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Abstract: The new European organic regulation 2018/848 aims to phase out the use of non-organic
seeds in organic farming by 2036. At present, achieving this goal in countries with a poorly developed
organic seed sector is difficult, and therefore there is a great need to increase organic seed supply by
promoting the development of the organic seed sector in Europe. This paper presents a conceptual
framework to secure voluntary stakeholder involvement in the process of a gradual increase in the
supply of organic seeds for organic farming. Stakeholders showed a high motivation to commit to
concrete action points for moving forward. In addition, further actors were involved in the fulfillment
of the commitments, a sign of a positive network effect in favor of organic seed production and
use. The study indicates application potential and can complement mandatory policy instruments.
Further progress monitoring is necessary to ensure that established structures maintain their function,
and to keep the shared sense of responsibility alive.

Keywords: organic seeds; voluntary commitments; stakeholder involvement; policy measures;
European organic legislation

1. Introduction

In the European regulation (EC) 834/2007 [1] on organic production and labeling,
and further specified in its implementing regulation (EC) 889/2008 [2], it is stated that the
use of organic seed and vegetative propagating material is mandatory in organic farming.
Because for many plant species there is a shortage of organic seed, derogations for the
use of chemically untreated non-organic seed can be granted. The option of derogations,
however, impedes the development of the organic seed market, and results in a lack of
availability [3,4]. The new European regulation (EC) 2018/848 [5]—which came into force
1 January 2022—foresees a phasing out of these derogations by 2036. To reach the aim
of 100% organic plant reproductive material (organic PRM) for all crop species grown on
organic farms in the EU, there is a urgent need to mobilize everyone involved—directly
or indirectly—in the production and use of organic PRM, i.e., organic farmers and seed
producers, control bodies, seed authorities, national authorities, and researchers. Past
analysis [3] showed that implementing individual measures can increase organic seed
supply, but this did not directly lead to a reduction of derogations for the use of non-
organic seed. A complex set of factors affect farmers’ use of organic or non-organic seeds,
with strong regional differences across Europe [4]. Aspects that impact organic seed use by
farmers include the availability of suitable cultivars, marketing strategies for the organic
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products, and time since the farm converted to organic production. Thus [4] (p. 11)
concludes, that “if derogations for the use of untreated non-organic seed are to be phased
out by 2036, the issue of seed use needs to be more widely addressed, beyond the short
and specialized organic supply chains”. Therefore, the instrument of a voluntary seed
declaration was proposed—a concept based on voluntary commitments from all actors
involved as a tool to initiate bottom-up processes, especially in countries with a poorly
developed seed sector. According to [6] (p. 555) commitments are defined as “agreements
between two or more social actors to carry out future actions”.

In game theory, joint commitments among all players prior to the game have been
shown to increase their payoffs, ultimately reaching a goal more efficiently as if acting
individually [7]. The concept of voluntary commitments was chosen to be able to respond
to the urgent lack of organic PRM in a more cost- and time-efficient way. As the actors are
themselves responsible for the content of the seed declaration, voluntary commitments
allow flexibility and adaptation to local circumstances and practices [8]. This is crucial as
the use of organic PRM is inconsistent across Europe and for the different crop sectors:
Orsini et al. [4] find higher values of organic seed use in Northern and Central Europe
as compared to Southern and Eastern Europe; and higher values in the vegetable sector,
followed, in descending order, by the arable, forage, and fruit sectors.

Besides these advantages, voluntary commitments create the opportunity for network
effects by involving further actors in their fulfillment [6]. In this way, the seed declaration
can involve actors beyond those that have been present in its negotiation, and can act as
a pioneering example in other countries [9]. The seed declaration, if communicated in
simple language to a broad audience, could shape public and political discourse. As a
result, consumers could exert a market force, and value chain actors might follow the social
pressure in favor of organic PRM [8–10]. This is important, as farmers’ decisions on using
organic PRM are often influenced by social norms [4].

