitive-

ness 

Competence, 

reliability, 

planning 

Trustworthi-

ness 

Equality and 

solidarity 

Popularity, 

audience, 

recognition 

Passion, 

enthusiasm 

Sustainability, 

renewability 

Qualified 

objects 

Freely 

circulating 

market good 

and service 

Infrastructure

, project, 

technical 

object, 

method, plan 

Patrimony, 

local, heritage 

Rules and 

regulations, 

fundamental 

rights, welfare 

policies 

Sign, media Emotional 

involvement 

and 

expression 

Pristine 

wilderness, 

healthy 

environment, 

natural habitat  

Time 

formation 

Short-term 

flexibility 

Long-term 

planned 

future 

Customary 

past 

Perennial Vogue, 

trend 

Eschatologi-

cal, 

revolutiona-

ry, visionary 

moment 

Future 

generations 

Space 

formation 

Globalization Cartesian 

space 

Local, 

proximal 

anchoring 

Detachment Commu-

nication 

network 

Presence Planet 

ecosystem 

Adapted from Thévenot et al., 2000: 241 

 

 



   - 13 - 
 

 

It is argued that conventions theory is the best conceptual framework to analyse 

industrial diversity because it is a product-centred theory of production organization, in which 

conventions, markets and technologies define the quality of the product (Wilkinson, 1997: 

322). Previous studies presented earlier showed that conventions theory is relevant to analyse 

agricultural systems, the perceptions of the actors through the relation of different 

conventions. 

 

Conventions theory can serve as a framework of how an agri-food system operates, 

how different actors interact with each other, and which conventions regulate their actions. In 

the heart of organic production stands quality, and ideally its aim is not mass production, what 

is completely relevant for conventions theory. 

 

3. Case study 
 

This chapter provides us with the description of the case, the Hungarian organic 

sector. For a better understanding first the development of Hungarian agriculture is 

presented shortly.  

3.1. Development of Hungarian agriculture 
 

Hungary has very good geographical conditions. It lies in the Carpathian Basin where 

the natural and weather conditions with high number of sunny hours and the very productive 

soil make the country perfect for agricultural production (FVM, 2003). The agriculture has 

always played a very important role in the country’s economy but a constant decrease can 

nevertheless be experienced (ibid). 2,9 % of the total agricultural land is under organic 

production (organic-world.net, retrieved 12.04.2010). 

In the following section a short history of Hungarian agriculture in the twentieth 

century will be presented according to ed. Romsics (2002). Certain historical events made the 

development of Hungary’s agriculture uneven during the course of last century. At the 

beginning, agriculture was country’s leading sector. The development could be thanked to 

stable domestic prices of agricultural products, technological development, measures for 

improving the soil fertility, and livestock increase both in number and quality. However, the 

plant cultivation was developing more dynamically than the livestock production. The First 
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World War and later the economic crisis between 1929 and 1933 had large impacts on 

agriculture; the crisis did not affect the volume of production but rather the prices. Between 

the two World Wars agriculture remained in its leading position but it played less important 

role in production and employment. After the Second World War the repartition of the land 

fostered new dynamics of agriculture, but soon politically forced industrialization decreased 

the importance of the sector. Forced collectivization of farms did not either help in increasing 

the production. In the 1960’s and especially in the 70’s a change was experienced, when the 

yield was forced to increase through planned economy. In the beginning of the 1980’s 

production achieved its peak. After the political system change in 1989, the aim was to 

transform the production structure completely. Following privatization and public auction of 

the land, many landowners did not plan to produce and the means of production of earlier 

large farms did not fit to the new system. The privatization opened the way for private 

interests on one hand, but on the other hand constitutive energy and capital did not flow into 

the agricultural system.  

Some twenty years has passed since the change of the system and it seems that 

agriculture in Hungary is still recovering, although today there are new ways of farming, such 

as organic. But, it still represents a very small portion of agricultural production.  

 

3.2. Organic farming in Hungary 
 

Organic farming grew rapidly in Europe since the 1990s (ed. Willer et al., 2008: 19). 

By the end of 2006, Europe’s organic land accounted for 24% of the world’s organic land 

(ibid). Italy (1 148 162 hectares), Spain and Germany have the largest organic area (ibid). 

Today there is 122 816 hectares of organic land in Hungary, which is 2,9 % of the 

total agricultural land (organic-world.net, retrieved 12.04.2010).  

Margit Gelencsér shared some information about the history of Hungarian organic 

sector. In Hungary, initially the organic movement was built from a self-sufficient, small-

garden movement, and after it got mixed with healthy life-style, alternative medicine and 

vegetarian diet features, in 1983 the Biokultúra Club was founded. The Club became an 

association in 1987. At the beginning Dutch SEC (today SKAL) certified the Hungarian 

organic sector, and the role of the public organisation and the controlling body intertwined, so 

later there was a need to split them. So in 1996 the Biokontroll public company (later 
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becoming a non-profit company) was founded, and today it is the biggest certifying company 

in the country. The owner of Biokontroll is Biokultúra.  

Biokultúra has two important aims; to support organic production and organic 

consumption in Hungary. In order to achieve these goals they operate two organic markets in 

Budapest, publish the Biokultúra magazine that contains constructive information for organic 

producers and consumers, publish other information material, provides information about 

organic production, and organizes programmes, meetings and exhibitions.  

Biokontroll presented its latest statistics of the organic sector in 2008. Please note that 

the following data is from the year 2008 if nothing else is mentioned and is not valid for the 

whole country but only to the companies certified by Biokontroll. The certified organic area 

by Biokontroll accounted for 111 800 hectares, around 90% of total organic land (Roszík et 

al., 2008). The statistics show that the area of organic land was growing until 2004 and since 

then a slight decrease can be experienced. The number of certified producers was 1367, while 

416 food processing companies and 15 importers were operating on the market. The 

composition of organic land regarding utilization was the following: 57,74% meadow and 

pasture, 34,03% plough-land, 2,23% plantation and 6% other planting area. Wheat is the 

mostly produced organic product in Hungary, which can be explained with the country’s 

favourable geographical and weather conditions for growing this type of grass. Otherwise 

feed, industrial plants, fruits and vegetables are produced. When it comes to animal husbandry, 

the number is very low; animals, mostly cattle, are being bred on 113 farms only (Ibid). 

The following table was adapted from Richter and Kovacs (2005), originally presented 

in FiBL expert survey 2005. It was revised and updated according to the current situation of 

the organic sector. The table provides a summarized overview of strengths and weaknesses of, 

and opportunities and threats to the domestic organic sector. 
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1. Table: SWOT analysis of the Hungarian organic sector 
 
 Hungarian organic sector 

Strengths of the domestic organic sector 

• Regulation and certification systems for organic farming 
and products exist 

• Huge supply potential for organic production 
• Excellent producer skills for organic production 

Weaknesses of the domestic organic 
sector 

• Lack of capital and know-how in the domestic processing 
sector 

• Less information about organic production and food 
available 

• Lack of marketing initiatives for organic food 
• High price premium for organic food as key barrier to 

domestic demand 
• Lack of cooperation in the sector  

Opportunities to develop national 
organic markets 

• Conventional retailers increase organic assortments 
• Increasing consumer demand for ‘health products’ 
• National organic farming regulation 
• Provision of accurate information about organic products to 

consumers  

Threats to develop national organic 
markets 

• Growing share of imported organic food 
• No governmental concept and support for domestic organic 

market development 
• Lack of knowledge about organic from the consumers 
• Environmental awareness of consumers is weak 

Adapted from Richter and Kovacs (2005), originally presented in FiBL expert survey 2005. 

 

4. Methodology 
 

This chapter explains the two methodological approaches chosen to analyse the case, 

namely the literature review and qualitative interviews. 

 

Two methods were chosen to analyse Hungarian organic sector, namely literature 

review and semi-structured qualitative interviews. Since the qualitative interviews were 

carried out in Hungarian and also some of the articles were written in Hungarian, the author 

did all the translations to English. 

