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Abstract: Approaching the ecological agriculture topic in the context of European Policies to accelerate
the conversion to those policies is an interdisciplinary challenge. The motivation to develop this
subject is based on the longitudinal observation that the ecological agriculture evolution in Romania
has been very slow, despite the policies aimed to accelerate the transition from the conventional to
the ecological agriculture have been supported since the 2000s. The goal of the paper is to reframe the
available data to evidence the slow dynamics of the organic farms’ certification. The methods used
are descriptive and numerical analysis, supplemented by a qualitative-transversal interpretation. The
research work has been carried out on the dynamic analysis of the ecological agriculture progress in
Romania, based on the data with the ecological certification of the specialized companies (2019-2021).
The main hypothesis: the slow dynamics are caused by subjective barriers. The results confirm the
slow dynamics of ecological certifications due to some limits and barriers to understand the real role
and benefits from the ecological agriculture. In this context, the European Union Organic Action Plan
for 2021-2030 proves to be a stimulus for the Romanian ecological agriculture.
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1. Introduction

The idea of the present paper has started from the general observation that ecological
agriculture does not benefit from a high level of interest and applicability in the Romanian
market, despite of the natural appropriate conditions and the stimulative European policies.
The observation originates from the practical reality and the official reports and data on this
topic, too. The design of the paper is based on the goal to support this affirmation by official
data of the Agriculture Ministry related to certificated organic farms and import-export
balance with ecological products. The direction followed in this paper is to reorganize
and present the data in a clear manner to demonstrate that the mentioned observation,
perceived as a hypothesis, can be proven. The analysis, supported by collected data and
confirming reports, starts from the finding that, in Romania, the dynamics in the ecological
production sphere is rather slow, even too slow, as compared to the local production
potential. Another finding is related to the extremely unbalanced scale between the import
and export of ecological products. Taking these results into consideration, the paper will
pursue some causes of the slow dynamics of the ecological certification in agriculture. The
hypothesis is connected with the results of some reports at the European level. All these
consider the population interest and behavior to buy organic food and by this to support
the ecological agriculture. The identification of the connection between the ecological
agriculture issue and consumer behavior is not an easy task, the main difficulty being
posed by the individuals’ limited knowledge of the environmental components [1]. Even at
the theoretical level, the ecological behavior and interest for organic food is accepted by
consumers, in practice, it does not always generate a sustainable consumption behavior [2].
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It is well known that the Romanian organic food market has a positive trend, but the
consumption rate is still very low [3]. Based on the data and information, as results of the
studies regarding the ecological agriculture progress at the European level, the topic was
analyzed in terms of the evolution of the organic farm certification in Romania.

To understand the essence of the ecological agriculture, the consumption of energy
and materials should be taken into account that increase with the population number
and the living standards, with harmful consequences such as climate change, natural
resources depletion, environmental degradation [4]. Therefore, the main sources of biomass
as part of the orientation to the ecological agriculture (energy crops, agricultural waste,
forestry, organic waste) can be considered and the contribution of the beekeeping with
a great capacity to achieve all the 17 Sustainable Development Goals [5,6], including the
sustainable systems of production and consumption [7]. For this reason, the topic equally
presents an interest to specialists from the technical field, i.e., production and processing;
trading, namely selling and consumption; psycho-social, through the motivations and
attitudes towards consumption; political decisions or regulations from the European level,
regarding the stimulation of ecological production; and marketing, through the demand-
supply or production—consumption relation, specific for the market of products deriving
from the ecological agriculture.

The ecological agriculture generates multiple benefits for producers as well as for
consumers: food safety, environment protection, resource and landscape conservation, em-
ployability, new business opportunities. Meanwhile, the understanding of the motivations
beyond the ecological food consumption behavior is essential to stimulate the ecological
consumption, production, decision making (including the political ones), as well as to
stimulate the development of an ecological production market [8,9].

Related to the intention to buy the products from the ecological agriculture, the main
reason for achieving the ecological food consumption is individual health, especially since
there is growing concern related to the impact on the environment of an unbalanced
and intensive consumption of goods, including food, especially “super foods” [10,11].
However, to determine the sustainable consumption from the ecological agriculture, the
consumers must know that their purchasing behavior has a direct impact on many ecologi-
cal problems [12], and therefore, it is necessary to identify the main barriers in ecological
consumption, as well as the factors influencing the increase in demand for this category
of food products [2]. The increasing consumption demand for the ecological agricultural
domain has led to the natural habitats being converted into production fields, which is why
the sustainable agriculture imposes an evolution from three perspectives: as a production
system to attain food self-sufficiency; as administration concept; and as a vehicle to support
the rural communities [13,14].