From 2003 to 2013, the European Consortium of Organic Plant breeding [11] conducted
several stakeholder workshops to foster the development of the organic seed sector. How-
ever, mostly the Central European Member States have participated in these workshops
and there are only a few other examples of stakeholder involvement. In recent decades,
however, voluntary commitments have found their way into environmental law and cli-
mate negotiations. These commitments are often industry-driven, involving companies,
organizations, networks, but also individual actors [8,12,13]. According to [8] (p. 88)
this phenomenon is described as “bottom-up empowerment”. Apart from that, there are
government-led mandatory approaches in the form of regulations or tax-based economic
incentives [14]. Politicians often welcome voluntary commitments as these allow them
to avoid confrontation with industries [12]. Thus, voluntary commitments should not be
seen as a replacement for these mandatory approaches, but as a complementary tool [13],
especially when there is an insufficient political will to implement legislation [15]. This
is particularly the case for organic PRM. The European Commission is showing a certain
degree of political uncertainty as the phasing out of derogations may lead to shortages in
the organic seed supply—if no complementary measures are taken [16]. Thus, legislative
measures are not implemented, which in turn discourages seed producers from investing
in organic PRM [3,17]. Analysis conducted within the EU Horizon 2020 project LIVESEED
reveals political obstacles and bottlenecks in the implementation of the organic regulation
concerning organic PRM [18]. The main obstacle to its implementation is that in most EU
Member States the production or use of certified organic seeds is not actively encouraged.
The analysis further calls for the implementation of the new organic regulation to include
clear rules for the establishment of stakeholder seed expert groups, to monitor the progress
of the production and use of organic seed across Europe, and to implement strict national
derogation standards [18]. This is illustrated by the example of the organic seed database.
According to (EC) 2018/848 [5] and its delegated regulation (EC) 2020/1794 [19], each
EU Member State is required to establish a seed database indicating the availability of
organic PRM and in-conversion to organic PRM. However, as the regulation only contains
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minimal requirements, the implementation of such databases ranges from computerized
databases [20] to Excel spreadsheets [21]. With the latter, it is not possible to provide
an up-to-date overview of the organic PRM available on the national market, leading to
unfounded exemptions for the use of conventional seed [18,22].

While mandatory policy instruments are still needed to reach the aim of 100% organic
PRM, voluntary commitments might be a tool to counteract the political stalemate in many
EU Member States regarding the production and use of organic seeds. To this extent,
voluntary commitments should aim to establish partnerships within and between the seed
sector and governments, and to facilitate mutual learning processes and the exchange of
best practices [10,13,23]. Due to the non-binding nature of voluntary commitments and
to ensure its effective implementation, it is necessary to monitor compliance, report on
progress, and ensure transparency and accountability [6,8,23].

A successful example of voluntary commitments in the organic food sector is the
potato covenant in the Netherlands. The idea of the covenant arose from the extensive
damage caused in organic potato production by Phytophthora in 2016. In the Netherlands,
where the use of copper is prohibited, the only solution against Phytophthora is the use
of resistant or robust varieties. Thus, 28 stakeholders came together to sign the covenant
“accelerated transition to robust potato varieties” with the aim of reaching 100% robust
organic potatoes in 2020. To speed up market introduction, stakeholders committed to
giving priority to robust varieties in breeding, seed production, cultivation, and sales.
Within three years, 25 robust potato varieties could be introduced into the Dutch market
by these means. On top of that, a positive network effect could be observed as a similar
covenant was signed in Flanders and Wallonia [24,25].

2. Materials and Methods

The research presented in this paper results from an application study within the EU
Horizon 2020 project LIVESEED (June 2017-September 2021) [26]. Following a status-quo
analysis of organic seed use in all 28 EU Member States, 10 countries were selected based
on three criteria: (i) high number of yearly reported derogations for the use of non-organic
seed; (ii) limited national availability of organic seed; and (iii) limited data available on
the national organic seed market and actors involved. The selected countries—Bulgaria,
Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Romania, and Spain—met at
least two out of the three criteria.