 

4.1. Literature review 
 

The reviewed literature was gathered in two ways. One was literature suggested by my 

supervisor, and the other was through search engines. The most often used engines 
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were Google Scholar, ScienceDirect Elsevier and Wiley InterScience, but other websites also 

helped the literature accumulation. Literature review was the method to gather information for 

the introduction and theoretical framework sections. The process started with searching for 

key worlds, such as sustainable agriculture, organic farming, and sustainability, etc. When 

relevant articles were found and read, the included references helped to find more relevant 

articles. The choice whether to include an article or not was made by the relevance of it and 

frequency of the article cited. The articles were then critically reviewed. The preference was 

to use published scientific articles and books, other sources were used when it was necessary. 

 

4.2. Qualitative interviews 
 

“An interview is literally an inter view, an interchange of views between two persons 

conversing a theme of mutual interest” (Kvale, 1996: 2). Qualitative research interviews can 

be described as professional conversations (ibid: 5). Furthermore, semi-structured life world 

interview can be defined as “an interview whose purpose is to obtain descriptions of the life 

world of the interviewee with respect to interpreting the meaning of the described 

phenomena” (ibid). 

Interviews were practiced previously in social sciences but only recently they are used 

increasingly as a research method (ibid: 8). Alternative conceptions of social knowledge, of 

meaning, reality and truth in social science research are involved in qualitative research (ibid: 

10-11). Interviews help us to interpret meaningful relations by interacting with human beings 

(ibid: 11). “The sensitivity of the interview and its closeness to the subject’s lived world can 

lead to knowledge that can be used to enhance the human condition” (ibid). When compared 

with quantitative research, qualitative research provides a greater space for the interviewees’ 

own perspectives and ideas (Bryman and Bell, 2007: 474). Though the researcher leads the 

interviews, still there is a great interest in the interviewees’ point of view (ibid).  

Not so many common methodological conventions or rules are connected to 

qualitative interviews than to quantitative research (Kvale, 1996:13). The way of carrying out 

interviews can differ from case to case. Furthermore, there are many decisions that have to be 

made spontaneously during the interviews and cannot be planned in advance.  

 

 

 

http://scholar.google.com/�
http://www.sciencedirect.com/�
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/cgi-bin/home�
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4.2.1. Data generation 

 

Ten interviews were carried out to serve as a basis for the analysis. The interviewed 

companies were chosen from a database of Hungarian companies certified by Biokontroll 

public company. Approximately 30 companies were contacted by e-mail in the first place and 

then when they showed interest, the details were agreed either by phone or e-mail. The 

companies were selected randomly but some criteria were set. An important factor in 

selecting companies were their different profiles so that the results would show how different 

companies and types of companies view same questions. Companies located either in or 

around Budapest were chosen because of the limited time availability of the fieldtrip. At the 

end representatives of 2 producers, 4 processing companies, 2 trade companies and 2 

organizations answered to my questions. 

The interviews were carried out during a fieldtrip to Hungary, from 23 February to 4 

March 2010. All the interviews were semi-structured personal interviews and all except one 

took place on the site of the respondents, which gave a good opportunity to get to know how a 

mill worked, how organic pasta was produced, or how it felt to work in extreme weather 

conditions on the field. The length of the interviews varied between 30 and 60 minutes. Table 

3 shows further details, the respondents are grouped according to the commodity chain. 

Producers, processing companies, trade companies and organizations are separated.  
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Table 3 : Interviews 
 
Type of 
company / 
organization 

Company/ 
organization 

Name(s) of 
interviewee(s) 

Short description of 
company/organization 

Organizations 

Biokultúra 
Association 

Margit 
Gelencsér 

The aim of the association is to promote 
organic food consumption and production 
in Hungary. Biokultúra owns the 
certification body, called Biokontroll 
public company 

Biokontroll 
non-profit 
company 

Brigitta Bánfi The biggest official certifying and 
controlling body in Hungary 

Producers 
 

Eco-Bee Ltd. Péter Szabó Organic honey producer 

 Áron Pető 
Produces vegetables and fruits on 6 ha of 
land. Local distribution and relationships 
are very important for him 

Processing 
companies 

Fallós Ltd. 
Júlia Molnár 
and Tibor 
Smuk 

A family business producing conventional 
and organic flour and bakery products. 
Local cooperation and sustainability plays 
a core role in their work 

Rédey 97 
limited 
partnership 

Ákos Rédey Produces conventional and organic pasta 
in a customized, huge variety  

Silvestris and 
Szilas Ltd. Csaba Fodor 

The company is the largest manufacturer 
of fragrances, essential oils and herbal 
extracts in Hungary. The company imports 
herbs and exports the final products, and 
in doing so, has almost no connections 
inland 

Kotányi 
Hungária Ltd. 

Katalin Pittner 
and Tamás 
Páhy 

Produces mostly conventional spices, 
spice mixes. Distribution of 5-6 kinds of 
organic spices in Hungary 

Trade 
companies 

Bestagro Ltd. 
Andrea Kézdi 
and Gyuláné 
Leveleki 

Export oriented trade company which 
deals mostly with organic grains, seeds 
and pulses  

Euroflora Ltd. Mária 
Bagyinszky Herb exporter company 

 

As it was mentioned before the number of certified producers was 1367, while 416 

food processing companies and 15 importers were operating on the market in 2008. However 

the database I received contained the contact details of only those who agreed to be published, 

which is approximately two third of all the certified companies. According to that list around 

5% of the producers and around 18% of the processing and trading companies operate in and 

around Budapest. This shows a realistic number because there are more fields in other parts of 

the country, however for a processing or a trade company can give an advantage if they are 
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situated in or close to the capital city. This can also explain why less producers and more 

processing and trade companies were found for the interviews. 

4.3. Critical reflection of the methods and data sources 
 

Some problems that can be considered in regard to the selection of the companies are 

that only companies that were interested in the topic of the thesis, or responded to the 

interview request, answered in the first place. The interviewed companies operate in the same 

area where certain rules and norms are valid. But on the other hand, we will later on see that 

the companies have such different profiles and connections that this problem does not really 

apply in our case. If the aim would be to get a representative result for the whole country 

quantitative research would have been used. But since the aim was to get to know what 

different companies’ motives, intentions, thoughts and plans are, qualitative interviews 

seemed to be the best method to apply.  

 

5. Empirical findings  
 

This chapter presents the findings according to the six plus one conventions and the 

reflections of the different actors along the commodity chain, such as producers, processing 

companies, trade companies and also the organizations which provide a framework for the 

whole organic sector. 

 

5.1. Market conventions 
 

Like every other sector, the organic sector is partly under the constraints of the market 

convention. The prices and costs determine supply and demand. The higher market price of 

organic products can be legitimized by the reference of offering higher quality. 

 

Organizations 

 

Many companies want to respond to the market demands and they see organic 

production as a higher profit source. Most of the companies enter the organic market in order 

to achieve extra profit. Brigitta Bánfi, the manager of the certifying division at Biokontroll 
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non-profit company, explained that some people start with organic without any belief and on 

the way the system itself changes their attitude towards organic.  

 

Margit Gelencsér– who is the application coordinator and the responsible for inland 

connections at Biokultúra association – shared her thoughts about the possible motives of the 

producers. She said that producers who had started long time ago with organic had very good 

opportunities on the Western European markets. Later the opportunities declined with the 

appearance of Eastern competitors. At that time farmers started to grow organic mostly 

because of the subsidies and the better marketability of organic. She continued that she never 

met with any bigger organic producer who would do organic production only because of the 

ideology but it is possible that there were a few smaller ones. As she added, there was no 

problem with this at all until they followed the rules. 

 

There is a stable and very high demand for the Hungarian organic products abroad. As 

Brigitta Bánfi explained, export statistics of the Hungarian organic sector exist until 2003. 

