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Sustainability is one of those feel-good words that everyone likes to use, because it means pretty
much whatever you want it to mean. I’ve lost my taste for the word ever since I heard a talk by
the totally brilliant William McDonough, who put it like this:

‘if someone asked you “how’s your marriage?”, would you want to answer - oh, its sustainable?’

He envisioned a marriage - or an agriculture, for that matter - that was more vibrant, more
diverse and enriching, and more forthcoming than just ‘sustainable’.

For me, the sense of his vision mirrors the traditional definition of organic farming. The modern
definition of ‘organic’ is just compliance with a set of production or processing regulations. But
back in the 1920s, Sir Albert Howard, Lady Eve Balfour, Sir Robert McCarrison and the like
saw “organic” not just a set of rules for production, but a means to a end. The health and welfare
of people, communities, and the environment was threatened by the same industrializing forces
which challenge us today - and that was 100 years ago! Such practices as feeding the soil,
composting, implementing diverse rotations, and honoring the natural behaviors of livestock
arose not just to produce food, but principally as a defense against the marginalization,
commodification, and degradation of industrial agriculture.

To underscore the broader sense of traditional organics, its leaders were not just farmers, but also
those responsible for coping with the adverse downstream impacts of industrial agriculture -
physicians, public health officers, pathologists, veterinarians, foresters, and environmentalists.
What caused these disparate concerns to coalesce around organic farming was the shared
perception that soil, crop, livestock, and human health, as well as family and community health
were integrally related - and integrally threatened - by industrialization.

The goals of organic farming were not just yield and profit - the twin drivers of industrial
agriculture - but promotion of health through healthy and balanced nutrition, a fair and equitable
return for farmers, compassionate livestock management, and honoring our place within the
larger community of Nature. This is what many people still think of, and long for, when they
reach for organic food.

I put it to you that this wholeness, robustness, and overarching vision - which was stripped away
when ‘organic’ was reduced to just a set of rules - is what is missing from the word
‘sustainability’ today. Under our brand new national standards, the values and intentions which
were the reason for organic practices have been excised, leaving just the practices themselves.
And to add insult to injury, because organic practices are largely scale-neutral, organic is today
very much at risk of being co-opted by the very forces it was designed to resist - industrial or Big
Organic. Shorn of the values-based foundation of the founders, the organic label is becoming just
another vehicle for concentrating power and wealth.

But traditional organic is not going quietly into the night. Traditional organic values are being



reintroduced into the organic agri-food system through the local food, slow food, fair trade, and
other social movements - as embodied by this meeting today. It is worth remembering that
today’s social interventions are a response to the threats of marginalization and
disenfranchisement of local producers by industrial agribusiness - albeit industrial organic agri-
business. In effect, we are now, 100 years later, re-vitalizing the traditional organic vision of
Lady Eve Balfour and Sir Albert Howard - and for the same reason.

So what is sustainable farming? For me, it is organic farming in the sense originally envisioned
by the founders. The goal is not to fill a market niche, but to affirm ecologically sound and
resilient methods of food production, direct and equitable producer-consumer linkages, and
transactions which acknowledge our responsibility to safeguard our environmental heritage for
generations to come.
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