The implementation of the concept followed a three-step process consisting of national
visits, national workshops, and a final conference (Figure 1). The national visits were
organized from September 2017 to September 2018, in cooperation with a national project
partner. The aim was to get an overview of the main threats and opportunities. Therefore,
one-on-one interviews were conducted with all the relevant stakeholder groups on their
attitudes towards organic seeds and how production and use could be stimulated. The out-
come were country reports—including results of the previous status-quo analysis—which
were published on the LIVESEED website and disseminated among national actors [27].

Secondly, from January to October 2019, national workshops were conducted in each
of the 10 selected EU Member States—except for the Baltic States, where Latvia, Estonia and
Lithuania participated in one joint workshop held in Riga, Latvia. At these workshops, all
national organic seed sector stakeholder groups, such as farmers, seed producers, breeders,
regional and national authorities, organic control bodies, and researchers were invited.
The workshop aimed to collect information on how to make progress and define concrete
action points. Therefore, to gain high actor involvement, the concept of the organic seed
declaration, based on voluntary commitments from all actors involved, was developed. In
a participatory approach, dialogues between all participants were encouraged to create
a sense of cooperation to reach a common goal, i.e., to foster the production and use of
organic seeds at the national level. The discussion was guided by the following four
categories: (i) improvements to national seed databases; (ii) implementation of incentives
to increase the production and use of organic seeds; (iii) increasing information on varieties
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suitable for organic production; and (iv) increasing cooperation among the stakeholders.
The outcome of the workshops was the organic seed declaration, containing action points
and policy measures which are formulated by the participants in the form of a covenant.
This way, the declaration acknowledges the unique characteristics of the participants and
the conditions in the respective country. Ideas for actions mentioned during the workshop
for which there were no volunteers were not included in the declaration. At the end of
each workshop, the participants were asked to show their commitment by signing the
declaration, which is not legally binding. To trigger a positive network effect, efforts were
made to ensure transparency and raise awareness by communicating the seed declaration
using different channels such as social media and the LIVESEED website [28].
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The final step was the organization of a final stakeholder conference, held online in
November 2020, in which the national project partners from the 10 involved EU Member
States presented the implementation of action points. These were evaluated and compiled
in national progress reports [29].

When assessing the impact of voluntary commitments on the organic seed sector,
Alberini et al. [14] propose to measure its effectiveness and efficiency. The work presented
focuses on effectiveness and hypothesizes that the seed declaration, based on the concept of
voluntary commitments, is an effective tool to increase the level of organic seed production
and use in the respective country. To measure effectiveness, Alberini et al. [14] propose
to take into account three factors: the number of participants, the extent to which the
action points are achieved by the participants, and the impact on the organic seed sector.
Taken alone, the participation level is an insufficient measurement, but it gives a good first
indication and allows us to analyze participation incentives for future interventions. With
regard to the other two factors, a regular reviewing and monitoring process was set up.
One year after each workshop, a progress report was written to analyze and evaluate which
of the intended action points and policy measures have been implemented. These progress
reports create a follow-up of the workshop and ensure that the realization of the various
action points is monitored.

In the analysis, the participation rate and the number of commitments made in the seed
declaration is assessed. Additionally, with the help of the progress report, the individual
action points were evaluated and the share of fulfilled, partly fulfilled, and not fulfilled
commitments calculated. The analysis was based on the four categories that guided the
group discussion. As these categories were extracted from stakeholder interviews, a
deductive approach to extending prior research was chosen [30]. The deductive approach
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allows moving from the more general categories to the more concrete and specific action
points [31]. Thus, the individual action points of the seed declaration were allocated to the
four categories. Action points that did not fit into any of the categories were marked as
such. In addition, the wording and the complexity of the commitments and background
information on the situation in each country were analyzed.

However, the high diversity of organizational structures and differences between coun-
tries limit the ability to directly compare the commitments and draw common conclusions.
The presented paper focuses on the analysis of the theoretical concept that voluntary com-
mitments can lead to an increase in stakeholder involvement, which then indirectly leads
to an increase in organic seed supply and use. The possibility of an extensive country-wide
analysis is limited, as this would leave out the individuality of each country.