Before Hungary joined the EU in 2004, Biokontroll had to grant export licences, and in doing 

so the movement of the products could be followed. Since then and due to free trade, export 

licences are no longer required within the EU. Of course it is still sort of known where and 

approximately how much is exported. The latest statistics show that about 90 % of the organic 

products are exported (organic-europe.net, retrieved 18.04.2010). As Gyarmati (2007) 

explains in his article, the 60-70 % of certified vegetal products is produced for export. Big 

portion of the rest served either as feed for such animals whose products will later be exported, 

or as raw material for processed food products also meant for export (ibid). It means that only 

around 10% of the Hungarian organic products are consumed within the country (ibid). The 

main export countries in 2003 were Germany, Austria, Switzerland and the Netherlands 

(Roszík et al., 2004). Italy is also becoming an important target country as it was mentioned 

during the interviews. The most important export products were wheat, corn, sunflower and 

spelt wheat (ibid). Usually integrator companies and wholesalers export the products and not 

the producers themselves (organic-europe.net, retrieved 18.04.2010); this can on one hand 

create more opportunities for small companies to export their products. On the other hand the 

integrator companies elongate the supply chain and earn extra profit. In 2003 the value of the 

organic export was 4,2 billion HUF (~15,9 million EUR) and it covered 0,7% of the value of 

the total exported agricultural products (Gyarmati, 2007).  
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Producers 

 

As Áron Pető – producing vegetables and fruits on 6 hectares of land – explained, in 

reality it was very hard for a small producer to sell for a good price. He shared the following 

thoughts: 

“Let me tell you an example with pumpkin. I am the member of Mórakert Co-

operative which is a conventional farmers’ cooperative; not an organic one. They 

would pay me 50 HUF for 1kg of conventional pumpkin. In the market I could 

sell my organic pumpkin for around 300-400 HUF per kilo, while a kilo of 

conventional costs around 200 HUF. One organic food processing company 

wanted to buy my pumpkin for 30 HUF per kg, which is almost the half of the 

price what Mórakert offered for conventional pumpkin. … It is very conspicuous 

that the prices of organic processed food are extremely high, even though they 

would pay us less for the [organic] vegetables than for conventional. It is obvious 

that they earn the extra profit and not we [the farmers]. Everybody says that 

organic products are so expensive. But what can we do? We do not produce 

conventional vegetables but rather sell our organic vegetables on a conventional 

price if we are better off. … It is very strange and sad situation, but what can we 

do? I am not going to sell to organic processing companies just so that they can 

get rich on me.” 

Áron’s words can explain how hard it is for a small producer to remain competitive. 

The price competition is extremely tight and it is hard to decide whether to choose the better 

profit or to keep the ideology, in this case to sell the product as organic. 

 

Péter Szabó from Eco-Bee Ltd. said that he would be happiest to sell all their honey 

products in Hungary, but that it was not possible at the present moment. Their export targets 

are Germany, Switzerland and even Taiwan, which was ridiculous, as he said, especially 

when we see the cheap Chinese honey in supermarkets in Hungary. In the future they will try 

to strengthen the local connections. And Péter also believes that there will be a change sooner 

or later when local consumption will come to the front.  

Áron Pető shared his thoughts about the export situation: 

“Big portion of the export is wheat, especially spelt wheat. It seems that all the 

companies are producing for export, but this is not the case since there are a few 

larger farms that sell a lot to abroad. Long time ago, in the time of the Austrian-
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Hungarian Empire, they tried to make Hungary a wheat producer place. They [the 

Austrians] wanted us just to produce wheat, transport to them and keep shut. And 

the case is now that we should buy vegetables and fruits from Spain and Italy and 

we should just grow wheat. The EU tries to tell us what to do, they want us to 

produce wheat, but we have to produce what Hungarian people eat. Obviously if I 

had the chance to sell abroad I would. But if I can sell it here for the same price, I 

do it. Why should I transport there if there is a need for it here, too?” 

 

Processing companies 

 

Diversification and responding to a market niche can be motivation for small 

companies too to start to deal with organic. As Ákos Rédei – who is managing the Rédei 97 

limited partnership together with his father – explained why they started to produce organic 

pasta. They saw that they cannot keep up with the big companies. They had to find something 

special, a market niche where they could be competitive. They produce a huge variety of 

organic pasta with different forms and tastes, such as algae, tomato, spinach and wild garlic. 

Big companies usually produce just a few kinds in huge quantities, while Rédei 97 can satisfy 

special consumer needs because they are flexible and produce for unique demands. Today 

they still produce conventional pasta but organic became their main line of production.  

And during the interview one could feel that they do not do it only because of the extra 

profit but also because they care for their environment and the provision of healthy food. 

They for instance use renewable energy sources during the production. It is hard to say 

whether the organic production changed their attitude or they started to produce organic from 

firm belief. It can be assumed that the first one is right. Exactly what Brigitta Bánfi explained 

how people changed their attitude along the way. 

 

As Tibor Smuk explains, Hungarian agricultural, especially raw organic materials are 

high quality products. It is not surprising that in Western Europe those are highly appreciated 

products. People abroad are happy to buy Hungarian high quality products for a rather fair 

price. Their way of thinking is much more advanced than ours when it comes to organic 

products, Tibor continues. The number of consumers in Hungary is growing but not as fast as 

it would be expected. When people see high prices of organic products in the supermarkets, 

they just get startled. In the West the so-called functional food products are well known, but 

not in Hungary. Here only basic food products and dietary supplements are known. People 
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should be educated; if they consume functional products, they will not get sick, so they can 

work more, they can perform better, doing so the state would not have to pay so much sick-

leave, and so on. It is not only about organic but organic is a good way to start. Júlia Molnár 

adds to her husband’s thoughts that consciousness is rising among Hungarians but there is a 

lack of money. Especially after the financial crisis when 30% less people can afford to buy 

organic; it is very sad, she says.  

When the managing director of Silvestris and Szilas Ltd. Csaba Fodor was asked about 

the high level of export, he answered that it was great and it should be even more. The 

country has income from it. Of course it would also be good if the local consumption grew, 

but there is nobody who produces finished products from our products, he continues. People 

cannot afford to buy original essential oils and that is why organic is completely far away 

from them.  

5.2. Industrial conventions 
 

The 834/2007 EU regulation can be seen as an industrial convention that coordinates 

the Hungarian organic sector. It serves as a standard that determines the parameters of the 

production. 

 

The main written convention that provides a legal framework for the organic sector is 

the 834/2007 EU regulation that can be seen as an industrial justification, because the 

regulation serves as a standard and describes the technical criteria the production has to meet. 

It also includes a ‘testing procedure’ by the certifying body that guarantees the quality of the 

products.  

The regulation fails to provide us with a common definition of sustainability and 

sustainable management system. It can then lead to misunderstanding of the interpretation of 

the law. Doing so in different countries, the regulation can be understood and put into practice 

in different ways especially when it comes to sustainability.  

Sustainability is on the other hand time and space specific. This means that it is 

actually extremely hard to have one regulation that is valid for all the EU countries because of 

the specific characteristics of different countries and regions. For instance the conditions of 

Carpathian Basin, where Hungary lies, are much different than the conditions in the Nordic 

countries. It would be necessary to apply some space specific measures that are valid for a 
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certain region when developing a regulation or a set of regulations that would include 

sustainability. 

 

The Single Area Payment Scheme (SAPS) of the EU’s Common Agriculture Policy 

(CAP) can also be seen as an industrial convention. The new direct hectare-based scheme was 

made for the new EU members in order to offer a simpler payment scheme than the Single 

Payment Scheme (SPS) (ec.europe.eu, retrieved 03.04.2010). The ‘New Hungary’ Rural 

Development Program was created to offer financial support, mainly to strengthen the 

competitiveness of the agriculture, and furthermore to help investments to conserve values of 

the natural and rural built environment (umvp.eu, retrieved 03.04.2010). Payments can 

support conventional, integrated and organic agriculture; the amount of the payment is the 

highest when it comes to converting to organic land (biokontroll.hu, retrieved 03.04.2010). 

The deadline for the application was 30 June 2009, for a five-years-long period started 1 

September 2009. Many of the respondents mentioned that this support could be a good 

motivation for farmers to convert their lands to organic but probably this was not the main 

reason for change. It was assumed that probably the statistics could show us how the number 

of farmers who had started organic farming in 2009 changed as the payments attracted new 

farmers. But Brigitta Bánfi explained that the statistics would not show the real numbers. As 

she said, there were many new partners but since the previous period of the payments ended 

in 2009 many of the previously supported did not want to prolong their contracts, so they 

stopped with organic production. But since Biokontroll did the annual control both for the 

leaving and the newcomers the statistics for 2009 would probably show an irrelevantly high 

number of producers that would not reflect the reality. There is an overlap. 