Numerous studies in the field are oriented towards a pro-ecological approach in
the agriculture. The documentation from the field literature has yielded no reference to
conclude the lack of opportunity to adapt the traditional production and consumption
system to the ecological one. At the European level, one of the most known policies
is that of agriculture sustainability. The main goal of “Organic 3.0” is that to allow the
adoption, on a large scale, of the sustainable agricultural production systems, of developing
ecological consumption markets, and of promoting new production and consumption
holistic systems [15]. The orientation to an overall sustainable future is one of the goals
proposed by the European Union’s 2030 Agenda. The sustainable consumption is perceived
as one of the strongest pillars for a sustainable development [16].

Another aspect is the need to change the food consumption pattern, seen as a chance
for stimulating the ecological agriculture in Romania. The reconfiguration of the demand-
supply relationship and the consideration of the way in which consumers are involved in
supporting the ecological agricultural production are vital. The health and the sustainability
undeniably become the pillars of the ecological agriculture. Individuals are more motivated
to consume ecological products since, in their opinion, this allows them to maintain a
healthier lifestyle; so, the ecological agriculture may contribute to the improvement of
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public health and to the ensuring of the cohesion in rural areas [17,18]. Hence, the pro-
ecological orientation is theorized as an important predictor of the ecological consumption
behavior. The analysis of the ecological product consumer’s behavior should take into
account what the consumers think, what the consumers feel, what the consumers do, and
what factors influence their behavior [12,19]. The aspects that materialize the appreciation of
the environment, based on categories of individuals, groups, or countries, which generated
the idea of valorization and ecological products’ consumption, are seen as ecosystem
services, to spark increasing interest for even more categories of consumers [20].

Similarly, to the terms “organic” or “biological agriculture” used in other states, the
term “ecological agriculture” has been chosen in Romania to define its role in producing
healthier foods, connected with the responsible management, whose “peak” of consump-
tion has not been reached yet according to the experts [21]. The ecological agriculture is
undoubtedly a dynamic and continuously developing system, based on the agroecology
science. It ensures profit to producers, improves the soil fertilization, protects biodiversity,
and manages in a balanced manner the environment, and consequently, the future of the
ecological agriculture will decisively depend on the consumers” demand [21,22].

The supporters of the ecological agriculture disseminate the principles and recom-
mendations to encourage the development of such agricultural exploitations, especially
since the perceived authenticity of the ecological food depends on their taste, on quality,
on the labeling manner, etc. [23,24]. In the context of resuming the sustainability policies,
agriculture has been confronting with new challenges, to produce more, to pollute less,
and to distribute better [25]. In Romania, the financial aid granted to active farmers reg-
istered in the ecological agriculture system is awarded in two ways: (i) the conversion to
the ecological agriculture methods; (ii) and the maintenance of the ecological agriculture
practices [26]. The present agricultural policies, in line with those of sustainability, are
oriented to support the sustainable producers, processors, and traders. The Community
Agricultural Policy (CAP) supports the ecological agriculture sector through regulations,
norms, and standards, as ecological agriculture certification, within the frame to manage
sustainable and ecological crop systems, grant food safety, environment protection, and
natural resource valorization, together with consistent investment in the rural area [27,28].
Romanian farmers express a great potential to increase the ecological agriculture, but not
in all by self-determination, because there are the influences of the subsidies from common
agricultural policy and the external commercial relation with organic products [12].

This paper, a scientific communication, considers a subject of ecological agriculture,
which is topical and of interest to several fields. Conceived in the way of a simple model
of an information chain, information transmission, and data interpretation, the present
communication is based on interaction and relationships between ideas, all these having
the effect of reducing uncertainty regarding the chosen study subject. The main purpose of
the paper is to clarify and highlight the importance of the topic chosen for the study. The
motivation for the choice of the topic is given by a set of findings of the stage in which the
conversion to organic farming is. In fact, a set of ideas was collected that were reorganized
and presented in a new, clearer light, marking the topicality and importance of the subject.
The course that allowed the establishment of the work process was identification and
presentation of the problem under discussion, presentation of the authors’ point of view,
argumentation of the topic with references from the specialized literature, presentation
of the results of the interpretation and related discussions. An important motivation to
elaborate the paper is based on some identified gaps such as the limited literature on the
subject of organic farming certifications; summary or unclear data and reporting to conclude
the dynamics of the ecological certification process; the non-uniformity of the reported
data, and inadvertences with the data from Eurostat; only a few approaches in the specific
literature regarding the link between ecological behavior, sustainable development and
objectives of conversion to organic agriculture. For all these, the novelty and contribution of
the paper consist in the approach of a new and exciting study topic: ecological certification,
consideration of this topic by association with that of European policies from the “Organic
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Action Plan for 2021-2030”, both of the most up-to-date, and the creation of connections
with basic aspects of ecological consumption behavior. About the methodology of the
work, the method of management and analysis of the data collected from the official reports
on ecological certification in Romania (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development)
were collected, grouped and reorganized in a single dashboard, so that the dynamics and
fluctuations of the process of ecological certification, as a result of the interpretations made;
moreover, it was considered for analysis not only of certified economic units, but also of
authorized certifiers and the organized data were analyzed by association and comparison
with similar data from EC and Eurostat reports.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Methodology and Context

The main topic reflected in this paper is: how the transition to the ecological agriculture
in Romania has evolved, which is the Romanian perspective regarding the certification
of ecological farms, and which influence the European policies supporting the ecological
agriculture, as a pillar of sustainable agriculture, have on the Romanian farmers.