3. Results

The number of participants per national workshop varied per country, with the lowest
number of participants reported in Estonia (4) and the highest number in Italy (61). Figure 2
illustrates the composition and number of stakeholders per country. Individuals who
solely participated in the workshop for facilitation reasons were excluded from Figure 2.
Stakeholders were grouped into five categories: (i) authorities (e.g., national ministry,
regional ministry, seed database manager, seed certification authority, control body); (ii) re-
search and breeding (e.g., researchers from universities, breeding institutes, or breeding
organizations); (iii) seed supply (e.g., seed producers, seed traders, seed associations, seed
banks, seed savers); (iv) seed use (e.g., farmers, farming associations, farm advisors) and
(v) others (e.g., food traders, civil society organizations, journalists, industrial investors).
Actors falling into more than one group, e.g., an organic farmer who also produces organic
seed for retail, were grouped according to the main focus of their activities. All stakehold-
ers who participated in the workshops joined the invitation organizer. The set-up of the
workshop was envisaged to ensure a balanced composition between stakeholders, except
for the stakeholder group “others”. Depending on the organizational structure of each
country and responses from invited actors, a balanced composition of stakeholders was
not always attainable. With higher representation from the authorities (e.g., Italy), research
and breeding (e.g., Hungary), the seed sector (e.g., Spain), or farmers (e.g., Greece) were
recorded in the other workshops.
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Figure 2. Number of participants per stakeholder group participating to the national workshops.

In all except one country (Italy), the workshop resulted in an organic seed declaration
that was signed by all or most of the participants. The people that signed were, to a large
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extent, the people that had their name or organization linked to one of the action points in
the declaration. Only in a few cases, people were hesitant to sign the declaration, possibly
because they did not trust or understand the impact of it. Another reason for not signing
was that some participants had already left the workshop at that point. Due to time limita-
tions and the workshop setup, the participants of the Italian workshop did not sign their
organic seed declaration. Nevertheless, the group discussion revealed several potential
action points and commitments. To that effect, Italy was excluded from the quantitative,
but included in the qualitative analysis. The nine countries that signed the seed declaration
made a total of 76 commitments. The progress report revealed that 34 out of 76 commit-
ments (44.74%) have been fully implemented, and 29 out of 76 commitments (38.16%) have
been partly implemented by the participants. Yet, for 13 out of 76 commitments (17.11%) no
progress could be observed. Figure 3 illustrates how these values differ among countries.
Hungary (87.50%) and Spain (66.67%) have the highest shares, whereas Latvia (26.67%)
and Bulgaria (28.57%) have the lowest shares of fulfilled commitments. However, it should
be noted that the number of commitments per country ranges from three (Lithuania) to
13 (Greece), as well as the complexity of each commitment. Nevertheless, the high percent-
age of fulfilled commitments is a first indicator of a positive effect of the seed declaration on
stakeholder involvement. It remains to be further investigated whether the seed declaration
is an effective tool that contributes to the development of the organic seed sector. For this,
the quality of the commitments was analysed in greater detail.
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Figure 3. Number of commitments declared in the national organic seed declarations, and respective
share of fulfilled commitments, partly fulfilled commitments, and commitments with no progress
observed as stated in the progress report.

Table 1 summarises the commitments made in the national organic seed declarations.
The table visualizes that all countries have committed to action points that correlate with
category (iii), to increase information on varieties suitable for organic production. Addi-
tionally, this category contains the highest number of action points. In terms of content, the
action points relate to research, training, and communication. This might be due to the fact
that most of the research institutes and seed companies present at the workshops have the
means to organize demonstration fields or field trials, unlike smaller farmer cooperatives.
Hungary and Spain stand out from the rest of the countries in that they have only made
commitments in two categories: (iii) increasing information on varieties suitable for organic
production and (iv) increasing cooperation among the stakeholders.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 9260 7 of 13

Table 1. Summary of commitments categorized according to the four key points on which the
discussion was based. The verbs are highlighted to illustrate whether stakeholders took over the
responsibility themselves (active verb) or handed over the responsibility to a third party (passive verb).