 

5.3. Domestic conventions 
 

In the core of the domestic convention is the importance of locality. One could 

conclude that the aim of organic farming is also to produce for local consumption and to 

regain the trust between producer and consumer. The following section will help us to better 

understand the domestic consumption and the importance of locality for the actors. 

 

Organizations 
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Gyarmati (2007) writes that the organic food consumption is around 0,05% of the total 

food consumption in Hungary, which is low compared to the Western trends. Margit 

Gelencsér from Biokultúra introduced a survey to me that was carried out in 2006 to show the 

demand towards Hungarian organic products, and the habits and motivation of organic 

consumers (Fürediné Kovács et al., 2006). Questions were asked to customers at two organic 

markets in Budapest and in supermarkets (ibid). It is clear that customers at the organic 

markets are conscious; they go to the organic market with a concrete aim to buy organic 

products (ibid). On the other hand it is a bit different in supermarkets; people do not 

necessarily intend to buy organic products (ibid). The results of the survey showed that 

typical customers of the farmers’ markets were middle-aged housewives who had higher 

education and high income (ibid). 75% of the interviewees at the markets consumed organic 

products on daily or weekly basis; this number was only 25% in the supermarkets (ibid). The 

survey showed that the main motive was the health aspect, which is in contrast with Western 

trends, where the environmental and animal welfare aspects and the advantages of organic 

farming for the society as a whole are also important (ibid).  

A short observation of the customers on the biggest organic market in Budapest was 

carried out. The observation focused on the composition of the consumers. Important 

background information is that the market is situated in a district where the higher class lives. 

It is a villa district in the hills of Budapest, where people are much likely to be more health-

conscious and can afford to pay more for food. The result of the observation was that mostly 

families with small children and older people visited the market.  

Margit also mentions that it is only one segment of the society who can afford to buy 

organic products. There are other people who could afford but since the health consciousness 

is not so much developed in Hungary, the environmental consciousness even less, they simply 

do not buy organic food. 

 

Producers 

 

Since Hungarian organic sector is small, the local co-operation between the partners is 

an interesting issue. There are some farmers’ co-operatives; according to Biokontroll (2008), 

ten official integrators coordinate the work of 75 organic producers. The importance of the 

integrator companies is two-folded. On one hand they can help small farmers to sell their 

products, but on the other hand they elongate the supply chain which can compromise the 

sustainability of the food system. As it was mentioned before, Áron Pető is also member of a 
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co-operative but they do not particularly deal with organic products. Establishing a strong 

foothold on the local market and creating firm bonds with local customers along the lines of 

the domestic conventions is still facing considerable difficulties on the Hungarian food scene 

as underlined by Áron Petö.  

 

Processing companies 

 

Almost all of the interviewed producer and food processing companies aim to sell 

their products abroad, but some of them did not manage to break into the international 

markets yet. But for a part of them local distribution, that could support the sustainability of 

the sector, is in the core of their business.  

Júlia Molnár is the managing director of the family company called Fallós Ltd. The 

company produces both conventional and organic flours and bakery products. One could feel 

from the beginning their nice attitude and hospitality towards people, and that personal 

relationships and connections are very important for them. The family bought and renovated 

an old mill, but preserved the old machines and techniques and started production six years 

ago. At the beginning people in the neighbourhood did not really believe that the business 

would be fruitful. But in the last two years the family experienced that wheat producers are 

looking to connect with them. Fallós Ltd. has only partners from the Carpathian Basin but 

preferably they deal with producers from the closer neighbourhood. Partnership plays an 

extremely important role for them. As Júlia Molnár said:  

“We are buying organic wheat directly from the farmers. We are thinking in 

strengthening the region, and co-operation on regional level is our very important 

aim because of many reasons. Firstly we live in the same natural environment. If 

we try to help and strengthen each other, then sustainability, stability and 

livelihood will all stay here [in the region]. Another reason is that it is also more 

cost efficient to co-operate with producers from the neighbourhood than to 

transport something from far away. … We also try to shape the attitude of farmers 

towards organic. We try to convince the landowners who do not have organic in 

the core of their business as much as we do. We try to change their mindset to be 

more environmentally conscious, to have long-term perspectives and to try to 

preserve natural values.” 

Júlia added later that they tried to get into the international market with their unique 

vitamin-added flour, but there is no market for it yet. They have almost no foreign 
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connections, except that they import a few raw materials that are not available in Hungary. 

For Julia Molnar working within and strengthening bonds of the domestic convention 

constitutes a long term goal. It is very much in the core of the business strategy.  

 

The other end on the scale would be the Silvestris and Szilas Ltd., that has almost no 

connections in Hungary at all, locality is not in the core of their activities. As the managing 

director of the company Csaba Fodor explained to me, they buy the raw material from many 

different countries, such as Egypt, Turkey, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Macedonia, and after 

processing it in Hungary, the final products are exported to all around the world. They tried to 

find domestic farmers but the volume of organic production is very low in the country; they 

could not buy the right quantity.  

Ákos Rédey said that in general they had good local connections, but he felt that there 

was a need for better co-operation within small companies. As he continued, every company 

was concerned with their own products and there were only few who were willing to co-

operate.  

Almost all the interviewees agreed that people were very price-sensitive, meaning that 

they do not want to unnecessarily spend on expensive products; during their consumption 

choices price plays an important role. Tibor Smuk explains: 

“When people think why organic products are more expensive, they only look it 

from a narrow perspective. … Consumers can go and see where and in what 

conditions a certain product is produced. And then they will not assume that 

organic products are more expensive because of organic producers trying to earn 

more profit. The way of producing organic products is more human resource 

demanding and more expensive than conventional production, but it does not 

necessarily mean that it brings more profit. The average people always compare 

the prices. It is important to provide people with better information about organic 

products. … Contact and trust should be set back [between producer and 

consumer]. We try to tell people that they should calculate how much money they 

can spend in a week for food. And then they should see that if they buy spelt 

wheat organic bread it is more expensive than conventional bread but it is enough 

to consume less, so at the end it will turn out that they pay less. And in the long 

run it affects the human health positively.” Obliviously the domestic convention 

and pursuing business along these lines is very much a desired state of the affairs 

for Tibor Smuk. Consumers under economic constraints are acting along the 
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demands of the market convention. Price sensitivity constitutes a severe brake on 

the establishment of the domestic convention. Tibor Smuk’s answer to the 

problem is a long term and patient information and education of the consumers. 

To establish a new convention is a double edged process. 

 

Trade companies 

 

Andrea Kézdi from Bestagro Ltd. explained me their situation. Bestagro is an export 

oriented trade company that deals mostly with organic grains, seeds and pulses. So they are 

the linkage between Hungarian organic grain producers and mostly German, Swiss and Italian 

food processing companies. Bestagro was basically the continuation of a former state 

company so that is why they have well-established partnerships from the past. Andrea Kézdi 

said that the co-operation with their partners and typically in grain business was based on trust 

and long-term partnership. They have a good and steady relationship with their suppliers and 

customers and they are always seeking for optimal solutions. One thing that Andrea Kézdi 

emphasized was the importance of the contract. Despite all the good and established 

relationship, the written contract is always sacred for both them and their partners.  

Andrea also shared her thoughts about domestic consumption. She mostly saw parents 

feeding their children with organic products, or older people who themselves or someone in 

their family turned to organic food products because of serious diseases.  

 

Mária Bagyinszky from Euroflora Ltd. sees that the lack of liquid demand is the 

problem. Domestic salaries do not make it possible for people to afford organic products and 

to generate a demand for them, she continues. There is only one segment of the society that 

can afford it. Nevertheless, organic products are advertised more and more, new organic 

shops open, and the organic market is always full. Mária sees that it is mostly younger and 

middle-aged who buy organic, and even in some schools organic menu is incorporated into 

the meal.  

 

5.4. Civic conventions 
 

Collective welfare is in the core of civic convention. The civic world is based on 

equality and solidarity and aims to provide food for the growing population of the world.  
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There was no actor who responded fully according to the civic convention. There was 

however a company, Fallós Ltd. for whom civic conventions, the common welfare and 

wellbeing are important. Júlia Molnár said: 

“Everybody is professional. All of us endeavour in our own business activity to be 

environmental-conscious and produce high quality organic products. The 

connection to the soil, the connection to the people, the relationship between 

nature and people and the responsible utilization of resources are the most 

important in our work. And it is a nice achievement if we can help and support 

each other. In spite of all the struggle and difficulties, the will exists. Sometimes 

some of us are down and the others are up, but we try to pull up the ones down or 

we do not let them sink too low. So that the actors of this sector can work united 

for a better future.” 