According to the European Commission proposals, the care for the environment,
climate, landscape and the natural resources will represent an essential component of CAP,
materialized in the following objectives [29]:

- Contribution to the sustainable energy, to diminish the climate changes and to promote
adaptions to the latter;

- The promotion of sustainable development and efficient management of the natu-
ral resources;

- The contribution to the protection of biodiversity, improvement of ecosystem services,
and conservation of habitats and landscapes.

Today, the European Union (EU) ecological market is relatively dynamic, having
growth rates that vary from country to country. The development perspectives are due
to the innovating character of the products derived from the ecological agriculture, the
increasing support of the European policies, the consumption demand increase, the change
of perception and the pro-ecological behavior; thus, the level of ecological products con-
sumption reached in 2020, as European average, 102 Euro/inhabitant [30].

The European Commission constituted the ecological agriculture regulatory frame-
work by means of the most comprehensive plan of ecological action for the EU, the “Organic
Action Plan for 2021-2030” through which it will monitor the achievement of the “Eu-
ropean Green Deal” goal of ensuring a 25% area occupied by agricultural land intended
for the ecological agriculture till 2030, an aspect that correlates with the demands of eco-
logical agriculture contribution to solve the problems pertaining to sustainability of the
demand-supply ratio of products derived from ecological production systems [31,32].

In order to confer a solid status to the action plan relevant to ecological agriculture, in
2021, at EU level, a public consultation took place as a market survey regarding the ade-
quacy of this plan. The consultation had a significant effect to clarify the aspects related to
the necessity of increasing ecological production, the stimulation of the ecological products
demand, and the adoption of a “pro-environment” behavior. There were 840 answers to
this open public consultation and the respondents belonged to 41 countries, all from the
EU and non-EU, with EU citizens offering the highest contribution (52% from the total of
respondents), whereas the profile of the respondents varied from business organizations
(16%), business associations (8%), NGOs (6.07%), academic and research institutions (4%),
and public authorities (4%) to environment organizations (1%). The results of the study
indicate the following: 78% of the respondents acknowledge the presence of obstacles
to greater production and consumption of organic food in the EU. This conclusion is in
line with the low dynamics and the progress difficulties of the ecological agriculture in
Romania, an aspect that will be emphasized in the presentation of our results.
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The obstacles in the progress of the ecological agriculture perceived as the most
important are [33]:

- Insufficient financial incentives for producers to convert to organic production (76%);

- Competition with other ways of producing and/or other schemes (74%);

- Low consumer awareness of the benefits from organic production for climate and
environment (73%);

- Asmuch as 63% of the respondents deem that organic food is too expensive for consumers;

- Alack of consumer awareness of the EU label (63%);

- Too many ecological food schemes that can be confused with organics (59%);

- There is a very large consensus to support the actions proposed for stimulating the
production of organic products (from 74% to 91% of the replies).

Regarding the ecological agriculture perspectives for the 2030 horizon, the largest
share of respondents, which agree with the financial support through the CAP in order to
stimulate the conversion from conventional to organic farming, indicates:

- The importance to provide sufficient training and advice to stimulate conversion into
organic farming (91%);

- The necessity to strengthen local and small-scale processing and foster short supply
chains (90%);

- The recognition of the need for organic producers to receive support to improve their
bargaining power in the supply chain (88%);

- The need to improve information and data related to developments in the organic
market, to facilitate decisions for producers (87%).

About the question on the main environmental advantages of ecological production,
the respondents identified the beneficial effects of organic production in relation to [33]:

- Biodiversity (92%);

- Protection of the soil quality (88%);

- Protection of the water quality (84%);

- Promotion of the circular economy (83%);

- Responsible use of energy and natural resources (80%);

- Promotion of the carbon neutrality, and adaptation to a changing climate which helps
reduce air pollution (78%).

Based on the EU official specific reports for the “Green Deal 2030” regarding the
conversion to the ecological agriculture for 25% of the agricultural land till 2030, in 2019, the
ecological agriculture area was of only 8.5% from the total EU agricultural land; therefore,
we consider that the goal to attain 25% is pretty bold. However, within 10 years (2009-2019),
the ecologically cultivated area in the EU has increased by 66%. Romania is situated on a
deficient position with only 2.9% ecologically cultivated area in 2021. Nevertheless, among
the best European results regarding the progress of ecological agriculture in accordance
with the sustainability demands, there are [34]:

- The increase of biodiversity, with 30% on the ecological farms’ areas;
- The maximization of the pollination benefits;

- The limitation of using fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides;

- The improvement of animals’ living conditions.