Country (i) Improvements of
National Seed Databases

(ii) Implementation of
Incentives to Increase
Production & Use of
Organic Seed

(iii) Increase Information on
Varieties Suitable for
Organic Production

(iv) Increase Cooperation
among the Stakeholders (v) Other

Bulgaria

propose improvements of
database or to return to
organic seeds
request to make derogation
report public;

ask to fund registration of
varieties suitable for
organic production;
ask to fund organic seed
production & use

organize demonstration fields;
collect and disseminate
information on difference between
organic and conventional seed

start social media group /

Estonia improve database

suggest support for the use of
organic seed;
ask to fund seed
production equipment;
include organic seed production
& use in action plan

test varieties in organic field trials
and improve dissemination of
trial results;
continue knowledge transfer
program and organize
information days

establish expert group
include varieties suitable
for organic production in a
breeding program

Greece
propose improvements
of database;
consider recommendations

put organic seed on
meeting agenda

publish most recent
derogation report;
organize workshop on
organic seed;
set up course on organic
seed production;
put education & training on
meeting agenda;
discuss advantages of organic seed;
disseminate information about
advantages of organic seed;
conduct farmer survey

activate scientific
committee for
organic farming;
suggest organizing social
media platform

get involved in organic
seed production

Hungary / /

continue on-farm tests of varieties
and landraces;
process data collected on variety
use and certification results;
disseminate methodology;
organize field day;
launch farmer training;
share information on EIP
Agri portal;
share summary of
national workshop

coordinate consultation
between seed producers /

Latvia
improve user-friendliness
of database;
include more information
in database

raise criteria to apply
for derogations;
propose area-based subsidies for
the use of organic seed;
request support for the use of
organic seed

test varieties in organic field trials;
support educational activities;
carry out educational activities;
ask for support of educational &
research activities

expand functions and
membership of
expert group;
participate in expert
groups and express
coherent opinion;
promote cooperation in
seed production and create
EIP groups for research on
seed production

strengthen control
institutions

Lithuania propose technical
improvements of database /

ask to develop organic
production trainings;
propose definition of “variety
suitable for national
organic production”

/ /

Poland analyse how to
improve database

inform about legislative barriers
regarding organic
plant breeding;
monitor drafting process of
action plan;
suggest subsidies for farmers

conduct farmer survey;
initiate educational activities and
demonstrate advantages of
organic seed

discuss the roles of an
expert group /

Romania

suggest improvements
of database;
inform about
database existence

/

test varieties in organic field trials;
organize meeting on organic seed;
organize event on organic seed;
offer support for soybean seed
multiplication;
offer technical support to
organic farmers

involve stakeholders in
debates regarding the
implementation of new
organic regulation;
start social media group

/

Spain / /

analyse causes for derogations;
improve dissemination on
organic seed;
share initiatives and
successful results;
compile info on benefits of using
organic seed;
gather information to develop
organic seed for legumes

Request creation of a
working group /

Italy * improve database /
set up experiments to facilitate
registration of varieties suitable for
organic production

improve work of the
expert group;
ask for support in the
discussion of delegated
acts of the new
organic regulation

/

* Output from the group discussions only.
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Table 1 further illustrates whether the wording of the commitment contains an active
or passive verb; in other words, whether the stakeholders took over the responsibility
themselves or handed over the responsibility to a third party. Examples of passive verbs
are “propose”, “ask for”, or “request”; examples of active verbs are “organize”, “set up”,
“start”, or “analyze”. Hungary is the only country that did not use passive verbs in its
seed declaration. This might have contributed to the fact that Hungary reached the highest
share of fulfilled commitments. The difference in wording becomes most evident in the
category (i), improvements of national seed databases. Stakeholders either committed to
suggesting improvements to the ministry, or stakeholders directly committed to improving
the database—also because the responsible person was not present at the workshop. This
is illustrated by the examples below:

The Tulcea farmers will send a letter to the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment in which they will suggest the possibilities for improvement of the database

(LIVESEED Declaration of Organic Seed, Romania, 19 June 2019) [28].

K. R. from the Estonian Seed Association will cooperate with the Agricultural Board to
improve the organic seed database

(LIVESEED Declaration of Organic Seed, Latvia, 31 January 2019) [28].