 

5.5. Opinion and inspired conventions 
 

Opinion convention deals with the forming of public opinion about organic food. In 

Hungary, Biokultúra association has an important role in this. And the private companies 

themselves also promote their products. 

The inspired convention is based on singularity and creativeness. Often greater value 

is endowed to things to realize in a higher ideal. In case of organic farming this higher idea 

can mean a more sustainable way of production. 

These conventions have no strong relevance of the current study, so they will not be 

discussed in more details. 

 

5.6. Green conventions 
 

Environmental friendliness and sustainability is in the core of the green convention. 

Organic farming is regarded as having a reduced impact on the environment. 

 

In the following section the actor’s perception on sustainability, sustainable agriculture 

and organic farming, and their contribution to sustainable development will be presented. 

Organic farming is more likely to be sustainable than conventional farming, as it was showed 

in the introduction section. It is assumed to have less negative environmental impacts; it can 
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create more workplace and socially more just production; it can be more profitable in the long 

run. And last but not least, it can provide us with healthier and tastier food. The interviews 

showed interesting results when it comes to sustainability and sustainable agriculture. An 

other factor that will be discussed in more detail is the use of renewable energy. 

It is disappointing that many of the respondents did not have a clear idea of what 

sustainability meant and could not describe how they could contribute to sustainable 

development with their work. It is nevertheless important to emphasize that companies which 

showed more commitment towards organic production, the protection of the environment and 

the strengthening of local relationships and local consumption, had better understanding of 

the above mentioned concepts. 

Most of the respondents approached sustainability from an environmental point of 

view, talking about the quality of the soil, keeping the environment unpolluted and free of 

chemicals. Two respondents mentioned only economic sustainability, i.e. how hard it is to 

stay in the business financially. And only one interviewee emphasized the social aspect of 

sustainability as well. 

The reaction of the interviewees was also interesting to note. Some of them just 

ignored the question and changed the subject, some started to talk about something they 

thought sustainability was, and only one person asked for clarification of the concept. The 

others had no problem to express their views. 

 

Organizations 

 

When it comes to the question of similarities and differences of sustainable agriculture 

and organic farming, most of the interviewees could not answer. Brigitta Bánfi from 

Biokontroll said the following: 

“Sustainable agriculture has to be sustainable from both economical and 

environmental point of view. Organic farming is clearly a kind of sustainable 

agriculture and the only one based on established legal regulation. There are other 

kinds, for instance integrated agriculture and so on, but sustainability 

characterizes organic the most. Organic farming has a long history, there is a lot 

of research behind it, and once it was a movement. Permitted material and 

regulation was formed during a course of decades.” 
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Producers 

 

Áron Pető approached this question rather from the farm level point of view. He said 

that there were a lot of things needed to be bought in order to be competitive on the market. 

He would say that his farm would be sustainable if he built everything from raw materials 

available in the neighbourhood. So, let us say the material of the plastic house is not 

sustainable. But on the other hand he works with dung which is much more sustainable than 

chemical fertilizers. He buys the horse dung from a 2-3 km district and basically he only pays 

for the transportation. It is beneficial also for the horse keepers because they just want to get 

rid of the dung. Seeds also threaten sustainability in a way that there are a lot of hybrid seeds 

nowadays. But he adds that he is trying also to grow own seeds. Furthermore he says he does 

not think that with such small farm he can contribute much for global sustainability. But still 

he believes he can be a good example for many people in the neighbourhood. He can show 

them that agricultural work still has a value, especially organic farming. Finally he adds that 

the biggest problem of being sustainable is the transportation of the products, and as he 

continues, he is against it. He says everything is transported to everywhere though they could 

produce most of the goods locally. His important aim is to promote and sell his products 

locally. 

On farm level, Áron Pető showed me how he contributed to sustainability beyond his 

work. He fuels his furnace with hay that he buys locally. This furnace can heat up the fruit 

drier pantry. But if there is enough sun, he dries the fruits on the sun. He was also considering 

the installation of a wind turbine but since it was complicated, he delayed the realization of 

this plan.  

 

Péter Szabó, the managing director of Eco-Bee Ltd, spoke about sustainability and 

how they as organic honey producers could contribute to sustainable development. Their 

production is based on quality compared to quantity production. It is not possible to produce 

honey in big quantities and of good quality, he said. Furthermore, being an organic honey 

producer they contribute to sustainable development. He feels that honey production is 

extremely sustainable because it is a natural process; the bees are doing what they are 

supposed to do. And not to mention that honey products are very natural and healthy. As 

honey producers, they use the flows of a natural cycle. As he explains, it is not possible just to 

grow and grow forever. The process could only be sustainable if the cycle closed.  
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Processing companies 

 

Tibor Smuk from Fallós Ltd. said about sustainability: 

“We have a complex program to support sustainability and it is based on our 

personal commitment. Because of our love of nature we know that we have to be 

in harmony with nature when it comes to raw material and final product 

production. We are working to produce such products that nourish human health 

and in doing so, it serves as a basis for sustainability. … We work with high 

quality raw materials and Hungarian raw materials because natural givens of the 

Carpathian Basin and the sustainability of those are very important. And we have 

products on both ends; we sell biological soil improving products that particularly 

suffice the supplement of nutrition to the soil with biological technology. We 

produce biological refuse fuel from the residuals of the production. And it is very 

important because the cycle closes here. … We can in large extent contribute to 

sustainable development with our work.” 

When Ákos Rédey was visited in the pasta factory, the solar cells were noticed 

immediately. Ákos explained that they used solar energy to dry the pasta, a process that is 

very heat-intensive. He says the installation of the cells had financial reasons but also 

environmental ones. A rain collector could also be found on the site. The machines were 

cooled with the collected water and the garden was watered with the rest.  

As it was mentioned earlier, Fallós Ltd. produces bio pellet that was also served for 

heating in the mill. It has very good burning parameters, and there is a growing demand for it.  

Csaba Fodor explained his plans, namely to create a distilling machine which would 

be world leading new technology. He said it will be completely environmental friendly 

because the remaining plants will be reused as a biogas.  
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Table 4 : Summary of findings 

Actors/ 
Conventions 

Organizations Producers Processing 
companies 

Trade 
companies 

Market Financial benefits 
when entering the 
market 
High export volume 

Hard 
marketability for 
small companies 
Export from 
necessity and 
tradition 

Diversification and 
responding to 
market demand  
Export: high 
quality Hungarian 
wheat 

No relevant 
answer 

Industrial 834/2007 EU regulation and Single Area Payment Scheme 
Domestic Low domestic organic 

consumption 
Difficulties in 
domestic 
cooperation  

Good local 
connections 
No local 
connections 
Consumers are 
price-sensitive 

Trust and 
long-term 
partnership 

Civic No relevant answer No relevant 
answer 

Helping each other No relevant 
answer 

Green Economic and 
environmental 
sustainability 

Sustainability 
from farm level 
point of view 
Usage of the 
flows of natural 
cycles 

Products on both 
ends of the cycle 
Use of renewables 

No relevant 
answer 

Opinion and 
inspired 

No strong relevance with the current study 

 

6. Analysis 
 

This chapter provides us with the analysis of the findings in the light of conventions 

theory. 

 

The research question is: How do the different actors perceive sustainability in the 

Hungarian organic food sector in the light of conventions theory? 

 

The findings of the thesis can show how the actors perceive sustainability through the 

different conventions. However, the lack of conceptual understanding by the respondents 

makes it difficult to answer to the research question directly.  

Conventions theory can help us to understand the importance of different conventions 

and how these conventions can account for the actors’ activities. In the core of ‘green 
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conventions’ stays environmental friendliness; sustainability serves as a test to these kind of 

conventions. One problem with ‘green conventions’ can be that they stress out the 

environmental aspects of sustainability while social and economic aspects are in a way 

excluded. However, social aspects can be found in ‘civic conventions’ that focus on collective 

welfare, while on the opposite market conventions include purely economic aspects where 

costs and prices rule the market. But the relation of these conventions to each other and the 

importance of them for the actors can give us a valuable insight of what is behind the scene. 