Therefore, the European agriculture will undergo, starting from 2022, three major
modifications, especially since an extremely important regulation was issued, but the fol-
lowing inputs should be first approved in conventional agriculture and, then, in ecological
agriculture [35]:
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- New restrictions for the use of ecological inputs, mainly of fertilizers and pesticides;

- The marketing of organic and organic-mineral fertilizers in all the EU member states
without the necessity of obtaining marketing approval/authorization from each
member state;

- The obligation of farmers from the EU member states to retain the carbon in the soil.

These aspects will allow the understanding of the most important modeling refer-
ences of the ecological products consumers’ behavior and will offer an analytical detailed
framework for the analysis of the behavior changes of the ecological food and consumer
products [36]. An established approach of the consumer’s behavior is based on the theory
of behavioral decision, given that the consumers’ perception regarding welfare can have a
greater impact on the eating habits and can support a more holistic assessment of a product
compared to the general assessment or the preoccupation with the protection of the envi-
ronment [37,38]. Some established models which have pursued the connection between
the consumption behavior and some environment-related aspects have been comprised
in three specific theories: Schwartz’s Theory (1992, 1994) of activating norms; Ajzen’s
Theory (1985) of planned behavior; the theory of the “perceived behavioral control”, which
together with the “social and moral norms” has had a significant effect on the development
of the ecological food product market [37-39]. The topic of interest to buy and consume
organic food or to manifest an ecological general behavior is considered in the context of
the European policies formulated to support the accelerated conversion to the ecological
agriculture. Because the agricultural production is responsible for the food security and the
protection of the environment, the consumption of organic food, based on the ecological
behavior, can increase the opportunities for businesses in the ecological agriculture for the
production, processing, commerce, with significant benefits to the whole society [40-42].
To connect the aspects of the ecological agriculture with the environmental protection and
ecological behavior, it is found that the ecological agriculture certification which is being
made in an eco-friendly system is increasingly popular [43-45]. The benefits of the organic
farms’ certification are similar with the sustainable development goals—horizon 2030:
environmental protection, conservation of soil fertility, preservation of biodiversity, respect
of natural cycles and animal welfare, transparent labelling for consumers; the European
Union organic farming rules cover agricultural products [46,47]. Despite of these benefits
and the window of opportunity to promote organic farming for the Central and Eastern Eu-
ropean countries, including Romania, there some limits and barriers [48-50]. Conclusively,
certification in agriculture generates economic opportunities for farmers [51,52].

2.2. Research Design

The main part of the paper is dedicated to an analysis regarding the dynamics of the
ecological agriculture in Romania, under the direct influence of the European policies that
support the ecological certification and the most rapid extension of the ecological market.
The study starts from the main idea that the ecological agriculture is stimulated through the
increase of the ecological agricultural product consumption which, in turn, can be achieved
through influences and incentives from the European policies and regulations. A principal
hypothesis is that the functionality of the motivational-perceptive system is the one that
determines slower or more rapid progress results in adopting on an even larger scale the
production and consumption of ecological food products. The variables that have allowed
the analysis of this evolution are: (i) the number of ecological farms; (ii) the number of
certification companies; and (iii) the number of companies that capitalize on ecological
products for import-export.

Related to the procedure, we have constituted a database with the companies accred-
ited to certify the systems from the ecological agriculture in Romania for an interval of
three years (2019-2021); the data have been supplied by the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development, grouped and organized with the aim of achieving the descriptive
analysis. Then, the data were reframed and reorganized to expose and demonstrate the
slow dynamics of certification and, for some certificated companies, the relinquishment of
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certification during these 3 years. So, it can be deducted that there were some reasons for
this decision that affect negatively the progress of the Romanian ecological agriculture and
organic food market.

This approach starts from the need of identifying the principal barriers in increasing
the market quota of the ecological food products: the lack of consumers” knowledge
and information, the relatively high price, the reduced availability of ecological food
products [53,54].

In the following Figure 1 the research design related to the data collection process is
shown schematically.

Motivation
Observation method Data collection
Previous studies
Market data and information

Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development

.

. e » Certification Dashboard

i

Data analysis; reorganization;
processing; selection; ranking

}

Results

;

Interpretation

European Commission
Reports

Specialty literature

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the data acquisition process for the study of ecological certifications.

The paper uses data from the Romanian Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Devel-
opment, and from the specific EU reports, which have been processed and analyzed to
highlight the evolving tendency of the transition to the ecological agriculture.

2.3. Methods

The analysis has been completed descriptively, illustrating the dynamics and, implic-
itly, the interest to support the ecological agriculture in Romania. The basic time span for
the analysis is 2019-2021, and the data refer to certifying the components of the ecological
agriculture in Romania.