E. S., on behalf of PIORIN, takes the initiative to analyze what is possible to improve in the
database based on the recommendations, concerning its interactivity, user-friendliness [ . . . ]

(LIVESEED Declaration of Organic Seed, Poland, 13 May 2019) [28].

The progress report revealed that in Poland, where the database manager herself took
over the responsibility, improvements have been made regarding the functionality and
update frequency of the database. The database now includes information on the amount
of seed material offered by the seed supplier. However, seed producers are still not allowed
to add and modify offers in the database. In contrast, in Estonia, the seed database is still
an Excel file and requires considerable improvement to live up to the requirements of the
New Organic Regulation EC 2018/848 [5]. The progress that could be noted here was
that organic seeds can be now found more easily in the general seed production database.
In Romania, no progress could be observed. The Agriculture Ministry in Romania does
not share the perception that a database can make a substantial change to increasing the
production and use of organic seeds. This might indicate that the commitment is more likely
to be fulfilled if the responsible person, in this case, the national authority, is included in
the process of discussing, formulating, and signing the seed declaration. This is supported
by the example of Italy, the only country where no official seed declaration was signed.

Another peculiarity in the wording is that most commitments are clearly allocated
to one responsible person or institution. Interestingly, the seed declaration in Spain was
formulated in a more generalized way. This, however, did not seem to have a significant
effect on the progress reported at the final LIVESEED stakeholder conference. The difference
in wording is illustrated by the examples below:

We will organize two organic demonstration fields. Agricultural University in Plovdiv
will provide fields, Vitalis will provide vegetable seeds. Bonevi Perfect will provide fields,
Research Institute Sadovo will provide seeds for cereals. Bioselena will provide publicity
for both field demonstrations

(LIVESEED Declaration of Organic Seed, Bulgaria, 2 October 2019) [28].

Compile information on the benefits of using organic seeds to promote incentives for
its use

(LIVESEED Declaration of Organic Seed, Spain, 8 April 2019) [28].

Furthermore, the complexity of the individual commitments varied greatly. For
instance, some action points relate to sharing a methodology or starting a social media
group, while other action points involve the organization of field trials, advocacy work,
or the establishment of an organic seed expert group. Accordingly, in the latter cases,
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the completion of a task can take up to several years and, as a result, the commitment
is declared as “partly fulfilled”. This exemplifies that a quantitative content analysis
alone provides only limited information about the effectiveness of the seed declaration.
The progress is ongoing and continuous progress monitoring is necessary to assess its
effectiveness. In addition, the monitoring has shown that progress does not only depend
on the commitment of the stakeholders but can be hampered by unforeseeable external
events. Notably, the pandemic caused by COVID-19 interfered with stakeholder meetings
and educational activities. Other reasons for non-compliance were loss of contact persons,
legislative restrictions, or lack of funding.

Another aspect to consider is the limited comparability of countries. For instance, at
the time of the national workshop, Italy and Latvia already had an established organic seed
expert group. Both countries are committed to expanding the functions and membership
of the expert group. Estonia committed to the more complex task of establishing an expert
group for the first time. Not only the initial situation of a country is important, but also the
resources that allow the stakeholders to follow up on the progress. It should be noted that
Estonia and Lithuania did not participate in the LIVESEED project but were included in
the joint workshop of the Baltic States. Despite their lack of co-financing, Estonia (50.00%)
and Lithuania (33.33%) fulfilled a considerable number of their commitments.

Lastly, at the final stakeholder conference, participants not only reported on committed
actions but also on non-committed actions in favor of organic seed production and use.
Additionally, further actors were involved in the fulfillment of the commitments. This
could be due to a positive network effect in favor of organic seed production and use. In
general, the progress report revealed positive developments compared to the years prior
to the organic seed declaration. Project partners reported that the area of land used for
growing organic seed crops is showing a clear increasing trend. This progress cannot be
ascribed directly to the seed declaration, since the actions could have taken place without
the seed declaration. Nevertheless, the results reveal that the seed declaration improved
communication, created a shared sense of responsibility, and raised awareness on the
matter of organic seeds. Participants showed a high motivation to commit to concrete
action points for moving forward. Based on their feedback, they appreciated the national
workshops as there have only been a few, if any, such events bringing together actors from
all stakeholder groups to jointly discuss subjects related to organic seeds.