In many cases a clash of different conventions can be experienced.  

In the following section the discussion of the findings in the light of conventions 

theory will be presented.  

 

6.1. Sustainability perceived by the actors 
 

When turning to organic farming, environmental awareness and the importance of 

sustainability played different role for different actors. A general finding is that the actors 

closer to the ‘field’ understand more that we are part of the nature and the environment, and 

that we are responsible for their condition. For them domestic, green and sometimes civic 

conventions are just as important as the market one. The aim to produce chemical free and 

healthy products in harmony with the nature (green and civic conventions), local distribution 

and regional development (domestic conventions) are in the core of the business of the most 

committed companies. Producers and some processing companies include sustainability and 

sustainable development in the core of their business activities, while some processing 

companies and the trade companies do not prioritize sustainability. But since all the business 

activities are meant to increase profit, the question is only at what price? For many companies, 

entering the organic market means higher market prices, better marketability; market 

justification plays a core role in their activities. A change in the mindset of some of the 

respondent actors can also be seen when turning to organic. For some of them the main 

motivation of entering the organic market was to fill the market niche and realize higher profit 

(market convention), but in this process they understood the nature of organic production and 

today they are committed to the ideology.  

Few of the interviewed companies could be a role model when it comes to 

sustainability. Áron Pető is one of the most conscious representatives of the organic food 

sector according to this study. He started with organic from a belief that this is the right way 
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of producing fruits and vegetables. He, of course, understands that contribution to global 

sustainability is indeed very small but by spreading the world and influencing his local 

community he can actually do something for sustainability within his sphere of influence. 

The case of Fallós Ltd. is also an exceptional one. Regional development (domestic 

convention) and sustainability (green convention) stand in the core of their business. As Júlia 

Molnár mentioned they also try to shape the attitude of the farmers in the region. And there 

are farmers who actually sell to them even at a lower price, just to keep their products in the 

country. It is a very good example how domestic, civic and green conventions can confront 

with the market convention, how different actors shape their own rules and agreements. Those 

farmers could probably easily sell their products (wheat) to abroad like many of the 

Hungarian wheat producers do, but they prefer to keep it inside the domestic borders. Their 

priority is to strengthen the local market, even if it is not so profitable today. But it is in the 

long run. Long-term perspective is essential when it comes to sustainability and dealing with 

organic products. Companies have to understand, such as Fallós Ltd. already did, that they 

may have to invest more now and that their development is a slow process, but eventually in 

the long run they will be better off.  

Péter Szabó, honey producer and Ákos Rédey also showed that they perceive green 

conventions, sustainability and environmental consciousness as the core of their activities. 

This confirms, that actually producers and some food processing companies, which are closer 

to the field showed more understanding and interest in sustainability issues. They could serve 

as a good example for many other companies in the sector. 

Trust, the core of domestic convention, plays an important role in some of the 

interviewed companies. But since the financial crisis started, everybody has had difficulties 

and had to work hard to keep up with their own business. In these times it is not so easy to 

concentrate on the others or to strengthen the connections. A respondent said the relations 

with their partners are based on trust and long-term partnership. Nevertheless, the written 

contract has always priority. So even though well established relationships are important, the 

written agreements are superior and provide the framework for their business.  

 

According to the interviews, it can be concluded that there is a lack of clear 

understanding of the concepts sustainability and sustainable development. Only very few of 

the respondents had any kind of idea what the concepts meant. Even after clarifying the 

concepts many could not answer how they could contribute to sustainable development with 

their work. Clearly, there is a lack of knowledge among the actors in the organic sector. On 
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the other hand it is very promising that some of the interviewees already use or have plans to 

use renewable energy. Since the EU regulation only suggests and does not oblige the usage of 

renewables, it is positive that the actors understand environmental and financial advantages of 

these alternative energy sources.  

Two respondents perceive sustainability as a circle or flow of energy, raw material and 

high quality products. For them quality is more important than quantity, and also closing the 

circle, not just exploitation without returning something back to the system. Quality plays an 

important role in conventions theory.  

It is argued that organic farming may not be a perfectly sustainable system, but it is 

still the closest system to sustainable agriculture that we have today and that is regulated by 

law. At least this was the opinion expressed by the institutions’ side in Hungary.  

Since many of the actors did not show a clear understanding of the concept 

sustainability, doing so they could not express directly their perceptions about sustainability 

in the Hungarian organic sector. However they are all aware that there is a tension between 

high volume of organic export and low domestic organic consumption, which can be seen as 

characteristics that can compromise the sustainability of the Hungarian organic sector. A 

clash of different conventions can be experienced here. On one hand the globalized ‘market 

world’ works according to price and cost, demand and supply. On the other hand, organic 

farming is also based on domestic, civic and green conventions. According to the respondents, 

the high export volume can be explained with the few big wheat cultivators who produce only 

for export, the good quality of Hungarian organic raw material, and the low domestic 

consumption. People in Hungary are very price-sensitive and especially in the time of a 

financial crisis they try to save wherever they can. In Hungary, as in many other places, prices 

of organic food products are fairly higher than those of conventional products.  

Higher prices are assumed to represent higher quality in case of organic food. 

However it is hard to prove whether organic food products define higher quality than their 

conventional counterparts. The question is also how quality is defined for whom. In Hungary 

it is only a small segment of the society that buys organic products. For them, organic quality 

means something healthy and chemical free, in contrast to the Western trends, where 

environmental aspect (green convention), as well as animal and social welfare (civic 

convention) also play important roles. One research showed that it could not be clearly 

concluded if the quality of organic food was higher than of the conventional food (Stolze et 

al., 2000: 85). They found that risk of contamination with pesticides and nitrate was assumed 

to be lower at organic products (ibid). However, other materials, such as mycotoxin, heavy 
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metal, PCB contents and radioactive contamination did not show a significant difference 

between organic and conventional food (ibid). Neither did vitamins, nutrients and aromatic 

compounds (ibid). If that is the case, consumers pay a premium price for the label and the 

belief that they consume healthier food.  

 

The aim of the thesis was to serve as a valuable input for conventions theory, and it is 

fulfilled. As we can see conventions theory is a very useful analytical tool when it comes to 

the better understanding of how actors understand their role in an agricultural system. The 

different conventions can help to clarify what lies behind different motivations and how 

different conventions characterize the actions of the actors. The use of ‘green convention’ was 

essential in this study because it includes sustainability, with its help we can better understand 

the actors’ perception of sustainability.  

 

The thesis also helped in providing a deeper understanding of how the actors 

approached sustainability. Furthermore, it provided with a realistic picture of the current 

situation of the Hungarian organic sector and also showed the future perspectives of the actors.  

 

The thesis also contributed to discover a new area of research which got small 

attention before in the Hungarian research, namely to see how the actors perceived 

sustainability in the organic sector. It is still a complex issue, and at some extent different 

studies focused on different parts of the problem but did not include all the different aspects 

and did not show the big picture. This thesis also tried to show and point out what the main 

barriers were when it comes to the contradiction of export-import, low domestic consumption, 

and the lack of knowledge from the actors’ side.  

 

However, further research is needed to get a deeper understanding of the topic. The 

lack of time did not allow more interviews, but it would be interesting to extend the 

composition of the respondents and involve such actors as consumers, politicians and 

conventional farmers. 

 

Qualitative interviews helped as a beneficial method to analyse the perceptions of the 

different actors. We cannot however generalize the results for the whole sector, but the aim 

was rather to see the different views and opinions. It was a great advantage to personally 
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interview the actors, not only because of the interesting answers to the questions, but also 

because the attitudes and the personalities of the different actors could be noted.  

 

7. Conclusions 
 

This chapter presents a short summary of the findings and the main conclusions of the 

thesis. 

 

The aim of the thesis was to show the actors’ perceptions regarding sustainability in 

the Hungarian organic sector in the light of the conventions theory. In order to get a better 

understanding, the actors’ perceptions of the different conventions were discovered. The 

relation of the different conventions to each other and the perception of green convention 

helped our analysis. 