The methods used are: the description, the longitudinal data analysis, the graph-
ical and numerical analysis. Overall, the study is a transversal analysis and is mainly
supplemented by a qualitative analysis [55].

The main goal is based on cross-sectional data considering a database collected from
official sources regarding the certificates issued in Romania as a tool for ecological agricul-
ture. The data were used to illustrate the numbers of certificates for producers, traders,
aquaculture, spontaneous flora, exporting and importing domains, within the last three
years and for all the companies registered to issue these certificates. We used the analysis
data of imports and exports consisting in ecologically certified products, with the aim of
capturing the dynamics in comparison with the fields of production and processing and to
identify the import—export balance.

This study significantly takes into account the fact that the attainment of the long-term
ecological consumption goal depends decisively on the consumers. Most studies have been
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preoccupied with the behavior of adult population which is the main purchase force at
present, but is important to consider the behavior of the young generation, which will very
quickly reach the productive age and will become the new production and consumption
force [56,57].

3. Results

The main domains for which the ecological certificates are being issued are: producers,
processers, traders, aquaculture, spontaneous flora, exporting and importing.

The numbers of certificates for all these domains are illustrated, within the last three
years and for all the companies registered to issue these certificates. The presented data
show that the numbers of certificates on the mentioned domains are slightly dropping,
although there are direct and clear measures supporting the requirement of these certificates
in the long-term (Table 1). The slight decrease in number of certificates is numerically
visible when analyzing each company (Table 2). Still, when analyzed globally for all
companies, data show stable or slightly increased numbers of certificates, except for the
last two domains—imports and exports. The explanations consist in: lack of confidence in
success given the reluctance or lack of consumers action, the mentality associated with low
living standards that maintain the orientation towards non-ecological consumption, lack of
confidence in supportive government policies of organic farming, short-term interest in
receiving funding, and the lack of positive reactions from the consumer market.

Table 1. The evolution of ecological certifications by domains in Romanian agriculture (company no.,
2019-2021).

Certification Domain/Year 2019 2020 2021 2020/2019 2021/2019 2021/2020

Producer 9005 9341 9513 3.73 5.64 1.84
Processor 188 155 146 —17.55 —22.34 —5.81
Trader 354 315 350 —11.02 -1.13 11.11
Aquaculture 16 7 5 -56.25 —68.75 —28.57
Spontaneous Flora 29 32 26 10.34 —10.34 —18.75
Exporting 3 1 3 —66.67 0.00 200.00
Importing 15 9 13 —40.00 —13.33 44.44

Source: authors’ processing of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development data.

As can be seen from Table 1, the dynamics of certifications for companies engaged in
the conversion to organic agriculture is very slow, the increase being only 1.84% in 2021
compared to 2020 for producers and 11.11% for traders. For ecologically certified exporters
and importers, the dynamics is irrelevant in percentage terms, given the extremely small
number of these companies on the Romanian agricultural market (in 2021, only 3 exporters
and 13 importers compared to 15 in 2019). This case will be presented later in the analysis of
the import—export balance of ecologically certified companies. For processors, aquaculture,
and spontaneous flora, the situation is negative, the number of certified companies from
one year to another (2020 compared to 2021 and 2019 compared to 2020) decreasing. Overall,
as can be seen from the data in Table 1, the situation is unfavorable and does not indicate
progress in the ecological certification of Romanian agricultural companies.

As can be seen from Table 2, the evolution of the number of companies certified by the
accredited companies is very slow, during the 3-year analysis. Thus, in 2020 compared to
2019, the increase was only 2.60%, in 2021 compared to 2020, a reduced increase of only
1.98%, and in 2021 compared to 2019, a minor increase of 4.64%. We note that most certifiers
have issued ecological certifications in the main areas: production, processing and trade. In
2019, only 2 certifiers did not issue certificates for producers and processors; in 2020, only
one company issued certificates only for producers, and in 2021, also only one company
issued certificates only for producers. It can also be seen from the data in Table 2 that there
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are fluctuations in maintaining the activity of the certifying companies. Thus, 2 of them
are no longer active in 2021, and 1 is present from 2021. An analysis of the dynamics for
each of the 14 certifying companies, in terms of the number of certificates issued, shows
that in 2021 compared to 2020, 5 of them have recorded negative evolution, and 9 recorded
favorable evolution, but at a very low rate.

Table 2. Accredited companies for issuing ecological certificates (number of certificates issued,

2019-2021).
Company 2019 2020 2021
Ecocert LLC 3443 3421 3149
Ecoinspect LLC 1632 1851 2474
Agreco R.F. Goderz GMBH Germany 1062 931 841
Bio Cert Traditional LLC 877 683 833
Certrom LLC 440 451 464
Romanian Quality Movement 372 500 0
Srac Cert LLC 371 538 905
Ceres Organic Cert LLC 332 344 345
Ecoroiscert Romania 308 365 420
Austria Bio Garantie GMBH Enzersfeld 274 278 209
Bios LLC Italy—Romanian branch 250 208 0
Bioagricert LLC Italy—Romanian branch 189 229 327
TUV Austria Roméania LLC 60 61 78
Rina Simtex—Certification Organism 0 0 11
TOTAL 9610 9860 10,056

Source: authors’ processing of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development data.