4. Discussion

The analysis indicates that the organic seed declaration, based on the concept of
voluntary commitments, had a positive impact on stakeholder involvement. In addition, it
could be shown that the process of discussing, formulating, and signing the seed declaration
is essential to guaranteeing effectiveness. This is in line with [12] who argue that progress
monitoring is not enough to guarantee effectiveness. They state that commitments must
be clear and demanding, and should result from intensive mutual negotiations to create a
sense of commitment among participants.

The time between the national visits and the final LIVESEED stakeholder conference
was less than 2 years. The LIVESEED project provided funding, a platform, and facilitators.
However, progress is ongoing and further in-person meetings are needed to create continu-
ous opportunities for the exchange of experiences, challenges, and possibilities, facilitating
a mutual learning process [13]. It remains to be seen whether the stakeholders involved
will remain committed and the progress will continue after the LIVESEED project.

The area of land used for growing organic crops is showing a clear upward trend [32].
However, it remains unclear if the area of organic seed multiplication is increasing at the
same pace. To attribute a positive effect on the organic seed sector developments to our
seed declaration, one would have to look at the efficiency. To this effect, the voluntary
instrument should be compared to no interventions or to other instruments, for instance
government-led mandatory approaches [14]. To quantify efficiency in terms of costs or
performance, a counterfactual reference scenario is needed that describes what would have
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happened in the absence of voluntary commitments. According to [12], two counterfactual
reference scenarios are proposed: The status-quo-conserving scenario assumes that the
changes in the level of organic seed use result solely from voluntary commitments. This
scenario overestimates the effects of the instrument, but it is often used when there is a lack
of data. The business-as-usual or trend scenario considers developments of organic seed
use that would have taken place even without the instrument, such as changing economic
conditions. This scenario requires sufficient data prior to the policy instrument. Due to
these difficulties, we have limited our analysis to effectiveness. However, we have achieved
our goal of stimulating progress.

The superiority of voluntary instruments lies in their cost- and time-efficiency [8]. This
means that voluntary commitments can respond to new problems more quickly and in a
more flexible way compared to legislative negotiations that are often time-consuming and
involve high transaction costs. According to [12], a necessary condition for the effectiveness
of voluntary commitments is the involvement of regulators in the intensive negotiations.
However, this would reduce the cost- and time-efficiency of the instrument. Based on
our results, we can equally conclude that if stakeholders from national authorities take
over the responsibility themselves, for instance, to improve the organic seed database, the
commitment is more likely to be fulfilled—thereby, improving efficiency in terms of perfor-
mance. Even though voluntary commitments are increasingly used in environmental law
and climate negotiations, to our knowledge there is no research that addresses efficiency.

Examples from the agricultural sector show that voluntary commitments can take
different forms. The authors of [15] assessed the effectiveness of voluntary sustainability
standards in sugarcane production. Voluntary sustainability standards are a set of criteria
that are developed with stakeholder involvement to promote sustainable production, and
that are monitored by an independent certification system. Their analysis shows that
voluntary sustainability standards may be an effective tool to reduce negative environ-
mental impacts, but there is limited understanding of economic and social costs. Equally,
DeFries et al. [33] evaluated different voluntary certification programs, such as Fair Trade,
and their impact on the production of tropical agricultural commodities. They conclude
that voluntary sustainability standards can have a positive effect on meeting sustainable
development goals. However, they are often not enough to address economic and social
outcomes for small-scale producers.