 

The findings of the thesis showed us different patterns in connection to the perception 

of sustainability in the organic sector in Hungary. An important conclusion is that those actors 

that are closer to the ‘field’ are more connected with the nature and environment, and thus 

sustainability and regional development play more important role in their business activity 

than with others.  

 

The concept of sustainability however was not clear for all of the actors. Most of them 

could not define the concept and could thus neither reflect on how they could contribute to 

sustainable development, nor to how they perceived sustainability in the Hungarian organic 

food sector. And then again the ones closer to the field showed a better understanding of the 

problem. A lack of knowledge can be clearly recognized when it comes to the interpretation 

of different concepts. One could assume that the actors of the organic farming, since it built 

up from a movement turning against conventional production and promoting a better, 

healthier and socially more just food production system with less negative effects on the 

environment, would be more concerned and have more understanding of the original values of 

organic as such. But it seems these values are only considered by some of the actors, namely 

those who believe that their work represents an added value and that they can contribute to a 

brighter future.  
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However, all the actors can experience the tension between high export volume and 

low domestic consumption of organic, a tension that can compromise the sustainability of the 

system. Many of the actors agreed that they preferred or would prefer to sell their products 

within domestic borders if there would be a demand for it. Some of them sell their products in 

Hungary for lower prices just to support local distribution. Some of them see the problem in 

the lack of central will to strengthen the organic sector and to provide better standard of living 

for the citizens in order to be able to afford organic products. People are very price-sensitive 

when it comes to food consumption. And many simply just cannot afford high quality 

products. The question is also if prices of organic food products are too high, or if prices of 

the conventional ones are too low. This is a complex issue and there is no good or bad 

solution for how to strengthen the domestic organic market. Some respondents also 

mentioned that people in Hungary have low health and environmental consciousness. They 

have to be informed more about the advantages of organic food consumption because many 

do not even know what organic means.  

Clearly, more accurate information needs to be provided both for the producers and 

the consumers of the organic food sector. The central support, both financial and ideological 

is also inevitable for the future development of the organic sector. More support of the 

organic sector would not only result in more sustainable use of the Hungarian lands but also 

could create more work in rural areas and could provide healthier food for the population.  

Conventions theory helped to better understand which conventions regulate the actions 

of the different actors and how they perceive their actions. Sustainability lies in the core of 

‘green conventions’ and it can be concluded that for some actors green, civic and domestic 

conventions are perceived to play equally important role as market and industrial ones in their 

business activities.  



   - 41 - 
 

 

References 
 

Articles 

 

Aerni, Philipp. 2009. What is sustainable agriculture? Empirical evidence of diverging views 

in Switzerland and New Zealand. Ecological Economics 68: 1872–1882. 

 

Allen, P., and Sachs, C. 2007. Women and food chains: The gendered politics of food. 

International Journal of Sociology of Food and Agriculture 15 No 1: 1-23. 

 

Dantsis, Thodoris; Loumou, Angeliki; Giourga, Christina. 2009. Organic Agriculture’s 

Approach towards Sustainability; Its Relationship with the Agro-Industrial Complex, A Case 

Study in Central Macedonia, Greece. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics 22: 

197–216. 

 

Fertő, Imre; Forgács, Csaba. 2009. The choice between conventional and organic farming, a 

Hungarian example. Applied Studies in Agribusiness and Commerce 3: 55-58. 

 

Gafsi, Mohamed; Legagneux, Bruno; Nguyen, Geneviève; Robin, Patrice. 2006. Towards 

sustainable farming systems: Effectiveness and deficiency of the French procedure of 

sustainable agriculture. Agricultural Systems 90: 226–242. 

 

Glavic, Peter, and Lukman, Rebeka. 2007. Review of sustainability terms and their definitions. 

Journal of Cleaner Production 15: 1875-1885. 

 

Goodman, D., and Goodman, M. K., Food Networks, Alternative. 2009. International 

Encyclopaedia of Human Geography. 208-220. 

 

Guthman, Julie. 2004. The Trouble with ‘Organic Lite’ in California: a Rejoinder to the 

‘Conventionalisation’ Debate. Sociologia Ruralis 44 No 3:301-316. 

 



   - 42 - 
 

Gyarmati, Gábor. 2007. A review of domestic organic production. Gazdálkodás 51 No 1: 5-

11. 

 

Hansen, J. W. 1996. Is Agricultural Sustainability a Useful Concept? Agricultural Systems 50 

No 1: I7-143. 

 

Hinrichs, C. Clare. 2003. The practice and politics of food system localization. Journal of 

Rural Studies 19: 33–45. 

 

Horrigan, Leo; Lawrence, Robert S; Walker, Polly. 2002. How sustainable agriculture can 

address the environmental and human health harms of industrial agriculture. Environmental 

Health Perspectives 110 No 5: 445–456. 

 

Ilbery, Brian; and Maye, Damian. 2005. Food supply chains and sustainability: evidence from 

specialist food producers in the Scottish/English borders. Land Use Policy 22: 331–344. 

 

Pacini, Cesare; Giesen, Gerard; Wossink, Ada; Omodei-Zorini, Luigi; Huirne, Ruud. 2004. 

The EU_s Agenda 2000 reform and the sustainability of organic farming in Tuscany: 

ecological-economic modelling at field and farm level. Agricultural Systems 80: 171–197. 

 

Phillips, Lynne. 2006. Food and Globalization. Annual Review of Anthropology 35:37-57. 

 

Pretty, Jules N. 1995. Participatory Learning For Sustainable Agriculture. World Development 

23 No. 8: 1247-1263. 

 

Renard, Marie-Christine. 2003. Fair trade: quality, market and conventions. Journal of Rural 

Studies 19: 87–96. 

 

Rigby, D., and Cáceres, D. 2001. Organic farming and the sustainability of agricultural 

systems. Agricultural Systems 68: 21-40. 

 

Rosin, Christopher; and Campbell, Hugh. 2009. Beyond bifurcation: Examining the 

conventions of organic agriculture in New Zealand. Journal of Rural Studies 25: 35–47. 

 



   - 43 - 
 

Salais, Robert; and Storper, Michael. 1992. The four ’worlds’ of contemporary industry. 

Cambridge Journal of Economics 16: 169-193. 

 

Schaller, Neill. 1993. Sustainable agriculture and the environment - The concept of 

agricultural sustainability. Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment 46: 89-97. 

 

Stolze, Matthias; Piorr, Annette; Häring, Anna; Dabbert, Stephan. 2000. The Environmental 

Impacts of Organic Farming in Europe. Organic Farming in Europe: Economics and Policy 6 

 

Thévenot, Laurent. 2001. Organized Complexity – Conventions of Coordination and the 

Composition of Economic Arrangements. European Journal of Social Theory 4 No 4: 405–

425. 

 

Richter, Toralf and Kovacs, Annamaria. 2005. Strategies to support domestic organic markets 

in countries with emerging organic sectors. Researching Sustainable Systems - International 

Scientific Conference on Organic Agriculture, Adelaide, Australia, September 21-23, 2005. 

 

Truninger, Monica. 2008. The organic food market in Portugal: contested meanings, 

competing conventions. International Journal of Agricultural Resources, Governance and 

Ecology 7 No 1/2: 110-125. 

 

Wilkinson, John. 1997. A new paradigm for economic analysis? Economy and Society 26 No 

3: 305-339. 

 

Books 

 

Boltanski, Luc; and Thévenot Laurent. 1991. On Justification, economies of worth. Oxford 

University Press 

 

Bryman, Alan; and Bell, Emma. 2000. Business research methods. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, second edition. 

 

Kiple, K. 2007. A movable feast. Ten millennia of Food Globalization. Cambridge University 

Press. 



   - 44 - 
 

 

Kvale, S. 1996. Interviews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing. London: 

Sage Publications. 

 

Morgan, K., Marsden, T., Murdoch, J. 2006. Worlds of food: place, power, and provenance in 

the food chain. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Romsics, Ignác. 2002. Magyarország története a XX. században. Third edition. Budapest: 

Osiris Kiadó. http://mek.niif.hu/02100/02185/html/322.html  

 

Storper, Michael; and Salais, Robert. 1997. Worlds of production, The action framework of 

the economy. Harvard University Press. 