Figure 2 shows the global situation of all certifications of the three years analyzed on
the seven accredited certification fields.
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Figure 2. Global variation for the number of certificates for each domain and over 3 years.
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As can be seen in Figure 2, the discrepancy between the number of ecologically certified
producers, on the one hand, and the number of economic operators from other certifiable
fields, on the other hand, is significant.

As shown in Tables 1 and 2, data and number of certificates should be carefully
analyzed, because there are signs related to a slight decrease of the certificates number.
No additional difference test was computed due to the small number of companies and
observation (i.e., three distinct years). For example, regarding Company 1 (Ecocert LLC)
in 2019, 3300 producer certificates were issued and this number rose to 3312 in 2020, and
slightly dropped to 3073 in 2021. There seems to be a variation that could indicate different
problems or dynamics. In other cases, the numbers are changing into a negative trend
altogether. For example, the number of certificates for the processor is 54 in 2019, and this
number dropped to 26 in 2020, and even more to 18 in 2021. Although the results have not
been tested as significant differences, future studies should monitor the trend and collect
data regarding these variations.

Regarding the global variation of the number of certificates, results show a distinct
trend (Figure 1):

- Results show a stable number of certificates for the producer certificates, with a small
increase over the years, from 9005 in 2019 to 9341 in 2020 and to 9513 in 2021;

- Regarding the processor, the number of certificates is decreasing from 188 in 2019 to
155 in 2020 and to 146 in 2021;

- There is a stable number of certificates regarding the trader’s number of certificates,
from 354 in 2019 to 315 in 2020 and 350 in 2021;

- In the aquaculture domain, the number of certificates is decreasing over the years
from 16 in 2019 to 7 in 2020 and to 5 in 2021;

- In the spontaneous flora domain, the data show a stable number of certificates, with a
slight increase from 29 in 2019 to 32 in 2020 and a slight decrease to 26 in 2021;

- In the exporting and importing domain, there is a small number of certificates, under
10 certificates and the number of certificates is generally decreasing.

Concerning the import-export relationship as mechanism of stimulation and encour-
agement of ecological agriculture, it can be observed that, at the European level, the activity
is dynamic and the imports are consistent, but in Romania, the situation is slightly satisfying
given the extremely reduced number of participating actors in the exchange relationship
of import-export with products derived from the ecological agriculture, the commercial
balance with these products is strongly unbalanced.

At the European level, the generalized situation of the import-export relationship
perceived as stimulating factor of boosting ecological agriculture is the following with
regard to the origin and destination of organic imports; almost one third of the 2020 organic
imports into the EU are by the Netherlands (31%), Germany (18%), Belgium (11%), and
France (10%).

Ecological imports into Member States increased to 5% in 2021, compared to 4% in
2019, given the direction of European policies to encourage organic consumption and
the acceleration to conversion to organic farming, including with the financial support of
related regulations. Main trading partners include Ecuador, Dominican Republic, China,
and Ukraine. The ten largest export countries of organic products to the EU represented 64%
of the imports in 2020. The main products imported: tropical fruit, nuts, spices, oilcakes,
beet and cane sugar, cereals, excluding wheat and rice, oilseeds, excluding soybeans, other
products [58].

An import—export balance at the level of Romania for the ecological products in a-
accordance with the certification of this sector indicates an imbalance and a very slow and
even insignificant dynamics of the ecological food product export (Table 3).
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Table 3. Imports and exports of ecological products of the certified companies in Romania.

Year Im(}l)\?;t)e s Main Imported Products Main Exported Products
Fresh and dehydrated fruits and vegetables; hemp,
wheat and wheat flour; sunflower, and sunflower
meal, flax, corn, canola, soy and soy meal; oils
2019 15 (refined and unrefined); tea, chocolate, cocoa sheep feta cheese; sheep bellows
powder; compressed spirulina; Aloe Vera, Noni cheese; cereals and aromatic plants
and Tahiti juice; hazelnuts;
pumpkin, peas; nuts in shell; barley, oats;
olive oil, sesame
Cacao powder; oils and fats; sugar powder; fresh
2020 9 fruits and vegetables; compressed spirulina; Aloe cereals and aromatic plants; corn
Vera, Noni and Tahiti juice; olive oil; sesame paste; and sunflowers
chocolate, tea
linden, acacia, poly-floral and
2021 13 Teas; fresh fruits and vegetables; essential oils; honeydew honey; sheep feta

refined and unrefined oils; compressed spirulina

cheese; sheep bellows cheese;

wheat; cereals; aromatics

Data source: The Ministry Agriculture and Rural Development. Certified operators in the ecological agriculture.
Personal data processing for the years 2019-2021.