To tackle the shortage of organic cultivars, Winter et al. [17] proposes a value chain
partnership. As the entire value chain is affected by the shortage, the financing of organic
breeding should also be borne by all stakeholders involved, rather than only by farmers
and breeders, as it is often the case. Thus, in a so-called cross-sector funding strategy,
the entire value chain commits to investing in organic breeding. This way the burden is
distributed, and the entire value chain takes over the responsibility. Their conclusion is
based on an extensive stakeholder dialogue in which many interviewees indicated the
necessity of committing the entire value chain. However, Winter at al. [17] also addressed
the problem of the voluntary nature of the strategy: “as long as there are no binding
agreements between the actors to invest, they may prefer to maximize their short-term
interests. The awareness-raising and communication element of the pool funding strategy
is a crucial framework condition to mitigate this risk”. While this example is theoretical,
Winter et al. [17] refers to some existing examples. One example is the Fair Breeding ®

initiative, a small-scale value chain partnership in Germany. The initiative was launched
by Kultursaat and Naturata International in 2007 with the objective of involving value
chain actors in cultivar development and conservation. Over a period of 10 years, value
chain actors committed to channeling a small share of their revenue into organic vegetable
breeding. Through this partnership, three open-pollinating cauliflower cultivars have been
brought to variety registration and release [34]. By increasing organic breeding activities,
both examples of [17] can indirectly and positively affect organic seed supply, but this does
not directly relate to the target of the organic regulation to use 100% organic seed by 2036.
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The results of this paper support the important role of the concept of organic seed
expert groups [35]. Organic seed expert groups consist of stakeholders involved in the
organic seed supply chain. National organic seed expert groups have the mandate to
advise their national competent authority on implementing the regulation on organic
seed in the country. At present, 11 EU member states (mainly Central and Northern
European countries) have implemented such organic seed expert groups [35]. While expert
groups differ in terms of implementation between countries, these groups can provide the
framework for getting to intensive mutual negotiations, as requested by [12]. Looking at
the commitments in this paper, we find that six out of ten countries (Estonia, Latvia, Poland,
Romania, Spain, and Italy) committed to either establishing a seed expert group, expanding
the functions and membership of expert groups, discussing the role of an expert group,
involving stakeholders in debates regarding the implementation of new organic regulation,
or requesting the creation of a working group or improving the work of the expert group.

These theoretical and practical examples show that voluntary commitments can have
positive effects. Due to the diverse nature of these voluntary commitments, it is difficult
to compare instruments and draw a general conclusion. Government-led mandatory
approaches might be needed to reach sustainability goals. However, as long as the European
Commission shows a high degree of political uncertainty and reluctance—as illustrated
by [18]—voluntary commitments will play an important role in the future.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we have discussed the effectiveness of the organic seed declaration based
on the concept of voluntary commitments. Our aim was to gain stakeholder involvement
and active participation to jointly foster the development of the organic seed sector in the
10 selected countries. The presented results demonstrate that the organic seed declara-
tion was successful in engaging and connecting stakeholders, and in instilling a sense of
commitment to a common goal. Coinciding with our organic seed declaration, positive
developments were observed in the organic seed market. Through qualitative methods
of analysis, we addressed how the wording of action points in the covenant can influence
the degree to which they are fulfilled. This revealed that, despite positive network effects,
all stakeholders, especially authorities, should be included in the process of discussing,
formulating, and signing the seed declaration.

Practical and theoretical examples from the agricultural sector show that voluntary
commitments can be applied in various forms and have a positive impact. Despite these
positive results, and in order to take into account any limitations of this instrument, it is
important to communicate voluntary commitments as a complementary tool to mandatory
policy instruments. To reach the aim of 100% organic PRM, European and national au-
thorities should not rely on voluntary commitments through stakeholder involvement
alone, but should address existing political obstacles and bottlenecks. A mixture of
instruments—voluntary and mandatory policy instruments—may be needed to reach the
goal of 100% organic PRM in the EU by 2036.

To conclude, the voluntary organic seed declarations have made the first steps in
the right direction. The question now is whether the progress will continue without
the funding provided by the LIVESEED project; for instance, if the newly established
seed expert groups and other built-up structures will remain in place and continue to
function. It will be necessary to continue progress monitoring to keep the shared sense of
responsibility alive. Further workshops promoting the national and transnational exchange
of information are needed to harmonize the implementation of the rules for organic PRM
in the new European regulation (EU) 2018/848 [5].
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