 

Thévenot, L., Moody, M. and Lafaye, C. 2000. ‘Forms of valuing nature: arguments and 

modes of justification in French and American environmental disputes’, in M. Lamont and L. 

Thévenot (Eds). Rethinking Comparative Cultural Sociology: Repertoires of Evaluation in 

France and the United States, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.229–272. 

 

Walker B., and Salt D. 2006. Resilience thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and People in a 

Changing World. London: Island Press. 

 

Online sources 

 

Biokontroll, Information about ‘New Hungary’ Rural Development Program subsidies. 

Available 

at: http://www.biokontroll.hu/cms/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=319%3

Aismertet-az-uj-magyarorszag-videkfejlesztesi-program-agrar-koernyezetgazdalkodasi-

tamogatasarol&catid=42%3Ahirek&Itemid=117&lang=hu , retrieved 03.04.2010 

 

Biokultúra introduction. Available 

at: http://www.biokultura.org/bemutatkozunk/bemutatkozunk.html, retrieved 16.04.2010 

 

CAP reform. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/capreform/enlarge/index_en.htm, 

retrieved 03.04.2010 

http://mek.niif.hu/02100/02185/html/322.html�
http://www.biokontroll.hu/cms/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=319%3Aismertet-az-uj-magyarorszag-videkfejlesztesi-program-agrar-koernyezetgazdalkodasi-tamogatasarol&catid=42%3Ahirek&Itemid=117&lang=hu�
http://www.biokontroll.hu/cms/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=319%3Aismertet-az-uj-magyarorszag-videkfejlesztesi-program-agrar-koernyezetgazdalkodasi-tamogatasarol&catid=42%3Ahirek&Itemid=117&lang=hu�
http://www.biokontroll.hu/cms/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=319%3Aismertet-az-uj-magyarorszag-videkfejlesztesi-program-agrar-koernyezetgazdalkodasi-tamogatasarol&catid=42%3Ahirek&Itemid=117&lang=hu�
http://www.biokultura.org/bemutatkozunk/bemutatkozunk.html�
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/capreform/enlarge/index_en.htm�


   - 45 - 
 

 

ISAAA Brief 37-2007: Executive Summary. Available 

at: http://www.isaaa.org/Resources/Publications/briefs/37/executivesummary/default.html, 

retrieved 03.02.2010 

 

Organic-Europe: Organic farming in Hungary 2005. Available at: http://www.organic-

europe.net/country_reports/hungary/default.asp, retrieved 18.04.2010 

 

Organic-world statistics. Available at: http://www.organic-world.net/statistics-europe-land-

producers.html , retrieved 12.04.2010 

 

Organic-world: 35 Million Hectares of Organic Agricultural Land World-wide. Available 

at: http://www.organic-world.net/35.html?&no_cache=1&tx_ttnews[tt_news]=249, retrieved 

09.05.2010  

 

Oxford English Dictionary 

"sustain": http://www04.sub.su.se:2478/cgi/entry/50243647?query_type=word&queryword=s

ustain&first=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=2&search_id=UfEX-

OQvh8X-317&hilite=50243647, retrieved 08.06.2010 

 

Új Magyarország Vidékfejlesztési Program (‘New Hungary’ Rural Development Program). 

Available at: http://www.umvp.eu/?q=program , retrieved 03.04.2010 

 

United Nations. 1987."Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development." 

General Assembly Resolution 42/187, retrieved 03.02.2010 

 

World Agriculture: Towards 2015/2030 an FAO perspective. Available 

at: ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/005/y4252E/y4252e.pdf, retrieved 09.05.2010  

 

Other sources 

 

Fürediné Kovács, Annamária; Gelencsér, Margit; Miklay, Gábor. 2006. A magyar 

ökoélemiszerek iránti kereselet az ökopiacokon és a szupermarketekben vásárlók körében 

http://www.isaaa.org/Resources/Publications/briefs/37/executivesummary/default.html�
http://www.organic-europe.net/country_reports/hungary/default.asp�
http://www.organic-europe.net/country_reports/hungary/default.asp�
http://www.organic-world.net/statistics-europe-land-producers.html�
http://www.organic-world.net/statistics-europe-land-producers.html�
http://www.organic-world.net/35.html?&no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5btt_news%5d=249�
http://www04.sub.su.se:2478/cgi/entry/50243647?query_type=word&queryword=sustain&first=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=2&search_id=UfEX-OQvh8X-317&hilite=50243647�
http://www04.sub.su.se:2478/cgi/entry/50243647?query_type=word&queryword=sustain&first=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=2&search_id=UfEX-OQvh8X-317&hilite=50243647�
http://www04.sub.su.se:2478/cgi/entry/50243647?query_type=word&queryword=sustain&first=1&max_to_show=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=2&search_id=UfEX-OQvh8X-317&hilite=50243647�
http://www.umvp.eu/?q=program�
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/42/ares42-187.htm�
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/005/y4252E/y4252e.pdf�


   - 46 - 
 

(The demand towards organic food product among buyers at organic markets and in 

supermarkets). Research paper by Biokultúra, Budapest 

 

FVM. 2003. A Magyar mezőgazdaság és élelmiszeripar számokban (The Hungarian 

agriculture and food industry in numbers), Magyar Mezőgazdaság Kiadói, Sajtó, Reklám, 

Propaganda Kft. 

 

Mokry, Tamás. 2001. Az ökológia gazdálkodás perspektívái Magyarországon az EU-

integráció tükrében (The perspectives of the Hungarian organic production at a glance of the 

EU-integration) Phd diss. Szent István Egyetem. 

 

OszKő Tanácsadó Bt. 2002. Az ökotermékekkel kapcsolatos fogyasztói szokások, értékesítési 

csatornák (Consumer behaviour regarding organic products and distribution chanels), study 

made for FVM Agrármarketing Kht., Budapest. 

 

Ikerd, John. 1996. Sustainable agriculture: a positive alternative to industrial agriculture. 

Conference paper presented at the Heartland Roundup in Manhattan, KS, December 7, 1996 

 

Rigby, D., and Cáceres, D. 1997. The Sustainability of Agricultural Systems. Working Paper 

10 in Rural Resources, Rural Livelihoods' series, Institute for Development Policy and 

Management, Manchester. 

 

Roszík, Péter Dr. and colleagues. 2004. Jelentés a Biokontroll Hungária Közhasznú Társaság 

2003. évi tevékenységéről (Annual Report of Biokontroll from 2003), Budapest. 

 

Roszík, Péter Dr. and colleagues. 2009. Jelentés a Biokontroll Hungária Nonprofit Kft. 2008. 

évi tevékenységéről (Annual Report of Biokontroll from 2008), Budapest.  

 

Willer, Helga; Yussefi-Menzler, Minou; Sorensen, Neil, ed. 2008. The world of organic 

agriculture statistics and emerging trends. IFOAM Bonn, Germany and FiBL, Frick, 

Switzerland, Hardback edition published by Earthscan, London, UK. 



   - 47 - 
 

Appendix 1: Interview questions 
 

1. Please tell me about your company! Why and when did you start the business? What 

are your main products and activities? 

2. Why did you decide to enter the organic market? If earlier you dealt with conventional 

products why did you turn to organic? 

3. Did you receive any kind of EU subsidy and if yes how important it was to start/to 

turn to organic? 

4. What kind of connections does your company have inland (with farmers, processing 

companies, distributors, consumers, Biokontroll and Biokultúra) and abroad? 

5. How do you perceive the cooperation with your partners in the organic sector? 

6. How do you perceive the cooperation with the institutions Biokontroll and Biokultúra? 

7. How could you define sustainability?  

8. How can your company contribute to sustainable development? 

9. What connections do you see within the concepts sustainable agriculture and organic 

farming? 

10. How do you perceive sustainability in the Hungarian organic sector? 

11. Do you use and what kind of renewable energy during the production, distribution? 

12. What do you think about the high (around 90%) number of export of the Hungarian 

organic food products?  

13. What are your reflections on the low domestic organic consumption in Hungary? 

14. How could the consumers’ attitude towards organic be changed? 

15. What are your company’s future plans? 

16. What do you think about the future of the Hungarian organic sector? 
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