The information in Table 3 indicates that the number of exporters is much smaller
than that of importers for each of the 3 analyzed years, respectively, and that the number
of exporters is small and fluctuating, without considering the reporting to importers.
Regarding importers, the situation is not favorable either, given that fluctuations and
decreases are recorded for the years of analysis. Regarding the imported and exported
products, it is natural to find specific cultural differences, i.e., to import exotic or tropical
products, while for export, it is observed that the main types of products are from the
category of basic raw materials, without exporting processed products.

The new Common Agricultural Policy which has the role of accelerating the transition
to ecological agriculture for many operators on the agricultural market contains a series of
reforms for supporting this transition, so that it may bring a more consistent contribution
to the European Ecological Pact goals [59].

4. Discussion

The ecological agriculture is strongly supported via the groups of producers, pro-
cessors, and traders. The balance management of resources of achieving the sustainable
development objectives related to the production and consumption is dependent on the
agro-environment, agroecological innovations, agroecological knowledge transfer, consul-
tancy, and innovations. In these conditions, their knowledge and funding are the pillars of
the ecological agriculture [60].

The preparation for a faster transition to ecological agriculture systems is in the major
interest area of the European objectives related to the intensification of measures of adopting
the ecological agriculture. Also, the increasing number of organic operations that pass from
good practice to best practice, and the increase of the agricultural operations that become
more sustainable and integrate organic principles and methods represent a target [60]. The
ecological agriculture “is a production system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems
and people”; it relies on ecological processes, biodiversity, and cycles adapted to local
conditions, rather than the use of inputs with adverse effects. However, one of the most
important aspects is the combination between tradition, innovation, and science to ensure
the natural resources and environment protection and a good management of these, and to
support the good quality of life for all involved [33,61].

The action Plan of EU regarding the ecological agriculture offers instruments for
achieving the target of 25% of agricultural land ecologically cultivated and exploited till
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2030 through the program “From Farm to Fork”, the emphasis being placed—in the first
stage—on conservation practices [62]. From the perspective of the individual consump-
tion behavior, it can be concluded that this one is influenced by the social and political
framework-conditions, and that the companies could have a more decisive role in order to
influence the accountability and to create the favorable context of sustainable production
and consumption despite the fact that there are some opinions that support the lack of
profitability and a low level of success of practicing ecological agriculture [62,63]. The Eu-
ropean Commission has elaborated regulations that will favor the extension of production
and consumption related ecological practices. The public consultation has exploited the
opinions of the co-interested with regard to the progress opportunities of the ecological
agriculture in all EU countries [33,60].

One of the most representative directions to follow the ecological agriculture for the
attainment of the sustainable development goals in accordance with the UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals which aim to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for
everyone by 2030, is emphasized and in complete agreement with the Organic Action Plan.
From the three Axes of the Organic Action Plan, Axis 3: “Organics leading by example:
improving the contribution of organic farming to sustainability” is the most relevant for the
objectives of sustainability and support of ecological agriculture [32]. In this context, it is
essential to take measures and specific actions in agreement with the ecological agriculture
pillars: supply, to facilitate the capacity development for truly sustainable production,
demand, for the campaign to multipliers the organic communications, policy and guarantee,
to provide competence for the creation of a favorable policy environment. Starting 2022,
the European Commission has reinforced the practice of ecological agriculture. The process
is ordinated in specific steps with the involvement of the stakeholders and the market
because it is needed to create a pilot network of climate positive organic holdings, to share
best practices.

The results obtained are the ones that allowed the outline of these interpretive aspects,
based on the collected and processed data. A major difficulty was given by the fact that
the information from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development’s official reports
was brief and presented some inconsistencies. Thus, although a county centralizer was
identified (from 2020), it does not reflect the dynamics of ecological certifications, while a
dynamic for the period 2010-2021 was published, but with different indicators compared
to the reports for the period 2019-2021; the data sources present lists with only the names
of the companies that are going to be certified for organic agriculture or to convert to them
and a grouping with the domains in which the certifiers operate.

5. Conclusions

Given the slowly conversion to ecological agriculture and no-dynamic certification
process in the Romanian agriculture, the need to increasingly consider the aspects related to
sustainability has been highlighted, in accordance with the orientation tendencies towards
the ecological agriculture, due the orientation of food consumption in the approximately
last five years towards healthier and more environmentally friendly products. Therefore,
the sustainability condition of the ecological agriculture in Romania is ensured through
the simultaneous achievement of the three basic goals of the sustainable development:
environmentally friendly production, individual and collective benefits of consumers,
conservation and protection of natural resources. A major result of this paper has been the
emphasis of: the potentially positive impact of the European policies on the conversion to
the ecological agriculture of an increasingly higher number of operators in Romania; the
link between the ecological products’ market and the pro-ecological behavior; the influence
of mentality and favorable perception of the ecological agriculture on the extension of
this market; and the attainment of the European Union Organic Action Plan 2030 goals.
The processed information and the obtained results indicate the insignificant or even
slow progress of the ecological agriculture in Romania, even though the targeting of these
production systems began 15 years ago.
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The ecological agriculture is based on some strong principles of health, ecology, fair-
ness and care, all together considered. In this framework, it is very important to consider
the various forms of certified and non-certified ecologic agriculture. In this context, the
certification of the ecological farms proves to be the confidence ambassador for granting the
sustainability objectives of durable production and consumption, while the perspective of
ecological agriculture certifying systems is attributed to certification organizations as well
as to the companies that are being certified. Nevertheless, to allow the system to function
in the direction of the ensuring sustainability, it is necessary that the consumption market
manifests the ecological food consumption demand so that the producers may be motivated
to be certified and the authorized certification organisms may sustain the continuity of this
process. The last three years of monitoring the certifications of the operators in the ecologi-
cal agriculture production system (2019-2021) have revealed a sustained preoccupation
regarding the promotion of the ecological agriculture, but without the applicability and
practical references, this target will remain a utopia. However, in spite of the interesting
investigation carried out, the current situation in Romania is not very satisfying, since there
are only 13 certifiers and the oscillations from one year to another are significant for the
indication of instability and lack of conviction in the ecological agriculture potential. The
consumption market of products deriving from the ecological agriculture is mostly covered
by the companies that deal with the import of ecological food products.

The main result of the paper and the practical contribution is that of reorganizing and
showing the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development reports data in order to expose
the unfavorable situation for this topic. The result of the paper can contribute to the specific
literature dedicated to the need to stimulate the institutional, individual and society interest
for the ecological agriculture. Because the certification of the Romanian ecologic farms is
not a successful process until now, a set of measures to eliminate this lack of interest or to
stimulate this process in a favorable manner can be considered; and this is the ministry or
government responsibility which can develop stimulative levers. Conclusively, the results
of the study that focused on organic certification in Romania, in the context of the launch of
the Organic Action Plan for 2021-2030, contribute to filling the gaps in the literature, which
is currently limited. The work provides a support of conclusive data that allow detailing
the general approaches regarding the progress of ecological agriculture in Romania. The
dynamics analysis of the ecological certifications, which points out the evolution of progress
in the last 3 years (2019-2021) does not yet exist, so the paper repositions the interest in
ecological agriculture from the perspective of mobilization for specific conversion actions
to this type of agriculture. The implication of our findings consist in: the built work
base that allows for a subsequent causal analysis, based on the conclusions regarding
the dynamics and status of ecological certifications over the last 3 years (2019-2021); the
analysis was carried out differently for certified companies and for certifiers, the differences
in terms of conversion—certification being also highlighted; the barriers identified in the
EC studies regarding the conversion to organic agriculture (insufficient funding, high
prices of organically certified products, competitiveness with other products, low interest
from consumers, lack of knowledge of the eco label) were associated with the progress
result of the dynamics of organic certification in Romania; it was highlighted that the
objectives of ecological agriculture are of the same category of interest as the objectives of
sustainable development SDG 17: sustainable production and consumption; the role of
the Organic Action Plan for 2021-2030 for the adoption of ecological production systems
was highlighted, mentioning that the stimulation of ecological consumption behavior is a
necessity that determines and stimulates the progress of ecological agriculture.

There are some limits of the paper consisting in the lack of exploration of the real
causes for which the certification of ecological farms is not favorable, using just a descrip-
tive and numerical analysis instead of quantitative one, and difficulty to create a connection
between the European policies supporting the ecological agriculture and the bad situation
in Romania for this area. Overall, the paper is predominantly a qualitative analysis, a
quantitative analysis not being presented, except in descriptive form and data interpreta-
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tion; descriptive analysis and data processing can lead to summary interpretation results;
limitation to the data provided by the ministry; the difficulty of analyzing the link between
ecological agriculture and ecological consumption behavior, which requires a thorough
qualitative research, led to the lack of orientation towards this subject; there is a lack of
actual research that uses more advanced analysis methods.

As a future work direction, the model of the European barometer to investigate the
barriers for the ecological agriculture progress will be considered, with applicability for
the Romanian market. We have in mind and will focus on: carrying out a cause—effect
type investigation, through which to identify the barriers and causes why the dynamics
of the ecological certification process in Romanian agriculture is so slow and fluctuating;
emphasizing the important need for certification as a specific measure to effectively switch
to organic agriculture and to take measures from the Organic Action Plan for 2021-2030;
analysis of the import—export imbalance with ecological products, with an emphasis on
identifying the causes; exploring the causes of the unfavorable dynamics identified in this
paper, using quantitative methods.
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